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General introduction to the thesis 

“I counted the other day the little ones, up to ten years or so, in a Bayard Street tenement that 

for a yard has a triangular space in the centre with sides fourteen or fifteen feet long, just room 

enough for a row of ill-smelling closets at the base of the triangle and a hydrant at the apex. 

There was about as much light in this ‘yard’ as in the average cellar. I gave up my self-imposed 

task in despair when I had counted one hundred and twenty-eight in forty families. Thirteen I 

had missed, or not found in. Applying the average for the forty to the whole fifty-three, the 

house contained one hundred and seventy children. It is not the only time I have had to give 

up such census work. I have in mind an alley—an inlet rather to a row of rear tenements—that 

is either two or four feet wide according as the wall of the crazy old building that gives on it 

bulges out or in. I tried to count the children that swarmed there, but could not. Sometimes I 

have doubted that anybody knows just how many there are about.”2 

That is how Jacob Riis, a social reformer, journalist and documentary photographer, described 

the city slums of New York in 1890. He came to be known as one of the most influential 

investigators of the social conditions in New York.  

 

Urbanization, immigration, and industrialization transformed the British and American 

economies between 1890 and 1939, making poverty more prevalent among the working class.  

In America, the depressions of 1893 and in the 1930s further aggravated the situation. 3 People 

lived in great destitution in tenement houses: a 1908 census of 250 East Side families found 

that about 50% slept three or four to a room and 25% slept five or more to a room. Children 

often had to work to supplement the family income.4 

In Britain, the impact of the First World War and of the depression of the 1930s, which was 

leading to an unemployment crisis,5 affected many families.6 In consequence, child and family 

poverty remained endemic in many working class families. 7 

                                                           
2 Jacob A. Riis, How the Other Half Lives - Studies among the Tenements in New York, 1890, 179–80. 
3 Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, “1890-1928 The Progressive Era,” n.d., 
http://povertyhistory.org/era/progressive#. 
4 Ralph DaCosta Nunez and Ethan G. Sribnick, The Poor among Us: A History of Family Poverty and 
Homelessness in New York City (New York: White Tiger Press, 2013), 126–29. 
5 Roger Kershaw and Janet Sacks, New Lives for Old: The Story of Britain’s Child Migrants (National Archives, 
2008), 153. 
6 Kershaw and Sacks, 153. 
7 Geoffrey Sherington, “Suffer Little Children: British Child Migration as Journeying,” n.d., 156. 
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A study carried out in the City of York in 1936 by the sociological researcher, social reformer 

and industrialist Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree found that compared to 1899 when low wages 

and large family size had been the main causes of family poverty, in 1936 unemployment was 

the main cause followed by old age.8 Moreover, Rowntree found that half the children lived 

in poverty, and that for two-thirds of these children, the poverty cycle could extend for up to 

a decade. This was confirmed by other studies, which showed, for example, that between 

1931 and 1935, the number of free school meals doubled, but that there was still 

malnutrition.9 High numbers of young people were unemployed.10 

By 1910, the social reformer Kingsley Fairbridge had estimated that 60,000 children were 

destitute in Britain. 11 

 

This thesis is concerned with a response to these social ills: in both Great Britain and the US, 

from the mid-nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries, ‘surplus’ impoverished children of 

‘good stock’ were taken from large cities, whose industrial and agricultural base could not 

absorb them, and were given allegedly better, healthier lives on farms in the countryside. 

In Britain, between 1869 and 1967, tens of thousands of British children from the 

metropole were selected for permanent emigration to the British settler colonies.12 Crucial in 

carrying out this social policy were private philanthropic societies such as, for example, the 

Child Emigration Society (CES).  

The CES was founded by a charismatic leader, Kingsley Fairbridge. Having grown up in 

South Africa, he was shocked by the living conditions of the poor that he encountered in 

England. He also became aware of the many destitute children in the streets there, who were 

condemned to a life in the workhouse and whose plight he wanted to alleviate. 

The Society ran a farm school in Australia (established in 1912), where formerly 

destitute British children grew up and were trained to become farmers on the land. After 

Fairbridge’s death in 1924, his work was continued by the CES and by his wife, and the farm 

                                                           
8 Ian Gazeley, Poverty in Britain, 1900 - 1965, Social History in Perspective (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003), 94. 
9 Sherington, “Suffer Little Children: British Child Migration as Journeying,” 156. 
10 Kershaw and Sacks, New Lives for Old, 153. 
11 Sherington, “Suffer Little Children: British Child Migration as Journeying,” 156. 
12 Ellen Boucher, Empire’s Children: Child Emigration, Welfare, and the Decline of the British World 1869-1967 
(Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 3. 
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school scheme expanded as additional farm schools in Australia, Canada, and Rhodesia were 

opened in the mid-1930s.  

The British emigration of children was supported and partially funded by the British 

government.  

In the US, between 1854 and 1929, children were sent on a large scale from 

overpopulated cities, such as New York City, to farms in the rural countryside using the 

“orphan trains.”13 Again, private philanthropic organisations, for example the New York 

Children’s Aid Society (CAS), played a pivotal role in organising and carrying out this scheme. 

The CAS was in part supported and financed by the US states which sent the children. 

The CAS was founded in 1854 by Charles Loring Brace, a visionary who shaped modern 

social policy by helping children in need.14 The Society’s remedy included conventional 

methods such as industrial schools, reading rooms and lodging houses, but also a foster care 

system that placed children on farms in rural America.15 The “placing out system” was the 

clearest expression of the Society’s philosophy and the most important part of the Society’s 

work.16  

Charles Loring Brace, as a forerunner of his time, strongly rejected the institutional care 

of dependent children, which did not prepare them for a “practical life.” He had a high opinion 

of the farmers, with whom the children were placed, who were perceived to be “our most 

solid and intelligent class.“17 From the outset, he believed that even the “plainest” “farmer’s 

home” [italics reproduced from the original] was the “best of all Asylums for the outcast child.” 

18  

Also in later years, when this thesis is set, the CAS followed the philosophy of its founder. 

Between 1853 and 1929, at least 150,000 children were placed all over America in rural 

homes, (mostly) with farmers’ families.19 

                                                           
13 Marilyn Irvin Holt, The Orphan Trains: Placing out in America (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1992), 4. 
14 Bruce Bellingham, “The ‘Unspeakable Blessing’: Street Children, Reform Rhetoric, and Misery in Early 
Industrial Capitalism,” Politics & Society 12, no. 3 (n.d.): 304. 
4Miriam Zelda Langsam, Children West: A History of the Placing-out System of the New York Children’s Aid 
Society, 1853-1890 (University of Wisconsin--Madison, 1961). p.vii-viii 
16 Langsam, 17. 
17 Charles Loring Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York (New York, 1872), 239. 
18 Brace, 237. 
19 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 69. 
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Although the CAS had many different branches, the present thesis will mainly focus on the 

CAS’s “crowning work,” 20 and its “panacea”21namely the placing out system.  

 

Historical background 

In 1618, an intertwined tradition of child emigration, which would last over 300 years, began 

when the City of London agreed to send one hundred children to Virginia in the United States, 

which was a British settlement at the time. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

unaccompanied children were sent overseas from Britain to its US colonies, in a rather “ad-

hoc” fashion, but little is known about them. The reasons for emigration were mainly 

economic, as there were too many children who were a financial burden in Britain, and need 

for labour on the new plantations in the United States. British child emigration to the United 

States continued until Independence.  

In Britain, child emigration started off as a coherent movement, when philanthropist Maria 

Rye began sending regular parties of children to Canada in 1869.22 Her model was followed by 

many others like the Child Emigration Society.  

There is a consensus in the secondary literature that until the early twentieth century child 

emigration was a philanthropic endeavour, with strongly religious motives to save the children 

while at the same time providing a safety valve for internal disorder. 

 

Through the early years of the twentieth century (when my research is set) the character of 

the child emigration movement changed. Youngsters were removed from British slums 

because working-class neighbourhoods were considered unhealthy rather than evil 

environments.23 

In the wake of the Boer war, child emigration became commonly associated with national 

efficiency and imperial unity. After the First World War, state-assisted emigration to Empire 

destinations became a major priority of the British government. In the eyes of the British 

government, child migrants were thought of as “bricks for empire building.”24 

                                                           
20 Children’s Aid Society, 67th Annual Report, p.33 
21 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 53rd Annual Report, 1905, p.12, N-YHS. 
22 Gillian Wagner, Children of the Empire (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1982), 1–7. 
23 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 35; Kershaw and Sacks, New Lives for Old, 9; Joy Parr, Labouring Children: 
British Immigrant Apprentices to Canada, 1869-1924 (University of Toronto Press, 1994), 27–35. 
24 Wagner, Children of the Empire, 15. 



19 
 

All in all, the experience of the child emigrants has been diverse, and not all children thrived 

after emigration, as envisaged by the reformers. 25 

 

In America, the most important forerunner of the “placing out system” was the indenture 

system which had a long history of being used to reform and remove undesirable or potentially 

criminal children. From the seventeenth century onwards, American commissioners of the 

poor had sought to “reform” destitute children by placing them in allegedly “respectable” 

homes at greater distances from their depraved parents. By the mid-nineteenth century the 

indenture system was in decline and a number of American philanthropic societies like the 

Children’s Mission to the Children of the Destitute located in Boston or the American Female 

Guardian Society, started to place out children in the countryside by “orphan train.”26 This 

model was followed by many other US American philanthropic organisations such as the New 

York Children’s Aid Society,27 the Boston’s Children’s Mission, the New York Foundling 

Hospital, and the Philadelphia Women’s Industrial Aid Association.28 

Major motivations included the notion that life in the cities was sinful, shameful and 

degrading, whereas physical and moral health were inherent qualities of rural America. Just 

like in Britain, emigration was a safety-valve that should keep up societal structures.29  

From 1924 onwards the New York Children’s Aid Society (like other organisations involved in 

the orphan train movement) faced increasing criticism and started to board the children out 

with foster families. 30 

The orphan trains officially ceased to operate in the late 1920s for a variety of reasons. These 

were, among other things, a criticism of the system, a professionalization of social services 

and a change in societal attitudes, keeping children with their biological families whenever 

possible. 31 

 

 

                                                           
25 Philip Bean und Joy Melville, Lost children of the Empire (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 78. 
26 Stephen O’Connor, Orphan Trains: The Story of Charles Loring Brace and the Children He Saved and Failed 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2001), 95. 
27 O’Connor, 13. 
28 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 4. 
29 Holt, 19–21. 
30 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 90. 
31 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 4. 
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Methodology  

This thesis is a global, thematic and geographical history of child emigration.  

My PhD also aims to trace the development of the parallel histories of these two child 

emigration schemes across the UK and the US. I will analyse how these parallel histories, 

shaped by the wider settings in the two countries at times converged and diverged, but never 

lost their connection.  

 

Global history 

To date, the literatures of the two child emigration schemes have mainly looked in isolation 

at the two countries concerned. 

Exceptions are the books “Remembering Child Migration” by Gordon Lynch (2015) and 

“Enfants en Exile” by Ivan Jablonka (2007), which yield very promising results which should be 

expanded on.  

With my thesis I seek to illustrate how historical trends, such as child emigration as a tool of 

social reform, which have been considered separately in the national historiographies, can be 

brought together, and how we can connect the local and the global even at a time before 

globalisation.32  

I aim to demonstrate that the child emigration movement was a global phenomenon, resting 

on the same premises, most notably on the utopian vision that perceived orphans as the basis 

of social transformation.  

I will therefore follow the “global history” approach as expounded by Christopher Bayly, who 

has devised a “useful historical tool” for a “global interactive analysis of political and economic 

conjunctures.”33  

 

Therefore, I will analyse connections, interconnections and uniformities and common 

features34 in the ways these schemes were initially devised but also in the ways they 

developed. Moreover, I will examine differences.35  

This global history approach is split into the following two parts:  

                                                           
32 C. A. Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914: Global Connections and Comparisons, The Blackwell 
History of the World (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub, 2004), 1. 
33 Bayly, 471. 
34 Bayly, 469–71. 
35 Bayly, 1. 
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Global History - The Child Emigration Schemes: Interconnection through Transnational 

Movements 

The first part of the present thesis will analyse a number of wider transnational movements, 

in which the two child emigration schemes were embedded and which provide 

interconnections between the two schemes. These will include: the rise of the welfare state, 

Progressivism, reformatories and re-education homes for juvenile delinquents as well as for 

needy and abandoned children, the eugenics movement, and the notions of the child with a 

special focus on child saving and how it turned into family saving.  

 

Global History - The Rural Ideology: Towards a History of Ideas 

The second part of this thesis will look at the transnational ideas, that were shaping and 

connecting the rural ideologies of the CAS and the CES, such as the literary idea of the “rural 

myth,” ideas of environmentalism, and ideas of the science of child pathology, but that were 

often appropriated and interpreted by them in a different light.  

 

Thematic study design 

Most studies cited above are chronological studies; my study is a thematic study of child 

emigration which will make it possible to emphasize certain aspects of child emigration in 

comparison across the two countries. 

Both case studies provide a lens through which wider historical developments of the time in 

Britain and the US can be studied. As the British emigration movement took place in a colonial 

setting and the American movement in a national setting, it will be revealing to see how the 

two emigration movements unfolded accordingly. Moreover, my comparison will allow the 

evolution of changing ideas about children and their needs over time to be traced. For 

example, these found their expression in the science of child pathology. 

My thesis will make it possible to examine the various uses made of the figure of the child in 

twentieth-century social and humanitarian politics. It will be interesting to see how these 

ideas contributed to shaping the fundaments of the welfare state. Against the background of 

Progressivism, my study will give insight into how social policy was shaped in the para-political 

space between voluntary organisations, the state and civil societies in the two respective 

countries.  
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Beyond that, this thesis will examine these two emigration schemes through the lens of the 

history of knowledge. For the purpose of the present thesis, knowledge will be defined in its 

broadest sense as “practical, social or tacit knowledge.”36 In line with Lässig, knowledge will 

be treated as a spectrum that ranges from “knowledge acquired through everyday experience 

to the knowledge of artists, craftspeople, and skilled workers, from administrative and 

entrepreneurial expertise to the knowledge of academic scholars and scientists.” Importantly, 

“it also encompasses forms of knowledge that influence an individual’s or group’s values and 

the ways they align and live their lives.”37 “Knowledge acquisition” will be defined as a transfer 

of information and skills, and as knowledge that was attained by the children through the 

processes of instruction, practical example, practice, etc. 

In this way, an approach “to actors and structures largely beyond the grasp of established lines 

of inquiry and analytical concepts”38 will be enabled. This will significantly enhance our 

understanding of the two emigration schemes, as, to date, the historiography of ‘child 

emigration’ in both Britain39 and America40 has paid limited attention to aspects of the 

acculturation and assimilation of the children during the emigration process. With regard to 

the British case, Boucher has stressed how the ideals of Britishness found their expression in 

the training and educational programme provided at the farm school.41 Likewise, in the 

American case, Langsam analysed how the children adjusted and assimilated to the 

communities where they were placed as well as to the American lifestyle.42 However, the 

knowledge transferred by these children from their old to their ‘new lives’ and the knowledge 

they acquired during the emigration process has not yet been explicitly considered.  

 

                                                           
36 Lässig, Simone, “The History of Knowledge and the Expansion of the Historical Research Agenda,” 38. 
37 Lässig, Simone, 43. 
38 Lässig, Simone, “The History of Knowledge and the Expansion of the Historical Research Agenda,” Bulletin, 
no. Issue 59 (Fall 2016): 32. 
39 See for example: Ellen Boucher, Empire’s Children: Child Emigration, Welfare, and the Decline of the British 
World 1869-1967 (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Geoffrey Sherington and 
Chris Jeffery, Fairbridge: Empire and Child Migration, Woburn Education Series (London ; Portland, OR: Woburn 
Press, 1998); Kershaw and Sacks, New Lives for Old; Marjory Harper and Stephen Constantine, “Children of the 
Poor,” in Migration and Empire (Oxford University Press, 2010). 
40 See for example: O’Connor, Orphan Trains; Langsam, Children West; Holt, The Orphan Trains. 
41 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 13. 
42 Langsam, Children West, 28. 
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Geographical study design 

My study has a strong geographical focus on the city vs. the countryside which will allow us to 

gain a deeper understanding of the construction of geographical spaces of “the city” vs. “the 

countryside” by the reformers. 

I seek to trace the process of how these two migration schemes were set up in the city and 

how they were to “work their magic” in the countryside.  

To this end, I have divided my research project into two sections, titled “The City” and “The 

Countryside,” for this binary opposition follows the line of thought of both British and 

American policy makers, who linked the city (seen as the source of social and economic 

problems) to the countryside (which, with its presumably ‘redemptive’ qualities, would offer 

the solution) via large-scale child emigrations.  

In this context, I will discuss the ways that poverty was understood in relation to overcrowding 

in the city, and how the countryside was constructed as a place of abundance. 

 

 

The archival sources used  

The New-York Historical Society  

The present thesis is based on the collection of the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) (MS111) which 

can be found in the Patricia D. Klingenstein Library of the New-York Historical Society. I am 

focusing especially on “Series XI - Records of the Children's Emigration, Placing-Out, and Foster 

Home Programs,“ which is the most relevant part of the Records of the Children’s Aid Society 

to my thesis, as it is concerned with the migration of children from New York City to the US 

countryside.  

Within Series XI, both Subseries XI.3, which contains a case file with regard to each child who 

was placed out by the CAS and Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, which contains the Record Books, 

chronicle the individual development of the children placed out over the years. Both Subseries 

XI.3 and XI.4.B are based on letters written by the children and the foster parents but also on 

the documentation of the yearly visits to the children by placing out agents of the CAS 

described above. These two subseries will therefore be the main focus of this chapter. 

We can only speculate on how far the case files are “truly” internal documents or if the CAS 

produced them keeping in mind that at some point someone external might want to consult 

them. It is notable that by default, record books were filled out following the same (extremely 
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positive) writing style, and provide throughout very positive depictions of the farmer’s family 

and the farmer’s home. These, moreover, closely resembled the views expressed by Brace. 

The record keeping of the CAS has ever since been under close scrutiny by external observers. 

During the National Conference of Charities and Corrections held in 1884, participants 

discussed whether the children placed by the CAS had turned out well and the criticism 

brought forward that the CAS was not following up and documenting the progress of the 

children: “it did not appear that any comprehensive inquiry had ever been made into the 

history of the children sent to any one State”.43 

In 1895, the New York State Board of Charities intervened and obliged private charities to keep 

records about their charges; this was, in 1898, extended to children who were placed out with 

foster families (see section 6.4. for a detailed discussion)..44 Although records had been kept 

by the CAS before 1895, after this time they were kept in a more meticulous and thorough 

manner. Therefore it appears that it was not an internal decision made by the CAS to keep 

more careful records. Rather this was imposed on the CAS by the external state board of 

charities and the response can be seen as part of the CAS’s manoeuvre to foster good relations 

with the state board of charities and to meet the requirements of the law.  

The reader of the annual reports learns that, on one occasion, Mrs. Keller, Inspector for the 

City Department of Public Welfare, studied the records of every placement made by the CAS 

during the period of one year. This is an example of an external person having access to the 

“internal” records of the CAS, a possibility that the CAS likely kept in mind while producing the 

records.45 

Moreover, as the following chapters will show there might have been an internal censorship 

in the form of an expectation placed by the leading circles of the CAS on the placing out agents 

to reproduce views desired by the CAS and in line with their philosophy. [This of course is 

speculation.  It is certainly possible that CAS quite willingly adopted the new perspective on 

effective record keeping as it incorporated the new views and values of social welfare 

professionals.] 

                                                           
43 National Conference on Social Welfare. Official proceedings of the annual meeting: 1884. Available from 
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/n/ncosw/ach8650.1884.001/165?page=root;rgn=full+text;size=100;view=image;q1=
It+did+not+appear+that+any+comprehensive+inquiry+had+ever+been+made+into+the+history+of+the+childre
n+sent+to+any+one+State. Accessed on 12nd May 2017. 
44 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 292. 
45 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 69th Annual Report, 1921, p.15, N-YHS. 

http://quod.lib.umich.edu/n/ncosw/ach8650.1884.001/165?page=root;rgn=full+text;size=100;view=image;q1=It+did+not+appear+that+any+comprehensive+inquiry+had+ever+been+made+into+the+history+of+the+children+sent+to+any+one+State
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/n/ncosw/ach8650.1884.001/165?page=root;rgn=full+text;size=100;view=image;q1=It+did+not+appear+that+any+comprehensive+inquiry+had+ever+been+made+into+the+history+of+the+children+sent+to+any+one+State
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/n/ncosw/ach8650.1884.001/165?page=root;rgn=full+text;size=100;view=image;q1=It+did+not+appear+that+any+comprehensive+inquiry+had+ever+been+made+into+the+history+of+the+children+sent+to+any+one+State
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Nevertheless, through the case files and record books, it is possible to gain accounts of the 

CAS’s motivations, their selection criteria for foster families and their evaluation of the 

children’s development and of the environment the children grew up in.  

The case files and record books are nowadays restricted, as they contain personal information 

about the children placed out. As the CAS still takes the privacy of its former wards very 

seriously, for publication, I am allowed to cite neither record book numbers and case numbers 

nor exact years during which the children were wards of the Society. Moreover, for the sake 

of publication, I will not be allowed to use direct quotations.  

I will also use annual reports (Sub-Subseries III.2) produced by the CAS or articles published in 

newspapers by the CAS, which are a fund-raising strategy meant to attract the attention of 

potential donors and therefore biased towards what the donors would want to read.  

 

The term „foster family“ will be used for the families with whom the children were placed, but 

who did not adopt or had not yet adopted the children. 

In accordance with the classification of the New York Historical Society, the founder Charles 

Loring Brace is identified by his name. His son, who followed him as Secretary of CAS in 1890 

and went by the same name or by C. Loring Brace or Loring Brace or C.L. Brace, is identified as 

Charles Loring Brace II. 46 

 

The “Special Collections and Archives” in Liverpool  

The following thesis is based on archival material from the “Special Collections and Archives” 

in Liverpool. The “Social Welfare Archives”, part of the “Special Collections and Archives” of 

the University of Liverpool, contain – as well as other collections - the collections of three 

social welfare organisations that were involved in overseas child migration; namely, Maria 

Rye's Emigration Home for Destitute Little Girls; the Liverpool Sheltering Homes; and the CES. 

Maria Rye’s organisation was active from 1869 to 1895 and only a very limited amount of the 

original material has survived. The collection of the Liverpool Sheltering Homes consists of two 

small boxes, mainly relating to the period up to the First World War. The CES collection is, by 

contrast, very extensive, comprising several hundred boxes, which range from 1908 to 1999. 

                                                           
46 „Guide to the Records of the Children's Aid Society 1836-2006 (bulk 1853-1947) MS 111“, New York Historical 
Society, accessed on 24th September 2016 
http://dlib.nyu.edu/findingaids/html/nyhs/childrensaidsociety/dscref4.html 
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As the focus of my current work is on the interwar period, I have therefore decided to base 

the present paper on the very extensive collection of the CES. 

The CES is not in one way or another related to Liverpool. Its archival material is in Liverpool 

as the Special Collections and Archives there have the physical capacity to house this very 

extensive collection which encompasses several hundred boxes, of which 100 boxes contain 

the case files of children who attended the farm school in Pinjarra (Western Australia). 

The CES collection also consists of several sub-collections. Due to the large number of boxes 

that exist altogether, I chose to view the following five sub-collections. Firstly, there were the 

case files relating to individual children who had emigrated to various farm schools. These files 

contained a form about the background of the child that was filled out before the child left 

their home. This form was a one-page questionnaire detailing the child’s name and date of 

birth, school standard, if he/she had ever been to hospital or had lived in an institution, and 

the character of the child (e.g. honest, good-tempered, clean and tidy). It also gave the name, 

date of birth and, if applicable, dates of the death and occupation of the parent. From 1948 

onwards, a second page giving details about the family history was added. In addition, the 

case file contained a short medical certificate, reports and leaving reports from the farm 

school. The case files are therefore not very conclusive until 1948, as they do not reveal much 

about the background of the children, apart from the fact that they were often (half-) orphans 

or illegitimate children. Since this paper concentrates on the inter-war period, I have therefore 

decided not to base it on the case files as they would not reveal much new knowledge.  

I also looked at the Minutes of the Child Care Committee, which selected children for 

emigration. They are mostly of an organisational nature and very little information is given 

about the children or about the CES.  

The Annual Reports, which range from 1910 to 1998, proved very helpful, as they give an in-

depth description of the activities of the CES over each year, the development of the children 

and financial aspects, and also discuss the motivations of the members of the CES in carrying 

out the Fairbridge farm-school scheme. Moreover, they span a long period and therefore give 

insight into the changes within the CES over time. Furthermore, the appeal leaflets and 

newscuttings proved conclusive as they explain Fairbridge’s cause to the readers. 

There are also a small number of texts by Fairbridge himself (mostly from 1910 to 1915) which 

evidence his early ideas and how he developed the idea of the farm school scheme. I have 
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therefore chosen to base the present paper mainly on the annual reports of the CES, but also 

on the appeal leaflets, newscuttings and texts by Kingsley Fairbridge. 

 

During my research I encountered several challenges. First of all, the secondary literature on 

the very specific topics of the CES is scarce, and often only concerned with the general facts 

(number of children migrated per year, members of the CES) but not so much with the CES’ 

motivations and strategies of action.47 

When looking at the annual year books, but also at appeal leaflets and newspaper articles, for 

example, it needs to be taken into account that these, among other things, were written to 

present the organisation in a favourable light to the reader, who, in the case of the CES, was 

often a subscriber and donor. The annual year books therefore reflect to a certain extent what 

the sponsoring body wanted to read. 48 Especially in the case of the CES, a “perfect, ideal 

world” is conjured up, one that probably did not exist in reality. 

The CES used many different means to lobby for its scheme (newspaper articles, village fairs, 

visits) but it is difficult to establish how they were received. The only hints that they were 

received positively are the large amounts of money that were donated and the feedback given 

by some prominent persons. For example, the Prince of Wales in the 19th annual report49 and 

several politicians in Parliament all reported positively.50 Again, the CES probably made sure 

to only print positive feedback in its annual reports; however, the testimonies in Parliament 

were “uncensored” accounts. 

I have included many original quotes from both the Annual Reports of the CES and the 

discussions held in the House of Commons, as the language used is very distinct and I wanted 

to directly convey the impression the annual reports create on the reader. 

Until 1935, the Society founded by Fairbridge to further his cause was, as mentioned above, 

called the Child Emigration Society (CES). After his death in 1924, his wife and supporters 

continued the work and the CES was renamed Fairbridge Farm Schools (Incorporated) in 1935 

                                                           
47The most comprehensive study of the CES is by Jeffery and Sherington, Fairbridge; also Boucher, “Empire”s 
Children; and Hill, The Forgotten Children discuss the CES in some detail; for further literature on the CES see 
Kershaw and Sacks, New Lives for Old; Kohli, The Golden Bridge; Gill, Orphans of the Empire. 
48 Michele Langfield, “Voluntarism, Salvation, and Rescue: British Juvenile Migration to Australia and Canada, 
1890–1939,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 32, no. 2 (May 2004): 104, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0308630410001700417. 
49 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.21, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
50 See for example: HC Deb 25 Jan 1937 vol 319 cc620 and 691; HC Deb 28 October 1937 vol 328 cc345 
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and later changed in the Fairbridge Society. 51 As this paper focuses on the interwar period, I 

will refer to it as the “Child Emigration Society” or CES. Only when explicitly referring to the 

society after 1935, I use the name “Fairbridge Farm Schools (Incorporated)”.  

 

Terminology 

Child emigration movement vs. child emigration scheme 

When referring to the practice of child emigration as carried out by various agents at the 

time I will speak about the child emigration movement. 

When referring to the practice of child emigration as specifically carried out by the Child 

Emigration Society and the Children’s Aid Society I will use the term “child emigration 

scheme”.  

 

England vs. Britain 

Fairbridge uses the terms “England” and Britain interchangeably. We find several passages 

where he refers to England and then to Britain without consciously discriminating between 

the two. Although I am aware that these terms cannot be used interchangeably, I will follow 

his language as much as possible, referring to England or Britain as he does. 

In his biography he wrote: “Yet English women subscribe money to send missionaries to the 

blacks, while their own sisters are treated thus! Should we not put our own house in order 

first?  

In a vast community like Great Britain thousands of children are born every year who, by the 

death of one  - or perhaps both – of their parents are left homeless and destitute.” 52 

I find the same in another example from his autobiography:  

“And then I saw it quite clearly: Train the children to be farmers! Not in England. […] Shift the 

orphanages of Britain north, south, east and west to the shores of Greater Britain”53 

 

                                                           
51 Chris Jeffery and Geoffrey Sherington, Fairbridge: Empire and Child Migration (Routledge, 2013), 155. 
52 Kingsley Ogilvie Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge: His Life and Verse., vol. Part I (Bulawayo, Rhodesia: Books of 
Rhodesia, 1974), 146. 
53 Fairbridge, Part I:158–59. 



29 
 

The time frame  

Finally, in comparison to other studies my study offers an extended time frame which covers 

the period up to 1939. The present chapter will focus on the period from 1890, when Charles 

Loring Brace II, the son of the founder, served as secretary of the CAS, to the outbreak of the 

WWII, when British child emigration temporarily came to a halt. 

The CAS’s and CES’s placing out work between 1890 and 1939 was strongly shaped by the 

“zeitgeist”, above all the progressive era, the “US golden era of agriculture” and the rise of the 

welfare state. 

The period between 1890 and 1939 was chosen for several reasons, as it is an overlap between 

the activities of the two societies. 

Secondly, most of the secondary literature on the CAS that has been generated so far focuses 

on the first decades of the CAS, when its founder, Charles Loring Brace, was in charge. 54 

However, the placement system of the CAS from 1890 onwards differs from its antecedents 

and therefore merits a separate examination. Brace II spelled out the obligations and benefits 

of the programme more clearly and established a two-tier system of placing out. This meant 

that the older children were placed in paid positions which resembled employment. It now 

became now part of the CAS’s policy that there was a requirement by the farmers to pay 

wages, they were, however, still required to send the children to school as well and to treat 

them as members of the family. Younger children were placed as “foster children”. Due to 

Progressivism, the placing out system underwent further changes as it became much more 

systematized and standardized.  

For my post-doctoral work, it will be revealing to see how the British child emigration scheme 

evolved after the Second World War. 

In the American case, it is commonly assumed that the emigration of children from large cities 

to farms was officially stopped in 1929. However, I know from archival research that the CAS, 

in some cases, when a child had no relatives, continued to place children on farms near New 

York. The continuation has not been researched so far and merits further investigation. 

Major findings 

Based on the global history approach as expounded by Christopher Bayly, my thesis illustrates 

that, although there was no direct connection between the British and the American child 

                                                           
54 Holt, The Orphan Trains; O’Connor, Orphan Trains; Langsam, Children West. 
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emigration movements, the two movements were strongly embedded in wider transnational 

trends and ideas which were prevalent across both countries at the time and, far from 

navigating independently, were in constant dialogue with the global world around them. 

Great similarity can be found in the way this dialogue was conducted in both countries and it 

therefore provides an important interconnection between those two child emigration 

movements. Moreover, this dialogue resulted in significant change in the two movements, as 

they both came to be impacted by wider trends at the time, such as the rise of the welfare 

state, Progressivism and the emergence of the science of child pathology. 
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Background information: The Child Emigration Society (CES), the Children’s Aid Society 

(CAS) and their main actors 

This section will provide an introduction to and comparison between the two philanthropic 

societies on which the present thesis is based.  

1. The Founders of the CES and of the CAS 

Kingsley Fairbridge: the founder of the Child Emigration Society 

The CES was founded by Kingsley Fairbridge, a charismatic visionary, who devoted his life to 

the solution of social problems that he perceived to exist within the British Empire. Fairbridge 

was politically conservative and later became a member of the (conservative) Western 

Australian Country Party. In 1912, together with his wife, Ruby, he moved to Pinjarra (Western 

Australia) to open the first farm school. Fairbridge lived there with his family and the farm 

school children, overseeing the building of the farm school and teaching the children religious 

education and boxing. He died at Pinjarra in 1924 at the age of 39, from a lymphatic tumour.55 

The CES was officially established in 1909, with a speech by Kingsley Fairbridge to the Colonial 

Club in London.56 Having gained the support of the Agents-General of Western Australia, 57 in 

1912, the first farm school near Pinjarra in Western Australia was opened, but with the 

outbreak of the First World War, and a decrease in funding, its development came to a halt. 58 

After Fairbridge’s death in 1924, the work of the CES was continued by his wife and his 

supporters and the farm school system was further expanded (please see section on “2. The 

location the children were sent to.”) 

 

Charles Loring Brace: the founder of the Children’s Aid Society 

In 1852, Charles Loring Brace, a reverend by profession, began meeting with several other 

men who were experienced in charity work in order to find an answer to New York’s problems 

of poverty. In the following year, they founded the Children’s Aid Society with Brace becoming 

its secretary. Alongside a range of other activities, the Society started its placing out system59. 

Brace continued his work as the secretary and “guiding spirit” of the Society until his death in 

                                                           
55 Jeffery and Sherington, Fairbridge, 114. 
56 Bean and Melville, Lost Children of the Empire, 81. 
57 K.Fairbridge, ‘The Emigration of Poor Children to the Colonies’, Speech Read before the Colonial Club at 
Oxford, 1909, D296/A2/1, ULSCA. 
58 CES, 17th Annual Report, 1925-1926, p.3, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
59 Kristine Nelson, “The Best Asylum: Charles Loring Brace and Foster Family Care” (1980), 156–57. 
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1890.60 Among others things, Brace published the book “The Dangerous Classes of New York 

and Twenty Years Work among them” in 1880.61 

Following the death of Charles Loring Brace in 1890, his son, Charles Loring Brace II, became 

secretary of the Children’s Aid Society. Prior to becoming secretary of the CAS, Charles Loring 

Brace II, an engineer by profession, was employed as Superintendent of Construction with the 

Minneapolis and St. Louis Railway at Minneapolis, Minnesota.62 

Already before his father’s death Charles Loring Brace II had asked for his father’s approval to 

become secretary. He felt that his present aims were “more or less objectless” and that he was 

searching for a “useful” and “worthwhile” position. It would be a “great satisfaction” for him 

to carry on his father’s work in his name.63 This was granted to him.  

As discussed on p. 144 and the following, Charles Loring Brace II, under the influence of 

Progressivism, would introduce far reaching changes to his father’s organisation. The present 

thesis is based on the “second phase” of the Children’s Aid Society under the management of 

Charles Loring Brace II. 

It was organised under the Act of the Legislature of the State of New York passed on 12nd 

April, 1848; entitled “An Act for the Incorporation of benevolent, charitable and missionary 

charities.” In pursuance of the terms of the Act, a certificate of incorporation was prepared 

which was signed by Charles Loring Brace and several others and was filed in the office of the 

secretary of the state and also in the office of the Clerk of the County of New York. In this way, 

the CAS became a body corporate under the Act. 64 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
60 Langsam, Children West, 66. 
61 Langsam, 82. 
62 „Charles Loring Brace Jr.“ Accessed on 26th August 2016 http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-
bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=68499529 
63 CAS, „Charles Loring Brace II to Charles Loring Brace expressing dissatisfaction with railroad work and asking 
to work for, and ultimately run, CAS“,10 September 1889, Box 20 Folder 1, New-York Historical Society. 
64 CAS, Subseries I.I, Minutes of the Board of Trustees 1895-1907, Dec 19 1888, p.208-222, Container 1 Volume 
8, N-YHS. 
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2. The location the children were sent to 

2.1. The destination of the “orphan train” 

Between 1853 and 1911, 109,245 children were placed all over America (please see appendix 

- Figure 1).65  

Over the years, the children were sent ever further west - and southwards. While at the 

beginning placements were nearly exclusively limited to New England, the North Atlantic 

states and Eastern North Central states, between 1865 and 1874 there was a marked increase 

in placements in Michigan, Iowa and Missouri. Between 1875 and 1884, there was a strong 

rise in placements in Virginia, Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri and Kansas with hardly any children 

being placed in New England, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana and 

Michigan. 66 Langsam attributes this change to the sharp criticism that the CAS received at the 

National Conference of Charities and Corrections in 1875, which meant that the children were 

now preferably sent to states from where no criticism had come.67  

Between 1895 and 1904, children were sent even further southwards and westwards to Texas, 

but the state of New York was also receiving children again. During the next decade, from 

1905 to 1914, Oklahoma and Arkansas for the first time received children. Until 1921, Arkansas 

and Texas gained relatively to Iowa, Missouri, Nebraska and Kansas, while New York and 

Delaware outranked all other states.68 

Regions where children were placed, were mostly chosen on the basis of religious doctrine, as 

an area or community had to meet certain standards as a correct moral and religious 

environment. Religious doctrine decided which communities would receive children and 

would provide wholesome homes for them.69 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
65 N.Y. Foundling Hospital, Orphan Train Miscellaneous Correspondence, Box 35 Folder 6, N-YHS. 
66 Henry Thurston, The Dependent Child - A Story of the Changing Aims and Methods in the Care of Dependent 
Children (New York, 1930), 122. 
67 Langsam, Children West, 25. 
68 Thurston, The Dependent Child - A Story of the Changing Aims and Methods in the Care of Dependent 
Children, 123. 
69 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 73. 



34 
 

2.1. The location of the Fairbridge Farm Schools 

“Shift the orphanages of Britain north, south, east and west to the shores of Greater Britain, 

where farmers and farmer’s wives are wanted, and where no man with strong arms and a 

willing heart would ever want for his daily bread.“70- 

Fairbridge was prescriptive that the orphanages should be moved to a space which he saw as 

a space of abundance, as there would be demand and good livelihood for the children. 

This space where “The littlest colonists of the world’s greatest Empire,71” were sent to during 

the interwar period were the “shores” of Australia and Canada, and thus the frontiers of the 

British settler colonies,72 where a special form of colonial expansion, namely overseas 

settlement colonisation was practised.73 

From the beginning, it was clear to Fairbridge that “This Farm School [Pinjarra] was but one 

unit,” which should be “proved and then repeated in every part of the Empire that was hungry 

for population.”74 In the words of the Prince of Wales, “no one today would […] deny the 

desirability of extending the system as widely as possible within the Empire.”75 

The completed work, as aimed for by Kingsley Fairbridge, would be “a chain of farm schools.”76 

After Fairbridge’s death, and due to a fund-raising campaign by the Prince of Wales, this was 

turned into reality, as several new farm schools were opened in the 1930s, the first of these 

in British Columbia on Vancouver Island, Canada, in late 1935.77 The year 1938 saw the opening 

of the Fairbridge farm school in Molong, Australia and Northcote, Australia.78 After the Second 

World War, a further farm school opened in Rhodesia; however, this school was 

conceptualised differently with respect to the other farm schools, as it targeted children from 

the British elite, who were trained to take on leadership roles. 79 In the late 1950s, the last two 

                                                           
70 Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:160. 
71 K. Fairbridge, "Infant Immigrants at Home - Life at the Farm School", The Daily Mail, Newscuttings, 17th June 
1914, D296/F2/1, ULSCA. 
72 Jürgen Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century, America 
in the World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 327. 
73 Jürgen Osterhammel, Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview, 2nd Markus Wiener Publishers ed (Princeton: 
Markus Wiener Publishers, 2005), 17. 
74 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.16, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
75 CES, 24th Annual Report, 1932-1933, p.1, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
76 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
77 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 140. 
78 No author, “Fairbridge Farm Schools“,Newspaper Cutting from The Times, 1938, D296/F1/4, ULSCA. 
79 David Hill, The Forgotten Children: Fairbridge Farm School and Its Betrayal of Australia’s Child Migrants 
(North Sydney, N.S.W: Random House Australia, 2007), 35. 



35 
 

Fairbridge farm schools, namely Tesca House in Tasmania and Drapers Hall in South Australia 

were opened.80 (please see Figure 2). 

 

3. “Teach them in the land where they will farm”81 – Why the Fairbridge Farm Schools were 

not located in England 

Placing the farm schools in the settler Dominions, was a major part of Fairbridge’s vision, but 

according to the CES and the British government, it would also avoid the overcrowding and 

unemployment in England. (Fairbridge is explicitly referring to England and I will follow his 

terminology here). 

The countryside of the Empire was preferred over England’s own countryside for several 

reasons: In his autobiography, Fairbridge was clear about the fact that the farm schools should 

not be in England: “Train the children to be farmers! Not in England. Teach them in the land 

where they will farm.”82 

Also in the eyes of Fairbridge, preparing the children in England and sending them after that 

as agricultural settlers to the Empire was not possible since Fairbridge had recognised “that 

long training would be needed to fit [a] farm hand for the constant calls upon initiative, 

patience and knowledge required for agriculture in Rhodesia.”83  

Secondly, the Fairbridge farm school scheme was an intrinsically imperial endeavour. In 

contrast to many other activists of his day, Fairbridge was deeply devoted to the cause of 

imperialism. Sending the children to a farm school in England, therefore would have been 

counterproductive to Fairbridges aim. He felt that it was his duty to help Britain retain its hold 

on its Empire. An imperial interest was at the heart of Fairbridge’s child emigration scheme. 

Children could be shaped in the interest of the Empire, and with that become the “vanguard” 

of the new imperial mission.84 

 

In Parliament but also by the CES, Britain was seen as overcrowded. 

                                                           
80 Hill, 23. 
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Among other things, the CES had the intention “to relieve over-crowding in British towns and 

cities.”85 

The Prince of Wales in the 14th annual report expressed his concern about the “sadly 

overcrowded areas and congestion of population on our country at the present time.”86 This 

was seconded by Sir Arthur Lawley, who claimed that there was “no room” for the children in 

England.87 

The solution was seen in sending the children from the “over-crowded England for the 

spacious lands in Western Australia.”88 This would “bring forth a better adjustment between 

Nature’s bounty and man’s imperfect distribution of her products.”89 

Also in parliament, Britain was seen as being “burdened”90 with a surplus of population, which 

was constantly evoked in the discussions in the debates of the House of Commons, and which 

was a consensus among politicians of different political affiliations.91 For example, it is stated 

that “It is obvious that there is over-population on these islands at the moment. That cannot 

be disputed. You have a population here of nearly 394 persons per square mile. In Canada there 

are only 2.5 per square mile; in Australia 1.8 per square mile […]. It is therefore perfectly 

obvious that [..] having a state of over-population here, there is an unquestioned case for the 

Bill [the Empire Settlement Act].”92. 

The solution advanced in Parliament was to make sure that there was “a right distribution of 

our population in the Empire.” It was deplored that on the one hand there were “three-

quarters of our people penned, confined, and congested in this little corner of the Empire” on 

the other hand there were in the Empire “millions of square miles of the richest lands in the 

world—boundless plains, forests without end, water and coal power beyond computation.”93 
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The overcrowding would have serious consequences, as it would become impossible to feed 

the British population from what was cultivated on the British land. Also the problem of 

unemployment would be reinforced by the overpopulation.94 After the First World War, 

unemployment levels were rising, and by the end of 1919, 7% of the nation’s labour force was 

out of work.95 

Both the CES and the British Parliament saw a solution to these domestic problems in the 

redistribution of manpower across the Dominions. The Fairbridge Farm schools were a 

concrete way to redistribute the population.  

Juvenile migration would solve the problems as it would “relieve our own over-crowded 

centres of population, where the struggle for existence grows fiercer every day.”96 

This was also seconded by Fairbridge who was of the conviction that in the “man-hungry 

Empire,” farmers and farmers’ wives were welcome and that there “no man with strong arms 

and a willing heart would ever want for his daily bread.”97.  

At the same time, the CES was sure that in contrast to Great Britain “In the Dominions the 

demand [of labour] exceeds the supply.”98 

 

Moreover, the special location of the farm schools, far away from the social background the 

children were coming from, the “fatal mistake” of allow them to drift back to these 

“degrading, drunken and vicious surroundings” could not happen.99 In the 27th annual report 

an example is given about a boy who at the age of 15 started to work in Cornwall (far away 

from his home), but when he was allowed to “so great was his bliss to find again his hovel and 

pavement, his cronies and combatants and his quarries, that work, wages, food and clothing 

all were renounced with joy.”100 

 

It should be added, that there were also voices who claimed that it would be cheaper to settle 

farmers on the land in England.101 There was also a farm school in England similar to the 
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Fairbridge Farm school, called Wallingford Farm Training Colony.102 The fact that the Empire 

Settlement Act (which financially supported emigration within the Empire) was passed shows, 

however, that these voices were not gaining much prominence.  

 

4. Modes of operation:  

The Fairbridge Farm School scheme and its costs  

To solve the social and economic welfare problems he perceived to exist within the British 

Empire, Kingsley Fairbridge devised a concrete plan of a farm school where “the littlest 

colonists of the world’s greatest Empire” should grow up. 103  

According to Fairbridge, the object of the CES was “to provide emigration plus education, 

adjusted to agricultural and domestic life for children maintained by the State and other Public 

Bodies, or children orphaned, destitute or chargeable to the Public law.”104  

The children would live in farm schools where they would be trained to become farmers on 

the land of which they would later become farmers themselves as adults. They would thus be 

accustomed from the beginning to the special conditions of the country in which they would 

farm. Taking the example of Pinjarra in Western Australia, this was a small working farm, with 

animals, an orchard of 14 acres, crop fields, a vegetable garden and the some small gardens 

for the boys to work on their own. 105 The (British) children lived in little cottage homes, each 

shared by twelve children,106 supervised by a matron with “motherly qualities.” 107 In this way, 

a homely atmosphere, rather than that of an institution, would be conveyed.108 A state teacher 

who lived on the premises of the farm school was responsible for the education of the 

children, while Fairbridge himself (at the farm school at Pinjarra) was responsible for their 
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religious education. 109 Crucially, part of their curriculum would be to develop an awareness of 

“the acknowledged duty of individuals towards God and Man; the glory of England; the 

essential unity of the Empire.” 110 Having finished primary school, most children worked on the 

farm for a few years before going out to full-time employment.111 Overall, then, the children 

were supposed to grow up in “freedom, naturalness, usefulness” and would become “good 

serviceable citizens, enjoying life, enriching the Commonwealth by their characters and skilled 

industry, serving their fellows and in that service serving and pleasing their God.”112 The annual 

reports show that this concept, in the eyes of the CES, was fulfilled, as the children usually 

developed in a positive way. That is, the children were perceived to “soon throw of the evil 

effects of their former surroundings” and were becoming “responsive to kindness.”113  

The age range at the farm school was between 8 (with some exceptions of children being as 

young as 5 years old) and 17 years. Therefore the present paper focuses on children and 

youths between these ages. 

During its early years from 1913 to 1924, most children had been aged ten or under when they 

first joined the farm school.114  This had been due to Fairbridge's conviction that it was better 

to send out children as young as possible, as this way the children would have emigrated 

before they had got into the habit of professional pauperism and before their physique had 

suffered under adverse conditions. Moreover, Fairbridge did not want older city youths to 

come into contact with the "untainted" younger children who would grow up on the farm.115 

This policy was changed in the mid-1920s, mainly for financial reasons, as in 1923, the British 

government had introduced maintenance grants for each child for a maximum of five years.116 

From 1928 onwards, the CES executive actually felt the consequences of these policies having 

to maintain many of the children, particularly the young arrivals of 1923-1928, beyond the five 

year maintenance grant of the British Government.117 This further influenced the selection 
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process towards a stronger selection of children being 12 or 13 years old and a significant 

proportion being youth migrants aged 14 or older. 

The children stayed at the farm until they had reached the age of 17.118  

 

The Fairbridge farm school system was a large financial undertaking. This can be attributed 

to the way in which it was run, but also to the relatively large number of children emigrated 

under this system.  

The complete expenditures have never been calculated; however, Fairbridge and the CES had 

to acquire the land and the buildings for his farm school; they also had to pay for “running 

costs” such as electricity, wages for the staff, and maintenance for the children. The best 

approximation of costs incurred can be found in the following table. 119 

 

 

Table 1: “Cumulative capital expenditure at Pinjarra, 1924-1935” 
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First of all, the CES was one among several voluntary societies involved in child migration 

which ran a farm school system. (Another farm school scheme, similar to the one run by the 

CES, was, for example, Barnardo’s farm training school at Mowbray Park in Picton in 1929. 120) 

Compared to this, other initiatives at the time aimed to place boys and girls with families, and 

thus stopped short at resettlement. 121 For example, the Liverpool Sheltering Homes, trained 

children for six months in England before they were emigrated to Canada. There they lived 

temporarily in a “distributing home” and were then adopted by Canadian families, or trained 

for service. 122 This meant that no living costs had to be paid for the children once they had 

been boarded out.  

Unlike these schemes, the Fairbridge farm school system, offered “emigration plus 

education.” The children emigrated by the CES would stay at the farm school from a young 

age until they turned 16.123 Child migrants would receive a specialised upbringing to gain the 

skills and character they needed for their future lives in the colonies. Fairbridge’s clearly 

expressed aim was to counter the boarding out of children which he viewed as reckless, and 

as failing to ensure child migrants’ full reform; indeed he believed that , the latter programmes 

offered little benefit to boys and girls in need. Moreover, this kind of migrant activity could 

endanger the Empire by implanting an “incubus of incompetence and wastrelism” into the 

settler communities of the Empire. At the farm school the child migrants would instead learn 

to love the land and to make it bloom. 124 This meant that funding had to be provided, not only 

for the emigration of the children, but also for their education. The balance sheets in the 

annual reports show how diverse the expenditures and the revenues of the CES were. 

Expenses ranged from maintenance expenses of the school (such as salaries for staff or 

groceries) to maintenance expenses of the farm (like seeds, manure and shearing expenses) 

to general expenses (holiday expenses or school books). (Please see Appendix 1 for a detailed 

overview). 125 

Secondly, the CES handled a relatively large number of child migrants, although the exact 

numbers of child migrants overall and of child migrants emigrated by the CES are disputed. All 
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in all, between 1913 and 1960, it is estimated that 2,906 children were emigrated to Fairbridge 

farm schools in Australia, Canada and Rhodesia. 126 Approximately half of all child migrants to 

Australia came under the auspices of the CES.127 Clearly, as every child was incurring 

expenditures such as living costs, every extra child increased the general expenditure.  

 

The placing out system of the CAS: Selection of foster parents and annual visits to the 

children 

In the CAS’s own terms, their foster care programme was called “placing out programme” with 

the CAS employees who were involved in the programme being called placing out agents. The 

placing out agents’ work involved, first of all, the selection of suitable foster homes and 

secondly, the supervision of the foster children placed in those homes. 

The CAS selected foster families based on a number of criteria. Importantly, all of them lived 

in the countryside and nearly all were farmers on their own land or renting a farm.128 Their 

home should be comfortable, and ideally provide the child with a room of his/her own.129 The 

farmer’s family should consist of a married couple and should have one or two children (large 

families were not successful with their applications). At times, couples who were a bit older 

and who had already successfully raised their own children were chosen. The farms adhered 

to the model of a “small-family farm”. Importantly, the foster parents should adhere to the 

Protestant faith.130 It should be mentioned that it was not desirable that any member of the 

potential foster family should be an invalid either physically or mentally.131  

The City Department of Public Welfare, which evaluated the placing out work of the CAS in 

1921, reached the conclusion that the financial, social and intellectual level of homes, 

especially for infants and young children, was often exceptionally high, with the majority being 

far above the average home.132 
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There are several indices that show that the foster families chosen were indeed relatively 

affluent farming families: First of all, they could afford a gendered division of labour, as the 

girls placed would help around the house and the boys would help around the farm. Secondly, 

they were able to read, as they were capable of filling out the application form. This is an 

indicator of a slightly higher standard of living in the foster parents' families of origin, as they 

were in a position to send their children to school. They were also able to make available a 

separate room of his/her own for the child. 

In the eastern section of the country, foster homes were selected by investigating the 

numerous applications for children, the agent visiting the home and usually requesting the 

three references before approving or disapproving the home. A list of approved available 

homes was always kept on file. 133 

The application process was started when a family wrote to the CAS, asking if a child of a 

certain sex and age would become available. The applicants were then sent an application 

form which they had to fill out and send back again. This application form enquired about the 

general situation of the applicant (where he lived, how far from school and church he lived, 

how many people were in his family, his religious denomination). It also asked about the living 

conditions a potential foster child would live in (would he/she be sent to school, Sunday School 

and church, would the family be financially liable for the child, and if he/she would have 

his/her own bedroom). 

Applicants had to give the name of referees who lived in the vicinity. They had to assess if the 

applicant had a good reputation, was of “good moral character,” if he had a “good sensible 

wife” and was of good financial standing. Also the well-being of the child was taken into 

account: the home should be comfortable and “desirable” for a child of the age and sex 

requested by the family.  

After successfully passing the two first stages, the CAS visited the family to find out if it was 

suitable. This visit was again recorded and kept in the files of the CAS. It asked again about the 

living situation of the applicant, but also if they would be able to care for the child (“is the 

applicant of good moral character and kindly disposed?”) and how they would care for the 

child. It was stressed by the Society that the foster children should get “intelligent care,” which 

meant “health, work, play, schooling, companions and moral and religious welfare.” 
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The “distribution method” of placing children prevailed in the Western States. Before the 

introduction of a permanent resident agent in 1869, villages were chosen through 

correspondence by mail between the CAS’ office in New York and clergymen from the 

villages.134 The children were brought there by railway accompanied by a placing out agent 

and were distributed among families of the village. 

In 1869, the resident agent started to visit villages in person and to select suitable ones. He 

was instrumental in awakening favourable interest and sentiment in a chosen community and 

in the formation of a responsible local committee of five or more leading citizens who were 

able and willing to secure and recommend desirable foster homes for a party of children to 

arrive with the agent at some near future date. All homes so recommended and accepted 

were visited by the agent personally before, at the time and within a few days after actual 

placement. 135  

After placing the children, they still remained in custody of the CAS, unless they were adopted 

by the foster family. Unlike English common law, which refused to recognise adoption, the 

American colonies had ever since allowed informal forms of adoption. In 1851, Massachusetts 

adopted the first modern adoption law, requiring judges to determine whether adoptive 

parents were able to take care of the child before issuing a decree. At the same time, the 

child's natural parents or guardian had to consent to the adoption in writing. 136 During the 

latter portion of the nineteenth century, after several Western states, where the CAS placed 

out many children, had passed adoption laws (Kansas in 1861 and Illinois in 1867), the CAS 

changed its placing out procedure and allowed foster parents to adopt the placed children.137 

In this (highly unusual) case supervision by the CAS ended. 

Otherwise, the children became part of the CAS systematic after-care programme which 

meant that the children were visited in person by a placing out agent (see Picture 1 below138) 

once every year. After each visit to a child, the placing out agents had to document the overall 

situation of the child with a focus on what would, in modern terms, be called the 
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“psychological wellbeing” of the child (for example there was a direct question asking about 

the happiness of the child), his or her living environment and the relationship between child 

and foster parents. Moreover, the agent considered how the child spent his or her time (such 

as doing home chores or helping with farm work, school, day school, church attendance and 

Sunday school). These visits were documented in the case files and record books discussed 

above (subseries XI.3 and XI 4B). If problems in the foster family occurred children were 

removed to a different foster family by the placing out agent.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Picture 1: “One of our boys in Texas and Mr E.J.Wendell”  
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Part I: The city as a space of poverty 

Chapter 1: A grand tour to “The Home among the Flowers” 139  

 

Picture 2: “It is fitting that this memorial depicts Kingsley Fairbridge and his companion on the 
journey”140 
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Introduction 

“There glimmers a pool and the face of the water 

Reflects such a dream that the one who shall see  

it  

Shall never forget. […] 

 

I looked; and behold, in the deep of the  

  water:-  

The brown of the Veld, the unending immensity, 

League after league of the houseless and home— 

less 

The smokeless, the gardenless wealth of the 

desert, 

The rivers unfish’d and the valleys unhunted, 

An empire peopled with nothing, - a country 

Abandoned to emptiness, yearning for people, 

A mother well fit for the birth of a nation, 

A continent wasted, a home that ten millions 

Could live in and love in […] 

 

I looked; and behold in the deep of the water – 

The smoke of a city, the thunder of traffic, 

The cry of the children, the sob of the starving, 

The surge of the thousands that have not an 

acre!”141 

 

In this poem to his wife, Kingsley Fairbridge constructs an impression of the metropole of 

Great Britain and of the Empire, namely the countryside of Rhodesia where he was growing 

up.  

The countryside is constructed as a serene space of abundance: of “wealth,” of “unending 

immensity,” but also of sustenance in “unfish’d rivers” and “unhunted valleys.” 
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In contrast to this, the reader can literally sense the misery of the city by experiencing its 

soundscape; he or she can literally hear the loud roar and din of the city: the thundering, the 

sobbing and the crying of children, and get a sense of the repugnant stench of smoke in the 

city. 

 

This chapter explores the personal trajectory Brace and Fairbridge underwent in developing 

their specific child emigration scheme. I aim to illustrate that both schemes had common 

origins.   

Firstly, I will analyse the trajectories of Brace and Fairbridge. 

Secondly, I will trace the child reform movement at the time. While it is impossible to lay out 

the whole movement, I will sketch out major strands which were encountered by Fairbridge 

and Brace on their trajectory. 

To be sure, Brace and Fairbridge encountered many problems in the city (which will be 

discussed further in Chapter 4: ”From slums to sunshine:” Sending the children out of the city). 

In this chapter, I will analyse the problems that Brace and Fairbridge encountered in the city 

through the lens of the history of knowledge. 

I argue that there were two major influences in Fairbridge’s and Brace’s trajectory. Firstly, 

based on their personal childhood and youth experiences, growing up in the countrysides of 

New England and Rhodesia, both Fairbridge and Brace constructed a utopian rural space of 

plenty where they were intending to send the children. Many defining characteristics of the 

two emigration schemes can already be found at this early stage, such as an exaltation of the 

countryside and rural life. In the case of Fairbridge, we find a preoccupation with Empire 

settlement and white settler colonialism from an early age onwards. 

Secondly, I will argue that the idea of using child emigration as a tool of social reform had a 

common origin, as both the UK and the US actors were inspired by the same models which 

they then took to their home countries. During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

wealthy middle class (non-European) citizens embarked on a “grand tour” of Europe to see 

the sights and but also to find solutions to the social problems caused by industrialization (for 

example settlement houses, please see Chapter 4: ”From slums to sunshine:” Sending the 

children out of the city“ for a detailed discussion).142 Also Brace and Fairbridge undertook this 
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transatlantic “grand tour” and as they were confronted with child poverty in the city, both 

reached an awareness that these problems could in part be traced back to the knowledge and 

habitus of street life the children acquired in the city.143 Both encountered a possible solution, 

namely the model of reformatories. Idealised notions of the countryside and reform were 

strongly intertwined at the time. Therefore this chapter posits that both emigration schemes 

run by the British CES and the New York CAS were embedded in the wider childcare reform 

movement at the time. 

After their return home, they both envisioned a solution to the problem of the many needy 

and abandoned children across Britain and New York, based on the credo “emigration plus 

education.”144  

 

This chapter is in part based on the poems of Fairbridge which he started to write in his mid-

teens, in which he expressed his love for his home country, but also a strong imperial zeal. 

Fairbridge was influenced by Rudyard Kipling, and similarly wrote his poems in blank verse.145 

He started to write poetry when he was about 16 years old and continued to write after his 

return from England to Rhodesia in 1903.146 The poems were finished during his first year at 

Oxford in 1908 and they were first collected and published in 1909. The particularity of this 

poetry is that it is pioneer poetry, as it was written by a young author and a boy pioneer.147 

Brace’s impressions are conveyed by his writings, most notably his own travel accounts called 

“Home Life in Germany”148 and his biography which was assembled by his daughter based on 

his letters.149 
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The grand journey: point of departure 

Both Brace and Fairbridge undertook their trajectory from very similar points of departure. 

They both grew up in sheltered middle class families, in the countrysides of Rhodesia and New 

England, followed by an education at an elite university, namely Oxford and Yale. The 

idealisation of the countryside has its roots in Brace’s and Fairbridge’s early years. In Brace’s 

letters and Fairbridge’s autobiography, in retrospect, they reconstruct a happy childhood in 

the countryside, where they both enjoyed long hours of leisure time which they later 

remember fondly.  

Charles Loring Brace was born in Litchfield, Connecticut in 1829, to an old, influential and 

conservative New England family.150 His home in Hartford (where his family moved to when 

he was a child) was located in a suburb, and within easy reach of streams and country walks. 

In his letters, written from college, which “glow with memories,” he reconstructs a happy 

childhood, spent with his father in the outdoors as “trout fishing became an ingrained habit”. 

Beyond that he “loved rambles in the country.”151 

After finishing school, he continued his education in Divine Studies at Yale University, once 

again in a protected rural environment. Also during his time at college he continued to enjoy 

his holidays at home in nature with long days of fishing which, “filled each summer brimful of 

enjoyment.”152 His writes to a friend that “my trouting, my ramblings over mountains and by 

willow-fringed brooks” filled him with “ecstasies over the fresh, green meadows and waving 

woods and bright flowers and trout streams.”153  

While growing up, Brace was influenced by the Congregational minister Horace Bushnell, who 

propagated the importance of the family environment as the most important factor in child 

development. He believed that many poor children were not only being corrupted by 

economic hardship but also by degenerate birth families – and that placing the children in a 

good Christian family was the best solution.154 

 

Kingsley Fairbridge was born to upper middle class parents of British descent in South Africa 

in 1885 and moved to Rhodesia in 1897. In his autobiography he remembers the house where 
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he grew up in great detail, with great fondness for the nature surrounding it: “This house […] 

was to stand on the highest point in the town – a little rounded kopje (hill) of diorite boulders 

and red clay, crowned with three fig-trees, some katjiepiering bushes, some marula trees, and 

a group of queer thorn-bushes that have a very delicate and lovely blossom. The katjiepiering 

have whitish-green bark, a hardy stunted growth and large white flowers of a powerful and 

delicious odour. Wild custard-apples grew on the east slope, and in their season bloomed 

purple and yellow and white orchids, gladioli, laburnums and scarlet-shrubs.”155  

Fairbridge spent his childhood wandering with his father, who was a surveyor, exploring the 

wild country between the mountains and the Zambesi, feeding on Ufu and venison by remote 

campfires.156 

From his autobiography we learn that from an early age he enjoyed nature: “but I enjoyed 

most my solitary rambles up the hill-side among the […] flowers or on the white dunes beyond 

the Sand River where the windblown sea sand cuts one’s bare legs like thousands of little knives 

– I was happy in any bare place beneath the sky, where I could hear the sea, or the wind 

blowing through the grass.”157 

He also experienced from an early age how the Empire was built, as he wrote in his 

autobiography:  

“As a lad of thirteen, dressed in knickers and shirt-sleeves, I walked on the outskirts of Empire 

[…] Fig and thorn and kafir-orange vanished before the axes; villages of grass and canvas 

sprang to life amidst the virgin veld. […] And so I went ahead on the tide of progress, wondering 

and observing and thinking of the thousand homesteads that would some day dot these 

fields.”158  

Thereby the image of the boy being dressed in typically British clothes “knickers and shirt-

sleeves” is evocative of his Britishness, but also of his (British) mindset to develop, colonialize 

and civilize the Empire.  

He was educated at the University of Oxford, where he first published on child emigration.159 

At Oxford he developed many contacts, which proved useful in his later life. During his study 
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of the subject of forestry, he soon realised that it also had implications for imperial agricultural 

development.160 

 

Nature 

Both Brace and Fairbridge, just like many philanthropists at the time,161 glorified nature and 

wildlife. In contrast to the fairly well-developed idyllic countryside of New England where 

Brace grew up, the “veld” where Fairbridge was raised was barren and savage, still “trackless 

and untrod,” portraying the “rough tough days” of the early days of Rhodesia.162  From an early 

age Fairbridge develops an awareness of empire building, which foreshadows what should 

become a defining trait of his farm school scheme later on. Both describe the countryside as 

a space of plenty, “the infinite canopy of space, wind and sun,” which would also become 

defining feature of the British emigration scheme, as through the sunshine and fresh air in the 

colonies the children would build strong bodies and the public health of the British nation 

would improve.163  

 

Brace left Yale University in 1848 for New York, to teach and continue his studies at the Union 

Theological Seminary. Letters of his early time in New York contrast the purity of nature which 

he experienced at his friend Frederick Olmsted’s farm 164 in Staten Island, where he often 

visited at the time, with the misery of the city. He constructs an idyllic picture of the 

countryside, as compared to the city. 

Olmsted, who would later, among other things, design Central Park in New York, had bought 

the farm around 1840 when the island was still of rural character and sparsely populated.165 

In letters to his family and friends written at the time, Brace describes his visits on the farm as 

one of the “pleasantest of ‘any age’“, leaving him with a “very satisfactory impression on my 
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mind of what enjoyment might be yet.”166 On a different occasion, we learn how he “enjoyed” 

walking along the beach there. 167 

Although he had been “stunned by the unceasing din” of the city, on the farm he had found a 

“quiet country scene […] of meadows and cattle and grain fields, and beyond, the blue waves 

and the white sails.”168 

Whereas the city meant “misery and crime and filth” 169 to Brace, he described Staten Island as 

having “golden light on everything”, “with the blue, dreamy highlands […] against which 

everything stood out so beautifully, the sea sparkling and deep blue, with the same unceasing 

whisper on the beach – hush! hush!”170 

 

Just like Brace, Fairbridge describes the countryside with great fondness. From his 

autobiography we learn that in spring, “Over the granite kopjes of the high-veld came the 

lichens in lovely tints of ivory and red and yellow. The umsasas clustered round the giant rocks 

were a delicate intricacy of every shade from crimson to opal brightness. Scorpions and 

centipedes deserted their winter quarters under stone and bark; and every evening the long-

tailed night-jars flitted noiselessly before us as we returned to camp.”171 

Also his “Veld Verse” poems glorify the Rhodesian countryside. In Fairbridge’s view nature 

elevates the soul as,  

“the eye [is]  

 Glorying a minute that the soul may feed.”172  

His poems read literally like a song of praise of nature. The reader can literally hear “The 

silver streams that croon among the ferns.”173  

In the Rhodesian countryside, “the golden morning sings along the world”174 and the 

 “Emblazoning blue oceans, golden shores, - 

Hold songs that make all human singing lame.”175 
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Animals are portrayed in their wild beauty. The lion is described as “The hairs about his muzzle 

tipp'd with wet;  

The last sun glinting on his tawny mane.” 

Also the puff-adder is depicted in its rugged beauty: 

“A short thick length of chevron-pattern'd skin, 

A wide flat head so lazy on the sand. 

Unblinking eyes that warn of power within.”176  

 

The reader learns about the barren flora of Rhodesia. Fairbridge describes with great fondness 

the prettiness of the Afrikanders (gladioli): “Blossom of gold and cream and mauve, too tender 

to be pluck’d,”177 of the Karroo Bush “the grey Karroo Bush ponders then: the mighty sky above, 

the little grains of sand below – the rocks – a passing dove” 178 but also the wilderness “there 

careless of the passing years, of every wind that blows, half-sister to the rocks around, a grey 

Karroo-bush grows […] a vulture in the blue […] and waited in the aching sun his enemy to 

slay.” 179  

He adores “fragrant grass whose warmth and scent is caught from sun and veld” 180 and the 

grey rhenoster, which  

“clothes the hill, 

Drowsing beside a boulder in the sun, 

Slumbrous-inert, so gloomy and so still.”181  

 

Empire building is a recurrent theme – as the Empire is built the native population retreats, 

but also flora and fauna recoil in the face of white civilization. As civilization appears, “the 

game draws back, the lion is no more.”182 

Coming for the first time into contact with the “white man”, the animals succumb to his 

power.  
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The leopard named Ingwi falls into the traps set by the white man, “the veld had vanish’d with 

the closing door – the veld that shall be Ingwi’s never more […] Falls struggling in the sobbing 

throes of death; […] riddled with shot, Ingwi goes back to die.”183 

Also Old Tika the hyena retreats from the white man’s settlement: “these roads are new I 

cannot find the tracks I used to tread […] And I’ll go back again – Back to the warm dry-river 

beds to the bush-veld and the plain.”184 

 

Also with regard to the flora, English civilization sets in, as the “Roses at Inyanga” and “other 

English flowers” were transplanted from England to Rhodesia where they are now “linking 

half-lost thoughts that Africa smothers of the skies where stars are blinking in the white-edg’d 

Isle beyond.”185  

 

At the same time the Africans themselves walk through these poems, together with their tribal 

myths and folk tales.186 But we are also confronted with how tribal life is becoming blurred 

and obliterated, through the intrusion of the white man into the traditional world of the 

ancient pastoral, as civilization is brought at the cost of the traditional roles in tribal society, 

such as a healer, which are now gradually vanishing. While the native population are still 

recognizable tribesmen, they are in transition to becoming the white man’s labourers and in 

consequence part of the imperial undertaking.187 

The readers get to know Umfeti the witch doctor, who was a healer, but whose “magic bones 

have slipp’d out the of shrivell’d hand”188 and the “bastard” facing a difficult destiny:  

“Not clear is the path of the Black man, not easy the road of the White, 

But the trail of the man who is neither is wanting all glimmer of light.”189 

As they transition to the white man’s labourer “contact with the world had knock’d away a 

deal of tribal corners; strangely less the signs by which we knew them.”190 
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The grand journey commences - the departure to the city 

The two visionaries first came into contact with the poorest class of the city when, during their 

early adulthood and for the first time in their lives, they travelled to the cities of New York and 

London. They were shocked by the social conditions they found there, and especially by the 

problem of child poverty. They both constructed the city as a space of poverty and, with that, 

as a counter world to their idyllic vision of the countryside. 

For both of them, these trips would be a seminal moment in their lives, which, from this point 

onwards, were devoted to improving the situation of impoverished children. 

Already in 1845, when making the decision to go into the ministry, in a letter to his friend 

Brace confessed that he dreaded “the intimate knowledge of the misery and wickedness of the 

world which a reformer and clergyman must have.”191 

Brace, in the city of New York for the first time in his life, was confronted with the great 

poverty there. He was especially aware of certain marginal groups at risk such as children and 

prostitutes. In a letter to his sister he describes: “I think bright. I think, after all, there is a great 

deal of beauty in winter, especially when there's snow over everything. The sky is uncommonly 

beautiful this season with us […] Have you ever noticed the effect produced ´during this season 

of the year by the afternoon sunlight tingeing a cloud of steam, the most delicate, fading away, 

not-to-be-looked-at purple color, you ever could see. […]  New York is whirling as usual. You 

have no idea, what an immense vat of misery and crime and filth much of this great city is! […] 

Think of ten thousand children growing up almost sure to be prostitutes and rogues!”192  

His letters at the time contrast the idyllic rural Staten Island of New York with Blackwell’s Island 

which could hardly have been more different. Blackwell’s Island was a “city of asylums” where 

“the city’s disordered and disorderly […] would be transported to.” The Common Council of 

New York had bought the island in 1828 from James Blackwell.193 By 1850 the island had 

become a laboratory for the management of the classified poor. On the island there was an 

almshouse as well as a smallpox hospital which was opened on Blackwell’s southern tip in 

1848, being replaced by a larger building in 1856. Blackwell’s Island Lunatic Asylum was 

established in 1839 and replaced by two larger buildings in the late 1840s. A new workhouse 
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was established in 1855. There was also a penitentiary near the island’s south end.194 Brace’s 

experiences on Blackwell’s island, where he started working with the inmates of various city 

institutions, led to his construction of the city as a place of poverty but also to his wish to help 

the poor. 

His activities included preaching in the almshouse chapel and visiting prisoners, hospital 

patients and the insane. Letters of the time show that he was greatly moved by the diseased 

prostitutes,195 writing that “I never had my whole nature so stirred up within me, as at what 

met my eyes in those hospital wards. […] You felt you were standing among the wrecks of the 

Soul; creatures cast out from everything but God’s mercy. Oh ‘twas the saddest most hopeless 

sight.” He describes the prostitutes as “ghastly faces peering from bandages around you and 

others all festering with disease or worn and seamed with passion.”  

He does not morally judge them. But he always sees the best in them describing who were 

“young and delicate looking, seduced and deserted.” Interestingly, and surely in sharp 

contradiction to the common opinion at the time, he is convinced that in some prostitutes 

“pure, kind expressions must have dwelt once.”196  

He firmly believes that they could be redeemed by Jesus: “there was a beautiful face among 

them […] she had seen better days […]”. Brace told her “of the Friendship [she] might have in 

Jesus and His love to [her], she could not refrain her tears, as I hardly could mine.” 197 

He goes on to cite the Bible: “This has called my notice to the way Christ generally treated the 

prostitutes, Do you remember that one who came when he was Dining at the rich orthodox 

moral deacon’s, and in Her agony of shame and sorrow wept over his feet, and the comparison 

he draws between her and the deacon, much to the disadvantage of the latter? Isn’t that Divine 

mercy, ‘Behold all her sins are forgiven her, for she loved much!’“198 

During this time, Brace’s conviction that these people must be helped grows. He deplores the 

fact that “the inefficiency of religion doesn’t strike me so much in such places as in what I see 

every day. [Religion is] so seldom inspiring men with genial kindness and charity towards 

another.” 199 
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His wish to help these people is formed “If I can have what I struggle always after, - a life 

imbued with truth and independence – I cannot help doing something.”200 

 

Likewise, during his first visit to London in 1903, Fairbridge arrived with a Rhodesian mindset: 

“I was accosted by a benevolent old gentleman, who presumed that I belonged to the Wild 

West show [….] I was highly indignant that an Englishman could not recognize a fellow 

Englishmen when he saw him. But this incident called my attention to my sun-bleached peaked 

hat, upon the rim of which was scored my big game kill on the Mazoe […].”201 

Fairbridge was stirred up emotionally as he had a “keen sense of disappointment”, he was 

knocked out of the skies. In his autobiography he writes that “I had expected a city of gold and 

white, mighty thoroughfares, imposing edifices, solemnity.” He had imagined finding “stately 

processions of dignified citizens, conscious of the responsibilities of Empire.”202 

But he tried to adapt to the British ways and finally, made the transition to Britishness: “After 

the purchase of a bowler hat I was never taken for anything but a Londoner.”203 However, with 

this transition, his realization of the British reality and social problems sets in. He encountered 

problems, he had not encountered in Rhodesia even among the “’savages.’” 

Many things seemed “incredible” to his Rhodesian mind, such as two women who had been 

drinking and got in a fight; as Fairbridge commented, “a spectacle that to a man acquainted 

only with ‘savages’ was infinitely repulsive.” The next incident he observed is a man beating 

his wife: “the negroid races are not supposed to hold women in respect, but such an incident 

as this I have never seen in Africa.”204 

Also the housing “straggled long lines of grimy three-storied living-houses,” seemed “ill-lit and 

uninviting” to him. 205 

On this journey, he had been shocked by the living conditions of the poor that he had 

encountered in England. He had also noted the large number of destitute children in the 

streets there, who were condemned to a life in the workhouse.206 Fairbridge paid special 

attention to the special situation of the children. He was appalled that “in a vast community 
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like Great Britain thousands of children are born every year who by the death of one – or 

perhaps both – of their parents are left homeless and destitute.” 

These children had to resort to a life in the streets: “smallish, active young-looking people, 

shouting, running hither and thither, vending papers and posies and penny toys.” 207 

 

He contrasts the city with the countryside: “the sparrows appealed to me tremendously” and 

he was glad when he found “an old friend,” which is “a very grimy fig-tree, growing against a 

wall in the Square.”208 

Next to London, he visited Leeds, Norwich and Edinburgh and “makes the inevitable 

comparisons between the great overcrowded cities and the lack of population in South Africa,” 

which would further strengthen his vision to settle children there.209 

 

The “street wits” 

During their journey, the two visionaries came into contact with the “habitus” and “street” 

knowledge acquired by the poorest class of the city, which they both saw as inadequate and 

a key cause of child poverty. This “street” knowledge took shape in the space of the city210 and 

can be considered as a tacit and implicit local knowledge of the city211 that the children 

growing up there had gained through everyday experience212 in order to survive. It can be seen 

as a “form of knowledge that influences a group’s values and the ways they align and live their 

lives.”213 This form of knowledge was delegitimized and devalued by both the CAS and the 

CES.214 In the eyes of the CAS, the major problem was that these children had grown up 

without any training “but that in street trades.” As a result, once they had grown up “one of 

our great difficulties – and a long standing one – is with the large boys of the city […]. We know 

not what to do with them.”215 The British CES shared this opinion: Tom, a fifteen year old boy, 

whose case was discussed in the annual report, had been neither to school nor to work and 

had thus gained only “street wits.” He was put into employment but for him employment was 
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not “a simple matter of exchange – wages for work” but “still a street encounter, a trial of 

wits” and therefore he left his employment very soon.216  

An important reason why the children were only trained in street wits was that they had grown 

up in a network of knowledge, gained especially from the city environment and their parents, 

a social class to which both Brace and Fairbridge consciously denied legitimacy to train and 

bring up their own children. Both the New York CAS and the British CES deplored the large 

number of adversities that existed among the city populations, such as the death of parents, 

alcohol abuse and the abandonment of children. Many parents did not send their children to 

school. Children growing up in such an environment were subject to neglect, bad education 

and the evil example set by their immediate social circle.217 They carried “the shadow of a 

family handicap” and were exposed to cruelty, “poverty, neglect and anti-social influences.”218 

As well as the family environment, the educational space of institutions also failed to deliver 

an adequate solution, as they did not provide these children with the right form of practical 

knowledge they would require later in life, and instead taught them only academic knowledge. 

Fairbridge criticised the fact that, “We leave these little orphans in the workhouse, we do not 

give them a chance. We do not give education a chance.”219 The important years when the 

children could be taught to do almost anything were wasted, as the children “go to school, 

they learn their reading, writing and arithmetic. […] They hardly ever put their noses outside 

the workhouse walls.”220 Brace shared similar sentiments – through asylum life the children 

would not get accustomed to the everyday work that had to be carried out in a “poor man’s” 

cottage.221 Both men were determined that the knowledge of street wits should be suppressed 

and disappear, as this would guarantee the stability of the nation. In the words of the CAS, the 

“ignorant, destitute, untrained and abandoned youth” would form the “dangerous class” 

which in turn constituted “the class of a large city most dangerous to its property, its morals 

and its political life.”222  
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The grand journey inspires: models encountered while travelling 

Idealised notions of the countryside and the re-education movement of children were strongly 

intertwined at the time. Both Fairbridge’s and Brace’s emigration schemes were part of this 

larger reform movement for wayward and dependent children. However, Fairbridge was also 

strongly affected by imperial motivations of child emigration that became prevalent from the 

early years of the twentieth century onwards.223  

From the early nineteenth century a new phenomenon arose in Europe224 and America and a 

method of re-education or reformatory education, with the intention of reforming neglected 

and delinquent children so as to re-integrate them into society, became widespread.  

After the establishment of the two leading institutions, Rauhe Haus and Mettray, in the 

eighteen-thirties and their tentative growth in the forties, the turnabout came in the following 

decades with the creation of an extensive system of re-education homes. Everywhere in 

Europe, small islands of re-education were founded. Agricultural colonies and child-saving 

homes were the most popular.225  

This reform movement was based on the principle that neglected and delinquent children, in 

whose cases the family, the school and all other forms of influence had failed, were taken 

away from their parents and temporarily isolated on the fringes of society, in an institution 

that was often far from any town or city. This approach was intended as a therapy to stop the 

marginalization that had set in and as a means to achieving the goal of reintegration into 

society; in this way chronic marginalization was to be prevented.226 

Both the CAS and the CES were embedded in this reform movement. 

In Britain, re-education in social isolation was also practised in far-flung places of the vast 

Empire. Emigration gained popularity as a form of childcare, as tens of thousands of children 

were sent to the colonies.227 From 1914 the CES joined these child reformation efforts and 

sent out more than 3000 children. 

This reform movement was a transatlantic crusade, with the American members being a “kind 

of interlocking directorate of reform.” Although many ideas originated in Europe they were 

widely adopted in the United States,228 as the example of the CAS shows. 
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The connection between urbanization and juvenile problems became so close that reformers 

proposed as one solution the sending of city children to farms or remote reformatories.229Also 

Brace and Fairbridge followed this principle as shown in the previous paragraphs on their 

exaltation of nature, and the schemes they would set up later which were based on the very 

same idea of sending children to the countryside. 

 

As this reform movement spread across Europe and America, an international network of 

philanthropists emerged. These philanthropists visited the children’s homes under each 

other’s supervision, met at conferences and conventions, and admired, supported and learnt 

from one another. In the words of Dekker, in this way a form of “philanthropic tourism” came 

into being.  

A journey to America became popular, for example, F.A.Demetz, who later founded the French 

Mettray, undertook such a journey to the United States to visit various penitentiaries and 

wrote an extensive report on his return.230 Inversely, Horace Mann, Secretary of the State 

Board of Education of Massachusetts, who travelled to Europe in 1843, visited the Rauhe 

Haus.231  

At the same time, philanthropic journeys to the countryside to agricultural colonies all over 

Europe came into being and thus, French Mettray and the German Rauhe Haus became places 

of pilgrimage for the philanthropic elite.232 The pamphlets and books written about these 

journeys, such as Brace’s “Home Life in Germany”233 formed a literary genre of their own.234 

In 1817, the nationally known chemistry teacher John Griscom, his neighbour Thomas Eddy 

and their friends founded the Society for the Prevention of Pauperism in the City of New York, 

which from the beginning was especially concerned with “juvenile delinquency.” Griscom, in 

turn, had been inspired by his travels to Europe where he had visited the Philanthropic Society 

at Hoxton in England and the agricultural school in Hofwyl in Switzerland run by the Swiss 

philanthropist Fellenberg. The school at Hoxton taught various trades to children of convicts 

and juvenile offenders to prevent them from growing up in idleness and crime and to give 
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them respectable and honourable lives. The agricultural school at Hofwyl combined manual 

training with agricultural and academic instruction for poor children.235 

Upon his return in 1825, the House of Refuge for the reformation of juvenile delinquents was 

founded, based on Griscom’s account of his travels to Europe. This was the first separate 

institution for juvenile delinquents in the United States.236 Following their training at the 

House of Refuge the children were bound as apprentices to farmers in the country.237 

Also Brace, Maria Rye (a British philanthropist involved in child emigration), Annie 

MacPherson, (a British philanthropist who carried out child emigration – the sister of Louise 

Birt who ran the Liverpool Sheltering Homes) and Fairbridge took part in this tourism, which 

were seminal moments in their philanthropic endeavours as they first formed the view of a 

scheme of child emigrants. 

 

Brace’s experience 

Brace’s voyages to New York and Germany led him to a variety of models of reformatory 

education on which his later work would be based, by amalgamating the most suitable 

elements (in his view) of various reform endeavours that he had encountered. One of the 

prototypes that Brace used was the New York House of Refuge /New York Juvenile Asylum.  

Although Brace was impressed by this system, he argued that the children were used as cheap 

labour and were not part of the family. Following the model of the New York House of Refuge, 

Later on, Brace would set up a “placing out system” in which the children were not bound and 

either party was free to end the arrangement.238  

Following his sister’s death239 in the spring of 1850, Brace went on his “grand tour” to 

Europe.240 

Brace arrived in Hamburg in October 1850. He was impressed by the municipal reform carried 

out by the philanthropist Lindley, who installed gas and water works.241 He also met the 
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philanthropist Miss Sieveking, who investigated the condition of the poor in the city and tried 

to find relief for poverty.242  

 

Inner Mission 

In Germany, he was by chance introduced into the circle of Johann Heinrich Wichern, who was 

the leader of the evangelical Inner Mission. Wichern was convinced of “the social evils in 

Germany; of the wrongs of the poor; of the little hold which religion has upon them; and of the 

utter want through the nation of any practical piety.”243 He had therefore founded the Inner 

Mission which was an evangelical upper and middle class movement which swept Germany, 

with the object of bringing the “practical good works of religion” back to the people, especially 

the lower classes.244  

Under the influence of the Inner Mission, orphan asylums, vagrant schools, homes for 

abandoned women, hospitals and city missions were established.  

The Children’s Aid Society was strongly based on the model of the Inner Mission. Wichern also 

provided the philosophical and emotional base of Brace’s humanitarian career.245  

 

The Inner Mission also established the Rauhe Haus for vagrant children, 246, which  was a further 

development of the principles first set forth by the agricultural school for poor children taught 

by Fellenberg in Hofwyl.247 The Rauhe Haus was located in the countryside near Hamburg to 

separate destitute and criminal youngsters from the bad influences of the city.248 As a novelty, 

it sought to re-create the atmosphere of a middle class family, by establishing a family-like 

system, which meant that twelve children and an “elder brother” respectively lived together 

in a unit. The programme of the institution combined labour, religious service and a more 

formal education. 

As a product of its time, there was a gendered division of labour. The boys worked in various 

workshops, such as shoe-making, tailoring, joinery, pattern-making, spinning, baking, etc., but 
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also book-binding, printing, stereotyping, and wood and stone engraving. A few were 

employed outdoors in the regular farm work.  

The girls were usually taught all branches of housekeeping, and from a certain age on were 

expected to enter service. The boys were generally apprenticed to masters.249 

 

Brace’s observations 

Brace visited the Rauhe Haus in 1850 and observed its way of operation in great detail. 

Contrary to his expectations, “the whole looked as little like the usual home for vagrants as it 

is possible. I saw no squads of boys walking demurely about […] There were no heavy-looking 

overseers […] and there was not even the invariable home for forsaken children – the huge 

stone building, with one bare sunny court-yard.”  Brace was very much impressed that it was 

a “truly Christian” institution.  

In his observations, we find Brace’s exaltation of nature once again – as well as the 

connotation of the countryside as a space of abundance as he reports that, “It was a large, 

open garden, full of trees and walks and flowers and beds for vegetables, while on each side 

stretched away green corn-fields. Among the trees there were some dozen plain, comfortable 

little wood-houses, like old-fashioned farm-houses, scattered about, and one quiet, shaded 

chapel.” 

We also re-encounter Brace’s notion of the contrast of the city as a space of poverty as 

opposed to the countryside as an idyllic space of plenty once more: the children who had 

spent the first years of their lives in “the dark cellars of a great city,” “nourished amid filth and 

squalor,” would now live in a “Home among the Flowers,” where they “should at length see 

something of God's beautiful world; where among friends, in the midst of orchards and corn-

fields, [they] could grow up.” 

To his great contentment, during his visit Brace found the children working, writing that: “The 

boys visible outside, were busy cleaning the flower-beds, or working in the harvest field; some 

also, repairing fences and buildings.[…]” In his view, the work that the boys carried out was 

“hard” but “healthy” and would “invigorate” them to “manhood.” 

Brace observed with great interest the “peculiarity of the plan”250 at the Rauhe Haus, namely 

the family system, about which he was ardent as he saw it a predictor of success. In his opinion 
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the most successful reformatories in Europe at the time, such as the Rauhe Haus, Mr Sydney 

Turner’s Farm School at Tower Hill, England and the Mettrai colony in France used this 

model.251 

According to Brace, the family system was successful “as those who have no home of their 

own, as much as possible should be given of the home which God has prepared for all.”  

Brace praised the fact that the children would be released as good citizens: “that it should 

send out not only skilled apprentices, saved from the prison and the alms-house, but educated 

young Men to teach others, and to spread abroad the self-denying, Christian principles of the 

place.” 252  

Brace also visited the “Friends in Need”, a German charity organization which placed city 

children in the countryside.253 

 

Mettrai 

Although he never visited the Mettrai Colonie Agricole, he did know about the Colonie and 

was inspired by its principles. He considered the Colonie as a success, which in his words, was 

due to the “esprit de corps” found at the Colonie, and the “love of distinction and honorable 

emulation [which] have been cultivated in the pupils.”254  

He also subtitled his book “The dangerous classes of New York” with the motto of Mettrai 

“améliorer l’homme par la terre et la terre par l’homme” 255 and used the subtitle again in the 

chapter on how to cure juvenile pauperism – which lays out his plan of emigration.256 

Interestingly, it should be mentioned that the founder of the Mettray Colonie Agricole, M. 

Frederic Auguste Demetz, visited and was inspired by both the Rauhe Haus and several 

American juvenile institutions, among them the New York House of Refuge. As a result, the 

Mettray Colonie Agricole, just like the Rauhe Haus, had family units, but borrowed the 

features of larger units from American institutions, so that the family units were much larger, 

containing about 40 children. Apart from that, the Rauhe Haus and the Colonie were 
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remarkably similar, in that they were placed in the countryside and relied on agricultural 

labour.257 

 

In 1865, a few years after the CAS was established in 1853 and the first children sent out in 

1854, it was decided by the board of trustees of CAS to send Brace to an exhibition in London, 

“of the labors of the different reformatory and charitable institutions of all nations.” From a 

letter to his wife we learn that “I have met a most interesting set of sanitarians, - able, clear-

headed men of the middle class, improving England wonderfully now, - and am learning much. 

I have been examining ‘ragged schools’ and reformatories and model lodging-houses, and am 

collecting a vast number of reports, etc.”258 

He toured several “ragged” schools in London and Edinburgh,259 which were based on the 

principle of reform rather than simple incarceration of the children. He also could not have 

failed to learn about the British system of permanently resettling children in the Dominions.260  

These schools were founded to provide religious influence and education to children who 

were too shabby and poor to attend regular school. 

Upon his return Brace “utilized” his observations made in England and “tested [them] in a 

preventive institution” by introducing measures that, “though imitated in some respects from 

England, were novel in their combination.” 261 

 

The British experience 

Also the British child emigration scheme was part of this wider reformatory movement at the 

time. Annie MacPherson visited the Rauhe Haus. She often wrote about the lessons she learnt 

there.262 Moreover, there was active communication between the UK and the US actors. 

Annie MacPherson visited Brace in 1866, Maria Rye inspected the mid-western part of Brace’s 

work in 1868, and by 1870 both were placing children in Canada.263 

According to Sherington, Fairbridge probably knew little about child emigration schemes like 

those run by Louise Birt or Annie MacPherson during his first period in England. He did know 
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and was associated with the work of the Church Missions at the East End of London,264 which 

aimed to combat poverty and squalor with a combination of evangelism and social work.265  

 

The “imperial turn” in Britain 

Finally, it should be mentioned that around the turn of century the British child emigration 

was increasingly presented as an “investment in Empire.”266 As discussed in this chapter, these 

ideas were congruent with Fairbridge’s motivation of child emigration, and shaped the CES 

and its aims and ways of working very strongly. 

 

 

Return from the grand journey – a vision  

Upon their return home, both came up with a very similar solution: to send the impoverished 

children to the (in the US case formerly) white settler colonies, i.e. the American countryside 

and the British Empire. In this way, both devised a concrete emigration scheme.  

 

A rural vision 

Brace’s daughter Emma reports that, “MR.BRACE returned to New York with the intention of 

beginning immediately upon some course of work for the unfortunate in our great city […] but 

[he] was growing more and more to feel that it was not in the direction of a pastor's work, but 

rather in that of a city missionary, that his usefulness would lie.”267 

Following his travels, Brace wrote to his father, “I want to raise up the outcast and homeless, 

to go down among those who have no Friend or helper, and do something for them of what 

Christ has done for me. I want to be true – true always. […] So did Christ.”268 

On 9 January 1853, Brace was asked to become head of what was provisionally called “a 

mission to the children” founded by several influential men of New York, which was later 

named the “Children’s Aid Society.” 

From his letters we learn that he planned to achieve in his new post “to draw in boys, find 

them places in the country […] especially to be the means of draining the city of this class [of 
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vagrant children] by communicating with farmers, manufacturers or families in the country 

who may have need of such employment.”269 In 1855, the “placing out” work of the CAS was 

started.270 

 

An imperial vision 

Fairbridge had had a vision of building up and populating the Empire from an early age and 

this had become ever more concrete and clearer over time. His ideas had an imperial 

dimension. 

 As he grew up, he became aware of the vast and unused tracts of farming land in Rhodesia. 

He became involved in empire building himself from an early age, when at the age of twelve, 

his father sent him to build two huts in the countryside, about eight miles away from his home 

town. This trip of a pioneer boy into the wilderness was strongly overshadowed by heavy rain 

and a lack of food. In his autobiography Fairbridge describes that “Under the urge of a chance 

adventure and driven by pride and hunger, I found a task and dreamed a dream which held me 

all the days of my boyhood and now occupies every working hour ….So the vision came to me 

when I was starved and miserable: I spoke it out aloud: ‘Some day I will bring farmers here.’”271 

 

Age 16, on a six-month trek with his father to the area around the Mazoe river in the north of 

Rhodesia, he composed a poetic saga called “On the veld” which is a celebration of the 

traditional African ways which had always been:272 

“The idle days that watch the sun go down  

That see the lion stalking his strength, 

The throbbing-nostril’d antelope; await 

Sleep careless for the changing of the year.” 273 

It is also a celebration of European conquest,274 where Fairbridge’s imperial zeal already shines 

through with his ambition to build the Empire. 

“And yet, towards the South, I see a dust; 

I hear a sound of axes and of tongues, 
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A beat of hammers and the roar of trains; 

I see the glint of roods, the smoke of fires, 

Embankments, bridges, roads and rising towns… 

[…] the long grass yields to plains of waving corn, 

Th’ untrodden wilderness is fill’d with men.”275  

 

Fairbridge’s visit to London refined his vision and gave him the concrete idea to concentrate 

on the children. As described above, Fairbridge had encountered child poverty in England, as 

well as the large overcrowded cities. He also realised that farming in Rhodesia required 

“initiative, patience and knowledge” for which long years of training would be needed. All of 

this made him think “things over.”276 

On his return to his home country of South Africa following his first journey to England in 1903, 

he developed a plan: 

 “When you close your eyes on a hot day you may see things that have remained half hidden 

at the back of your brain. That day I saw a street in the east end of London. It was a street 

crowded with children […]. Children’s lives wasting while the Empire cried aloud for men. There 

were workhouses full orphanages full – and  no farmers. ‘Farmers – children, farmers – children 

…’ the words ran in my head […]. And then I saw it quite clearly: Train the children to be 

farmers! Not in England. Teach them their farming in the land where they will farm.”277  

The reader gets the impression that the vision was divinely ordained: “I will put this thing 

before the people of England – so help me God! I had been given a message […] there were 

moments of bitter lucidity, when for a moment the curtains were drawn aside and I viewed the 

path that lay ahead.”278 

From this point on he also planned to go by New Zealand and Canada, to see these countries 

and to determine if there was a possibility of sending children there. 279 

 

Fairbridge returned to England to attend the University of Oxford in 1908, where he first 

published on child migration.280 At Oxford, he developed many contacts, which proved useful 

                                                           
275 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Kingsley Fairbridge -His Life and Verse, Part II-Veld Verse:112. 
276 Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:131. 
277Fairbridge, Part I:158. 
278 Fairbridge, Part I:159. 
279 Fairbridge, Part I:161. 
280 Hill, The Forgotten Children, 33. 



72 
 

in his later life. During his study of the subject of forestry, he soon realised, that it also had 

implications for imperial agricultural development.281 He also included his wife, whom he had 

met at Oxford and with whom he left for Australia in 1912 in his visions. In a poem to his wife 

he chartered his past and their future undertaking:282 

“Thus I went to find thee: thus I came and found 

 Thee; 

To do as was written, to work as is needed – 

To live and love for the honour of England – 

To fashion a dream in the form of a nation.”283 

Fairbridge would spend the rest of his life making his vision become reality by setting up the 

Child Emigration Society (CES) and a farm school in Australia in 1912, where formerly destitute 

British children grew up and were trained to become farmers on the land. 

 

Knowledge acquisition 

It was part of both Brace’s and Fairbridge’s visions that for this class of children growing up 

under very precarious conditions in metropolitan environments, the solution could be found 

in a social policy that would be centred on the concept of “emigration plus education.”284 City 

knowledge, that is, should be substituted with a “new” kind of knowledge acquired during the 

emigration process, which was seen as superior to the knowledge and habitus of street life 

acquired in the city.285 As a result, according to the CES, child emigration was “an undeniable 

service upon the State,”286 and “would secure the stability of the state.”287 

Considerable importance was assigned to the kind of knowledge that could be acquired during 

emigration. Fairbridge was convinced that children could be turned into “better men and 

better women, provided that a better education, a better training and better opportunities 

were given to them.”288 Given that Great Britain was considered to be over-populated, with a 

“consequent surplus of labour; congested districts, overcrowding, low wages, insufficient food, 
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debilitated working class and a high poor rate,”289 the children would not stand a chance to 

make good there. Therefore knowledge acquisition should best take place in the Dominions 

after emigration.  

Likewise, Brace agreed that “the cheapest and most efficacious way of dealing with the 

‘Dangerous Classes’ of large cities, is […] to prevent their growth.” This could be done by 

bestowing “the influences of education and discipline and religion” upon the young people of 

the city so that they would “grow up as useful producers and members of society.”290 However, 

for some children of the poorest of the poor, the institutions of education and religion were 

seen as relatively powerless to counteract the antithetical lessons from the home and parents. 

For these children, a “more radical cure is needed than the usual influences of school and 

church,” and this was to be brought about through emigration.291 

Furthermore, it was also believed that due to the large distance placed between parents (and 

city life) and children as a result of emigration, the latter would be removed from the network 

of knowledge of the city. This network would thus be disrupted, as parents would have no 

more possibility of transferring their knowledge to their children, which would further 

suppress the continued existence of the street wits. In this way the “old” and the “new” 

networks of knowledge would not interconnect. 

 

Conclusion 

Child emigration across the two countries started off with a “histoire croisee”, as ideas about 

how to deal with needy and abandoned children jumped292 across the Atlantic. As an extensive 

“philanthropic tourism” emerged, a considerable interconnectedness293 in the way the idea of 

using child emigration was developed on both sides of the Atlantic, since policy makers in both 

countries learnt from each other.  

 

Looking more closely at the CES and the CAS, we see that our global history starts: across both 

Societies; common features294 and convergence can be found in the way the problem of child 
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poverty is perceived and the solution of child emigration is found. Both Fairbridge and Brace 

undertook very similar trajectories while trying to find a solution for the problem of child 

poverty.  

The two philanthropists grew up in a (former) white settler colony, which was (Rhodesia) or 

had been (United States) part of the British Empire. Both were from conservative middle class 

backgrounds, educated at elite universities. Following this sheltered childhood and youth, the 

two young men were exposed to poverty in their early adulthood in the cities of New York and 

London. 

But, at the same time, Fairbridge and Brace also became aware of a vast array of different 

voluntary associations which aimed to counter poverty. Both were inspired by these models.  

At the same time, both, in their minds, based on their personal experience, constructed the 

space of the city as a space of poverty and the space of the countryside as an ideal space of 

plenty. 

The solution they devised literally aimed to send the children “back to their own childhood”.  

Both had an environmentalist notion to take the children out of their environment. 

Reformation and opportunity for the poor children of the city lay in the open spaces both had 

known and imagined as a child. Moreover, by removing the children from the inferior network 

of knowledge in the city, they would get a chance to be integrated into a superior network of 

knowledge in the countryside. 

At this early stage, the visions are also revealing about the “Menschenbild” (attitude towards 

people) of the two visionaries. Fairbridge associated the children with farmers “’Farmers – 

children, farmers – children …’ the words ran in my head […].”295 This is an important 

association as he had confidence in the capabilities of the children to become farmers, and to 

literally rise from the gutters.296 

Brace as well has a positive outlook on the poor as can be seen from his encounters on 

Blackwell Island (see discussion on pp.57). In his vision he clearly expresses his conviction that 

it is possible to “raise up the outcast and homeless.”297 
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However, to Fairbridge the British Empire was an Empire of expanding rural horizons.298 There 

is considerable divergence in that the British child emigration scheme and also the CES (in 

contrast to the American one and the CAS’s placing out scheme) were strongly influenced by 

Empire settlement movement. 
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Chapter 2: Gendered aspects of the Fairbridge Farm Schools  

While growing up on a Fairbridge Farm School, or being placed on a farm by the CAS, the 

children ran through a strongly gendered curriculum, which, (as a product of its time) was 

based on rather traditional understandings of gender roles. This curriculum was aimed at 

reproducing and keeping patriarchal society structures. Moreover, the curriculum reflected 

the fact that the Fairbridge Farm Schools and the CAS were a mainly masculine undertaking, 

established by a male founder and with vital positions within its management filled with 

mainly male personnel (please see section 2.2. above). As chapter 5 below will demonstrate, 

both the CES and the CAS derived their supporters and donors from high-profile conservative, 

predominantly male circles, which may have further buttressed their particular gender profile. 

Gendered notions also indirectly played out in a wide range of issues surrounding the activities 

of the CES and the CAS and will be further discussed throughout this thesis. 

 

Child Emigration Society 

Throughout the early twentieth century, the majority of child migrants, also among those who 

attended the Fairbridge farm schools, were boys. This was partly because they were more 

readily available in children’s homes in Britain, but also because they were seen as being more 

useful in terms of their capacity to extend the agricultural economy and, with that, the white 

settlement into the frontiers of the settler dominions.299 

 When the first farm school opened in Pinjarra it was, at the very beginning, only for boys, with 

the first two parties arriving in January and June 1913 consisting only of boys.300 The first girls 

arrived in 1921.301  

Farm school life was organised along strongly gendered lines. The children’s daily chores, 

leisure time activities and school education followed gendered stereotypes to prepare the 

boys for their future roles as “farmers” teaching them the “rudiments of farming under 

Australian conditions” and the girls for their future role as “farmer’s wife”, teaching them 

“domestic economy.”302 This was also positively acknowledged in Parliament as “one good 

point about the Fairbridge scheme” was that they were “training also girls, and therefore you 
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are keeping the balance of the population on the right side, which is a very important matter 

in a young State.”303 

Every boy at the farm school had to help with all the chores that had to be done; thereby their 

duties shifted once every fortnight304 so that they were trained in all tasks such as riding, 

digging, sowing, reaping, tending cattle or rearing sheep. The girls were instructed in domestic 

economics, taking part in the management of the house, the laundry, kitchen (please see 

Picture 3 below) and poultry yard, and in sewing.305  

School was in part also differentiated according to gender. In the 14th annual report a visitor 

to the farm school comments on the school work of the boys and girls: “All the girls were in a 

classroom doing needlework. They were mostly working on samplers with patches, darns, 

buttonholes, mending, and other specimens of sewing, on one piece of material.” In the other 

classroom, “all the boys were together and they did mental addition very well indeed.”306 The 

boys were also educated in manual training (please see Picture 4 below). 

Also the leisure time mirrored gender expectations of the time. In order to teach them ideals 

of masculinity, the boys were encouraged to spend their leisure time with rather masculine 

activities such as military drills and team sports,307 such as football and cricket.308 Fairbridge, 

who had a “Blue” in boxing, spent most afternoons from 3 to 5 o’clock teaching the boys how 

to box.309 Girls also played sports, for example cricket,310 but normally spent their leisure time 

with quieter pursuits, such as sewing (please see Picture 5) or collecting flowers.311 Rough and 

tumble behaviours were disapproved of.312 At the Prince of Wales Farm School, on weekends 

the boys would take part in the Boy Scouts and the girls would take part in the Girl Guides.313 

As the next paragraph will show, however, the farm school system as devised by Fairbridge 

was very costly. 

 

                                                           
303 HC Deb 25 January 1937 vol 319 cc692 
304 K.Fairbridge, ‘Child Immigration’, 1920, D296/A2/16, ULSCA. 
305 CES, Arthur Lawley, ‘From Slums to Sunshine’, 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, 1922/1923, D296/D1/2/8, 
p.8, ULSCA. 
306 CES, 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, 1922/1923, D296/D1/2/8, p.17, ULSCA. 
307 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 115. 
308 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.11, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
309 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.11, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
310 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, D296/D1/2/8, p.17, ULSCA 
311 CES, 18th Annual Report, 1926-1927, p.23, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
312 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 115. 
313 Jeffery and Sherington, Fairbridge, 175. 
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Picture 3 : “Many Hands Make Labour Light”314 

 

 

 

 

Picture 4 “The Shop. Manual training forms part of the boys’ curriculum”315  

 

                                                           
314 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.16, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
315CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.19, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA 
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Picture 5 “Thoroughly domesticated”316  

 

 

Children’s Aid Society 

As a product of its time, the CAS had a very traditional concept of gender, which also played 

out in its placing out programme.  

Only married couples were considered as potential foster parents. The application forms for 

a foster child were designed in a way that implied that the applicant was male. The referees, 

asked to comment on the reputation of the applicant, were asked if he had a “good sensible 

wife.” 317 An exception was made in the case of a widow who lived with her son.318  

The children were prepared for their gender roles as mother/housekeeper and farmer, as 

there was a gendered division of labour, which meant that the boys helped outdoors around 

the farm and the girls helped indoors with the household (see section 5.1.). 

The countryside would work its magic in different ways for boys and girls. Boys would be 

redeemed by farm work. Through farm work, “idle habits” could be corrected and the “early 

discipline of the hard, but interesting work on the farm” was seen as an important pre-requisite 

of a successful life later on, even if it was not on a farm.319 

                                                           
316 CES, “21st Annual Report,” 1930 1929, D296/D1/1, ULSCA. 
317 CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
318 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 3518 (1905-1913) N-YHS. 
319 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 60th Annual Report, 1912, p.10, N-YHS. 
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Through hard physical farm work each boy would not only be redeemed but his masculinity 

would be restored and he would turn into a "real man". For example, the father of a placed 

out child expressed the hope that a new environment and new friends would hopefully “make 

a man of him.”320 A boy confirmed in a letter to the CAS that he had learnt to do farm work 

“just like a man.”321 The foster parents played an important part in this restoration process as 

they assured the CAS that they would turn the boys into men,322 a goal which they pursued 

with great perseverance.323  

Girls would be socially rehabilitated; villages and country towns had proved “the best field for 

their development,” as through high schools and the “equality of social life” girls could be 

“replaced” in society.324 

Just as in Britain, more boys than girls were placed out; at times, whole parties of children 

consisted only of boys.325 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
320 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 34, 1899-1900, (p.2), N-YHS. 
321 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 2336, N-YHS. 
322 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 229 (1896-1912) N-YHS. 
323 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 8091, N-YHS. 
324 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 60th Annual Report, 1912, p.10, N-YHS. 
325 Minutes of the Board of Trustees – Subseries I.1 - Volume 7 - 1879-1895, 21st April 1880, p.10. 
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Chapter 3. Gaining support in order to make and carry out social policy around needy and 

abandoned children  

 

 

Picture 6“Fairbridge on Show” 326 

                                                           
326 CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.28, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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Introduction 

In 1934, His Royal Highness the Duke of Gloucester visited the farm school in Pinjarra. He was 

saluted by farm school pupils waving both the British and the Australian flags, thus demonstrating 

imperial unity – and at the same time appearing as happy and healthy children. 

By the 1930s, the Fairbridge Farm School in Pinjarra had become a “show place” for visitors to 

Australia,327 with the CES being well aware that those visitors were “the best publicity agents.”328 

As the above photo shows, these visits were carefully staged to get the message across that the 

farm schools were a worthwhile imperial undertaking which would consolidate the Empire – and 

this message hit the ‘zeitgeist’ since, as the following chapter seeks to demonstrate, the 

campaigns for fundraising and support carried out by the CES and the CAS were highly successful. 

 

This chapter will look at strategies of action used by the CES and CAS in order to gain the support 

of the wider public and in the political sphere, as well as the financial means needed to put their 

philanthropic endeavour into practice. I will thereby especially emphasise the relationship 

between the CES and the British government and the relationship between the CAS and the New 

York State Board of Charities. 

As the CES was a major actor in the creation of social policy around children in need, and in 

carrying out public functions, i.e. to emigrate children to the Empire, there were high financial 

costs. Given that a large of amount of funding was needed to run the vast and very costly farm 

school system, this meant the CES was obliged to rely on supporters, donations and, later, on 

subsidies provided by the British and Dominion governments.329 To gain this support and funding, 

the CES set up a concerted strategy of action. This included the purposeful use of many different 

means, such as public speeches, promotional tours, leaflets and newspaper articles to lobby for 

the scheme. Moreover, the CES successfully built up an international network of supporters, often 

eminent and renowned people of their time, who were in one way or another connected to the 

cause of the Empire. At the same time, the CES gained the effective support of the political sphere, 

mostly Conservative and Liberal politicians and governments. In particular, concerning the British 

                                                           
327 CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.28, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
328 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.21, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
329 Marjory Harper and Stephen Constantine, Migration and Empire (Oxford University Press, 2010), 9, 
http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199250936.001.0001/acprof-9780199250936. 
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government, it is important to point out that the CES was able to gain its support as the aims and 

philosophies of the two bodies, especially with regards to their public empire policy, were 

congruent. Moreover, the work of the CES was seen as strategic in solving the problems of the 

British government in regard to empire settlement and unemployment. However, it should be 

remembered that the CES was an intrinsically philanthropic organisation, compared to the British 

government, and, as such, placed a stronger focus on the welfare of the children. 

In comparison, although the CAS’s method of placing out children incurred lower costs than 

keeping the children on a Fairbridge Farm School (as the CAS was not responsible for their 

maintenance anymore after placing them), still a large of amount of funding was needed, also in 

view of the many activities of the CAS.  

Like the CES, the CAS had to resort to a concerted strategy of action in order to gain the support 

and, above all, the necessary financial means from private donors and the City of New York. This 

strategy of action – although highly successful – was, however, less extensive than the one set up 

by the British CES. Compared to the CES, which was highly international, the CAS was a local 

organisation, which operated locally and nationally and whose main support came from the wider 

public of New York and some of its eminent citizens. The CAS’s supporters were philanthropists 

rather than colonialists (as in the British case). 

 

3.1. Taking action to gain support 

Both the CAS and the CES launched a concerted strategy of action in order to make their cause 

known to the public and in the political sphere and to gain its (financial) support. In this way, 

favourable publicity had to be ensured, which in turn would raise the funding on which the CES 

and the CAS were dependent. The CES’s activities included promotional tours, speeches, official 

visits to the farm schools – especially to Pinjarra – the introduction of a “godparent scheme”, and 

the publishing of newspaper articles and promotional leaflets as well as of the annual reports of 

the CES.  

The activities carried out by the CAS were less wide-ranging than those of the CES but still included 

speeches, the introduction of a “godparent scheme”, and the publishing of newspaper articles 

and promotional leaflets as well as of annual reports of the CAS.  
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The “godparent” scheme  

Both Societies set up a godparent scheme, whereby individuals could choose to “adopt” a child 

by making an annual payment towards the maintenance of the child, as another way to gain 

support.330 In return, every month, reports on the child’s progress were sent to the 

“godparent.”331 

This had the aim of giving a “personal touch to [one’s] benefactions.“ Moreover, it was advertised 

in the annual report that, in this way, one could establish an influence on the child’s life. Appeals 

were made to the readers of the annual reports to “work this miracle in a child’s life.”332 In the 

17th annual report, a selection of letters by “happy children” to their “godparents” were printed, 

which are all very endearing, emphasising the good time the children had at the farm school, 

which was only possible thanks to (the money invested by) the godparent. For example, a boy 

writes about cricket matches and walks taken at the farm school. Another girl writes about the 

holidays at a seaside camp and concludes “we had an enjoyable time being taken to the ocean 

and into town.”333 Overall, the CES appealed to the potential godparents in imperial terms, 

claiming that the “godparent” scheme was an “Imperial job.”334 According to the annual reports, 

the reception of this scheme was very positive, with an ever-increasing number of godparents.335 

 

Publishing 

Both the CAS and the CES also gained support by publishing extensively about their cause. They 

used a wide variety of publications, such as newspapers, leaflets that were distributed to the 

public, and annual reports that were sent to donors and subscribers. 

From the beginning, newspapers were used as a way to explain the cause of the CES, to make it 

publicly known, to appeal for support336 and, above all, for funding.  

                                                           
330 CES, “11st Annual Report,” 1919 1918, 6, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
331 CES, 15th Annual Report, 1923-1924, p.31, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
332 CES, 18th Annual Report, 1926-1927, p.18/19, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
333 CES, 17th Annual Report, 1925-1926, p.118-20, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
334 CES, 15th Annual Report, 1923-1924, p.31, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
335 cf. CES, 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, p.31, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA.CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 
1919, p.14, N-YHS. 
336 See for example: K. Fairbridge, "Child Emigration - Good Work by Rhodes Scholars", The Standard of the Empire, 
10th December 1909, Liverpool Special Collections Archive, D296/F2/1. 
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In 1921, the CES advertised directly in “Fry’s Royal Guide to London Charities”, asking the readers 

to “save the Empire’s children for the Empire” and lobbying for funding for the readers to become 

godparents, thus providing funding for a child for five years.337 

On 4 February 1925, after the death of Fairbridge, a letter to the editor of the Times by the 

chairman of the CES, by Leo Amery, by J.H Thomas, and by F.A. Newdegate (the Governor of 

Western Australia) was printed in the Times and appealed to the public for the sum of 10,000 

pounds, to set up a Memorial Fund to continue the work of Fairbridge.338 A similar letter of appeal 

for funding was printed in the Times on 29 July 1925. According to the Annual Reports of the CES, 

both letters yielded a considerable increase in supporters.339  

The largest fundraising campaign, for 100,000 pounds, was initiated by the Prince of Wales in 

October 1934 in the “Morning Post.” In this appeal, he commended the Society’s appeal for 

100,000 pounds, “with all my heart for your generous consideration”, thereby following the words 

of Fairbridge who claimed that donating for the CES was “not a charity, it is an Imperial 

investment.” He continued to lay out the scheme: giving an opportunity to a child, solving the 

problem of unemployment in Britain, and providing good citizens to the Dominions. The included 

photos give proof of a very harmonious life of the farm school children in the countryside, where 

“labour is a delight”, and where there is “plain happiness”, and which will continue to be possible 

with the readers’ donations. The appeal “boasts” of the renowned people that support the CES. 

Among others, it was backed by the Conservative Prime Minister Baldwin, who claimed that the 

money could not be wasted or ill-invested. The Duke and the Duchess of York, Lord Forster, 

Governor-General of the Commonwealth, and Viscount Burnham, who visited the farm school, 

testified in favour of the Society. A long list of patrons, of whom most were aristocratic, concluded 

the appeal.340 The appeal was followed up by two advertisements, one on 29 November 1934, 

                                                           
K. Fairbridge, "Infant Immigrants", The Daily Mail, Newscuttings, 5th December 1912, D296/F2/1, ULSCA; K. 
Fairbridge, "Infant Immigrants at Home - Life at the Farm School", The Daily Mail, Newscuttings, 17th June 1914, 
D296/F2/1, ULSCA. K. Fairbridge, "Child Emigration - Good Work by Rhodes Scholars", The Standard of the Empire, 
Newscuttings, 10th December 1909, D296/F2/1, ULSCA. 
337 No author, “Save the Empire’s Children for the Empire by supporting the CES”, “Fry’s Royal Guide to London 
Charities”, Newscuttings, 1921, D296/F2/2, ULSCA. 
338 CES, 15th Annual Report, 1923-1924, 1923/1924, p.32/33, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
339 CES, 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, p.29, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
340 The Prince of Wales, “Farm Schools for the Empire”, The Morning Post, Newscuttings, 3rd October 1934, 
D296/F2/1, ULSCA. 



88 
 

and one on 6 November 1935 in which the names of all the donors are printed. 341 The appeal of 

November 1934 was under the auspices of the Prince of Wales, the Duke of Gloucester and the 

Duke of York, who appealed for further funding. Both appeals detail the progress that the 

Fairbridge Farm Schools had made, especially the building of three new farm schools. All in all, 

these three appeals for funding were highly successful, reaching 85,000 pounds in November 

1935,342 which gave a great boost to the Fairbridge Farm Schools (Incorporated).343 With the 

money, among others, a farm school on Vancouver Island was opened, which was, in his honour, 

named the “Prince of Wales Farm School.”344  

Two further appeals for funding were launched in 1938and in 1939.345 To finance the opening of 

a new farm school in Molong, on 24 February 1937, a subscription campaign was launched in the 

Sydney Morning Herald, and 50,000 pounds was quickly raised.346. 

Although it is difficult to establish if the newspaper articles on the CES were read by the readers 

and how they reacted to it, given the large amounts of money that were donated, it can be 

assumed that the newspaper articles on the CES were positively received. Promotionally effective 

techniques were used in the newspaper appeals, such as naming eminent supporters who acted 

as “markers of legitimacy347” and printing the names of the individual donors, thus making their 

contribution to a good cause publicly known or printing (endearing) photos of happy children on 

the farm schools, which was only made possible thanks to donations. 

 

The CES distributed a number of leaflets explaining the farm school scheme, its aims and the 

progress made and asking for donations from readers.348 After the opening of the farm school in 

                                                           
341 No author, “Child Rescue- Empire Settlement”, in The Times, Newcuttings, 29th November 1934, D296/F2/5, 
ULSCA.No author, “Child Rescue- Empire Settlement”, in The Times, Newscuttings, 6th December 1935, D296/F2/5, 
ULSCA. 
342 Ibid.  
343 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 140. 
344 CES, 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, p.24, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
345 No author, “Fairbridge Farm Schools“, The Times, Newscuttings, 14th July 1938, D296/F2/5, ULSCA.; No author, 
“Fairbridge Boy Receives a Message from the Queen”, The Times, Newscuttings, 23rd June 1939, D296/F2/5, ULSCA. 

 

 

347 Harper and Constantine, “Children of the Poor,” 255. 
348 CES, “The CES – Form VII”, Appeal Leaflets, ca.1920, D296/F1/20, ULSCA; CES, “The CES – Form VIII”,ca.1920, 
Appeal Leaflets, D296/F1/21, ULSCA; CES, “The CES ”, Appeal Leaflets, ca.1913, D296/F1/22, ULSCA; CES, “The CES”, 
Appeal Leaflets, ca.1920, D296/F1/24, ULSCA; CES, “The CES”, Appeal Leaflets, ca.1920, D296/F1/26, ULSCA; 



89 
 

Molong, a picture booklet lobbying for further funding was published in two editions. The booklet 

had a strong focus on empire politics, moving away from the CES’s philanthropic focus, explaining 

under the heading “the raw material” how children were chosen and often referring to the 

children as “national assets.”349  

The annual reports were also used to lobby for the Society in a number of different ways. First of 

all, they contained direct appeals for funding; for example, in 1923/24 for the development of 

further land, 2,500 pounds was needed.350 At the same time, the CES asked directly for helpers 

who would carry out work in the name of the Society.351  

Some Annual Reports also contained reprints of letters from the children to their relatives in 

England, reporting their “happy lives” at the Fairbridge farm school and discussing their 

achievements in life after having left the farm school. These were a way to personalise the annual 

reports and thus to raise donations. Moreover, since the children were happy at the farm school 

and successful in life, these letters gave proof that the money from the donations was well spent.  

Life at the farm school is described in a very enthusiastic way, as for example:  “We are having 

very nice weather and sunshine. […] At school we have very nice gardens with very nice flowers 

out in bloom.”  

“I love it out here in Australia. In our cottage, we have two cats and their names are Kitty and 

Fluff.”352  

Also the activities the children attended are described in a positive way: 

“School is here very interesting and we have plenty of time for ourselves. We are allowed to climb 

all the trees out here.” 

“At Christmas the whole farm is going to Mandurah, a seaside place, for a holiday. We are going 

to sleep under a tent.” 

                                                           
ULSCA, “The Fairbridge Society”, Appeal Leaflets, ca.1920, D296/F1/19, ULSCA; CES, “The CES”, Appeal Leaflets, 
ca.1920, D296/F1/15, ULSCA; CES, “Save the Empire’s Children for the Empire by Supporting the CES”, Appeal 
Leaflets, ca.1920, D296/F1/10, ULSCA. 
349 CES, “Fairbridge Farm School, Molong, New South Wales, Australia”, Promotional Leaflet, ca.1935, D296/F1/18 
and D/F1/28, ULSCA. 
350 CES, 15th Annual Report, 1923-1924, 1923/1924, p.23, ULSCA; cf. Arthur Lawley, "From Slums to Sunshine", CES, 
16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, p.5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p. 10 and 15, 
D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
351 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.25, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
352 CES, 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, p.22, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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“It was one of the jolliest Christmas’s I have ever had in my life. We all had tea in the open on 

Christmas Day and how we enjoyed it!”353   

Reports on former children who had left the farm school when reaching adulthood were displayed 

in the annual reports, giving proof of the success in life they had achieved  due to their farm school 

education.  

“She is an excellent type of farmer’s wife and making a success of her life.” 

“He seems very happy in his job. […] [His employer] is very pleased with his thoroughness and 

keenness to learn and also his good manners.”354 

The 16th annual report even goes so far as to launch a direct appeal for funding following the 

children’s letters, claiming that “the most liberal help is needed now.”355  

The annual reports also featured contributions by renowned people of their time. Among them 

were, for example, the Duke and Duchess of York, who visited the farm school in Pinjarra and 

praised the scheme as doing untold good in producing the type of Australian citizen needed. They 

also appealed for funding by stating that everything possible should be done to make an even 

greater success of the Fairbridge Farm Schools, and that money could not be better spent. Leo 

Amery took part in the visit and praised the Farm School in the annual report.356  

Until 1922, the annual reports contained lists with the names of donors and the amount 

donated.357 Later, annual reports listed the names of regular subscribers in their appendices and 

thanked the donors for their “benefactions”, thus making their “good deed” public.358 Some 

donors contributed substantial amounts, such as Lord Kenilworth who contributed 100,000 

pounds in 1937.359 Rudyard Kipling left $300,000 in his will to be used for the Fairbridge Farm 

School Scheme.360 In the 19th annual report, the CES thanks the donors by listing their names and 

their donations.  

                                                           
353 CES, 15th Annual Report, 1923-1924, p.26, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
354 CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.27, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
355 CES, 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, p.23, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
356 CES, 18th Annual Report, 1926-1927, p.3-8, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
357 CES, 1-13rd Annual Report, 1921-1922, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
358 CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.34, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.10, 
D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; CES, 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, p.9, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; CES, 28th Annual Report, 
1936-1937, p.13, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA;.CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.20, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
359 CES, 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, p.13, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
360 Jeffery and Sherington, Fairbridge, 160. 
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The final pages of each annual report were dedicated to a financial report, giving an overview of 

the incoming money and expenses (see Appendix 1). This was a way to demonstrate public 

accountability and thus to gain the confidence and the money of the donors. Moreover, as for 

example the financial review in appendix one shows, pictures of the farm school children’s happy 

lives and of their success in life after Fairbridge were included in the financial reviews. These were 

a way to demonstrate that the money donated was well spent.361 

Moreover, Fairbridge wrote an autobiography detailing his vision and the aims of the farm school 

schemes. The autobiography would go out to different parts of the British Empire. A copy was 

sent to each child who arrived at Pinjarra as part of the first party of children, and to the Duke of 

York. It was reprinted three times. A less expensive edition appeared in 1934, followed by an 

illustrated edition in 1936, which was then reprinted at least five times.362 

 

The CAS made their work known to a wider audience mainly through publications. Above all, the 

Society used the annual reports as a fundraising tool to ask for financial support to maintain their 

work. At the beginning of each annual report a ‘“form of bequest” could be found.363 Since a great 

change could be brought about in the lives of the “orphaned and abandoned children” at very 

little cost, the CAS asked for donations to support this “great project.”364 Thereby the reader and 

potential donor was assured that their money was well invested: “it is a miracle that $50 

accomplishes so definite and practical a result, but the explanation is simple. We take a needed 

step at a critical moment in a child’s life.”365  

In this way, in 1894, a fund-raising appeal was made to the reader, who was guaranteed that at 

the “cost of only 25$ for each child” great change could be brought about, and this was also a 

cheaper option than the asylum which, in addition, would not financially strain the state.366 Letters 

from children placed were included purposefully at the end of each annual report “convincing our 

readers that this form of benevolence makes for lasting and incalculable good.”367 

                                                           
361 Harper and Constantine, Migration and Empire, 10. 
362 Jeffery and Sherington, Fairbridge, 153. 
363 See for example CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 40th Annual Report November 1892, p.2, N-YHS. 
364 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 43rd Annual Report, 1895, p.7, N-YHS. 
365 Children’s Aid Society, 67th Annual Report, p. 15 
366 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 42nd Annual Report, 1894, p.12, N-YHS. 
367 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 68th Annual Report, 1920, p.10, N-YHS. 
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Like other charities, the Society had to appear as a model of financial probity and therefore 

published in great detail “the economy of the work”, thereby always pointing to the much higher 

cost which would have been incurred by an institution.368 Donors’ names and the amount donated 

were consistently listed at the end of each annual report.369 

At the same time, the CAS published widely in newspapers. For example, Charles Loring Brace II 

in the Independent publicly denounced the living conditions of children in tenement housing and 

the dysfunctional families they lived in. He pointed to solutions which had been introduced by 

the CAS (such as Industrial Schools and Lodging Houses run by the CAS and the placing out 

system).370 The New York Herald printed a special dispatch showcasing the story of a boy who was 

placed out by the Society and became highly successful in adult life, becoming the mayor of his 

home town. In this way the Society asked for donations.371 

 

Additional activities of the CES 

Promotional tours 

On two occasions, Fairbridge went on a promotional tour to England in order to gain further 

support and financial means for his scheme. During the war, child emigration was suspended, and 

after the war Fairbridge reinvigorated support for the scheme, first with a letter-writing campaign 

and then by returning to England in person to meet with important and influential supporters 

such as parliamentarians, including Prime Minister Lloyd George, financial supporters and the 

British Government’s Overseas Settlement Committee.372 In the annual report of the CES, the 

importance of this promotional tour is stressed once again, as it is stated that “full advantage 

must be taken of his visit to stimulate interest in the settlement of children,” everything shall be 

prepared ahead of the visit of Fairbridge, for him to be able to take up the “propaganda work” 

immediately. The promotional tour aimed to “bring to the notice to as many as possible of those 

interested in child welfare the possibility of large developments in connection with the migration 

                                                           
368 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 51st Annual Report, 1903, p.22, N-YHS. 
369 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 43rd Annual Report, 1895, p.80, N-YHS. 
370 CAS, Subseries III.2, Charles Loring Brace II, How Boys Come to be Bad in: "The Independent", 3rd March 1892, 
Box 12 Folder 8, N-YHS. 
371 Children’s Aid Society, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p. 15 
372 Hill, The Forgotten Children, 32. 



93 
 

to other parts of the Empire of children whose circumstances make it difficult to secure for them 

a proper start in life at home.” The Society expected a lot from the visit of Fairbridge: “his success 

will enable us to inaugurate a new era of usefulness – of service both to those poor children of 

Great Britain […] and to our State. We must not overlook the fact that our State is urgently in need 

of primary development.” 373 The promotional tour was a great success as Fairbridge managed to 

raise 29,000 pounds in total (over 500,000 pounds in today’s money),374 coming from the Joint 

Committee of the National Relief Fund and the Overseas Settlement Committee, the Red Cross 

Society, the Rhodes’ Trustees and the British Empire Leave Club.375 He also managed to build up 

a strong executive committee and to gain many new supporters.376 

In 1922, after Pinjarra had received more criticism for alleged maltreatment of the children, 

Fairbridge sailed again to London to lobby for his scheme. The voyage and the targets that were 

to be met were meticulously planned by the CES.377 He successfully managed to address his critics 

and to secure more government and private funding.378  

 

Speeches 

Speeches about Fairbridge’s cause were delivered either by Fairbridge or by a prominent person 

either to the public or to an invited group of people. They often included financial appeals and 

were a highly successful way of gaining (financial) support. Fairbridge himself lobbied for his cause 

by giving speeches to the public, such as for example in 1920 in Perth, where there was a large 

and appreciative audience who applauded the speech.379 Also prominent figures like the Prince 

of Wales – who later became King Edward VIII – delivered speeches which appraised the work of 

the CES, saying “we think so highly of the [CES] that we mean to do everything we can to make it 

a permanent and ever-growing success.” At the same time, the Prince of Wales appealed for 
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funding of 5,500 pounds from the public, arguing that “that sum will help our children, it will help 

the Empire and it will help Australia.”380 On the same occasion, also the Prime Minister of 

Australia, Stanley Bruce, gave a speech, stressing the success of the CES as a “great economic 

feat.” He also appealed to individuals, “who have great possessions,” in order to ensure the 

security of those possessions, “whether they could not give some new young lives to the Empire 

overseas in recognition of those lives laid down during the war.”381  

The records show that in 1922, 1924 and 1926, the chairman of the CES, Sir Arthur Lawley, 

organised a luncheon in London mainly attended by city businessmen. The speakers were 

eminent people of their time: in 1922, the Duke of Devonshire, Leo Amery, MP, First Lord of the 

Admiralty and Fairbridge himself gave speeches and a financial appeal was launched. The 

luncheon was overall “worthwhile,” yielded “financially […] quite satisfactory” results and also 

resulted in “excellent publicity given in the Press.”382 In 1924, Prince Henry, who praised the work 

of the Society, J.H Thomas, Secretary of the State for the Colonies, who launched a direct appeal 

for financial help, and Leo Amery were present.383 Also at the University of Oxford, speeches about 

the CES were organised.384  

 

At homes 

Two “At Homes” were organised in 1922/23. At the first, 90 people attended and Mr. W. Ormsby-

Gore, M.P., in place of Leo Amery who was absent, spoke on the work of the Society.385  

 

Official visits to the farm school, village fairs and the opening of new farm schools 

Also official visits to the farm school by prominent guests, village fairs open to the public and the 

careful staging of the openings of new farm schools, all gained the CES support and advanced its 

cause further.  
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All in all, a large number of visitors visited the farm schools, especially Pinjarra. By 1934, Pinjarra 

had become a “show place” for visitors to Australia,386 with the CES being well aware that those 

visitors were “the best publicity agents.” 387 

By the late 1920s, the Duke and Duchess of York, the Duke of Gloucester (please see Picture 6), 

the Governor-General of Western Australia, Lord Stonehaven (a Conservative politician and the 

Governor-General of Australia), the Governor of Western Australia, William Campion,388 Leo 

Amery, the Poet Laureate John Masefield and the artist Beatrice Darbyshire had all visited 

Pinjarra. Also subscribers to the funds of the CES visited the farm schools.389  

In 1927/28 there were more than 450 visitors.390 In 1932/33 1,600 visitors were counted at 

Pinjarra, among them influential persons like the Archbishop of Perth, the Lord Bishop of Bunbury, 

the Lord Bishop of the North-West, the Reverend of the Presbyterian Church of Australia, Field-

Marshal Sir William and Lady Birdwood, Sir Francis and Lady Wylie, members of the Over-Seas 

League and members of the Victoria League.391  

Overall, the visits solicited positive feedback, which in turn constituted further publicity in favour 

of the CES. The annual reports feature contributions from visitors, which give an impression of 

the reception of the visits. However, it has to be taken into account that only positive testimonies 

would have been printed in the annual reports, which served to present the CES in a favourable 

light in order to gain support. Thus Leo Amery reports on Pinjarra very enthusiastically, stressing 

its value as a social programme, which gave disadvantaged children a new chance in life. 

Moreover, he emphasised that Fairbridge Farm School was “the finest institution for human 

regeneration that has ever existed.” With that he meant not only the physical regeneration of the 

destitute British children, but also the regeneration of Greater Britain which, like the body of a 

child, should be invigorated and repaired through steady infusions of Britannic blood and 

heritage.392 It was “the happiest and healthiest place I have seen.“ He continued his report by 

appealing for funding, as the money spent would create a “permanently productive efficient 
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element” in the Dominions.393 In the year following his visit, he gave a further speech on the radio, 

through which the CES got many new supporters.394  

At the same time, the Prince of Wales reported positively on his visit, stating that Child Emigration 

was working along the right lines.395 Malcom MacDonald, at the time Under Secretary of State for 

Dominion Affairs, also visited the Farm Schools. After his visit, he wrote to the chairman of the 

CES that it had fulfilled his great expectations. In a subsequent interview with the press, he spoke 

in praise of the farm school, thus ensuring further publicity.396 As described above, two years later, 

MacDonald would play an important role in lobbying in favour of the renewal of the Empire 

Settlement Act, which also guaranteed further funding for the CES. 

The visits often resulted in references in the press, with visitors being “anxious to tell of the 

pleasure they experienced [during their visit]. ‘Such health – so much happiness.’”397 In the Times, 

on 6 December 1935, the Duke and Duchess of York testified to the quality of children trained at 

the farm school, and expressed their wish that more farm schools should be opened across 

Australia. In the same newspaper article, Lord Forster, Governor-General of the Commonwealth, 

also expressed his conviction that the farm school system was invaluable, stating “it is a sight for 

the gods to see [the boys] as they are and to contrast them with what they might have been if 

they had remained in England.” Viscount Burnham, after his visit, praised their “sympathetic and 

affectionate spirit” and fully recommended the Fairbridge Farm School.398  

Above all, the visits by politicians proved very successful for the CES as they reported positively 

to the British Parliament on their visit, giving positive credentials about the living conditions of 

the children on the farm school. These testimonies can be seen, to a certain extent, as honest and 

not “censored´” by the CES, as could have been the case in the annual reports and the press. 

During a fierce debate about the continuation of government funding for child migration the 

Conservative MP, Barclay Harvey, who had visited the Fairbridge Farm School, defended its good 

work claiming that “I have never seen a happier and healthier looking lot of children. I could not 

help feeling how much happier they were than they would be in some of the towns of this 
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country.”399 This was seconded by the Conservative MP Agnew who also visited the farm school 

and defended it by stating, “I want to say a word about one experiment which is wholly good and 

ought to be supported and made known. That is the Fairbridge Farm School Scheme.”400 Also Tom 

Smith, a Labour party politician, reported back positively to Parliament after his visit: “I never saw 

a healthier, happier, bonnier set of boys and girls in my life than I saw at the Fairbridge Farm 

School.”401 The testimonies in Parliament surely ensured that the CES was seen as a worthy co-

operation partner in carrying out child migration, in whom funding under the Empire Settlement 

Act would be well invested. Moreover, after the visits, some visitors were “inspired to make gifts” 

to the farm schools.402 

 

To gain further support from the public, from 1924 to 1927 an annual village fair was held in 

Pinjarra, with the children present, featuring a produce stall and luncheon with home-grown 

vegetables. About 300 visitors arrived, among them the Governor of Western Australia and his 

wife, and the Commonwealth Minister for Home and Territories, as well as the Minister in charge 

of Public Health.403 The visitors were impressed by “the sense of home, the healthy open-air life, 

the bond of affection between children and their ‘mothers.’”404  

The openings of new farm schools were celebrated as special events to gain the attention of the 

public. For example, the re-opening of the farm school at Pinjarra on new premises, was “feted”, 

the school dining room was decorated with flowers and gumtree branches and decorated in the 

school colours. Renowned guests were invited.405 The new farm school was opened by the 

governor of Western Australia.406 The Mayor of Perth also attended, stating the deep gratitude 

felt by Western Australia to Kingsley Fairbridge for founding the school. Furthermore, the 

chairman of the Western Australian School Committee was present.407 The farm school in Molong 
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was opened in November 1938 by the Governor-General of Australia, Lord Gowrie, and his wife; 

over 700 guests arrived for the opening.408  

 

3.2. Gaining the support of the wider public 

Next to high calibre supporters from social elites,409 also individual private persons, companies, 

the Church and, in the case of the CES, the Royal Family, supported the CES and the CAS.  

 

The structure of the CAS and of the CES 

Both the CES and the CAS were professionally run like a business or a modern public liability 

company, which was necessary to prove probity and virtue and to gain public support.410 At the 

same time, both the CES and the CAS were “family businesses”, run by the Fairbridge and Brace 

families. Both Societies employed eminent patrons, a treasurer and different committees, held 

annual meetings and published annual reports, which made them more competitive in the 

struggle for funding. 

 

The CAS consisted of a President, Vice-President, Secretary and Trustees411 and a number of 

standing committees such as the Finance Committee, the Executive Committee, School 

Committee and the “Farm School, Lodging Houses and Emigration Committee.” In later years a 

number of departments, such as the “Western Emigration and Placing Out Department” were 

introduced (for a detailed description of the development of the Western Emigration and Placing 

Out Department please see section 6.1).  

The CAS board of trustees met once every month, convening to discuss finances, new building 

projects and other organisational matters, such as the placement of children.412 The financial 

situation and the number of persons sent South and West was reported. The outcome of the 

meetings was recorded in written form in the “minutes of the board of trustees.”413 
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The CES consisted of its founder Kingsley Fairbridge, the Patrons, the Honorary Treasurer, 

Executive Committee, the Finance Sub-Committee, the Honorary Secretary and the London Sub-

Committee and, from 1920 onwards, a Council. 414 

 

Social elites 

Running the CES and the CAS in an organised and structured manner and deploying prestigious 

members in important positions were decisive prerequisites for its success. The choice of the 

prestigious patrons, chairmen and members of the CES’s Council of the Society and CAS’s Board 

of Trustees was an important strategy to gain sustained support, as they would act as markers of 

legitimacy and, above that, could utilise their influence in favour of the CES and CAS. They could 

not only unlock the public purse, but also help to gain the support of politicians.415  

The supporters of the CES and of the CAS were white, politically conservative and male and – in  

the British case – connected  to the Empire.  They significantly shaped the agenda of both the CAS 

and the CES, especially with regard to their gender profile. 

 

CES 

Already during his studies at Oxford in 1908, Fairbridge gained the support of Oxford’s Colonial 

Club,416 a group of supporters of the Empire. During that time, Fairbridge also managed to gain 

considerable support from influential people such as the Bishop of Kingston, the Mayor of London 

and Earl Grey, the Governor-General of Canada, with whom he had an interview to discuss his 

vision and addressed again in a letter in 1908 in the hope that “when the moment for putting it 

to the public arrives you may – if you consider it worthy – lend it your support.”417 

The positions within the CES were filled with influential clerics, academics, aristocrats and 

politicians. The patrons of the Society were especially distinguished, reputable and renowned 

public figures. Of the 21 patrons, eleven were clerics, five were academics, seven were of 
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aristocratic descent and one was a politician.418 Interestingly, one patron was a psychiatrist, 

another was a physician, one was a pedagogue and one was a soldier. 419 All the patrons were 

male, and, judging by their professional status, came from the upper class, but women were 

represented in the Executive Committee (four out of eleven). The members of the Executive 

Committee were less renowned and were often simply individual persons who supported 

Fairbridge’s cause.420  

These high-profile supporters were typically male and conservative, who, as will be described 

below, also influenced the curriculum of the farm school. 

 

For most of the 1920s, Sir Arthur Lawley, later Baron Wedlock, who had been the Governor of 

Western Australia, was chairman of the CES. He was followed by Edward Goodenough, the former 

aide-de-camp to King Edward V. In 1932, Goodenough was replaced by MP Lawrence Lumley, the 

Earl of Scarborough. From 1937 to 1963, Sir Charles Hambro was chairman of the Fairbridge 

Society. He served in France in World War I. Later he became governor of the Bank of England 

and chairman of the Great Western Railway. During World War II, as a friend of Winston 

Churchill’s, he was appointed head of Britain’s secret service agency, the Special Operations 

Executive.421 In later years, the Duke of Gloucester, who was the son of King George V, was the 

president of the CES.422 

Many prominent figures joined the Council of the Society, especially persons who had 

connections to the Empire in one way or another. Among them were William Campion, past 
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Governor of Western Australia, Lord Stonehaven, Governor General of Australia 1925-1929, and 

the chairman of the Conservative Party in the 1930s, Sir Edward Grigg, former Governor of Kenya 

and Conservative MP; as well as Charles Hambro the founder of Hambros Bank and board 

member of the Bank of England, who became chairman of the Fairbridge Society from 1937 

onwards.423  

Fairbridge and the CES used the supporters of their farm school scheme purposefully, in order to 

advance it.  

The CES consciously used the fact that it was supported by many prominent figures to 

demonstrate its success to the public. In the 25th annual report it is stated that “each year has 

brought fresh testimony to its success by statesmen, by many wise and just men, concerned for 

the fate of helpless and destitute children and zealous for a satisfactory scheme of emigration 

which makes a contribution to Empire Settlement. H.R.H. The Prince of Wales affirmed his faith in 

it. The Inter-Departmental Committee on Migration Policy reported to the Secretary of State for 

Dominion Affairs ‘in our opinion the ‘Farm School’ system inaugurated by the CES is […] the most 

satisfactory and successful method of establishing young children overseas.’“424  

The CES was fully conscious of its success in gaining support, stating that “the scheme won the 

approval of men of influence.”425 The 20th report proposes to the reader that “it is 

interesting to know that the Prince of Wales [later King Edward VIII], the Duke of York [later 

King George VI], the Duke of Gloucester and others”, gave their approval for and support 

to the work of the CES.426  

 

 

CAS 

Likewise, from its origin, the CAS and Brace were able to secure influential, high calibre supporters 

from local social elites in New York, who were involved with philanthropy in one way or 

another.427 
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D. Willis James was elected as the CAS’s president from 1893-1901, followed by William Church 

Osborn, who was elected president from 1902-1949. D. Willis James was a wealthy industrialist 

from New York with interests in mining companies and railroads. As a religious man, he also 

believed in philanthropy.428 

William Church Osborne (1862-1951) was a lawyer and civic leader from New York and a long-

time trustee of The Metropolitan Museum of Art. He was also a member of the boards of several 

charitable and educational institutions, including the Children's Aid Society and his alma mater, 

Princeton University. Although he never ran for elective office, Osborn was active in the political 

arena in a number of functions, for example as the chairman of the Citizens Budget 

Commission.429 

Also the CAS was engaging qualified personnel on its Board of Trustees, which held regular 

general meetings and published reports.430  

Over time, many prominent figures joined the CAS‘s Board of Trustees. Among them were Arthur 

Curtiss James (1867-1941) who was a railroad industrialist and who, having accumulated great 

wealth, gave away millions of dollars to charity, supporting a number of charitable organisations 

in New York.431 Eugene H Pool was appointed Surgeon-in-Chief at the Hospital for the Ruptured 

and Crippled.432 Thomas Lamont (1870-1948) was partner at J.P. Morgan & Company and was a 

renowned investment banker and leader in international finance. He was a noted figure in New 

York and became a philanthropist later in life.433  

 

Private donors, trusts and companies 
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Furthermore, the CES relied strongly on a substantial number of donors and subscribers: about 

400 donors in 1919, of whom many were aristocrats.434 They contributed substantial 

amounts to the CES, for example, 2,894 pounds in 1919.435 

Private donations from trusts such as the Rhodes Trust, the Pilgrim Trust, the Gilchrist Educational 

Trust, the Thomas Wall Trust, and the Coalfields Distress Funds contributed substantial amounts 

to the CES.436  

Finally, several companies supported the CES with generous donations. The pastoral company, 

Goldsbrough Mort, donated 15,000 pounds in 1948. It was a major employer of former Fairbridge 

children who had left the farm school. At the same time, Lord Nuffield the founder of Morris 

Motors, donated money to build a dining hall.437  

The CAS received substantial amounts of funding through donations, subscriptions and bequests 

coming from individual private local donors and to a smaller extent from local companies. The 

table below shows that for the year 1912, 45% of all receipts of the Society were received from 

private donors, companies or bequests. 

 

Donations $133,005.52  

Income from Investments $81,384.27  

Board of Education for Industrial Schools $83,572.50 

City of New York for Industrial Schools $43,398.71 

City of New York for Placing Out and 

Supervision 

$2,445.00 

Miscellaneous Receipts $55,442.34 

Special Gifts $8,330  
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Bequests $118,747.73 

Other $15,028.9 

Total Sum $560,476.42 

Table 2: Statement of Receipts for Year ending September 30, 1912 438 

Donors were named and listed at the end of each annual report, with some donors donating 

towards special purposes such as the CAS’s placing out programme.439 Special projects such as, 

for example, the establishment of the farm school, were financed exclusively by donors, its 

costs met via an endowment fund.440  

The CAS was fully conscious of its success in gaining support from the public stating that “the 

Society has continually grown in public favour”441 and that “the public has continued to 

give the work its liberal support.”442 

 

 

The Church 

Although the CES, compared to the CAS, was not strongly religious, it was nevertheless, also 

supported by clergymen. As described above, of the 21 patrons, eleven were clerics.443 For 

example, the Rev. A.G.B. West travelled extensively through Rhodesia in 1936, meeting with the 

Prime Minister and others to gain support for the opening of a farm school there.444 

The CAS, as an essentially Protestant philanthropic society, whose founder was a religious man, 

had connections to a number of local churches from New York and New Jersey which, through 

collections and Sunday schools, made donations.445 
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Royal Family 

Another indication of the standing and influence of the CES446 is that it also managed to gain the 

support of the Royal Family. The Prince of Wales (later King Edward VIII) was an ardent 

supporter of the CES. In the Annual Report of 1922/23, an introductory chapter written by him 

can be found, where he says that it is a “pleasure and a privilege to come and associate myself 

with your Society and to help you in any small way that I can.”447 As mentioned above, in 1934, 

the Prince of Wales successfully launched an appeal to raise 100,000 pounds (over 3.5 million 

pounds in today’s money).448  

3.3. Gaining support in the political sphere 

The dependence on government subsidies to finance their undertaking meant for the CES that it 

had to gain support from governments and politicians,449which they successfully managed. This 

was mainly due to the fact that the motivations of the government with regards to (child) 

migration to the Empire were similar to those of the CES and that the work of the CES fitted well 

into the government’s strategy to solve prevalent (social) problems at the time. Compared to this, 

the relationship of the CAS with the New York State Board of Charities was more superficial, and 

never reached the intensity achieved in Britain. 

In the House of Commons debates, the CES and its work received consistently favourable praise 

by politicians mainly from the Conservative and Liberal ranks. The work of child migration 

organisations and specifically that of the Fairbridge Society was unequivocally considered as 

“great national work” and as ”admirable work.”450 The Fairbridge Farm School in Western 

Australia “merits great praise,” as it “proved a very great success” and extending the Fairbridge 

Farm School scheme was therefore considered in the House of Commons.451  
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The CES managed to gain the support of a number of individual politicians who were lobbying in 

their favour. For the CES, the party affiliation of their supporters did not play an important role. 

Significantly, at the Cannon Street Luncheon in 1924, Arthur Lawley, the chairman of the CES, 

welcomed the guests, among them the politicians J.H. Thomas (from the Labour party) and Leo 

Amery (from the Conservative party), claiming “Our work has no political bias, it is pure 

philanthropy.”452 

However, the support for the CES, as for child migration in general, came mainly from 

Conservative and non-Labour politicians.453 The Conservative MP, Leo Amery, the Secretary of 

State for the Dominions, became an important supporter and played an important role 

throughout the history of the CES. He was a close confidant of Fairbridge and also wrote the 

foreword to Fairbridge’s autobiography.454 For him, the financial contribution by the Overseas 

Committee to the Fairbridge farm school was a “true piece of constructive economy.”455  

Furthermore, the Conservative Prime Minister of Australia, Stanley Bruce, was a keen supporter 

of the Fairbridge Society, which he expressed, for example, in his speech at the Cannon Street 

Hotel in 1922/23. He stressed his willingness and the necessity to cooperate with the CES.456 At 

the same time, the Conservative Prime Minister of Great Britain, Stanley Baldwin, supported the 

Fairbridge Society, calling it an “opportunity” and “great work” and stressing that any money 

given for the CES was very well invested.457  

The CES also managed to gain support from a small number of Labour politicians. Importantly, 

two of the strongest supporters who were originally Labour politicians, J.H. Thomas and Malcolm 

MacDonald, both successively held the position of Secretary of State for the Colonies in the 

national government.  

J.H. Thomas, who was among the few Labour party members who supported the CES, was a 

member of the Cabinet as Secretary of State for the Colonies (January - November 1924) and as 
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Secretary of State for the Dominions (June 1930 - June 1935). He campaigned in favour of the CES 

on various occasions. These included a luncheon of the CES in 1924 and a letter to the editor of 

the Times, appealing for funding for the CES.458 At the annual meeting of the CES in 1933, Thomas 

spoke in favour of the Society, whose work he found both “human” and practical. He believed 

emigrating to a Fairbridge Farm School would bring the children joy and happiness and would 

provide them with opportunities they would not have had in England. Moreover, it enabled the 

children to become the “backbone of the Commonwealth.”459 He also lobbied for the CES in the 

House of Commons, stating that, “no society [than the CES] is doing better work.”460  

Malcolm MacDonald held successively the positions of Secretary of State for the Colonies (June 

1935 to November 1935 as well as May 1938 to May 1940). Under Secretary of State for Dominion 

Affairs (1931) and Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs (November 1935 – May 1938 and 

October 1938 to January 1939)461. Also Malcom MacDonald, at the time Under Secretary of State 

for Dominion Affairs had visited the Farm Schools in Pinjarra, where he was positively 

impressed.462 In the House of Commons, he promoted the Fairbridge Farm school where the 

children in his opinion had “every prospect of satisfactory settlement and good careers”.463 Two 

years later, MacDonald would play an important role in lobbying in favour of the renewal of the 

Empire Settlement Act, which also guaranteed further funding for the CES. In November 1936, 

when the renewal of the Empire Settlement Act was coming up, he lobbied directly in Parliament 

that “excellent schemes” such as the Fairbridge Farm School scheme should get continued funding 

by the government under the renewed Empire Settlement Act.464 He seconded this in January 

1937, arguing in favour of a renewal of the Empire Settlement Act, as this would make it possible 

to continue to finance schemes like the Fairbridge Farm School scheme.465 
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The CES was also highly successful in gaining financial support from the British, Australian and 

Canadian governments. Again, support for the CES came mainly from Conservative or non-Labour 

parties, but the Labour party in Australia did promote child migration at times.466 

The opening of the first farm school in Pinjarra in 1912 was only possible due to the support of 

Premier Frank Wilson of Western Australia with whom, in 1910, some Australian friends at Oxford 

arranged for Fairbridge to meet. He offered Fairbridge hectares of land in Pinjarra and six pounds 

for each child towards the assisted ship passage to Australia.467 This was followed in 1915 by an 

agreement with the Western Australian Labour Government to provide a subsidy of 4/- Shillings 

per week for each child at Pinjarra, which was then raised to 6/- Shillings in 1916.468 

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the Fairbridge model was considered to be highly successful by 

the British establishment. It was gaining financial support by the governments of Australia, 

Canada and Britain.469 

In 1922, “owing to the successful results of the efforts made in Australia by Mr Fairbridge and the 

Farm School Society”, the Western Australian Nationalist Party Government, together with the 

Nationalist Party Government of the Commonwealth of Australia, agreed to raise its contributions 

from four pounds per week to ten pounds per week.470 For the first time, in 1920, the British 

Overseas Settlement Committee of the Coalition Government of Liberals and Conservatives 

provided capital grants and initial maintenance grants for the farm school in Pinjarra.471 

In 1923, after the passing of the Empire Settlement Act, it also agreed to contribute a grant on 

capital account for up to 2,500 pounds and a further grant towards the maintenance of every 

child sent.472 A further capital grant was provided by the British Overseas Settlement Committee 

under the Conservative Government Committee in 1927.473  

During the Depression and due to the high levels of unemployment in Britain, the Fairbridge 

scheme attracted further attention, as many upper-class supporters saw it as a vehicle for 
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rescuing destitute children and providing them with greater employment opportunities than 

those that existed in Britain. In 1932, the British Government’s Interdepartmental committee on 

Migration Policy reported positively on the Fairbridge scheme to Parliament, which gave a further 

boost to the scheme.474 At the General Annual Meeting of the CES, Malcolm MacDonald, the 

Under Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs said “I am representing His Majesty’s Government 

in the United Kingdom. We are with you in your work. We are […] enthusiastic supporters of 

you.”475 

The British national governments from 1931 to 1937 supported the CES, for example, by providing 

capital costs for the farm school on Vancouver Island, and maintenance payments for children at 

Vancouver Island, Northcoste and Molong.476 In Australia, however, deflation during the 

depression in 1932 led to a reduction in the financial contribution to the CES by both the 

Australian federal United Australia Party Government of Prime Minister Joseph Lyones and the 

Western Australia National Country Party Coalition Government of Premier James Mitchell. In 

1937 and 1938, with the establishment of the Northcote and Molong farms, the Australian federal 

United Australia Party Government agreed to pay a sum towards the maintenance of the 

children.477  

The Canadian Government also supported the CES. When the Chairman of the CES travelled to 

Canada in 1935 to make arrangements for the opening of a new farm school there, he also met 

with the Prime Minister, Sir George Perley, and the Minister of Immigration and Colonisation, Mr 

W.A. Gordon, who both approved of and consented to his plans and also offered to be of help.478 

 

An important reason why the CES was able to gain the support of the politicians and governments, 

is that the CES was reflecting profound social concerns and ideological constructions by politicians 

at the time. The message of the CES struck a chord among politicians and governments during the 

interwar years.479 The debates in the House of Commons during the interwar years show that the 

social problems perceived by the CES and the solution found, namely child migration to the 
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Empire, were congruent with those discussed in the House of Commons, although the importance 

that was assigned to the various problems varied. For both the CES and the British government, 

imperial sentiment loomed large while, to a lesser extent, considerations with regards to public 

health also played a role. However, while for the British government child migration was an 

important way to ensure the defence and imperial unity of the British Empire and eugenic aspects 

as well as racial solidarity played a significant role, the CES was concerned with these 

considerations to a lesser extent. At the same time, the CES, being intrinsically a philanthropic 

organisation, was more concerned about “saving” the children and giving them a better start in 

life.  

As discussed in the chapter on the “Welfare State”, for the House of Commons (as for the CES), 

strengthening and developing the Empire was an important outcome of child migration. 

Moreover, in the debates of the House of Commons, as among the CES, empire migration was 

considered as a way to grapple with juvenile unemployment.480 

For both the CES and for the House of Commons considerations about public health were 

secondary to considerations about public empire policy described above, since they are evoked 

far less often. Considerations about public health were also exclusively made by members of the 

Conservative or Liberal party.  

In the House of Common debates, Britain is seen as overcrowded, which in turn is considered to 

be detrimental to the health of millions of people and not seen as helpful in improving the social 

and economic conditions of the population.481 The solution was seen in sending people to “the 

huge spaces and the healthy surroundings” of the Empire, where bodily health would come “of 

abundant space and sunshine”482. Dr. MacNamara, a Liberal Member of Parliament and a trained 

teacher and educationalist, compares the health and wellbeing of those staying at home with 

those migrating to the Empire: “If they stay here – develop your own resources as much as you 

will – I am afraid that for two out of three of them there is nothing but steady failure and ultimate 

disaster, and marriage with some girl, despondent in the fact that she is bringing into the world 

wretched little scraps of humanity to be reared amongst the squalor and misery of our East End 
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rookeries. That is one vista. I see the other vista, for two out of three of them, health, and strength, 

and vigour, and success, in the open spaces of the British Empire, and a helpmeet happy that she 

is bringing into the world hardy, sturdy youngsters, on the broad open countryside and in God's 

good fresh air.”483 The advantages of a life in the countryside are stressed over and over again:  

“there is more danger of the happy homes of this country being broken up, in so far as the youths 

are concerned, because you are unable to give them the huge spaces and the healthy surroundings 

that they require, than by sending them overseas, not to strange countries, but to your own land, 

to people of your own blood, and under your own flag.”484 These statements from the 1920s mirror 

ideas of physiology prevalent at the time: the same children prosper in the good and healthy rural 

environment of the Empire and do not fare well in the urban environment at home in Britain. 

However, in the 1930s, only one allusion with regards to empire migration and public health is 

made, when the Fairbridge children are described as looking healthy by a Conservative Member 

of Parliament.485 To the contrary, in 1938, when a decline of Britain’s own population is discussed, 

British young men are seen as healthy (although they grew up in overcrowded Britain) and it is 

claimed that Britain cannot afford “to lose the young, healthy and enterprising young men while 

our own population is declining.”486 In contrast, for the CES, public health remained a constant 

concern.  

In the House of Commons, rhetoric about “saving” children from the slums and giving them an 

opportunity in the Dominions similar to the one of the CES can be found, however in a less 

pronounced form.  

In the debates about empire emigration in the House of Commons, it is advanced in a much 

weaker form that empire emigration is beneficial for the individual emigrant. By giving the 

individual migrant a chance to work in the Empire, instead of being unemployed in Britain, that 

person would get “a better chance of making good.”487 The politicians assumed that people 

overseas after their migration were well employed, earned good wages and had the prospect of 
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becoming owners of their own farm. Empire migration was seen as giving people an opportunity 

to develop their natural ability.488  

Empire migration was seen as a measure to relieve “a great deal of individual distress and enable 

many a man, woman and child with no prospects here to live happy, contented and useful lives in 

the Empire beyond the seas.”489 Specifically with regards to children, empire migration would 

“rescue” children from the slums and streets, and “degrading surroundings” and “their salvation 

is to be found in being placed far away from all the baneful environment of their early life”.490 If 

their situation in Britain is hopeless it would give the children a “new chance”491 and “new 

prospects.”492  

Compared to the CES, the government was concerned much more with the eugenic aspects of 

Empire migration. 

In 1922 as in 1937, there was a clear notion of peopling the Empire with what was considered 

superior white British stock. In the discussions in the House of Commons about empire 

settlement, the terms “British stock” and “British white stock” were constantly evoked.493  

(Conservative) politicians were convinced that they should ”give the Dominions the best material 

we can,”494 as “My own conviction is unshaken that there is no such good stock as that, and that 

the future of the world, humanly speaking, depends not on its diminution, but on its increase. But 

I do want to see that population better distributed throughout the Empire as a whole.”495 Thereby, 

Britishness was stressed over and over again: “it is essential that the Dominions should benefit 

from the unique qualities of British stock which have built up the Empire,”496 so that it was ensured 

that, “goodly proportions of British stock”497 populated the Dominions. “The whole British race” 

was regarded as “one people with one destiny, possessing the same glorious heritage and subjects 
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of the same illustrious Sovereign.”498 Empire migration was a way to “consolidate the British 

race.”499 Eugenic considerations were often closely linked with social-imperialist thought. First of 

all, in the social-imperialist mind, Britishness was of vital importance in order to have a 

prosperous economy as it was assumed that “the whole trend of our trade will be more in the 

direction of people of our own ideas, who speak our language, who are citizens of our Empire and 

our best customers.”500 Secondly, especially in the 1930s, social-imperialists believed that to 

populate the Empire with British people was the best way to defend it: “The maintenance of 

substantial migration from Great Britain to Australia may therefore prove vital in the long run to 

the avoidance of serious international issues.”501 The superiority of the British race was taken as a 

justification for the fact that the land belonged to the British: “our race has been noted in the past 

not only for vision, but for enterprise, for courage, and for determination; and if we will only realize 

that we have got that in the race to-day we can go ahead and take a vast property like the British 

Empire, that belongs to the race, develop it, and secure that in the future we shall have some place 

that will be prospering in which we shall find a home […] not only for those who are in over-

populated portions of the Empire, but for the coming generation.”502 In a Cabinet meeting in 1936 

regarding the renewal of the Empire Settlement Act 1937, it is stated that “the work of peopling 

the Dominions with citizens of British stock is amongst the most important tasks that we have to 

face.”503 Empire migrants (and therefore also the subcategory of ‘child migrants‘) were seen as 

“potential Empire builders of the future.” 504 

It was acknowledged that the aim of the farm school was “to present the waste of population 

under the Union Jack.”505 This was seen as an endeavour that should be encouraged, as it could 

help (albeit to a limited extent) “towards populating the Dominions with Britishers.”506 The 

Britishness of the children would make sure that socially and ethnically homogenous settler 
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communities emerged,507 in what was persistently defined as virgin or empty land.508 In the long 

run this would strengthen the ties between the mother country and the white Commonwealth.509 

The Fairbridge children were seen as the cornerstone of the worldwide Britannic race.510 They 

would thus be “part of the same family.”511 

 

Peopling the Empire with British migrants was seen by Conservative politicians not only as a way 

of expanding the Empire, but also of defending it. This was not a concern shared by the CES, it is 

only evoked once by Fairbridge, but did not find its way into the annual reports.512 

In the House of Commons it is discussed that “We or the Dominions have to see that these spaces 

are filled in a reasonable time by British people, or we shall have Hitler, Mussolini, and other 

foreign dictators saying, ‘We are going to send our people there.’”513 Empire migration was 

considered as a “form of State insurance and a gilt-edged security.”514 Also with regards to the 

Union of South Africa and Rhodesia it was recommended that the “relatively small garrison of 

white people […] should be reinforced.” Thereby it was clear that “only numbers will save you [the 

Australians.”]515 These consideration had racial undertones: “By backing this Bill and getting a 

white population in Australia and in Canada we are helping to do away with the bogey of the 

yellow peril.”516 Thereby in 1937, at a time when, for example, in Germany a dictatorship had been 

established, peopling the Empire with the British race was also seen as a way to keep safe 

democracy and the spirit of freedom.517  
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An important reason why the CES managed to receive substantial government funding was that 

the work of the CES fitted well into the government’s strategy to solve the problems of empire 

settlement and of unemployment. 

After the First World War, a significant reorientation of the state policy on emigration took place, 

which aimed to consolidate the historical legacy of British settlement, in Canada, the antipodes 

and southern Africa and which resulted in the Empire Settlement Act.518 

The Empire Settlement Act was a major policy change, as it approved independent private 

organisations involved in migration in sponsoring overseas settlement. These reforms facilitated 

the continued involvement of voluntary organisations in migration which, in partnership with the 

state, negotiated subsidies.519 

The discussions in the House of Commons show that child migration to the Empire from 1922 

onwards was seen as part of the solution to the problem of empire settlement, as child migration 

features in debates that are concerned with empire migration in general and with the Empire 

Settlement Act in particular. Child migration is never discussed by itself.520 Thereby, as discussed 

above, the government had a special interest in child migration. As opposed to adult migration, 

child migration was seen as a successful521 form of Empire Migration by Conservative and Liberal 

politicians. It was advantageous in many points compared to adult migration as the children were 

easily transferable and adaptable.522 Children were seen as a “valuable cargo” and as “human 

commodities” that could be easily transferred around the Empire. 523 At the same time children 

were seen as very malleable, as it was assumed that the younger the migrants the “easier it is for 

them to settle down to the new life and the new conditions.”524 

The CES was a scheme with which the British government willingly cooperated under the Empire 

Settlement Act in order to carry out child migration. The Fairbridge Farm School is seen as an 
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“excellent means of fostering child migration“ and of “tackling this problem [of Empire 

Settlement].”525  

Child migration and, more specifically, the Fairbridge Farm Schools, were also discussed as a 

solution to the problem of juvenile unemployment that hit Great Britain during the Depression, 

and as there was criticism that not enough was done to tackle the problem, the Fairbridge Farm 

School was seen as an “admirable” instance of “official inertia” to solve Britain’s unemployment 

problem.526  

 

The Children’s Aid Society established cooperation with the public treasury at an early point, on 

which it was strongly reliant. The CAS began to receive public assistance in 1862, both from the 

state and city legislatures.527 In 1912, the Society received 26.5% of its income from public 

sources; most of this was especially dedicated to industrial schools. For the first time in 1912 the 

CAS received a payment especially for placing out and supervision from the City of New York. This 

was much less than for the other departments (Industrial Schools received $43,398.71 and Boys’ 

Lodging Houses received $19,121.45) but “placing out” received only $2445.00).528  

 

Conclusion 

The present paper gave me a chance to study the working mechanisms of two major philanthropic 

societies in-depth and to explore their relationships with the wider public and the political sphere, 

especially with the British government. 

Great uniformity can be found in the way both Societies kept up a dialogue with the outside world. 

This regards, firstly, the means of the dialogue as, for example, both Societies relied heavily on a 

wide variety of publications, such as newspapers, leaflets and annual reports. Secondly, great 

uniformity can be found in the dialogue partners since, as this chapter has shown, the message 

of the CES and the CAS appealed strongly to an upper and middle class audience. The problems 
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and solutions identified by the CES and the CAS reflected and generated profound social concerns 

and ideological constructions among the upper and middle classes at the time.529 

Unsurprisingly, the main non-political supporters of the CES and of the CAS came from the upper 

and middle class circles of society, being influential and prominent people of their time, 

clergymen or in the case of the CES, of aristocratic descent.  

In the political sphere, support came mainly from Conservative and Liberal politicians who often 

have a middle and upper class background. Labour politicians with working class roots were 

under-represented. Therefore, among supporters of the CES and CAS, a clear class dimension can 

be found. Child rescue often followed a judgement passed by those of higher social status and 

power, who were often self‐styled or formally trained professionals, upon those socially below, 

who were often deemed as the non‐respectable working class.530 

 

The major difference is due to the fact that Britain was a colonial state with an ambition to 

consolidate its Empire. 

The CES’s partners of dialogue, such as their patrons, chairmen and members of the CES’s Council 

of the Society but also the Royal Family more often than not, were supporters of the Empire. 

Gaining the support of the British government was possible, as the aims and philosophies of the 

CES paralleled those of the British government with regards to public empire policy. However, the 

CES, like other voluntary child migration organisations, differed from the British government in 

that they saw themselves as a charity and as social reformers aiming to transfer the British poor 

from polluted and crime-prone industrial cities to a healthy outdoor life in the Dominions.531  

The 1922 Empire Settlement Act, created an ‘official’ partnership between the government and 

voluntary organisations such as the CES which now received government funding to carry out 

their work.532 This partnership was based on constant negotiations, as for example in 1937, when 

the Empire Settlement Act was renewed. 
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Finally, with regard to the British case study, it should be pointed out that the case of the CES 

shows once more that child migration was surely not a clandestine undertaking as portrayed in 

the British media, where British child migration is often treated as a “secret” betrayal.533 The CES 

gained support from a vast international network encompassing prominent actors from many 

different fields, including high calibre politicians and governments. Moreover, the CES lobbied 

openly in public for their cause in newspapers with a wide circulation such as the Times, invited 

many guests to its farm schools, and held public speeches etc.. Therefore, child migration was far 

from being a covert operation carried out by public authorities or by child rescue societies.534 
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Chapter 4: ”From slums to sunshine:”535 Sending the children out of the city 

Introduction 

”It is very easy for you, who have cheerful homes, who can read or go to pleasant parties, or attend 

lectures, or hear concerts or see picture galleries to talk severely of theatrical amusements for 

these children; but first imagine yourself peddling matches, selling newspapers, sweeping side-

walks all the cold day, jostled, dirty, wet, uncomfortable, scarcely speaking to any one, never 

seeing a book, hearing no music except from an occasional Target Company’s band; never seeing 

a picture except now and then in a picture-shop window – those blessed galleries for the poor; 

going home in the evening to a cold, damp cellar, or a foul-smelling, dirty attic, your father drunk, 

your mother quarrelsome, not room enough hardly for you and your brothers and sisters to squat 

around the fire. Then with one shilling you can get into a brilliant warm room, hear music and see 

fine dresses and read in fact novels and history and catch your only glimpse of the rich great, 

princely unknown WORLD, in the scenes of the play.”536 

 

By using "the press as the pulpit,"537 Charles Loring Brace, in the series “Walks among the New-

York Poor” describes to the wide readership of the New York Times, in the 1850s, the living 

conditions of the poor. He sheds light on the significant social inequality and social divide in the 

city. 

The living conditions of the poor and the rich are literally worlds apart and they never meet: the 

segregation goes so far that the rich use the means of a newspaper to get a notion of how it is to 

be poor; the poor use the theatre to get a glimpse of how it is to be rich.  

The living conditions of people at the time were strongly shaped by the consequences of 

industrialisation. Both industrialisation and the rise of the huge, impersonal metropolis can be 

seen as being among the most dynamic changes that occurred during the nineteenth century. 

These two phenomena were linked in the broader sense, as they represented radically different 

ways of creating, consuming and living than had been the case 150 years earlier. Much of the 
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intellectual energy of the century went into trying to understand these industrial and urban 

phenomena538 – and to solve them. Among those trying to do so were Fairbridge and Brace.  

In Britain and in the United State, industrialisation and urbanisation produced similar social 

problems. In consequence, by the 1880s on both sides of the Atlantic, a heightened concern with 

living and working conditions emerged.539 The “social question” one sees was addressed in various 

ways. Many parallels can be drawn between the arc of reform in Britain and similar developments 

in the United States. Although the United States arrived at a high level of state intervention 

somewhat later, movements in both countries tried to find solutions to the worst consequences 

of industrialisation.540 

Nevertheless, a few fundamental differences between the two countries shall be pointed out 

here. Compared with the United States, Britain, had fewer immigrants which meant a more 

homogenous ethnic view.541  In contrast, there were large numbers of immigrants living in New 

York who, in Brace’s view, were exacerbating social problems. 

Moreover, in Britain, there was a landed aristocracy with waning socio-political power,542 whereas 

in America there was no landed gentry, there were no magistrates, and there was no permanent 

class of farm labourers.543  

Finally, the USA lacked the kind of mass-based working class political party which had been the 

catalyst to new liberalism in Britain544 where there was a more powerfully organized labour.545The 

following chapter will explore some of the reasons why the reformers decided to emigrate the 

children rather than keeping them in the city and improving their situation there. This chapter 

also aims to set the scene and to provide background information on wider events at the time. 

This chapter falls into two parts. The first part is about poverty: it examines prevalent notions of 

                                                           
538 Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914, 170. 
539 Gutzke, David; Thompson, F.M.L., “Introduction,” in Britain and Transnational Progressivism (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008), http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=4715797. 
540 Gutzke, David, “Progressivism in Britain and Abroad,” in Britain and Transnational Progressivism, 2008, 27. 
541 Gutzke, David, 25. 
542 Gutzke, David, 25. 
543 Daniel Levine, Poverty and Society: The Growth of the American Welfare State in Internat. Comparison (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Univ. Pr, 1988), 23. 
544 Michael James Lacey and Mary O. Furner, eds., The State and Social Investigation in Britain and the United 
States, Woodrow Wilson Center Series (Washington. D.C. : Cambridge [England]: Woodrow Wilson Center Press ; 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 38. 
545 Gutzke, David, “Progressivism in Britain and Abroad,” 25. 



121 
 

poverty at the time and the extent and causes of poverty, as determined by social investigations 

carried out at the time. The second part looks at responses to poverty, both by social reformers 

and by the government. It analyses how both Brace and Fairbridge responded to social problems 

in the city by making social policy around children in need.  

I argue that the policies of both the CES and the CAS were deeply ingrained in prevalent 

understandings of poverty at the time. Both Brace and Fairbridge used the concepts of poverty 

and abundance to connect the metropole and the countryside in a new way. While there was 

great poverty in the city they claimed there was abundance in the countryside -- all that had to 

be done was to link the two sites via large scale emigrations. The abundance that the US 

countryside provided came through the farmer’s family and the affection and moral support they 

gave to the children.  

In the Empire there would be sunshine, decent air and fresh fruit and vegetables. There would be 

no overcrowding and no unemployment as in Britain. The children would literally be sent from 

poverty to abundance. In this way, both believed that poverty could be cured. 

Numerous social investigations were carried out into the extent and causes of poverty at the time, 

and these confirmed Brace’s and Fairbridge’s assumptions about poverty in the city. The CAS and 

the CES also used the method of social investigation to lobby for their cause.  

The rise of social research coincided with the development of Progressivism. Both the CAS and 

the CES responded to Progressivism in different ways. However, for both the CAS and the CES, 

progressive reform in the city was not sufficient: a “more radical cure” was needed for the poorest 

children of the city by removing them from the city environment and sending them to the 

countryside.546  

The development of the welfare state at the beginning of the twentieth century influenced both 

emigration schemes. In the US, one of the earliest programmes instituted in the direction of 

income maintenance was the mother’s pension, which greatly restricted child emigration. In 

Britain by contrast, welfare legislation meant to ensure income maintenance, such as the 

unemployment act and the Empire Settlement Act, promoted the continuance of child 

emigration.  
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This chapter also finds that eugenic principles came to be practically applied by using IQ and 

medical tests which could scientifically confirm the fitness of the young emigrants. 

1 Theoretical understanding of poverty  

Both Brace and Fairbridge based their emigration plans on the prevailing understanding of 

poverty at the time. By using the means of emigration, the city as a space of want and squalor 

would be connected with the countryside as a space of plenty.  

In both countries in the nineteenth century, the understanding of poverty was a ‘weltanschauung’ 

that provided strong moral judgements.547 Across both countries, the concept of poverty was 

based on a social philosophy that regarded poverty as a problem of individual character and its 

waywardness: in consequence, the social order was not responsible for the conditions which 

reduced individuals to destitution.548  

The American understanding of poverty was deeply rooted in the perception of abundance and 

prosperity.549 On the one hand, poverty was a “fortunate necessity” which led the poor into paths 

of industry and the rich into acts of charity. On the other hand, it was believed that in this land of 

plenty, poverty was an “unnecessary misfortune”. Because there was work for all, no one should 

have to suffer from poverty. As a consequence, poverty was seen as a punishment meted out to 

the poor for their indolence, inefficiency or improvidence, or was interpreted in terms of heredity 

and “degeneration.”550 An 1881 survey among charity workers found that they believed that 

“intemperance” was the most important reason for poverty followed by almsgiving.551  

America was the land of proverbial plenty and a land of opportunity. This notion also played out 

with regards to farming: European soil had been farmed for many centuries and was in the hands 

of a small class. By contrast, American soil was practically untouched, available to all and 

sometimes free. The climate and the soil were suitable for the production of practically every 

product of the temperate zone. Circumstances in this new land ensured that a large family was 

an asset rather than a burden. Even children could earn.552  
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For this reason, there was a perception that there was no real poverty in America, which had 

many implications for American welfare policy.553  

In Britain, the assumption behind the new redefined poor law principles introduced in 1834 was 

that poverty was a voluntary and therefore reversible condition. Poverty, it was perceived, arose 

from “fraud, indolence or improvidence.” A clear distinction between the self-sustaining labouring 

classes and the recipients of relief or charity – the “pauper” classes – was drawn.554 Only by 

working could a person be saved from sliding into “degradation” and from becoming a pauper.555  

The pauper was not so much the victim as the perpetrator of his own distress.556 

This was also expressed in the way women and dependent children in need were treated. 

Arrangements were often arbitrary, dependent upon evaluation of character and conduct and 

therefore denied to women whose habits were deemed intemperate, improvident, immoral or 

insanitary.557 

Also in Britain there was a belief in abundance. One can find constant references to England  being 

the most prosperous country in Europe. However, prosperity in that country did not imply an 

absence of poverty as it did in the US. It was acknowledged that in a wage economy under certain 

circumstances like sickness, old age, accident and disability, a loss of earnings was possible.558  

 

In both Britain and America a new understanding of poverty emerged from 1900 onwards. In the 

US, during the years of Progressivism, there was a perceived disequilibrium between social 

surplus and social misery.559 The belief that they were living in an abundant society and that all 

that was needed was to allow people to share in that abundance and to sweep away barriers to 

opportunity was upheld.560 According to Bremner “this conviction of abundance was the 

wellspring of the humanitarian movements of the Progressive era.”561 This provided the basis for 
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solutions to cure and eliminate poverty.562 However, the point of divergence from previous views 

that emerged during Progressivism was the different explanation for “the residue” of misery that 

existed despite the favourable opportunities that America allegedly had to offer to each and every 

person.By 1900, there was a widespread belief that the causes of failure were to be found in many 

cases in circumstances outside and beyond the control of the individual personality.  

Bremner has argued that explanations for poverty changed due to a shift in public attitudes 

towards wealth. People of the Civil War generation had believed that wealth was a measure of 

virtue and ability. If a man were rich he possessed more than ordinary intelligence and resources. 

After the 1890s, the overall economic climate had undergone such a change that success no 

longer seemed easily possible for all. Severe depressions had hit America, and the growth of 

monopolies and the closing of the frontier visibly curtailed opportunities for achieving wealth.563 

In Britain, the problem of poverty and of public responsibility for the care of the poor had been 

acknowledged at an early point in the nineteenth century. By the beginning of the twentieth 

century the principle of “less eligibility” incorporated in the Poor Law had been undermined on 

all sides,564 which meant a departure from its principles. It was acknowledged that thrift, hard 

work and individual character were not the only ways out of poverty and that there were 

circumstances beyond people’s control that could plunge them into poverty.565  

Across both countries, Progressives believed strongly in environmentalism, a belief in the physical 

environment’s capacity to shape individual character. By the late 1880s, the long-standing, 

unshakable Victorian belief in character flaws as the chief cause of social and moral problems was 

renounced and Progressives looked instead to an individual’s physical, economic, and mental 

surroundings as the decisive factors. Progressives sought to ameliorate the environment to 

elevate the individual. Overcrowding, poor housing, high rents and drunkenness were now seen 

as part of a totality, encapsulated in the term “environment.”566 
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The idea that poverty stemmed from economic forces over which the individual had little control 

and for the consequences of which he could not be held responsible, was not new. But in the first 

decades of the twentieth century it was frequently advanced and widely accepted as it suited the 

secular spirit of Progressivism better than any other explanation.567 

 

Both Brace and Fairbridge constructed the city as a space of poverty and the countryside as a 

space of abundance. Part II, “The Countryside”, will discuss the notion of abundance in more 

detail. 

Brace describes a city boy who is “hungry for bread in the streets or a vagrant in the City prison.” 

Emigration to the countryside allows him to share in the abundance.568 Upon his arrival in the 

countryside and his being placed with a farmer, the boy writes to the Children’s Aid Society: “we 

have plenty to eat and drink and what more do we want? […] We want for nothing we get 

everything we want, even before we hardly know we want it.” Moreover, he “received a great 

many presents in clothing all new from the store.”569 

Also in his book The Dangerous Classes of New York Brace explains that "Among the lowest poor 

of New York […] the influence of overcrowding has been incredibly debasing. […] Where these 

houses abound […] there is gradually formed a hideous society of vice and pauperism."  

However, according to Brace a solution can be found as, "In every American community, especially 

in a Western one, there are many spare places at the table of life. There is no harassing ‘struggle 

for existence’. The have enough for themselves and the stranger, too. A little band of young 

wayfarers and homeless rovers in the world find themselves in comfortable and kind homes, with 

all the boundless advantages and opportunities of the Western farmer's life about them."570 

The CES followed a similar principle. In the words of Lawley, the chairman of the CES, the child 

migrants would literally go “from slums to sunshine”. Significantly, this slogan was used as the 

heading of two forewords by Lawley to the annual reports of 1922/23 and 1924/25.152 England 

was perceived to be dirty, to have “no decent air,”153 and many people had to live in slums, in 
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unhealthy conditions.154 While England was plagued by overcrowding and unemployment, the 

solution was easily found: "It is just those child derelicts that we are seeking to take by the hand 

and lead to enjoy a cleaner, purer and happier life in our spacious Dominions." 571 In sharp contrast 

to Britain, Australia was evoked as a light and sunny place, with a beautiful and “healthful” 

climate, where the children would find a “sunny, jolly home”155 in “the sunshine city.”156  

 

Yet, while Brace had, well ahead of his time, adopted the “new” understanding of poverty, some 

of the old assumptions of the Poor Law, that poverty is due to the moral failure of the poor, can 

still be found in Fairbridge’s views. Both understandings will be discussed in turn. 

Compared to the commonly held views of poverty at the time, Brace was a forerunner in several 

aspects. First of all, he pointed out that there was indeed poverty in New York City, both in the 

New York Times but also in his publications. To do so, Brace describes the “rookeries” in great 

detail.572 In the New York Times "Walks among the New-York Poor" series he takes the upper and 

middle class reader on a tour of the housing of children enrolled in the CAS's industrial school: 

"Here is the entrance – a narrow door-way on the side; wind through this dark passage and you 

are at the door of a little back room. […] A filthy, close room, with a dark bed-room: there is one 

window, and a small stove and two or three chairs. The little girl is neat and healthy looking.[…] A 

miserable hole for a home, and yet the child looked neat. Here, on beyond, is an old house. We 

climb the shaking stairs, up to the attic – a bare, front room, with one roof window. The only 

furniture a bed and stove and a broken chair. Very chill and bare, but the floor is well swept. A 

little hump-backed child is reading away very busily by the light of the candle and another is 

cleaning up the floor. […] Another home of poverty – dark, damp and chill. The mother an English 

woman: her child had gone to the school barefooted […] a back cellar in Oak street – damp, dark; 

so that one at mid-day could hardly see to read; filthy chilly, yet with six or eight people living 

there. Everyone has a cold, and the oldest daughter, a nice girl of fourteen, is losing her eyes in 

the foul atmosphere.”573  
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Secondly and importantly, poverty was not seen as a personal weakness, Brace acknowledged 

that “we admit most earnestly, the immense, almost irresistible weight of circumstances in such 

a life as that of the poor of New York.”574  

At the same time the good character of the children is emphasised in their very positive 

descriptions: they are looking "neat," "cleaning up the floor."575  

Portrayals of the poor give reasons beyond their control such as death and illness of the male 

breadwinner as reasons for their poverty. 

“She had been the wife of a sailor; he died 10 years before and left her with two small children, 

whom she must bring up. Her only means of support was sewing. She sewed for slop-shops and 

worked often from 5 o’clock in the morning till 11 or 12 at night, day in and out. She had educated 

her children, kept them well-dressed, and they all went regularly to the Methodist Church in A- 

street.” 576 

 “There is a meek and Christian woman in a little room of the Sixteenth Ward -  a seamstress and 

a widow – with two children. She is very sick, with the consumption. […] In the long hours of 

weakness and bitter poverty, her comfort is in the Bible.”577 

Once again, the conviction that the poverty of these people is not due to a weakness of character 

is thus conveyed to the reader.  

 

However, in contrast to Brace, some of the 1834 poor law principles still wound their 

preconceptions through Fairbridge’s agenda. This is particularly expressed in his very negative 

view of the families, which implies that their predicament is due to their own fault and 

character weakness.  

In this way, the children would carry “the shadow of a family handicap”. The parents next to 

exposing their children to poverty were believed to expose them also to “cruelty, […] neglect and 

anti-social influences.” 578 
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The family’s poverty stemmed from the character faults of the parents who were seen as having 

a “bad character”, being “a bad lot” or considered as being “tramps.” The behaviour of the 

parents was also condemned if they were alcoholics or the father had been to prison for ill-

treating his children. However, in some cases the CES also admitted that in some families, due to 

reasons beyond their control, such as illness or a deadly mine accident, poverty was the inevitable 

consequence.579  

 

2.Social investigation into the problem of poverty 

Because poverty was no longer seen as pre-ordained, part of a natural order or proof of individual 

aberration but as human and explicable,580 social investigations were carried out into its extent 

and causes. 

On both sides of the Atlantic, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, social 

investigation, that is, public inquiry into social conditions, gained authority and engaged the 

attention and the energies of a great many people.581  

Social investigations challenged settled cultural practices and beliefs. They described the often 

harsh realities of the industrial wage-earning class. As social documents they also led to the 

“discovery” of poverty,582 thereby confirming the assertions made by Brace and Fairbridge that 

there was considerable poverty in the city.  

At the time, many reformers, among them Brace and Fairbridge, would inquire into the 

dimensions of a problem, petition the local or state authorities, disseminate their findings to 

arouse public sentiment, recommend philanthropic relief and maintain pressure on lawmakers 

until a satisfactory response was obtained.583 The generation of reformers like Beatrice and Sidney 

Webb in Britain and Jane Addams, Florence Kelley, John Dewey and W.E.B Du Bois marked the 

heyday of social investigations: As the next paragraphs will demonstrate, the knowledge thus 

gained was used as the basis for policy,584 both the CAS and the CES used social investigation to 
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campaign for their cause. However, contrary to the convictions of Brace and Fairbridge, 

conviction, that there was abundance in the countryside, studies at the time show that rural 

poverty was even more pronounced than urban poverty. 

 

Britain 

Little was known about poverty in London until Booth published his study “Life and Labour of 

the People of London” in 1892.585 Booth’s approach and solution to the problem of poverty was 

new to the nineteenth century as it no longer saw poverty as a character fault but as explicable 

by external factors.586 

Social investigation found considerable poverty in England, the reasons for which were manifold. 

First of all, wealth was unequally distributed throughout society. At the beginning of the twentieth 

century, Britain was easily the richest country in Europe, as measured by per capita income. But 

set against the background of real wage amelioration, the poorest sections of Victorian society 

were experiencing serious impoverishment and destitution.587 Outside the United States, 

industrial fortunes had merely consolidated existing social hierarchies rather than revolutionizing 

them.588 The vast majority of the economically active population were manual workers (see table 

below), while only a small proportion were of higher standing such as “self-employed and higher 

grade professionals” and “employers and proprietors”. Children were especially affected by 

poverty.589 

Studies carried out during the interwar period found that most workers experienced modest 

increases in real wages and earnings,590 which was due to the fact that while both money wages 

and earnings fell between 1920 and 1938, retail prices were falling more quickly, producing 

modest gains in real wages and real earnings.591 
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Moreover, there was also a tendency for the wages of unskilled workers to improve in comparison 

to those of skilled workers. This was the direct result of the establishment of national pay 

bargaining during the First World War, when increases in wages were made by way of flat rate 

additions. Furthermore, the process of greater wage equalisation was reinforced by statutory 

mechanisms designed to ensure higher minimum rates of pay for poorly paid workers.592 

Although there is considerable regional variability, family poverty remained endemic, as a number 

of studied carried out by various investigators shows (please see Table 3 below).  

 

* 

Table 3: Summary of interwar poverty results, percentage of working class families in poverty (see 

footnote for an explanation of the poverty lines).593 
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modifying Rowntree’s primary poverty measure in a number of other ways. Firstly, he allowed for alterations in 
relative prices. Moreover, he introduced an allowance for meat in his minimum needs diet. As compared to Bowley’s 
rent component in his “new standard” which was the “cheapest house” giving one room per “equivalent adult”. 
Rowntree treated accommodation needs in a more sophisticated fashion. Lastly, Bowley adapted Rowntree’s food 
minimum needs equivalent scale to make “greater allowance for adults and less for young children”. Other things 
being equal, therefore, for the same income and demographic structure, Bowley’s “new standard” would produce 
fewer families in primary poverty than would Rowntree’s (Gazeley, p.40/41). Bowley’s poverty line was used in a 
modified way by Llewelyn Smith as well as Jones in Merseyside, Owen in Sheffield and Ford in Southhampton. The 
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Multiple studies in Britain found that this was due to unemployment, which became the major 

reason for poverty, as compared to the pre-war period when insufficient wages had been the 

major cause. During the interwar period inequality within society rose. Despite unprecedented 

high unemployment, the economy grew at a modest rate. Real wages594 and living standards 

improved for those in work, many of whom were from the middle class and some sections of the 

working class, but the persistently jobless were excluded from the benefits of economic progress.  

Table 4 shows that levels of unemployment rose significantly during the interwar period as 

compared to the levels before the First World War, based on the number of people claiming 

unemployment insurance under the National Insurance scheme and unemployment rates derived 

from trade union records.595  This was due to the fact that Britain had experienced two depressions 

in the interwar period, one in 1921 and another in 1930/1933, and unemployment rates increased 

sharply in both, from an official annual rate of just less than four per cent in 1920 to just under 

17 per cent in 1921. Throughout the rest of the interwar period, according to official statistics, 

unemployment remained high and peaked in 1932 (please see Table 7).596 

 

 

                                                           
third standard, George’s, was similar to Rowntree’s “Human Needs” scale, except he made no allowance for personal 
sundries. (Gazeley, p.98) 
594 Gazeley, 110. 
595 Gazeley, 101. 
596 Gazeley, 102. 
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Table 4: Unemployment rates, 1913-1926 597 

 

Higher wages coupled with higher rates of unemployment meant that a shift in the reasons for 

poverty occurred, as confirmed by two longitudinal studies comparing two points in time, by 

Bowley in 1915 and 1924 in Northampton, Warrington,Stanley and in Reading, and by Rowntree 

in 1899 and 1936 in York. 

Both Bowley and Rowntree showed that before the First World War, poverty was mainly caused 

by low wages relative to the size of family or the death or absence of the principal wage earner. 

After the war, the main reason was unemployment, followed by old age, low wages, death of the 

chief earner, large family size, irregularity of work and illness (please see Table 5). 

According to the study carried out by Bowley on families, higher wages meant that some families 

were drawn out of poverty, which was however, greatly offset by unemployment.598 

 

 

Table 5: Causes of primary poverty in York, 1899 and 1936 (%); study by Rowntree in York599 

  

It would be wrong to assume that poverty due to low wages had completely disappeared, despite 

the growth in statutory wage regulation. Moreover, old age was still an important cause of 

poverty. 

 

                                                           
597 Gazeley, 102. 
598 Gazeley, 79–94. 
599 Gazeley, 94. 
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America 

During the progressive era, reformers undertook a “search for truth” to discover the living 

conditions of the poor based on scientific observation and factual knowledge.600 British studies 

such as Charles Booth’s London survey and Rowntree’s study of York, sometimes came to serve 

as a precedent as in the case of the Pittsburgh Survey in 1907-1908. Overall, Booth’s study was 

widely read in the United States and he was also very influential in bringing about a shift in social 

research, setting to a considerable extent the pattern for later American sociological 

investigations.601 

American studies, compared to the British studies, were more descriptive than analytical.602 A few 

influential studies of the time will be discussed here. 

Many studies were narratives of personal experience of middle-class investigators living in 

tenement houses among the poor – such as the studies by Walter Wyckoff, “The Workers”, and 

by Bessie and Marie Van Vorst “The Woman Who Toils”. 

One of the earliest analytical studies of the progressive era was carried out by Amos Warner, and 

published in 1894.  He was a superintendent of charities for the District of Columbia, and gathered 

information from about two hundred charity organization societies on what they deemed to be 

the causes of distress of the applicants for relief. This study reflected in part a new understanding 

of poverty. His results showed that about 75% of poverty was due to misfortune and only about 

25% due to misconduct. Most poverty stemmed from lack of employment and sickness. However, 

he did believe that poverty was hereditary and that outdoor relief would be pernicious.603 

The New York Tenement-House Commission investigation of 1900 exerted great influence on 

later social research. It found that tenement housing where the “great mass of respectable 

working men and their families lived” had serious defects in respect to light, ventilation, 

sanitation, fire danger and privacy. Recommendations from the report were put into effect.604 

                                                           
600 Bremner, The Discovery of Poverty in the United States, 140. 
601 Bremner, 71. 
602 Maurine Weiner Greenwald and Margo J. Anderson, eds., Pittsburgh Surveyed: Social Science and Social Reform 
in the Early Twentieth Century (Pittsburgh, Pa: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1996), 18; Bremner, The Discovery of 
Poverty in the United States, 148. 
603 Levine, Poverty and Society, 32. 
604 Bremner, The Discovery of Poverty in the United States, 150. 
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In 1905, a Charities Publication Committee was founded composed of Jane Addams, Jacob Riis 

and influential representatives of the organised charity and settlement movements. They 

accepted the proposal to carry out the Pittsburgh Survey in 1907-1908, which was the first 

attempt made in the United States to examine thoroughly and at close range the conditions under 

which working people spent their lives in a modern industrial community. It has been considered 

the most important of the pre-war social investigations. The Pittsburgh survey was funded by the 

Russell Sage Foundation.  

It documented the long hours and dangerous working conditions in Pittburgh’s industries and also 

exposed corruption, environmental pollution and illness caused by unregulated industry. The 

Pittsburgh Survey was designed to provide direct advice to government.605 The Survey’s 

description of child labour as brutal and exploitative fuelled debates about child labour and about 

the conditions under which it took place.606 

As the next chapter will show, the findings of the Pittsburgh Survey, especially as they related to 

the waste of human resources, were taken to heart by the nation.  

Following the Pittsburgh Survey, many more social investigations were carried out, among them 

a “Report on Condition of Woman and Child Wage Earners in the United States” published by the 

United States Bureau of Labor between 1910 and 1913. 607 

Also the Children’s Bureau began a series of investigations into child mortality, and found that it 

was twice and sometimes more than three times more dangerous to be born into a poor family 

as into one of comfortable economic circumstances.608 

At the same time, children became the focus of social investigation. According to Frederick E. 

Bauer, Superintendent of the Children’s Bureau in Manhattan, in the year 1912 a total of 2,283 

children in Manhattan were committed to institutions due to illness of a parent, death of a parent 

or desertion of a parent.609 

 

                                                           
605 Greenwald and Anderson, Pittsburgh Surveyed, 10–11. 
606 Greenwald and Anderson, 93. 
607 Bremner, The Discovery of Poverty in the United States 156. 
608 Bremner, 159. 
609 Hopkins, June, “Widows and Waifs: New York City and the American Way to Welfare, 1913-1916,” 
https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/programs/orphanage-widows-pension/, VCU Libraries - Social Welfare History 
Project (blog), 2011. 
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Table 6: Cause for being committed to an institution610 

 

Unlike in Britain, in the United States there was low unemployment in the 1920s and this was 

therefore not a major cause of poverty. Only in 1930s did the unemployment rates rise. 

 

 

Table 7: Unemployment Rates 1890-1940 611 

 

 

Social investigation by the CAS and CES 

Both the CAS and the CES used social investigation to lobby for their cause. Their findings 

confirmed the findings by the studies cited above that there was great poverty in the city.  

                                                           
610 Hopkins, June. 
611 Gazeley, Poverty in Britain, 1900 - 1965, 97. 

Cause Father Mother Both Total 

Illness of 188 children 916 children 67 children 1171 children 

Death of 430 children 546 children 95 children 1071 children 

Desertion of 464 children 104 children 73 children 641  children 
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Brace published widely on the living conditions of the poor in New York City, for example in his 

series “Walks among the New York Poor” in the New York Times, but also in books like the 

“Dangerous Classes of New York”. Also the annual reports were used to publish statistics on the 

CAS’s work to corroborate its cause. 

The table below from the 42nd annual report was used to demonstrate the city’s large number of 

“orphan and destitute children,” “with hopeless lives before them,” whom the Society had 

emigrated to the West where “eight out of ten of these children will develop into useful 

citizens.”612 

 

Family Situation Number of Children Placed By 1894 

Orphans 40,923 

Both parents living 18,529 

A father only 6,239 

A mother only 12,435 

Parents unknown 9,719 

Table 8: Family situation of children placed out by 1894613 

 

 

 

 

The children were received from the following sources: 

1911614  

Orphanages and Institutions 244 

                                                           
612 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 42nd Annual Report, 1894, p.12, N-YHS. 
613 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 42nd Annual Report, 1894, p.12, N-YHS. 
614 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 59th Annual Report, 1911, p.12, N-YHS. 
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Surrendered by relatives who upon 
investigation were found to be unable to 
care for them 

88 

Orphans or deserted boys who applied at 
our lodging houses 

323 

Table 9: Sources the Children were received from in 1911 

1919  

From social workers 5 

From orphanages or institutions 150 

Surrendered by relatives in order to remove 
the children from dangerous influences 

63 

From our lodging houses and shelters for 
homeless boys 

34 

Table 10: Sources the Children were received from in 1919615 

 

Tables 7 and 8 point to the background of the children to demonstrate that there was 

considerable poverty in society and that the children came indeed from impoverished conditions. 

Statistics were also used to prove the success of the Society: while most children had become 

farmers in adult life, 4,000 had gone to the army and the rest  had “noteworthy careers” (see table 

10 below). 

 
 

 

 

                                                           
615 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p.11, N-YHS. 
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Table 11  Professions of children who did not become farmers, but have had noteworthy careers 

616 

 

 

The CES also backed its work with data collected. By 1910, Fairbridge had estimated that 60,000 

children were destitute in Britain. The impact of the First World War and of the depression further 

worsened the situation.617 

“Perhaps the best way of giving some idea of our work will be to state briefly the facts upon which 

these 18 children were chosen.”618 

Interestingly, the 13rd annual report details the backgrounds of a party of 18 boys and girls 

arriving in Australia in 1921/22. Of the 18 children, nine had lost at least one parent and eight 

were illegitimate. At least one parent of six children had “deserted” or had “disappeared.” Often 

the character of the parents and the general situation at home was deemed to be inappropriate 

                                                           
616 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 59th Annual Report, 1911, p.12, N-YHS. 
617 Kershaw and Sacks, New Lives for Old, 153. 
618 CES, “13rd Annual Report,” 1921. 
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for a child, the mother being seen as having a “bad character”, being “a bad lot” or the parents 

being considered “tramps.” The behaviour of the parents was also condemned if they were 

alcoholics or the father had been to prison for ill-treating his children. Eight of the children came 

from various children’s homes across the country.619 Others came through philanthropic agencies 

such as the Barnado’s Homes, while others were “rescued” from slum life and poverty-stricken 

areas in cities and country districts.620 In other cases, some families, due to reasons beyond their 

control, such as illness or a fatal mining accident, were forced to give their children away, as they 

could no longer pay for their maintenance.621 

Fairbridge also used numbers to boast their success rate: he claimed that only six of the thousand 

children involved in Fairbridge schemes across the Empire had been returned to Britain as 

“failures.” With regard to the site in Australia, the remainder were said to have successfully gained 

skills and started jobs, in spite of the difficult economic situation.622 

 

 

3. Response to poverty 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the will to improve conditions was guided and 

strengthened by knowledge gained from factual inquiry. The rise of social research described in 

the previous section coincided with the development of Progressivism. Reform could no more be 

implemented by platitudinous avowals of righteousness than by generalized denunciations of 

evil. By clearly demonstrating practices that were unnatural, unnecessary or detrimental to 

society, attention could be drawn to them and reform could be implemented.623 This section will 

look at the way in which progressives drawing on social research on both sides of the Atlantic 

were implementing social reform and how the CES and the CAS responded to it. Although there 

were no direct transnational influences between the CES and the CAS, there were many parallels 

in their social reform policies during the Progressive era. 

 

                                                           
619 CES, 13rd Annual Report, 1921-1922, pp.8-10, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
620 CES, 17th Annual Report, 1925-1926, p.16, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
621 CES, 13rd Annual Report, 1921-1922, pp.8-10, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
622 Kershaw and Sacks, New Lives for Old, 153. 
623 Bremner, The Discovery of Poverty in the United States, 163. 



140 
 

Progressivism as a transnational movement 

Progressivism was a response to the industrial revolution that had strongly influenced the lives of 

many Americans and British people,624 starting from the mid-nineteenth century. By the early 

twentieth century these conditions threatened to weaken social coherence and national 

identity.625 Reformers tried to humanize the city and ameliorate widespread social problems.626 

In the United States, men and women of reform were recognised as belonging to a group called 

Progressives; in Britain, though they shared similar motives, the name had limited meaning 

outside Edwardian national politics and the London City Council.627 

The concept of Progressivism appears in no standard surveys of British history. The term 

Progressivism, however, appeared first in Britain. In 1889, Liberal, Fabian and socialist members 

of the London County Council were referred to collectively as Progressists, a term that eventually 

changed into Progressive. Americans appropriated the term which became fashionable in the 

1910 elections.628  

The historian Thompson has argued in favour of a “transatlantic Progressivism”, although the 

term was used sparingly and in a restricted sense by contemporaries at the time. 629  “Progressive” 

ideas for social regeneration often travelled from Britain to America630 such as, for example, 

settlement houses and municipal reform.631 As there was little in the American past to guide them 

in dealing with problems of the city and the factory, American reformers often looked to Britain 

as a “laboratory” which had developed methods to solve these problems.632  

The settlement house movement across both countries became a prominent solution for dealing 

with the poor. The English settlement house movement was a direct model for the American 

movement.633 Samuel A. Barnett’s Toynbee Hall, established in 1884 in Britain, became a model 

                                                           
624 Gutzke, David, “Progressivism in Britain and Abroad”; Gutzke, David, 23. 
625  Paula S. Fass , ‘Foreword’, in James Marten, Children and Youth during the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, 
Children and Youth in America (New York: New York University Press, 2014), 7. 
626 Gutzke, David, “Progressivism in Britain and Abroad,” 24. 
627 Gutzke, David, 23. 
628 Gutzke, David, “Historians and Progressivism,” in Britain and Transnational Progressivism, n.d., 12. 
629 Gutzke, David; Thompson, F.M.L., “Introduction.” 
630 Gutzke, David; Thompson, F.M.L., 4. 
631 Gutzke, David, “Historians and Progressivism,” 12. 
632 Mann, Arthur, “British Social Thought and American Reformers of the Progressive Era” 42, no. 4 (March 1956): 
672. 
633 Levine, Poverty and Society, 120. 
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for US reformers, with Robert A. Woods, Stanton Coit, Vida D. Scudder, and Jane Addams first 

visiting and then founding their own settlement houses in Chicago, Boston, and New York by 

1892.634 

Progressives across Britain and the US shared many similar traits: a nonpartisan outlook, respect 

for university-trained experts and the collection of statistical evidence, and uncanny skills as 

coalition builders among unexpected allies. They offered moral uplift, order, discipline, scientific 

inquiry, efficiency, and environmentalism as antidotes for urban problems and social justice as a 

new standard of fairness for class reconciliation.635 

 

Progressive reform with regard to children 

In the words of historian Steven Mintz, Progressivism “marked a watershed in the history of child 

welfare” and represented a high point in interest in child welfare.636 Thereby, progressive reform 

put special emphasis on the children as future citizens of the state.637 Children came into focus 

for a number of different reasons: new scientific inquiries into their physical and psychological 

growth and development, higher requirements for literacy in a developing industrial economy, 

issues about race and ethnicity, concerns about health and accidents in the city, and the newly 

emerging public activities of women. Children became more visible as they were often employed 

in factories, which incurred the moral outrage of reformers.638 

Likewise, in Britain, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the health, welfare and rearing of 

children became linked to the destiny of the nation and the responsibilities of the state. In 

consequence, children were moved towards the centre of this political agenda so that, apart from 

considerations about the child’s welfare, the state now had motivations about public health: 

                                                           
634 Gutzke, David, “Historians and Progressivism,” 12. 
635 Gutzke, David, “Progressivism in Britain and Abroad”; Gutzke, David, 23. 
636 Mintz, Huck’s Raft, 173. 
637 Paula S Fass and Inc ebrary, Outside In: Minorities and the Transformation of American Education. (New York: 
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638 Marten and Fass, “Foreword,” 8. 
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concerns about population levels, worry about the level of “civilization” of the population, and a 

desire to build a healthy population that could compete with other nations.639 

As a result, Progressivism brought far reaching changes to the lives of children, and to a great 

class of those dependent children who were placed out as the following chapter will show. 

Progressive era reforms were extensive, spanning a wide variety of issues. The terms in which 

they were proposed involved reference to the nation, and in the British case the Empire.640 

In the United States, public health measures were introduced which would reduce infant 

mortality by more than fifty per cent.641 In Britain, over concerns about implications for the 

defence and administration of the Empire and national physical efficiency, the infant welfare 

movement was established, which aimed to reduce infant mortality.642  

On both sides of the Atlantic, urban playgrounds for children were established.643 To meet 

working mothers’ needs for childcare, following the French crèche model, nurseries were 

established.644 

 

Across both countries, Progressivism brought mandatory school attendance laws and anti-child 

labour laws. 645  

By 1918, every US state had enacted compulsory education laws. School was extended in many 

cities to include a wide range of non-academic activities. At the same time, schooling was 

extended into earlier years through the introduction of kindergartens and in the upper grades 

through a massive expansion in high schools (please see Part II, Chapter 2). 646  

In Britain, following the 1870 Education Act, schooling gradually became an accepted stage in the 

process of growing up. Between 1870 and 1914 the school leaving age was raised three times.647 

The Education Act of 1918 raised the school leaving age from 12 to 14. Furthermore, it abolished 

                                                           
639 Harry Hendrick, Children, Childhood, and English Society, 1880-1990, New Studies in Economic and Social History 
(Cambridge [England] ; New York, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 41. 
640 Anna Davin, “Imperialism and Motherhood,” History Workshop, no. 5 (Spring 1978): 16. 
641 Mintz, Huck’s Raft, 173–84. 
642 {Citation} 
643 Aspinwall, Bernard and Gutzke, David, “The Civic Ideal: Glasgow and the United States, 1880-1920,” in Britain 
and Transnational Progressivism, 2008, 79. 
644 Mintz, Huck’s Raft, 173–84. 
645 Mintz, 173–84. 
646 Mintz, 173–84. 
647 Hendrick, Children, Childhood, and English Society, 1880-1990, 63–64. 



143 
 

all fees in state elementary schools and set a stronger focus on of medical inspection, nursery 

schools, and special needs education.648  

One of the most important achievements of the Progressive era was the crusade against child 

labour, which was influenced by the notion that all children, regardless of class, deserved a 

protected childhood devoted to play and education. However, (as will be discussed in Part II, 

chapter 2, section 2.2.2.), the child labour reformers were quite selective in their targets, in that 

they opposed child labour in factories, mines and the street trades, but said little about the single 

largest employer of child labour, namely farm labour, which was considered to be enriching and 

to build moral character. In the 1910s, 35 US states adopted anti-child labour laws, which were, 

however, not strictly enforced.649 

In Britain, the first and only comprehensive attempt to regulate child labour during the late-

Victorian and Edwardian eras was the Employment of Children Act, 1903, which allowed children 

a limited number of daily and weekly working hours. This “half-time system” was only abolished 

in 1918 with the passing of the Education Act.650  

The first national Children’s Bureau was founded to collect and disseminate information on child 

welfare. Under the leadership of Julia Lathrop and her successor Grace Abbott, it lobbied for a 

federal anti-child labour law. Juvenile courts were introduced, based on the idea that young 

people should be treated differently from adults and that they were less culpable than adults. 

Through either personal visits or press reports, British social reformers learned of pioneering 

efforts in Chicago and Denver, where energetic Progressive judges had introduced juvenile courts. 

In this way, the city of Birmingham, impressed by Judge Ben Lindsey’s accomplishments in Denver, 

became in 1905 the first city to translate such imaginative American methods to Britain, 

instituting weekly private court sessions for juvenile criminals.651 

Although Progressivism was dedicated to removing children from institutions, according to 

Stephen Mintz, the “greatest disappointment of the Progressive Era” was the failure to move 

children out of institutions.652 
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With the advent of Progressivism, the state started to become more interventionist.653 The state’s 

supervisory, regulatory and care-giving role greatly expanded.654 Social work became a matter of 

public policy, which would be based on scientific principles and research, be thoroughly rational 

and systematic in its execution and be regulated by equally rational and systematic legislation and 

overseeing bodies.655 Professionally trained (female) social workers replaced amateur male 

charity workers and adopted a new approach, casework, to address child welfare.656 

 

The CAS and the CES during the Progressive Era 

The CAS’s overall policy between 1900 and 1930, both with regard to placing out work and to its 

other branches, was strongly embedded in progressive policy. Overall, Progressivism positively 

affected the situation of children placed out by the CAS, as their wellbeing was supervised more 

thoroughly.  

To be sure, the CAS was a forerunner of the progressive era in that, from its beginnings in the 

1850s, it turned away from orphanages and placed children with families. With the advent of 

Progressivism, the CAS underwent several changes, mainly in the form of its newly introduced 

cooperation with the state and a systematization of the process of placing out. Systematic case 

work with wardens of the CAS and temporary forms of placement were introduced. At the same 

time, school and anti-child labour laws meant that the everyday lives of dependent children on 

farms changed (see part II, Chapter 2). In the city the CAS introduced public health measures and 

widened the clientele with whom they were working to include children with disabilities and 

children of colour. 

The CES was also influenced by Progressivism in that it became organized in a more professional 

way and started to carry out medical and IQ tests to confirm the fitness of potential child 

emigrants. 
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However, for both the CAS and the CES, progressive reform in the city was not sufficient: a “more 

radical cure” was needed for the poorest children of the city by removing them from the city 

environment and emigrating them to the countryside.  

 

Municipal reform 

Municipal reform, as discussed above, included a wide range of measures for children such as 

playgrounds and kindergartens.  

In the eyes of the CES, reform in the city (and in Britain in general) was not possible as the 

metropole was considered to be overcrowded, which in consequence led to unemployment, low 

wages, a lack of food, and poverty in general.657 

 The New York CAS, as opposed to the British CES, contributed to municipal reform by introducing 

public health measures and by opening new schools for disabled children and children of colour. 

In the Society’s own words “with the twentieth century came a growing concern in health 

conditions”, especially with regard to children. This concern translated into the activities of the 

CAS, which introduced several public health measures for the city children of New York. Under 

the supervision of the Society’s Medical Department, the former industrial schools became health 

centres, which provided nourishing meals and medical services for all children. Also the 

restoration of health became an important focus, with convalescence homes and outings to the 

countryside for city children.658 “A quart of milk a day and variety of food, the fresh high air, 

cleanliness, rest, outdoor play in great variety” became of great importance to build up the 

children.659 

 

During the progressive era, not only “needy and abandoned children” but also children living in 

the city came under the auspices of the CAS. Further branches were introduced, targeting a wider 

range of children not included yet in the placing out programme or any other branches. These 

included children who were physically and mentally disabled. An outdoor class was introduced 

                                                           
657 K. Fairbridge, ‘Letter from Fairbridge to Earl Grey’, Outlines and Draft Agreements, 5th August 1908 (D296/A1/1), 
ULSCA. 
658 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 77th Annual Report, 1929, p.4, N-YHS. 
659 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p.18, N-YHS. 



146 
 

which aimed to build up the health of children with some conditions such as anaemia, through 

healthy food, school lessons taken outside and regular exercise (please see Picture 8 below).660 

The Society “prided itself on the flexibility of its program, the ability to modify it with the changing 

need of the city’s children.” In 1929, it was claimed that “the child who does not fit in is always 

welcome.” 661  

Over time, the CAS established various programmes in the city to reach the “new” immigrant 

children and, through them, also their parents. These immigrants, who came from southern and 

eastern European countries662 like Italy, Austria, Hungary, Russia, the Balkan States or Asia Minor, 

had to be taught and thus assimilated663 in order to maintain “our civic welfare”. They were to be 

taught “our language and customs” and be trained in “honesty, morality and patriotism with the 

utmost patience and tact”.664 Moreover, immigrant children would be educated “to lives of 

usefulness […], in the principles of right living […].” Thereby, the parents could be reached through 

the children.665 

This approach is very interesting, especially when compared to the removal of children and break-

up of “unfit” families (see below). The CAS vehemently countered the break-up of immigrant 

families: “It is sometimes said that such families should be broken up and the children sent to 

institutions. God forbid! Let us do our utmost to keep their family intact. Let us through the 

children influence the parent.”666 The commitment of the CAS towards Italian children was 

honoured by the King of Italy and financially supported by the Italian government.667 

As well as its placing out programme, the CAS also worked with African American children. The 

Henrietta School, opened in 1869, came to be known as a “colored” industrial school.. Over time, 

as the CAS was changing the focus of its work, as well as keeping the Henrietta School (please see 

Picture 7 below), it introduced several measures for children of colour such as the Harlem Colored 

Children’s Center and a playground in Harlem (both opened in 1930).668 
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Through its other branches, the CAS also modified its outlook with regard to the disabled children 

of the city. In 1898, due to an initiative of Charles Loring Brace II, three classes for “crippled” 

children were opened. It was recognised that these “unfortunate” children had been shut up in 

the tenement houses where they lived and were often neglected and lonely. The schools were 

thus seen as a “happy change” where the children would profit from the “loving care of the 

teachers.”669 

 

 

Picture 7: “Afternoon Milk and Crackers, Henrietta School Centre” 670 
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Picture 8: Outdoor Class – Fifty-Third Street School 671 

 

Professionalization of child emigration 

The CAS and the CES were organised in an increasingly professional, systematized and structured 

manner, just like small businesses. The progressive era strongly advanced this development, as 

between the late 1890s and 1920s, the CAS introduced a standardized record-keeping system of 

the children, set up an official “Western Emigration and Placing Out Department”, started 

carrying out structured case work by paying regular yearly visits to the children, and from a certain 

point on carried out medical tests on all prospective “orphan train riders”. Also the CES became 

organized in a more professional way and set up medical and IQ tests to confirm the fitness of 

potential child emigrants. Unfortunately, as the Prince’s Trust has decided to bar access to the 

CES’s case files to the public, I cannot comment on these case files. 
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Over time, the Children’s Aid Society organised and structured its placing out activities in ever 

stronger ways. From the beginning, in 1857, an “agent for country” had been employed, who 

accompanied children from New York to villages in the west, where it was assumed that there 

would be a need for the children. The agent for country was supported by several voluntary 

persons who, at their own expense, found homes for children and placed them.672 Over time the 

number of “agents for country” was steadily expanded.673  

In the early years of the placing out system, supervision of the children was organized through 

the voluminous correspondence from the CAS’s office in New York. This correspondence was put 

into the hands of a specifically employed assistant secretary. 674 All correspondence was 

documented in a record book, which had a personal page for each child. Moreover, the CAS relied 

on proxies or local committees established in villages where children were placed, to intervene in 

case of need. However, it was deplored that at times the “youthful wanderers,” especially the 

older ones, left their original placement and could no longer be traced by the CAS.675 In 

consequence, a resident western agent was appointed in 1869, who was in residence in Chicago 

rather than in New York. The main work of the agent was to select areas which were suitable to 

place children and to form a local committee there to handle the distribution process of the 

children.676 Moreover, the resident agent personally supervised children, especially if problems 

occurred, and moved them to new foster families if necessary.677 In 1884, also a southern agent 

was introduced to look after the ever increasing number of children placed in the south.678 The 

CAS became increasingly aware of the need to visit children regularly, and executed the visits 

more thoroughly.679 Furthermore, the Society relied on voluntary permanent residents in 

Nebraska, Kansas and Missouri, who intervened in the event of trouble.680 
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Beginning in 1874, the CAS initiated an explicit "family emigration" programme which signalled a 

shift towards a goal of keeping families together. Beginning around 1898, the department's stated 

purpose in the annual reports included not only "finding homes for homeless children" but also 

"assisting poor families to reach distant friends for employment."681 

In 1896, an official “Emigration and Placing Out Office”, entirely dedicated to the CAS’s placing 

out work, consisting of six placing out agents, as well as voluntary agents who resided in the west 

and who could be called on if necessary, was established as part of the CAS’s organisational 

structure.682 Placing out agents started to visit families before placing children there and to visit 

their charges regularly at least once a year in their foster families.683 They reported on their work 

during the meetings of the Board of Trustees.684 

In 1899, the CAS had become further structured, with a number of standing committees, such as 

the newly introduced “emigration and placing-out committee” and it had established a “Western 

Emigration and Placing out Department” as part of its organisational structure. The new 

department greatly expanded its number of full time staff. It consisted of five full-time employed 

visiting and placing agents, a New York State agent, a transportation agent and eight western 

residents in Oklahoma, Nebraska, Kansas, Missouri, two agents in Texas and one in Iowa.685 In 

1900 a correspondent was added.686 From 1901, the department was headed by a Superintendent 

of Emigration.687 This was later followed by the appointment of agents resident in other western 

towns and confining their work to fairly definite districts, so as to be in touch more often with the 

children and their foster parents.688  In later years, the Superintendent was aided by an assistant 

superintendent. Furthermore, a supervisor of records and an attorney and special agent were 
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appointed as part of the department.689 By 1923, the children were visited in their foster homes 

four times the first year, twice the second and then once a year until of age.690 

 

The CES also set up and expanded its organisational structure in an increasingly professional way. 

From the beginning, the Society consisted of an Honorary Secretary, an Honorary Treasurer, 

Honorary Auditors, an Executive Committee, Patrons and an organising secretary.691 In 1912/13 a 

Finance Subcommittee was added,692 followed in 1913/1914 by a London Sub-Committee and a 

Child Immigration Advisory Board located in Perth, Australia.693 A council was set up in 

1920/1921.694 Furthermore, an Australian Branch was established which was named The 

Children’s Farm School Immigration Society, many of its members representing industry, politics 

or the University of Western Australia, thus strengthening the position of Fairbridge.695 

Record keeping on individual children was greatly systematized over the years, with records 

becoming ever fuller and more explicit. 696  Due to state regulations passed in 1895 which required 

the filing of detailed records for every inmate received at a charitable organisation, the record 

keeping of the CAS changed dramatically.697 The “Record Books” which had been merely blank 

lined ledgers, now contained printed forms that helped standardize the information collected 

about each child. The forms required agents to enter each child’s name, age, religion and details 

about their foster parents.698  They provide information about the family situation of the child (i.e. 

if one parent or both parents were still alive) and the reason why the child came under the 

auspices of the CAS (for example if the child had been transferred from an orphanage). 

A paper slip form called “Report of a Visit to a Ward of the Child” was introduced, which had to 

be filled out by the placing out agents while visiting the child. The contents of the slip were copied 

into the record book after each visit, so that over the years a list of visits in chronological order 
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was created.699 These slips had several functions as, first of all, they required the agent to visit the 

child in person, but also led to standardization of supervision. They also created a far more 

complete portrayal of the children’s lives.700 

In 1895, a card record system was introduced and the records now included a report on the family 

history, physical examinations, the paper form slips filled out by the placing out agent on the 

child’s progress, correspondence from the children and the foster parents and any special reports 

made from time to time.701 As the time passed and the business of child welfare became ever 

more professionalised and bureaucratized, they became “repositories” of a growing number of 

forms of experts, teachers, doctors, probation officers and social workers and psychiatrists.702 

In both the US and the UK, the selection process of children who were considered ‘fit’ for 

emigration relied increasingly on the latest medical testing methods (see section on Public 

Health).  

The Farm School  

In 1894, the Brace Memorial Farm School opened at Valhalla in Westchester County as part of the 

general systematization that the CAS’s placing out system was undergoing at the time. It aimed 

to provide basic agricultural training for boys from New York City, enabling the CAS to place them 

with farm families.703 1914, a similar institution was opened for girls (see below). 

The purchase of the farm school was initiated by the emigration committee.704 The farm school 

was bought with money donated by a private donor.705 The establishment of the farm school was 

funded by “generous friends”. The running costs were met via an Endowment Fund.706  

This was part of a wider trend across the country, which led to an increasing number of 

institutions opening farm schools to qualify children for farm work. The aim was to help children 
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to prepare for farm placements, but also to counter any criticism of the foster parents for not 

ensuring that children were taught the most simple tasks. Any improvement in the children’s 

manners, work skills and schooling could raise the child’s chances of finding a permanent 

placement. On the other hand, ill-behaved children might ruin an entire area for future 

placement.707 

The Brace Memorial farm school systematically trained homeless boys from New York for “home-

life in the country.” 708 The farm school was especially aimed at older boys as they were “the most 

discouraging problem we have to contend with and a problem most important to the welfare of 

our city.”709 The Christian family life at the farm school would change the “sullen, suspicious 

vagrant into the frank farmer’s lad.710 By training them on the farm school, there would be a 

higher chance of successfully placing them with farmers. This would save the boys from 

vagrancy711 and turn them into useful citizens.712  

During an average length of stay of two months,713 a brief training in farming was given to the 

boys to fit them for their new lives.714 The boys did most of the farm work, for example, taking 

care of stock, planting, cultivating and harvesting crops.715 They also received religious education, 

as at the farm school, the Christian Sabbath was observed by refraining from work and play but 

also by attending Sunday school.716 The boys would profit from the good food, orderliness and 

cleanliness and the good manners which they needed to adhere to. 717 In this way they would 

acquire habits of “industry and cleanliness.”718 At the farm school the boys lived in a cottage 

system.719 
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Furthermore, the farm school was also seen as an opportunity to systematically select boys who 

were apt for placement on farms and on the other hand, to “weed out the unworthy”720 or 

unpromising cases.721 Those who were unworthy would “drift back to the wild life of the street”722 

and were therefore not deserving of social welfare as they did not have a good prognosis of 

becoming contributors to society one day. 

In 1913, the Louise Erlanger Home was opened as an equivalent home for girls to teach them 

“obedience, courtesy and other things that will make [them] happy and welcome in the new 

home” where they would be placed thereafter.723 

 

Modification of the placing out method  

The year 1924 marked a watershed in child emigration as the placing out of children on farms in 

the Canadian and American countryside was greatly restricted. After 1924 the two child 

emigration movements diverge, as the two countries’ alternatives to the placing out method 

differed considerably. Britain continued to send children to institutions in Australia, among them 

to the Fairbridge Farm Schools, which was funded by the Empire Settlement Act (see section 0).  

The CAS introduced temporary boarding care as its standard practice, placing out children on 

farms close to New York only in exceptional cases when the family situation had completely 

broken down (i.e. if the child was a full orphan). This was strongly influenced by the introduction 

of the mother’s pension (which will be discussed in section 0). 

Importantly, in both cases, decisions to stop the child emigration scheme were made based on 

“the best interest of the child” and the psychological welfare of the child. Both cases will now be 

discussed in turn. 
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America  

Between its beginnings in the 1850s and 1924, the CAS changed its attitude towards its placing 

out work which it had once considered its “crowning work.”724 

Already Charles Loring Brace, in his book the “Dangerous Classes of New York,” had described the 

“lowest of the poor” as compared to the “outcast poor.” Due to overcrowding, a “hideous society 

of vice and pauperism” had been formed in the poorest parts of New York. Brace declared that 

among the “outcast poor,” “the men are idle and drunken, the women lazy, quarrelsome and given 

to begging; the children see nothing but examples of drunkenness, lust and idleness and they grow 

up inevitably as sharpers, beggars, thieves, burglars and prostitutes.” Brace felt that “Amid such 

communities of outcasts the institutions of education and religion are comparatively powerless. 

[…] For such children of the outcast poor a more radical cure is needed than the usual influences 

of school and church,” which presented itself in the form of the farmer’s home.725 When both 

parents were unfit, the children would be removed in a permanent manner so that “proper” 

homes for them may be found. If only one parent was unfit a visitor of the CAS might try to arouse 

in them a sense of remorse or an attempt at improvement.726 

 Charles Loring Brace II shared his father’s view. In 1892 he published his view on “How boys turn 

bad” in the newspaper The Independent and publicly denounced the parents of this class of 

children. The lifestyle of the parents, as they were “too dissipated to work,”727 but also their style 

of bringing up their offspring, were seen as the major cause of negative development in the 

children. He argued that these parents did not treat their children as children but sent them off 

to work as soon as possible; the children thus gained too much independence at too early a point 

in their lives. However, as the “weak-minded parents” do not exercise the “wholesome home 

discipline” needed, many children soon develop “bad traits of character.” This in turn will turn 

them into “bad members of society.” However, heredity was not considered as being very 

influential on the development of the children: on the contrary, Brace claimed that the CAS had 

had quite a few cases which were in “conflict with this scientific proposition”. For example, there 

had been a charge of the CAS, a boy who was placed in a good home and did not show any sign 
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of “depravity”; also one sister and one brother were doing [well?] and were of good character. 

However, in the family history it was discovered that the father had killed the mother and after 

being released from jail had committed suicide. One sister had been killed in a house of “ill 

fame.”728 

Although the reader does not learn much about the children’s family background from the case 

files of children who were placed out, the case files convey a negative view of the birth parents. 

For example they claim that the biological parents were not living in the “right” neighbourhood 

and they question their morality.729 

The parents of the class of the “outcast poor”730 were depicted as inherently “unfit”,731 which was 

in sharp contrast to the farmer parents who had “higher intelligence, with better social 

advantages.”732  

Still in 1919, the CAS claimed that there were two types of children. Those who were handicapped 

and victims of insufficient food, inadequate clothing and lack of medical and moral care, who 

could be helped through the CAS’s industrial schools and other local measures taken in the city. 

The second type, “Orphaned and deserted children as well as children of dissolute parents who 

are unfit guardians,“ had to be removed from the city.733 

The CAS thus went to great lengths to alleviate the poverty of the first type who were “worthy” 

and not seen as unfit per se. In this way a large number of children were cared for in their birth 

families in New York by the CAS. In 1909, 11,568 children were enrolled in industrial schools run 

by the CAS and 7,869 children were given relief in their homes. In contrast, a rather small number, 

698 children, had been placed out in 1909 and 2,073 children had been placed out in previous 

years and were still under the supervision of the CAS.734 Thereby the CAS believed that 

impoverished but fit working class families should be kept together, if necessary by furnishing 

them with financial means. In the 45th annual report, a family situation is described where the 
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“father of one of these little ones has become an invalid or through incapacity loses his 

employment or dies and leaves the mother a widow.” But as is pointed out “even so there is no 

need to break up the family. The school visitor helps and encourages the mother to find work, 

seeks aid and co-operation from other organisations or from charitable people and in these ways 

tides the family over the years until the children are old enough to earn something.”735  

 

Even in the 1910s, the Society still stuck to its principles and clearly favoured placing children over 

supporting them in the city, given that the “tenement house is not to be compared with the farm 

for the best development of boys and girls.”736  

The “positive and permanent child-saving work of fitting the homeless child to the childless family” 

was always superior to the “efforts on behalf of the boys and girls who live in the tenements” 

which was “good and necessary”, but at best only a “palliative.”737  By moving the children to the 

west, it was the stated aim of the CAS that they “shall be given an opportunity to enter into new 

family relationships thus to grow up to manhood and womanhood with the same advantages as 

the more fortunate”.738 

This implies that if they had stayed with their birth family in the city, due to their inferior qualities, 

they would have stood a lesser chance in life. In the following annual report the CAS took this 

argument even further by stating that “as a rule” the orphan who came under the charge of the 

CAS were “far happier than would have been possible had his parents lived.”  

In their new family relationships, the “orphans” would be surrounded by a “higher standard of 

the conditions of life”, as the children would be placed with “families of higher intelligence, with 

better social advantages, than was true of the orphan’s own former family connection.” 739 

 

Only the progressive era and pressure from outside brought a change in the CAS’s views. In the 

progressive era, reformers believed that through preserving and reconstructing the family units, 

the numbers of dependent and neglected children in institutions and foster homes could be 
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reduced. The old principle of “saving the children” was now superseded by the new credo of 

“saving the family” – it was now argued that it was impossible to save children apart from their 

surroundings.740 Free placements on farms, which had once been regarded as a celebrated tool 

of social reform to deal with children who were vagrant or neglected were in decline, as paid 

foster homes, adoption and family preservation became viable alternatives.741 

Better educational facilities within New York City, compulsory attendance laws, slum clearance, 

sanitation, stricter laws regarding child labour and a decline in the demand for agricultural 

labourers all played a part in this change. Opposition to the system and the development of new 

techniques in the child welfare movement also had an effect.742 The CAS was affected by these 

wider developments. 

Paid foster care was put into practice by the CAS for some highly exceptional cases from around 

1910 onwards, when in a difficult case where a girl had been very unlucky with several abusive 

foster parents, the placing out agent made special arrangements for better care for her. This 

meant that the CAS paid for her clothes, postage and stationary.743 

During the late 1910s, the need for temporary foster care became increasingly evident and was 

also recognised by the newly established Medical Bureau of the CAS, as many children needed 

short-term care while their parents were recovering from illness.744 Moreover, this became 

necessary in view of the trend whereby more and more children who had been placed out 

returned to relatives in New York at a certain point.745  

In the 1920s, in line with the “changing needs of the city’s children,” the CAS also started to offer 

temporary forms of foster care746 while the placing out work in a modified form continued by 

sending a significantly reduced number of children to farms near New York City. 

In 1920, the CAS started to put a stronger focus on adoption by establishing the Chapin Adoption 

Nursery to accommodate foundlings and abandoned babies. The aim was to place the babies in 
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families for adoption. The babies were examined medically, brought to boarding homes in the 

country to be prepared for placement and then given up for adoption.747 

In 1921, the work of the Placing Out department was assessed by an Inspector for the City 

Department of Public Welfare. While it was acknowledged, that the Society “touched the 

preventive sphere” with its industrial schools (see for example section 4.5 on Public Welfare), with 

regard to the placing out work it was criticised because it “confines its activities to the remedial 

phase of social service,” and beyond that, “No intensive family case work is done in connections 

with the families of children placed out the society continuing its traditional policy of stepping into 

the breach only after family ties if any have become disrupted.” Also the practice of opposing 

direct visits and correspondence with relatives came under criticism.748 

 

In 1923, the work of the placing out department of the CAS was evaluated again, this time by 

William Johnson, a “school man” by profession, who made intensive study of the available 

literature.  He also accompanied a group of children who were to be placed in Iowa and visited a 

group of children placed in Iowa and one placed in Delaware. 

Although the work of the placing out department was positively assessed, Johnson suggested the 

introduction of temporary care arrangements “to meet the need of the child in the suspended 

home,” thereby also pointing towards similar measures such as the boarding out system already 

in place in other cities such as Boston. Crucially, he stressed that in line with current convictions 

of social work, that every social agency should be a “home builder” and not a “home breaker.”749 

Already in 1923 plans for a new department of childcare had been made which would provide 

temporary care for children whose mothers were hospitalised.750  

In response, in 1924, having “availed itself of all that modern psychology and medicine and 

surgery and efficiency can contribute”751 and having studied how temporary care problems were 

managed by progressive communities elsewhere,752 the CAS now followed a two-pronged 

approach which, next to its traditional placing out method, put a much stronger focus than before 
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on keeping families in distress together whenever possible.753 In 1924, the Boarding Homes 

Department was newly set up and formed part of the Western Emigration and Placing Out 

Department. Its function was to “board out” children – often temporarily to tide over a family 

crisis – in foster families, who would be paid for providing care.754 

While in 1913 the Society had claimed that “as a rule” the orphan who came under the charge of 

the CAS were “far happier than would have been possible had his parents lived,”755 the CAS now 

stated that “it has always been the belief of the Society” that a child was better off and happier 

with his own family than with foster parents, when it was possible to salvage his home.756 

Interestingly, the CAS now claimed that it had “always believed and social workers are more and 

more coming to agree that no child should be taken from its natural parents until everything 

possible has been done to build the home into a proper place for the child.” Thus the Society 

acknowledged that “today the emphasis is on keeping families together wherever possible.” Due 

to widows’ pensions, sickness insurance, and allowances of various sorts, it had now become 

possible to tide a family over a crisis which a few years ago would have meant permanent 

disruption.757 As a result, everything should be done to “rehabilitate the family” and if successful 

to return the child.758 

It also adopted Johnson’s stance by stating explicitly in its annual report that every social agency 

should be a “home builder” rather than a “home breaker.”759 However, it should be pointed out 

that the Society emphasised that only if possible – and not at any price – should the child be kept 

with his or her biological family. With that the CAS kept open its previous approach of permanent 

placement. 

With its new credo, the Society followed a two-fold approach: “Boys and girls in broken homes 

ought not be the pawn of ill-fortune when that home can be saved or new homes obtained.”760 

Children who had become victims of a “crowded and trampling industrial civilization” needed the 
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help of the CAS, be this in the form of “temporary help to tide them over a crisis” or in the form 

of “long-term help and a whole program of reconstruction for those who have been beaten down 

by misfortune.”761 In spite of the CAS’s “best efforts,” homes did at times break down 

permanently. In this case, “the soundness of Mr Brace’s original conviction remains 

unchallenged.” In these cases, the CAS was still convinced that the family home was superior to 

the institution.762 The CAS still kept to the “founder’s belief” that in the event of the complete 

breakdown of a home, children permanently placed or adopted permanently had grown into 

“happy, useful citizens.”763 The Society considered some homes to be “past saving or who lacked 

both parents.” For children from such homes, for whom there was “no other solution” therefore 

“the best solution” was to be placed in permanent homes.764 

In the 72nd annual report, a case of a family whose mother, due to illness, was not able to care for 

her three children, was discussed. As Thurston remarks “with the awful pressure of numbers of 

destitute and neglected children in New York, it is easy to see how a separate free foster home in 

the West for each of the three children would have seemed the best possible thing.” However, due 

to the establishment of the Boarding Homes Department there was now a chance to “build up 

family solidarity” and to “save both the child and his own home and kinship relations if it can 

possibly be done.” The children were placed in boarding homes near to each other and close to 

their father. The father contributed financially to the boarding of the children. However, one child 

had to be removed from a foster home, as the foster mother refused to work towards the “central 

purpose” of the Boarding Homes Department, which was not only to care well for the children 

but also to build up a family feeling with the father and the other two children. In the new foster 

home the child “came to feel very clearly that he belonged to his own family group.” 765 
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To put these new attitudes into practice the Boarding Homes Department was set up. It formed 

part of the Western Emigration and Placing Out Department, whose aim was to “give advice in 

problems affecting the welfare of children and places at board in carefully selected and supervised 

families in suburbs, children whose interests are best served by such care.”766 It should be noted 

that although the annual report of 1924 thematises the Boarding Homes Department, this 

department is not explicitly declared as being “newly established”. In 1928, these aims were 

further extended by stating that “the trained agents in charge of this work meanwhile make 

frequent visits to the child’s own home, seeking its rehabilitation and preparing the child’s 

return.”767 In 1926, a superintendent for Boarding Homes was appointed.768 On the Advisory 

Committee were H.W. Thurston, from the New York School of Social Work and William Johnson, 

who had made suggestions in 1923 (see above).769  

In 1931, the Placing Out Department was renamed the Foster Home Department, which dealt 

with both the temporary and permanent placements of children.770 Overall, the numbers of 

children in temporary foster care were sharply rising; in 1929 the CAS was providing six times 

more temporary foster homes than in 1924.771  

At the same time the placing out work was carried on, although the CAS acknowledged that “the 

words ‘homeless children’ do not sound like our generation. They have about them an echo of 

some unhappy experience far back in the past.” It was considered to be important to “hold out 

hospitable hands” to children orphaned or deserted by their parents.772 It was renamed “Placing 

Out Department” in 1926.773 In 1930, the CAS stressed the continuance of its placing out work 

and emphasised that “although the emphasis has changed”, “the work still goes on.”.774  

Several things had changed: the CAS was now placing higher expectations on parents to adopt 

the children,775 placing children “with an eye on adoption.”776 Moreover, all placement in distant 
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states was discontinued.777 Overall, there was a strong decline in the number of children placed 

out.  

 

As discussed in chapter 5, from the 1920s onwards, the CAS followed the progressive trend of 

turning from child saving to family saving. In this way, one civilising programme (the “placing out 

programme” which meant emigrating the children) was replaced by a new strategy (keeping the 

children with their families but under close supervision), which, however, aimed to pursue the 

same purpose, namely that of turning the children into good citizens. 

As Katz has pointed out “As there was reformers and public officials lacked faith in the families 

with whom they left children, they quickly deployed strategies to shore them up. [...]” 

In this way "the strategy of family preservation not only fostered government support for women 

with children; it also prompted them to develop an apparatus for supervising families. [...] Family 

preservation, therefore sanctioned rather than challenged the state's intrusion into the relations 

between parents and children.” 

According to Katz “Only through careful supervision, only by surrounding families with a network 

of specialists and regulations and ultimately only by assuring them a regular, if meagre income 

could child savers reject the old strategy of family breakup."778 This should ensure that the children 

would grow up “in the right way” and become useful to the nation. 

 

Britain 

With regard to Empire migration, politicians clearly favoured schemes of institutional 

placement like the Fairbridge Farm School scheme over family placements on farms 

especially in Canada, as many problems associated with child migration to the settler 

Dominions were attributed to the placing out system. 

In 1924, the Bondfield Commission, a commission consisting of several Labour Party 

politicians, visited Canada to enquire about the welfare of child migrants living there with 
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foster families on farms. The main reason for the visit was the suicide of two child migrants 

in Canada. Margaret Bondfield had been a juvenile labourer herself and was committed to 

child protection. The commission found that some children were not treated as they should 

have been, i.e. as family members with only nominal work requirements. Many children had 

excessive workloads and were “required in their capacity of a help.”. They often attended 

school in winter only.779 It was recommended by the commission that children of school age 

should not emigrate to Canada unaccompanied.780 This resulted in a three‐year ban of child 

migration to Canada.781  

It also had repercussions in Parliament, as the method of boarding out child migrants came 

under criticism, especially by the Labour party but also by the Conservative party. 

The government was “fully aware of the objections […] [that have been] raised in regard to 

this system of migration [boarding out].” 782 

Placing out was seen as “slavery”783 and as “diabolical and damnable”784and as yielding 

“unsatisfactory results”785. It was also argued that “These Poor Law children are of equal 

importance as human beings as our own children, and we ought to take as much care of 

them.”786 

It was put forward that “children were used as little drudges in the home” and often received 

no education. Placing out in Canada should not be restarted as it would “involve all the evils 

of the past.”787 It was claimed that, in the past, children were placed out “without adequate 

provision being made for them on arrival” and “without any machinery for protecting them 

in their new homes.”788 Also MacDonald, a Conservative MP, was against placing out as it 

had been carried in the past. If placing out was reintroduced it should only be done “with 

the complete safeguards that were laid down in the Departmental Committee's report” and 
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with “adequate inspecting staff, so that we had a complete assurance that the child's life in 

the home would be watched over.”789 When child migration was criticised once again by the 

Labour party in 1937, the Conservative party acknowledged that placing out could only 

continue with “adequate safeguards for the well-being of the children.”790 

In consequence, the Labour party demanded that no further funding should be allocated to 

placing out, as it would bring “suffering and hardship” to the child.791  

However, it should be added that there were also positive opinions about placing out in the 

Dominions: “It was my pleasure and privilege to visit a very large number of Manchester boys and 

girls who had been placed on the farm homes in Canada. […]. As I say, they are in good homes, 

with an abundant supply of food and clothing, cared for and loved by those who have taken them; 

[…] I felt more than ever the value of this emigration system.”792 

 

In the interwar period, assisted child migration under schemes like the Fairbridge Farm School 

scheme was seen as one of the most successful forms of migration. In consequence, the British 

government supported these in their policy decisions of the late 1930s.793  

In the general debate about child migration in the House of Commons, the CES was cited as a 

good example to justify the continuation of child migration and to avert criticisms. In 1928, there 

was criticism that “no spiritual provisions”794 were made for the children by the Labour party; this 

was countered by the Conservative MP Viscount Sandon: “if we send out children under such a 

scheme as that of the Child Emigration Society under which all their needs, physical, moral, 

educational and technical, are carefully attended to – I believe on these lines it is possible for us 

to proceed with absolute safety in emigration.”795  

MacDonald, Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs, defended the Fairbridge Farm School scheme 

as an “alternative method of child migration” (compared to placing out), where the “child’s life in 

the home would be watched over carefully.” As this type of migration became available “the 
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possibility of the Government wishing to encourage this other type of child migration [boarding 

out] has been very considerably lessened.” 796  

The Fairbridge School was praised as “an excellent means of fostering child migration,”797“which 

ought to be encouraged.”798 Transferring more children under the Fairbridge scheme should be 

considered to “give them a chance in schools from the very earliest days in new lands.” 799 

 

Fairbridge and the CES took up a clear position in favour of institutional care, and more specifically 

the cottage model. In his autobiography, Fairbridge had stressed several times that institutional 

care in the form of an orphanage or “college of agriculture” was the best form of childcare.800  

Although family placement was cheaper (please see chapter 3.4. for a detailed break-up of the 

costs of the Fairbridge farm school scheme), Fairbridge was against it as, for several reasons, he 

viewed it as reckless. 

First of all, according to Fairbridge, the placing out of children was failing to ensure the child 

migrants’ full reform; indeed, he believed that it offered little benefit to boys and girls in need. By 

way of contrast, the farm school was more pedagogical, as the child migrants would be provided 

with “emigration plus education.”801 Through a special education programme, child migrants 

would receive a specialised upbringing to gain the skills and character they needed for their future 

lives in the colonies. In this way they would learn to love the land and to make it bloom. 

Secondly, the placing out of children in the Empire could endanger the Empire by implanting an 

“incubus of incompetence and wastrelism” into settler communities.802  

In Fairbridge’s view, also the workhouse was not an appropriate place for “children of our Great 

Empire” to grow up, as it made no real effort to foster the best that the children had in them. The 

CES took the view that the valuable years, when a child could be taught to be almost anything, 
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were thus wasted.803 Moreover, in many institutions, the “stigma of ‘pauper’ attaches to the 

children […] frequently reducing them to an acknowledgement of their position as paupers.. 

The Fairbridge Farm Schools followed the cottage system as, of all forms of institutional care, it 

modelled family life most closely. It was stated that “It is […] that the soundest life for a child from 

every point of view is in a normal and happy family. Happy family life has been denied to many 

children who pass into the care of Fairbridge, and the pledge of the Society and of the Principals 

of the Farm School […] is that they shall have the advantages (as nearly as they can be secured) 

which children of ordinary and decent families enjoy.” 804  

As a homely atmosphere, rather than that of an institution, was to be conveyed,805 the (British) 

children lived in little cottage homes, each shared by twelve children,806 supervised by a matron 

with “motherly qualities.” 807808  The Cottage Mother played a very important role since, as was 

stated by the Principal of Pinjarra, “it is always our endeavour to give the children home life 

comparable to the best.”809 The “homelike” quality of the cottages was stressed.810 The children 

should feel after a short time that “it is their home.”811 Significantly, a photo from the 27th annual 

report showing a group of girls in their cottage with their mother, has the caption “Family in 

Attwod Cottage – Prince of Wales Fairbridge Farm School.”812 (Please see photo below). 

Importantly, from 1936, the views of the CES shifted towards acknowledging for the first time 

that the children would be given “all the dues of a childhood.”813 It was also recognised that not 

all children were inclined towards becoming farmers and farmers’ wives. A child should therefore 

be given “the freedom to follow its bent” and the CES would “attempt to do for every child what 

wise and energetic parents would do.”814 
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Picture 9 “Family in Attwod Cottage – Prince of Wales Fairbridge Farm School”.815 

 

Cooperation with the New York State Board of Charities and the British government 

During the progressive era, as the state became increasingly interventionist,816 the state of New 

York as represented by the State Board of Charities became active in the placing out system, as it 

started to supervise the placing out activities of the Children’s Aid Society. 

In 1894, at the New York State Constitutional Convention, an amendment was drafted that 

provided for constitutional recognition817 of the State Board of Charities and established state 

supervision of all charitable and correctional institutions, both public and private. No charitable 

institution could receive payments of state money unless it operated under the rules established 

by the State Board of Charities. Following this, in 1895, state regulations were introduced which 

required the filing of detailed records for every inmate received at a charitable organisation and 
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which made it compulsory that only competent professionals would be hired as child welfare 

workers.818 This amendment was adopted by the Convention and then by the people of the state 

in the November election. The power of the State Board was purely regulatory, as it was limited 

to restricting appropriations by imposing restrictions on the reception and retention of inmates.819  

In addition, in 1898, the State Board recommended, and the legislature passed an “Act to Prevent 

Evils and Abuses in Connection with the Placing Out of Children” which extended the protective 

care of the state to dependent children growing up in foster families. This act meant that all child 

welfare work in New York was henceforth to be carried out under the auspices of the state. The 

act prohibited any individual or agency not incorporated under the laws of the state from placing 

out children without a licence from the State Board of Charities. The Board was also given the 

power to revoke these licences after they were issued as well as the right to visit children placed 

in foster homes. According to the historian, Walter Trattner, the CAS thanked the initiator of the 

law, Mr Homer Folks, for his efforts in shaping legislation.820  

In accordance with the law, regular inspections were carried out by the State Board of Charities, 

which in 1899 visited all branches of CAS work, among them also the farm school. The CAS 

received a positive evaluation.821 In 1903, the CAS also started to cooperate with the Department 

of Public Charities of the City of New York, a cooperation which they highly appreciated. As part 

of the cooperation, the CAS started to report on their placing out work.822 

As will be discussed in section 0, also the British CES started to cooperate with the British 

government under the Empire Settlement Act. 

 

4.The Welfare State as a response to poverty  

Legislation ensuring income maintenance impacted the child emigration movement in both 

countries, however, in opposite ways. 

In the UK, welfare legislation ensuring income maintenance, for example with regard to 

unemployment (implemented in 1911), and with regard to the Empire Settlement Act (1921) 
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promoted child emigration. In contrast, in New York, one of the earliest programmes instituted 

in the direction of income maintenance was the introduction of the mother’s pension in 1915, 

which strongly impacted on child emigration by restricting it.  

 

Origins of the welfare state 

The British Poor Law Amendment of 1834 led to considerable interconnection between the two 

states as it was influential in both countries, above all in an ideological sense. It had an enormous 

impact on the terms, the very language in which the “poor” were discussed in both the US and 

the UK.823 Under the new Poor Law as discussed above (0) poverty was perceived as pre-ordained, 

part of a natural order or proof of individual aberration.824 The Poor Law was quoted in the US, 

above all by charity organisations which were independent of the government, and respected as 

principles to guide public action but most importantly, in the words of Levin, “quoted in a context 

of abundance, in a context that saw no reason for people to be poor and therefore no reason for 

any but the most minimal, mostly private, charity.”825  

Across both countries, government involvement was seen as pernicious. In Britain, under the Poor 

Law, it was believed that state intervention would sap individual and thus national strength. Only 

as a last resort should the state intervene.826 Therefore, under the premises of the Poor Law, the 

British government dealt to a very limited extent with the problems of illness among the poor, 

unemployment and work-related accidents. In 1867, poor-law medical dispensaries were 

established under the Metropolitan Poor Act.  In 1885 a bill called Medical Relief (Disqualification 

Removal) was introduced.  

Poor-law aid for the unemployed was introduced, once again in line with the principles of the 

1834 report, under the Public Works (Manufacturing Districts) Act, which provided loans to towns 

for public work in which the unemployed would be engaged.827 The Unemployed Workmen Act 

was introduced in 1905.828 In 1880, the Employer Liability Act was passed that provided 
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“workmen’s compensation” for injuries caused during work; this act was improved in 1893 under 

the Workmen’s Compensation Act.829  

Likewise, in the United States the potential resource of the state should be used as sparingly as 

possible.830 In the United States, until the 1880s, the emphasis was on the perniciousness of public 

relief and the virtues of well-controlled private relief.831 Any poor law that existed in America was 

of local and small moment. Family, neighbours and the Church were responsible for the poor. To 

a limited extent there were poorhouses and outdoor relief funded by the public purse.832 In the 

larger cities there were often organisations like the Children’s Aid Society. Although some of them 

received public money, public authority was mostly concerned with the “defective and 

dependent”. New York established a State Board of Charities in 1867 but it had virtually no power 

beyond that of inspection.833  

 

Britain  

By the early twentieth century the principles of the Poor Law were abandoned. It was recognised 

that thrift, hard work and individual character were not the only ways out of poverty and that 

there were circumstances beyond people’s control that could plunge them into poverty.834 This 

departure was reflected in the way the Welfare State evolved over time as legislation was passed 

which would guarantee social maintenance for all. 

Already in 1911, with the introduction of the National Insurance Act which sought to provide 

social security by introducing old age pensions, health insurance and unemployment insurance,835 

the principles of the Poor Law were given up to some degree.836  

During the years between the World Wars, the principles of the Poor Law837 were completely 

abandoned and were replaced by the principles of social security and income maintenance. Far 
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reaching welfare laws were introduced. These included the 1919 Old Age Pension Act and the 

1925 Widows, Orphans and Old Age Contributory Pensions Act. In America, although these 

measures were introduced at a later point in time with the New Deal in 1935, they were marked 

and noted by American Progressives.838  

As described above, unemployment was prevalent at the time (please see Table 4: 

Unemployment rates, 1913-1926 and a number of measures were introduced by the British 

government to solve the problem  

The 1920 Unemployment Act extended coverage to all manual and non-manual workers earning 

not more than 250 pounds per year, based on the conviction of the Treasury and the Ministry of 

Labour that what was required was a more permanent scheme of social insurance. However, as 

the depression got worse and lasted longer than expected, unemployment expenditure rose 

alarmingly. While in November 1920 the Unemployment Fund had had an unexpended balance 

of over 22,000,000 pounds, it was in deficit to the extent of 16,500,000 pounds by 1923 and losing 

over 200,000 pounds weekly.839 It was in this situation that politicians looked for alternative 

solutions to unemployment and considered empire migration and, with that, also child migration. 

The unemployment crisis sustained the 1920s campaign to achieve a “proper” redistribution of 

the population within the Empire. Before 1914 the government had stayed out of the matter of 

emigration. However, due to mounting domestic unemployment, empire emigration was 

discussed in the House of Commons as a way to tackle unemployment, strongly supported first 

of all by Leopold Amery, the chairman of the Overseas Settlement Committee, but by the autumn 

of 1921, also by the Ministers of Labour and Health and the Board of Trade. 840  

In the House of Commons debates, the long-term aim pursued by empire settlement, was “the 

task of securing a right distribution of our population in the Empire. Given adequate resources and 

a right distribution of population between the areas in which those resources exist, and between 

primary production and industry, there can be no reason or excuse for permanent under-
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employment or for a standing policy of doles.”841 The exploitation of new lands and new 

settlement there was proposed to bring relief from over-population and unemployment in 

Britain.842. Empire migration was seen as a way to solve Britain’s economic problems. After the 

First World War, it was perceived that “we are approaching a menace of unemployment, finance 

and also of housing which will force a crisis, the gravity of which no man can measure.”843 The 

Empire Settlement Act was seen as a solution to this and as “the right road to economic 

recovery.”844 Lowering unemployment rates would therefore also save money, as no 

unemployment benefits had to be paid.845  

Empire migration as a way to grapple with juvenile unemployment was debated in the House of 

Commons, as in the CES. However, discussions about preventing juvenile delinquency and taking 

the children from dysfunctional families are missing. Juvenile migration was seen to be of “special 

value with regards to unemployment,”846 as it was a way to take them “from the street corners of 

the great cities”847 and to “rescue the children from overcrowded professions and industries and 

from even more soul-killing blind-alley occupations.”848 Thereby, chronic unemployment was 

considered to be caused to a large extent by blind-alley occupations, which resulted in young 

fellows being thrown into life without a training in any particular work, with the result that they 

became inefficient and a burden on the country and the public purse. Empire migration was seen 

as a solution towards minimising “blind-alley occupations,” as the children would be properly 

trained on farms.849 This became even more pressing when in 1928 it was perceived that there 

were 1,000,000 young persons about to enter the labour market. The solution to them not 

becoming unemployed in a saturated labour market was seen in empire migration.850 In 1922, the 

Empire Settlement Act was passed which also funded the Fairbridge Farm Schools.851 
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These wider events gave added impetus to Fairbridge’s cause. He had already, before the war, 

believed that in the eyes of the CES, Britain’s economic and social welfare problems stemmed 

mainly from the under-population of the Empire and from the overpopulation of Great Britain. 

On the one hand, the Empire was seen as under-populated with a consequent lack of labour, 

waste of available land, lack of markets and general stagnation, which in turn affected the British 

economy.852 Empty land in the Dominions was thus expensive for the public because “it represents 

so much locked-up capital – which is a lying waste”. Moreover, unoccupied land in the colonies 

was at risk of being conquered by other nations.853  

On the other hand, in the eyes of the CES, Great Britain was considered to be over-populated, 

which resulted in a “consequent surplus of labour; congested districts, overcrowding, low wages, 

insufficient food, debilitated working class and a high poor rate.”854  In consequence, “even good 

workmen have become unemployed.”855  

From this perspective, it was feared that the young people “of the orphan and waif class”856 living 

in the “city slums”857 of Great Britain would be especially affected by these economic and social 

welfare problems. Their lives were “foredoomed” as there was no place in the world for (but in 

the Empire?) them. 858 When growing up, these children were “wasting in the slums of the cities” 

and the best solution was therefore seen in their emigration to the Empire.  

 

America 

In contrast to Britain, legislation, in spite of being sparse, contributed to the demise of the orphan 

train movement. 
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Until the 1930s there was no imperative driving Americans toward a welfare state. Income 

maintenance was not among the issues discussed: if certain barriers were eliminated and certain 

practices forbidden, prosperity would flow into all corners of society. 859 

A Workmen’s Compensation Act was introduced for federal employees in 1908.860 Following the 

White House Conference on the Care of Dependent Children in 1909, a mother’s pension was 

introduced in many states, starting in Illinois.861 New York City passed a Widow’s Pension in 1915. 

Since 1874, New York City had been legally prohibited from using public money to provide 

outdoor relief. However, during the progressive era, the notion that families should stay together 

emerged. Agreeing that children should never be removed from their homes for reasons of 

poverty alone, progressive reformers began to look for new ways to conserve home life for 

destitute families.  

From about 1913 to 1916, heated debates raged across New York’s charity landscape over the 

introduction of a widow’s pension paid to poor, single mothers so their children could remain at 

home and out of institutions.  

As the mother’s pension faced great opposition, the New York State Legislature established a fact-

finding commission. The report they produced began with the sentence “The normal 

development of childhood is one of the main functions of government.” It was found that more 

than 2,000 children had been taken away from their mothers and put in institutions for no reason 

other than poverty. Private charities in New York City had thus been unable to do an adequate 

job of assisting destitute families.862   

Finally, in 1915, the Child Welfare Act was passed and the city set up a local Board of Child Welfare 

that would grant allowances directly to widowed mothers with children. Despite the term 

“pension”, and the argument that the payments were a compensation for “meritorious services 

in bearing children and rearing them through infancy,” it was patently clear that the decades-long 

ban on public “outdoor relief” had been broken, a development which implied possibilities. On 

the other hand, the state imported wholesale all the strictures that the most “scientific” 
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philanthropist could have wished for. First, it extracted a tiny fragment of the impoverished 

population on grounds of its presumptive virtue: not all poor “mothers” were eligible, or even 

“deserted” mothers, but only “widowed” mothers, those whose formerly employable husbands 

were dead.863 

Nevertheless, the Mother’s Pension Movement which underwrote the integrity of the family of 

origin seriously challenged family destruction.864 It has been argued by Langsam that New York 

had “destroyed” the need for the placing out system by offering financial support in the home 

itself and the option of boarding out.865 

In the 1920s, the introduction of old age and health insurance failed as they had no support.866 

As argued by Levine, only the Social Security Act in 1935 “signalled the recognition that in a wage 

economy even that of the United States, interruptions in earnings could throw a family into 

destitution and these interruptions could not be guarded against by the prudent or saved for by 

the thrifty.” 867 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated how historical trends in Britain and the US which have been 

treated separately can be brought together,868 as there are many parallels across the two 

countries. 

Increasing cross-national uniformities and similarities869 can be found in the way problems of the 

urban centres in the UK and the US were perceived by the policy makers and eventually solved. 

Yet also local particularities remain important.870 

There were many common features in the way the concept of poverty was understood across 

both countries and implemented by Fairbridge and Brace. Both associated the metropole with 
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poverty and the countryside with abundance. The solution which would cure poverty could thus 

be found by sending the children to the countryside. 

As a new concept of poverty emerged, which no longer saw poverty as pre-ordained, part of a 

natural order or proof of individual aberration but as human and explicable,871 forms of human 

action adjusted as social investigations were carried out into its extent and causes. There was 

considerable interconnectedness, since the Americans followed the model of early British social 

investigations. These studies confirmed Brace’s and Fairbridge’s assumptions about poverty in 

the city. Moreover, both the CAS and the CES used social research to lobby for their cause.  

 

Section 3 shows how historical trends can be brought together as there was a heightened concern 

about social problems in the city in both countries. This led to the development of Progressivism 

in both the United States and Britain, which reveals the interdependence of Progressivism as 

progressive ideas travelled in both directions across the Atlantic. 

There was a growing resemblance and global uniformity in the way that both the CAS and the CES 

responded to the social problems in the city. They both responded to Progressivism in various 

ways. However, for both the CAS and the CES, progressive reform in the city was not sufficient; a 

“more radical cure” was needed for the poorest children of the city. They found the same solution: 

removing the children from the city environment and emigrating them to the countryside. Across 

both countries, child emigration became a tool of social reform. 

Yet local particularities remain important, and there is a strong divergence in the way that the 

Welfare State develops in both countries, with the United States introducing welfare legislation 

later than Britain. The development of the Welfare State at the beginning of the twentieth century 

influenced both emigration schemes. In the US, one of the earliest programmes instituted in the 

direction of income maintenance was the mother’s pension, which strongly restricted child 

emigration. In contrast to this in the UK, welfare legislation to ensure income maintenance, such 

as the Unemployment Act and the Empire Settlement Act, promoted the continuance of child 

emigration.  
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As Brace’s notion that the family was the best place for childhood gained greater acceptance, 

such acceptance led many people to believe that no child should ever be removed from his or 

her family except as a last resort.872  
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Chapter 5: Finding solutions: from philanthropy to state intervention 

 

 

Picture 10: CES, “Group of National Assets – The aim of education, in the Fairbridge scheme, is to 
produce children of strong character, fine physique, and trained ability.” 873 

 

Introduction 

In 1935, the Child Emigration Society published a promotional leaflet to advertise its work (please 

see Picture 10 above), showing a group of running Fairbridge pupils, referred to as a “group of 

national assets” (and not as a “group of children.”) 

This has several implications as, manifestly, the children were not being educated at the farm 

school for their own sake only: they were no longer seen as children but were objectified as 

“assets” – raw material which, after undergoing a production process, would be turned into a 
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precious object. Moreover, they were not seen as individuals anymore but as being part of a 

group. 

These former “gutter” children came to be assigned the value of “assets” as in the minds of the 

philanthropists they could be moulded, by emigration to a farm school and education, to fulfil a 

number of tasks from which the nation would profit. Apart from being saved from a meagre 

existence at home, their “strong character and trained ability” would consolidate the British 

Empire and above that their “fine physique” would ensure the health of the nation. 

This chapter will examine the motivations behind child emigration and how these evolved over 

time. I will argue that child emigration was used as a tool to bring about reform in many different 

ways, which reflected wider developments at the time.  

 

Firstly, over time, the original evangelical motivation to save the children from a life of sin874 faded 

into the background, and motivations for saving children became more secular. Secondly, the rise 

of the Welfare State (as discussed in the previous chapter) and its interference with child 

emigration, drove significant change in the child emigration movement. 

As the government stepped in, a shift from “children of the state to children of the nation”875 

occurred which was also reflected in the motivations for child emigration. From the beginning of 

the twentieth century, the desire to obtain authority over children for reasons that, alongside 

pedagogical motives, would bring about national reform was brought to the fore.876 

Financial considerations, based on the fact that it was cheaper to send a child to the countryside 

as compared to keeping him or her in an institution in the city remained the same over time. 

However, as the state became more strongly involved in the care of neglected children, there was 

a trend towards state subsidies (as compared to private donations). 

In the age of British imperialism and American nationalism, the interests of the nation itself played 

a role. Firstly, both the CES and the CAS used child emigration to pursue a mission of civilizing the 

children, which would sustain their respective country’s specific agenda of colonialism and 

nationalism. 
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Secondly, concerns about ethnicity and beyond that, cultural homogeneity, loomed large on the 

reform programme of both Societies.  

 

Historical background 

Three major factors which influenced the motivations of the child emigration movement will be 

discussed here in greater detail: these are the intervention of the state, and their nationalistic 

and public health considerations. 

In the early nineteenth century, there was a clear division of labour between the state and private 

philanthropy, with the state leaving almost everything to private initiative, except in some cases 

regarding the punishment and re-education of juvenile delinquents.  

At the turn of the century, a shift from philanthropy to social policies occurred throughout 

Western Europe and the United States. Private philanthropy was no longer able to provide 

solutions on its own. The industrialisation and modernization of the community was creating new 

social problems and on a greater scale, making private philanthropic contacts inadequate for 

those who had fallen by the wayside and needed support.877  

In consequence, from the end of the nineteenth century, the government took a stand on the 

issue of neglected children. Over time, the two parties began to work together. Philanthropists 

began to introduce bills in Parliament, while the state began to subsidise and supervise private 

institutions for both neglected children and juvenile delinquents.  

A network of interest groups began operating, which functioned on the basis of an exchange of 

services. The most important of these interest groups were privately-run institutions, and those 

run by the government which were directly responsible for the private sector through 

governmental subsidies and inspections. Gradually, the activities of private citizens and the 

government became so intertwined that private philanthropy became social policy. The 

authorities now began to enforce what philanthropists had been proposing for more than half a 

century. 

It should be highlighted that in America, during Progressivism, the government’s role was 

expanded, reducing the role of private agencies. The federal government entered the field of child 
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welfare for the first time, through the introduction of a Children’s Bureau (see chapter 5 on the 

welfare state).878  

All in all, a “philanthropie …d’Etat” came into being.879 

 

It has been argued by historian Harry Henrick that from the late nineteenth century onwards, 

with the interference of the state in matters of child welfare, a shift occurred, as there was a 

change of emphasis from “children of the state” to “children of the nation”: children were 

increasingly seen within the parameters of investments.880 At the same time, in the United States, 

progressive reform put special emphasis on the children as future citizens of the state.881 

As discussed in chapter 5, the Welfare State’s far-reaching social policy with regard to children 

was enacted. 

 

Across both sides of the Atlantic, nationalistic and imperialistic concerns moved into the focus of 

attention. 

Children were regarded as a national asset; a source of raw material. In an age of fierce imperial, 

political, military and economic national rivalries, and in addition to domestic anxieties regarding 

class politics, urban hygiene, and social stability, children were indeed promises of wealth, power 

and opportunities.882 

The state and the child welfare authorities had made protection and re-education central issues 

in their treatment of neglected children. The welfare of children was the nation’s business and 

the words of Lord Bishop of Ripon, vice-president of the Infantile Mortality Conference in 1906 

and 1908, fully endorsed this. “Where parental responsibility is not understood and not acted 

upon, we must for the very sake of preservation of the State step in. […] We are bound at all costs 
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to see that the children grow up in such a fashion that they may become useful, serviceable and 

profitable citizens of this great empire.”883  

Likewise, in the United States, by the end of the nineteenth century, many of those concerned 

with poor women and children argued that their wellbeing was of national concern and therefore 

they had a right to the support of the state. There was a stated conviction that the future of all 

children was as citizens, and that children needed particular nurturing and training. This 

conviction found its expression, for example, in the White House conferences on childhood, which 

called for a national plan to assist children, who were considered to be of vital importance to the 

whole nation.884 

Child saving 

Although across both countries the original motivations that had driven the child emigration 

movement during the nineteenth century, namely the saving of children and concern that the 

social order be preserved, still remained important overall,,885 the goals of the child emigration 

movement became more secular and less proselytizing.886  

Across Britain and the United States, in the mid-nineteenth century, the reformers had similar 

motivations (also due to the common origins of the child emigration movement as demonstrated 

in chapter 1). 

In Victorian Britain, two recurring preoccupations drew propertied Britons to juvenile emigration 

and apprenticeship: the political concern for public safety and the religious concern for the 

salvation of individual working-class children. Child emigration was to be both a safety-valve for 

internal disorder and a path to salvation. Often both cases were argued at once, because Victorian 

public policy and the Christian mission were seldom easily separated.887 

Likewise, in America during the same time period, it was felt that the relocation of children to the 

countryside would provide a “safety valve”, maintaining high wages and peaceful class relations 

in the urban, industrialized centres of the east.888  
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Moreover, fundamentally, transportation was based on the concept of child-saving. Not only 

physical survival but also spiritual well-being was at risk. It was imperative that children be 

removed from the worst of urban life.889 Child emigration gave promise of providing Christian 

guidance to children. The placing out plan was based on a system of moral control, exposing 

children of the poor to basic Christian instruction.890  

 

Around the turn of the century, across both countries, there was a change in the leading figures 

of the child emigration movement who, to date, had often had a strong religious background. In 

Britain, several of the evangelical founders of the rescue homes died, and with their passing the 

revivalist aims of the movement became less prominent.891 

Likewise, with the death of Charles Loring Brace (a reverend) and his son’s take-over as secretary 

of the CAS, religion became less prominent.  

The new leading figures, such a Kingsley Fairbridge and Charles Loring Brace II, came from more 

secular backgrounds, holding degrees in forestry and engineering. Accordingly, the CAS’s 

literature changed, as it made less reference to religion and ceased almost entirely to mention 

the immortality of the children’s souls, their ignorance of the Bible or Jesus; also, the Christianity 

of the men and women who wanted to help them was no longer so strongly stressed.892  

The concept of salvation no longer relied so heavily on the Christian motive of saving the children 

from a life of sin,893 but rather on the motive of saving the children from a life on the streets in 

poverty. 

 

Benefits of emigration for the children – as Perceived by the Children’s Aid Society 

Well into the twentieth century, it was the stated aim of the CAS’s Placing out Department to 

“rescue orphaned and deserted children”, and to “prepare them for lives of usefulness.”894 

However, the reader only ever gets a vague impression of what exactly the children were being 

                                                           
889 Richard B McKenzie, Home Away from Home: The Forgotten History of Orphanages (New York: Encounter Books, 
2009), 209, http://books.google.com/books?id=y4gbAQAAMAAJ. 
890 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 28. 
891 Parr, Labouring Children, 142. 
892 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 301–2. 
893 Dekker, The Will to Change the Child, 5. 
894 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p.viii, N-YHS. 

file:///C:/Users/Mairena_PC/Dropbox/Downloads/thesis_complete_final_ing3_v1.docx%23_Toc431383424


185 
 

rescued from, reasons ranging from “poverty,”  “probable misery” (this is not even certain),  

“homelessness,”  and “hopeless lives” to “hopelessness of their future.”895 Also the case files and 

record books give no conclusive information about the children’s background. 

The social transformation from “street wanderer into a useful farmer’s boy” would benefit the 

children themselves, as according to the CAS, it “saves the boys themselves from so sure a 

prospect of vagrancy and misery.”896 Thereby the children were literally saved from the “abstract 

nightmare” described above,897 and transferred to a life of prosperity and happiness in the west. 

The new life awaiting the saved children is described in bright colours. In the view of the CAS, 

having been “saved,” the children would benefit from all the boundless advantages and 

opportunities of the western farmer's life.898 The children were “promised” and would “secure” 

happiness and prosperity in the west.899 Thereby, the children would especially profit from the 

foster family as they would “derive great benefits” from “kind-hearted,” large-hearted and hard-

working farmer parents in the country,  who would have a good influence on them.900 They would 

easily adapt to the new conditions.901  

Once again, in very abstract terms, the reader learns that the “rescued” children would find 

happiness in their new lives. Thereby the CAS’s notion of “child-saving” is reflected in the 

overstated way in which the perceived happiness which the children experienced while growing 

up on the farm was described in the case files. In a standard phrase, the children were described 

as happy by the placing out agents who visited each year.902 They were described as “happy as a 
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lark,” “happy as a bird,”and as a “picture of health and happiness.”903 Also the children themselves 

(seemingly) confirmed this view as a boy calls himself happy in his new home904 and in letters 

other children described themselves as happy.905 Only in the rare case of an acute breakdown was 

a child not described as happy.906  

The 51st annual report from 1903 also gives concrete proof of the happiness of the children in the 

west. Photos show “happy children in their new homes.” These photos show children with 

laughing faces, surrounded by country attributes such as a dog and a well. They wear robust, clean 

country fashions with dungarees and straw hats (please see Picture 12 below). The photos are in 

sharp contrast to Picture 11, of a city boy in rags, unwashed and unkempt, whose face cannot be 

seen.907 

Beyond that, the placing out work was a safety valve as it was an “insurance policy against 

Bolshevism and radicalism in the days of the future.”908 
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1905, N-YHS, CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 460, 1914-1915, N-YHS. 
903 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 34, 1899-1900, (p.426), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 10137 
(1915-1928) N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 45, 1908, (p.470/471), N-YHS. 
904 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 4734, N-YHS. 
905 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, (p.256), N-YHS. 
906 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 34, 1899-1900, (p.426), N-YHS. 
 
907 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 40th Annual Report November 1892, p.3, N-YHS. 
908 Children’s Aid Society, 68th Annual Report, p. 34 
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Picture 11: The homeless boy 909 

 

                                                           
909 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 40th Annual Report November 1892, p.3, N-YHS. 
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Picture 12: Happy children in their new homes 910 

                                                           
910 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 51st Annual Report, 1903, p.91, N-YHS. 
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Benefits of Empire emigration for the children as perceived by the Child Emigration Society 

The CES was convinced that its work was, to a large extent, for the benefit and the “sake”911 of 

needy and abandoned children, who would have better prospects in the Empire than they would 

ever have had in Britian.  

It was constantly stressed that “escaping” from bad living conditions would “save” the children 

and preserve them against “assaults of poverty, moral and physical disintegration and the 

domination of uselessness.”912 Child migration would therefore “confer an inestimable blessing 

upon the children concerned”, whose living conditions at home “make it difficult to secure for 

them a proper start in life at home.”913 The children got a chance in life, migration would provide 

them with “golden” “opportunities of health, happiness and usefulness”, which these children, 

through no fault of their own, would not have at home,  but which was their “due.”914 At the same 

time, having undergone the training years at a Fairbridge farm school, the children’s future 

livelihood would be assured, as they would enter a field of employment, where there was room 

for them and where there was even the possibility of starting one’s own farm.915 In the Empire 

they would find comfortable homes.916 Moreover, emigrating the children would prevent them 

from “drifting back to the old life.”917 Picture 5 demonstrates the saving mission of the reformers 

at the time once again, as former slum girls who would have run wild in the British cities, through 

the saving efforts of the Fairbridge farm school, now had become “throughly domesticated” and 

were virtously sewing on the veranda of their cottage. The pictures below show happy and 

                                                           
911 CES, 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, p.4, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
912 CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.3, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; CES, 13rd Annual Report, 1921-1922, p.7, 
D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA.; H.R.H. The Prince of Wales, “Speech at Cannon Street Hotel”, CES, 14th Annual Report, 1922-
1923, p.4 D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; CES, Arthur Lawley, "From Slums to Sunshine", 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, 
1922/1923, D296/D1/2/8, p.3, ULSCA.; CES, 26th Annual Report, 1934-1935, p.3; CES, 27th Annual Report, 1935-
1936, p.1; CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.3, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
913 CES, 10th Annual Report (1st June 1918 to 30th June, 1919), p. 5 and p.24, D296/D1/2/10, University of 
Liverpool, Fairbridge Society Archive; CES, 12nd Annual Report, p.15, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
914CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1932/1933, pp.5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA.; CES, 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, p.1, 
D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA.; CES, 20th Annual Report, 1928-1929, p. 5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA.; CES, 25th Annual Report, 
1933-1934, p.3, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA.; CES, 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, p.3, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; CES, 28th 
Annual Report, 1936-1937, p.6, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
915 CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.6, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
916 CES, 12nd Annual Report, 1921/1922, p.24, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
917 CES, 13rd Annual Report, 1921-1922, p.8, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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healthy children in the open countryside, which would not have been the case in Britain, as 

Picture 13 and Picture 14 demonstrate.  

The CES strongly believed in environmentalism. While the space the children came from was 

constructed as a place of want, by emigrating them to the Empire, which was imagined as a space 

of boundless possibilities where there would always be space for them and demand for their work 

the children would be uplifted and turned into good citizens. 

The farm schools were strategically situated in a “space of boundless possibility”, featuring a 

permeability and malleability of social conditions that did not exist in the mother country.918 

Compared to the “Mother Country” the settler colonies were “Better Britains”, i.e. regions that 

lacked the entrenched class hierarchies and social problems of Great Britain. Resettlement would 

thus allow destitute children to attain a higher degree of social mobility than if they remained in 

Britain.919  

Escaping the lives of unemployment and poverty caused by their social surroundings in Britain,920 

in the Empire, “where the prizes of life are open to all”, it was imagined by emigration enthusiasts 

that even the lowest “gutter child” from Britain, could become an independent property owner 

or a member of the professions. 921 

The CES constructed the home country as a “stagnant labour market,”922 having the “dreariest 

prospects for a happy, useful life in the Homeland.”923 In contrast, the Dominions were 

constructed as offering “golden opportunities of becoming trained craftsmen” 924 to the children, 

who would thus be “transformed into most worth-while citizens of the Dominion.”925  

Thus, according to Amery, “for the money you have spent you have created a permanently 

efficient, productive element in the […] the Empire.”926 

                                                           
918 Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World, 322. 
919 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 8. 
920 HC Deb 28 May 1924 vol 174 cc556. 
921 CES, Arthur Lawley, "From Slums to Sunshine", 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, 1922/1923, D296/D1/2/8, p.5, 
ULSCA. 
922 CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.2, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; 
923 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.22, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
924 CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.2, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; 
925 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.22, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
926 CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.7, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; 
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Already in his vision, Fairbridge had described how children from the city slums were “shedding 

the bondage of bitter circumstances” and in contrast, once they had arrived in the plentiful 

environment of the farm school would be “stretching their legs and minds amid the thousand 

interests of the farm.” While they would have been “waste” in the poverty of the city slums, in 

the Empire they would turn to “providence”; “the waste of unneeded humanity” from the 

metropole would be converted by emigration to “the husbandry of unpeopled acres.”927 

In the opinion of the CES, having undergone the training years at a Fairbridge farm school, the 

children’s future livelihood would be assured, as in the settler colonies it would be possible for 

them to share in the abundance and to enter a field of employment where there was room for 

them and where there was even the possibility of starting one’s own farm.928 The CES sharply 

contrasted the fate of the children who “Instead of being children of the dead-end in this country, 

[…] will become self-supporting settlers in the Dominions.” 929 

Also a photo from the annual report conveys that message. Picture 15 has the caption: Young 

lambs to sell! No life offers such opportunities of […] success for destitute children as the life on 

the land.930 Formerly destitute city children, by being removed to the plentiful environment of the 

Empire thus had gained “opportunities of success.”  

The rhetoric in the annual reports around the possibilities of social advance for Fairbridge children 

had often horticultural connotations as if they were plants which could be “transplanted” from a 

poor to a plentiful environment and thus “by the Fairbridge Farm school […] [be] planted on the 

spot.”931 In this way they should become “rooted in the soil.”932 A photo from the 20th annual 

report of the CES with the caption “Transplanted and Transformed”, shows the belief that a 

“transplantation” to the Empire would also have beneficial effects for the child as the new 

environment would transform him and thus by emigration the child would be given “the chance 

to develop character”933 (please see Picture 23). By implication he would not have been given this 

chance when growing up in poverty in Britain. 

                                                           
927 Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:160. 
928 CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.6, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
929ULSCA; 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, p.3/4, D296/D1/2/8 , ULSCA. 
930 CES, “A fair sporting chance”, Promotional Leaflet, ca.1922, D296/F1/16, ULSCA. 
931 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.4, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
932 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, D296/D1/2/8, p.22, ULSCA 
933 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.4, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA;  
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The transformation of the children was also perceived to have something divine in it; the 

countryside was seen as a divine environment, “in God’s sunshine” the children “will soon forget 

their former grim surroundings” of the poverty of the city. By emigration to this new environment 

they will “be trained to till the soil and develop both their own characters at the Fairbridge Farm 

School Pinjarra and the future wealth of the Commonwealth ‘down under.’”934 In the same vein, 

the Prince of Wales said of two boys who had finished farm school and were now working on 

neighbouring farms, “it is a sight for the Gods to see them as they are and to contrast them with 

what they might have been if they had remained in England.”935 

In the future, having undergone training at a Fairbridge Farm School, the children would be 

“launched as citizens”936 and would be turned “into most worth-while citizens of the Dominion.”937 

Moreover, according to the Prince of Wales, this training would prepare them for “useful 

careers.”938 

 

                                                           
934 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.25, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
935 CES, 24th Annual Report, 1932-1933, p.22, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
936  28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, D296/D1/2/8, p.8, ULSCA. 
937 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.22, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
938 CES, 24th Annual Report, 1932-1933, p.1, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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Picture 13: “These might have been mine…”939 

 

                                                           
939 CES, “A fair sporting chance”, Promotional Leaflet, ca.1922, D296/F1/16, ULSCA. 
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Picture 14: “A street in England” 940 

 

                                                           
940 CES, “What’s in a name?”, Promotional Leaflet, ca.1960, D296/F1/9, ULSCA.  
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Picture 15: “Young lambs to sell! No life offers such opportunities of health, character and success 
for destitute children as the life on the land.”941 

 

                                                           
941 CES, “A fair sporting chance”, Promotional Leaflet, ca.1922, D296/F1/16, ULSCA. 
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Picture 16: “Better than the workhouse! These three lads were once in the Workhouse. To-day you 
would not know them.” 942 

 

Financial considerations 

Across both countries it was seen as less expensive to emigrate then children, as compared to 

keeping them in an orphanage.  

According to Fairbridge, the farm school system was also less expensive and would therefore 

relieve Britain’s public purse. Keeping a child in an institution in London in a “miserable 

environment” was more expensive by three pounds and two pence per year than letting a child 

grow up at a farm school in Australia, in “a splendid environment with wonderful opportunities”. 

Fairbridge was of the opinion that it is an “absolute negation of economy” to “half-educate and 

                                                           
942 CES, “Child Emigration Society”, Promotional Leaflet, ca. 1925, D296/F1/16, ULSCA. 
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half-train and half-feed your children, stamped with the stigma of poverty.”943 The Prime Minister 

of Australia, Stanley M. Bruce, called child migration (and especially the work of the CES) “one of 

the greatest economic feats.” 944 

The CAS attracted donors by pointing out that, in addition to being the most effective method, as 

it would turn children into contributors of society, placing out was the cheapest method, and less 

expensive than institutional care. For the readers of its annual reports, the CAS calculated in solid 

figures how much the state and therefore the tax payer had saved through placing out children 

compared to their upbringing in an institution.945 In 1900, the average cost of placing a child, 

including a general overseeing of the children in their foster families was $35.46 compared to 

$120 by keeping a child in an institution.946 Thereby the CAS claimed that as a result of their 

placing of 20,004 children between 1874 and 1875, $850,000 had been saved for the state.947 

Through training in the farmers’ families the children had become “producers instead of mere 

consumers” and “a blessing instead of a burden.”948 This was of great “value economically to 

society.”949 

Moreover, as the government became more interventionist, this type of emigration was funded 

through the Empire Settlement Act in the British case, and through the State of New York in the 

case of the CAS. 

Nation, Empire, ethnicity 

As has been argued by historian Christopher Bayly, at the same time as connections developed 

during the nineteenth century, they also heightened the sense of difference and even antagonism 

between people in different societies and especially between their elites. Increasingly, nations 

found strength in their own inherited sense of national, religious or cultural identity. In the 

                                                           
943 K.Fairbridge, “Child Immigration “, Texts by Kingsley Fairbridge (sermons, speeches, articles), 1920, D296/A2/16, 
ULSCA. 
944CES, Stanley M. Bruce, "The Best Memorial", 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, 1922/1923, p.6, D296/D1/1/1, 
ULSCA. 
945 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 42nd Annual Report, 1894, p.12, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 
1900, p.13, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 54th Annual Report, 1906, p.17, N-YHS. 
946 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1900, p.21, N-YHS. 
947 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47th Annual Report, 1899, p.99, N-YHS. 
948 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47st Annual Report, 1899, p.99 N-YHS. 
949 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 58th Annual Report, 1910, p.20, N-YHS. 
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nineteenth century, nation states and contending territorial empires took on sharper lineaments 

and became more antagonistic to each other.950  

It is therefore not a coincidence that both states turned to their youngest citizens at a time when 

they were actively seeking a solution to strengthen nation and empire.951 Both countries pursued 

a mission of civilizing the children. But with this civilising mission they pursued their own unique 

country-specific agenda of colonialism and nationalism.  

The CES and the CAS both followed these wider country-specific trends at the time. In Britain the 

“imperial turn” was a major driver behind the continuance of child emigration from the early 

twentieth century onwards within the British child emigration movement.  This “imperial mission” 

became closely linked to a “civilising mission” to consolidate the Empire and to keep it British. 

The CES also aligned its agenda to empire policy. 

In America, the aim of the “civilising mission”, which can be dated back to the beginnings of the 

placing out programme, was to strengthen American citizenship by building better citizens. Under 

the influence of Progressivism, the aim of child reformers turned from “child saving” to “family 

saving.” The CAS discontinued its child emigration programme and followed a nationalistic policy 

in a new form using the “boarding out” programme. 

Britain: “Imperial turn” 952 

At the turn of the century, as the revivalist aims of the movement became less prominent, social 

imperialist ideas gained strength.953  

The needs of disadvantaged children who should be saved and the demands for Empire 

settlement, which gained ever more prominence, became linked.954 Children were seen as 

national possessions955 and as investments in Empire: human capital in its most elemental form.956 

                                                           
950 Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914, 1–2. 
951 Cf. Margaret D. Jacobs, White Mother to a Dark Race: Settler Colonialism, Maternalism, and the Removal of 
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953 Parr, Labouring Children, 147. 
954 Wagner, Children of the Empire, 15. 
955 Dekker, The Will to Change the Child, 133. 
956 Hendrick, Children, Childhood, and English Society, 1880-1990, 75. 
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In this vein, they were now no longer merely being rescued, but seen as raw material for Empire 

building.957 This was due to a number of developments.  

During the nineteenth century, population growth and economic expansion had been slow and 

haphazard in Western Australia, with immigrants being more attracted to the east coast. When 

the Australian federation was created in 1901, successive governments of Western Australia 

aimed towards the agricultural development of the country, attempting to attract immigrants 

from Britain. Between 1908 and 1913, therefore, the number of immigrants rose, many receiving 

assisted government passage.958  

In Britain, it was perceived that due to the First World War, nationalism in the Dominions was 

rising.959 During the inter-war years, owing to a number of treaties, the Dominions gained greater 

independence. At the peace conferences following the First World War, the Dominions became 

members of the League of Nations in their own right. The Statue of Westminster of 1931 gave 

equal status to the Dominions, but was only adopted by Australia and New Zealand in 1942 and 

1947 respectively.960 

The bonds connecting the settler territories to the motherland becoming more fragile than they 

had ever been before.961 The inter-war years were marked by a sense of caution and deliberation. 

The emphasis was on stability and consolidation which, given the financial crisis, deterioration in 

British trade and the City of London’s struggle to maintain its leadership role in financial services, 

was not surprising.962 

This led to a new policy initiative of “imperial preference” on the part of the British government, 

which among other things aimed to anchor the British world in its collective cultural heritage.963 

In consequence, in 1922, the Empire Settlement Act was introduced, which authorised an 

                                                           
957 Wagner, Children of the Empire, 15. 
958 Jeffery and Sherington, Fairbridge, 45. 
959 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 55–59. 
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expenditure of 3 million pounds a year964 to any governmental or private scheme that increased 

the number of British settlers in the rural Empire,965 such as the CES. 

The need to find a population of British people who were still capable of changing their ways led 

policymakers to turn to the potential of children. Already, during the Edwardian period the 

imperialist lobby to increase child emigration became very influential and as a consequence more 

British children were assisted to Canada yearly than ever before.966  

Also Winston Churchill, who was Secretary of State for the Colonies and the Overseas Settlement 

Committee was attracted to the child migration schemes, not so much for their humanitarian 

cause, but rather because the children had not yet “become accustomed to industrial city 

life.”Children were seen as “imperial assets”, who as opposed to adults would be at once 

adaptable and were easily transferable throughout the Empire. Towards the end of 1919, the 

Overseas Settlement Committee began to provide subsidized passage fares for children and after 

the Empire Settlement Act had been passed,967  started to pay a maintenance grant to the 

voluntary welfare organisations such as Barnardo’s that carried out child emigration in the 

Dominions, to help cover the costs of caring for the children.968 State-assisted emigration to 

Empire destinations became a major priority of the British government. In the eyes of the British 

government, child emigrants were thought of as “Bricks for Empire Building”.969 

In this context, in 1912, the first farm school near Pinjarra in Western Australia was opened and 

soon started to receive government funding.970This new trend was followed by the 

philanthropists, too. As the influence of the evangelical stream vanished into the background,971 

the philanthropist, in the words of Gillian Wagner, turned into the “imperial philanthropist.” In 

their struggle to collect funding, they deliberately used this new argument and presented child 

emigration as an “investment in Empire”.972 

                                                           
964 S.Constantin, 'Introduction: Empire migration and imperial harmony', in: S.Constandin, ed., Emigrants and 
Empire- British Settlement in the Dominions between the Wars (Manchester,1990) p.3-4. 
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967 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014. p.55. 
968 Kohli, The Golden Bridge, 187. 
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970 CES, 17th Annual Report, 1925-1926, p.3, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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Also the CES in its annual reports used the argument consciously, and successfully, as chapter 2 

has demonstrated, as many of its supporters came from the ranks of leading colonialists at the 

time, and the Society successfully gained the support of the British government and its funding 

under the Empire Settlement Act.  

Imperialism ranked high on the agenda of the CES. Over and over again it was stated that the 

Fairbridge farm school scheme was of “national importance”973 and that it was “an undeniable 

service upon the State,” 974 an “imperial gain”975 and an “immense boon to the Motherland from 

which the children would come and to the daughter countries, where they would go to.”976 Child 

migration was highly beneficial to both Britain and its Dominions in several ways. It was “good 

business for both England and Australia”. At the same time, it would help to “build up the great 

Commonwealth of Australia and secure the stability of the state.”977  

In the eyes of the CES, child migration would solve the problem of the uneven distribution of the 

population across the Empire. Part of the British population, namely children, would be 

redistributed from over-crowded Britain to the empty spaces of the Empire.  

Child migration would thus make a “valuable and calculable contribution […] to the problem of 

Empire settlement.”978  

If the children were well looked after and well trained, they would be “capable of becoming 

efficient God-fearing men and women, keen to build up a fortune for themselves and continually 

by their labours and good citizenship adding up to the wealth of the nation.”979 Thus, in the 

Dominions, they would grow up “to become useful members of society and loyal citizens of the 

Empire,”980 which would not have been possible in Britain. Children who had been born into 

difficult circumstances would become tomorrow’s leaders, as Picture 18 below shows. As 

Fairbridge puts it, “the littlest colonists of the world’s greatest Empire”, would grow up on the 

                                                           
973 CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.6, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
974 CES, 10th Annual Report, p.24, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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farm schools.981 Defence was therefore also a concern, if minor, as it was feared that Australia, if 

empty, might be conquered by Asian forces.982  

Children were seen as being better Empire emigrants than adults for a number of reasons. First 

of all, when migrating young, they would not yet “have acquired the vices of ‘professional 

pauperism’”, their physique would not have become “lowered by adverse conditions” and their 

minds “would not have been depraved by the contaminating influences of slum life.”.983 Moreover, 

farmers and farm labourers from Great Britain would be difficult to find (“unprocurable”) under 

any circumstances, as there was a shortage of farm labourers in Great Britain. 

Secondly, it was believed that children were “the kind of settler best suited to rural life and 

work,”as they had a number of advantages compared to adults. Since children were still 

“malleable”, it was easier for them to adapt to the new life and conditions in the Dominions.984 It 

would also be possible to train them in the Australian way of farming.985 As a result of being 

trained in farm work there would be a greater chance that they would “stick to the land as their 

life’s work.”986 This would avoid labour congestion in the towns.987 

The debates about Empire settlement and development show that the children were welcome 

because they would people Britains’s possessions with British newcomers of the right type, or the 

right “stock.” The long-term political purpose was to strengthen the ties between the mother 

country and the white Commonwealth.988 

According to Fairbridge, the empty spaces of the Empire should be filled with “British stock.”989  A 

photo from the 15th annual report showing happy and healthy children visualises this. The caption 

stating that the children are “wonderful material” supplied by England and Scotland, who 
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therefore have the precondition to promote the future development of Australia, reinforces the 

message of the photo (please see Picture 21). 

Equal considerations were made in Parliament where it was acknowledged that only the “best” 

should be sent to Australia and Canada, who “will help to build up the outside portions of the 

Empire.”990 When “approaching the question of developing the Empire” it should be remembered 

that it was important to keep “in the Empire the people of the country.”991 

By taking out poor children the CES aimed to “supply British population to the oversea 

Dominions.”992 This aim was supported by the British government. In this way, “the empty spaces 

of the Empire” would be “filled with British stock.”993  Also the Prince of Wales was sure that the 

Fairbridge farm schools would be capable of “providing a steady flow of good citizens to the 

Dominions and to the Colonies.”994 

 

Public Empire Policy 

In the eyes of the British government and the CES, it was a good strategy to place the farm schools 

in the settler colonies as this would help to shape public Empire policy. In this way three important 

prerequisites of settler colonialism would be fulfilled: this was first of all the extensive opening 

up of land for human use, pushing a frontier into a “wilderness” for agricultural purposes.995 

Settler Colonialism was also based on the growth of an agrarian settlement population that 

provided workers from its own ranks.996 Furthermore, it meant that this settler agrarian 

population was intent on making a territory their permanent home.997 In this way, the CES could 

found ”a Newer Britain beyond the seas.”998 The children who migrated under the Fairbridge 

scheme were thus seen as useful in their capacity to extend the agricultural economy and also 

the white settlement into the frontiers of the settler dominions.999 

                                                           
990 HC Deb 26 April 1922 vol 153 cc616. 
 
991 HC Deb 18 December 1935 vol 307 cc1820. 
992 CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.19, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
993 CES, 24th Annual Report, 1932-1933, p.2, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
994 CES, 24th Annual Report, 1932-1933, p.1, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
995 Osterhammel, Colonialism, 7. 
996 Osterhammel, 7. 
997 Elkins and Pedersen, Settler Colonialism in the Twentieth Century; Elkins and Pedersen, 2. 
998 CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.19, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
999 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 95. 
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Developing the Empire 

Firstly, there were abundant possibilities of good livelihood which could be opened up by 

developing the Empire. 

The 23rd annual report features a photo of a forest (please see Picture 17) which is constructed 

as a space of “rich possibilities of food and supply for man and beast.” 1000  

This was closely linked to Empire development, as this unlocked resource, however, had to “be 

subdued and tamed and gradually turned into service, by the children whom it is our privilege to 

train.”1001  

Due to their young age, children could be trained as farmworkers and carry out the rural 

development that was needed by the receiving countries.1002 This would help “to develop the 

Empire”; thereby it was the stated aim of Fairbridge to “build up the waste places of the empire 

{…] by utilizing young life wasting in overcrowded Britain,”1003 which should make those “waste 

places blossom like the Gardens of the Lord.”1004  

Secondly, the children would later start their own farm, and thus develop the land on which they 

would farm further.1005 This was seen as a way to overcome the problem whereby most immigrant 

adults chose to stay in the cities, while helpers would rather be needed in the countryside in order 

to open up further agricultural resources,1006 (see chapter on “Benefits of Empire migration for 

the children” for more details). 

Also the British government of course regarded empire migration as a good way to develop the 

Empire, but the Fairbridge Farm Schools were not seen as a vehicle for Empire development1007 

A photo in the 15th annual report makes it clear that the aim of sending the children was their 

capacity to develop the Empire (please see Picture 21). 

                                                           
1000 CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.1, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1001 CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.1, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1002 See for example: Hansard, vol. 153, cc.576 and 581 (26 April 1922). 
1003 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, pp.3-4, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1004 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1005 CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.6, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA.. 
1006 See for example: Hansard, vol. 153, cc.576 and 581 (26 April 1922). 
1007 HC Deb 18 December 1935 vol 307 cc1820; HC Deb 26 April 1922 vol 153 cc616. 
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Picture 17: Dawn Near Fairbridge1008 

 

Populating the Empire – settler intent 

Secondly, in contrast to the overcrowding in Britain, the Empire was constructed as a vast space 

which should be populated, in comparison to the US where there were no demographic 

considerations. 

The reader gets to imagine the Empire as an “all vacant space”1009 and as an “empty land 

surface.”1010 

In the eyes of the CES and the British government, this abundance of space should be used, by 

situating the farm schools there, as a means to increasing the numbers of the agrarian settlement 

population.  

                                                           
1008 CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.1, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1009 CES, 24th Annual Report, 1932-1933, p.8, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1010 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.4, 
D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 



206 
 

The farm schools should be consciously located and strategically placed and “in every part of the 

Empire that was hungry for population.”1011 The Prince of Wales, in the 14th annual report of the 

CES, claimed that the CES, in view of the overpopulation in Britain, “is making a very helpful 

contribution towards solving a very important imperial problem – the problem of emigration 

within the Empire.”1012 This view was echoed again by the CES who claimed that with the farm 

schools “a valuable and calculable contribution is made to the problem of Empire Settlement”.1013 

Fairbridge was helping “to fill the empty spaces of the Empire with British stock”1014 by “taking out 

poor children.”1015 This was seen as a God-given task as it would fulfil the Creator’s first [?] 

commandment to “replenish the Earth.”  

To fulfil this goal, “An ever-widening stream of selected child migrants, trained locally to Farm life, 

must become an increasingly important factor in solving the problem of successfully peopling the 

vast spaces of this part of the Empire.”1016 

In Parliament, settlement is discussed as a “very important matter in connection with 

migration.”1017 It was perceived that there was “a great need for placing fresh populations on the 

virgin soils of the Empire” and that something should be done with regards to “settling people on 

the land.”1018 

Also the Fairbridge Farm schools, as a solution for Empire settlement, were discussed.  

On the one hand it was acknowledged that schemes “like the Fairbridge Farm School scheme, by 

which boys and girls go to Australia, and now to Canada”, lead to “satisfactory settlement.”1019 

Also Lord Forster Governor-General of the Commonwealth of Australia praised the farm school 

scheme as it is beneficial “for Australia whose great empty spaces are crying aloud for men and 

women.”1020 The Fairbridge School was seen as providing “an excellent means of fostering child 

                                                           
1011 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.16, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1012 CES, Prince of Wales, "HRH The Prince of Wales at Cannon Street", 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, 1922/1923, 
D296/D1/2/8, p.1, ULSCA. 
1013 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, p.4, D296/D1/2/8 , ULSCA; 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, p.4, D296/D1/2/8 , 
ULSCA 
1014 CES, 24th Annual Report, 1932-1933, p.2, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1015 CES, 23rd Annual Report, 1931-1932, p.19, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1016 CES, 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, p.3, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1017 HC Deb 26 April 1922 vol 153 cc612. 
1018 HC Deb 18 December 1935 vol 307 cc1822. 
1019 HC Deb 19 January 1937 vol 319 cc46. 
1020CES, 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, p.9, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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migration”, which should be encouraged.1021 Furthermore, there are proposals “to increase the 

number of settlements on the Fairbridge system.”1022 

On the other hand, the politicians were realistic about the impact that migration under the Farm 

school scheme could make towards settlement. It is acknowledged that the “effect would be very 

small. It might add a few thousands in the course of 20 or 30 years to the population of the 

Dominions”1023 and that “apparently some people have lost their sense of proportion”: the 

Fairbridge scheme “is but a very small drop in a very big bucket. It is costly too in comparison with 

family settlement.”1024 Furthermore, since the Fairbridge Farm Schools have only small numbers 

of children it “can do very little towards populating the Dominions with Britishers.”1025 

 

America: nationalism 

To be sure, the progressives had a strong civilising mission but, from the beginnings of the Society, 

Charles Loring Brace, as a forerunner of his time, had argued that these children could be 

productive citizens if only they would be removed from their environment of poverty and squalor. 

Emphatically he argued that it was to society’s advantage to recognize the potential of these 

children. Raised in a proper setting they would benefit themselves and society; allowed to remain 

where they were they would become the next generation of parasites.1026 It was essential to put 

children on the road to “right,” giving them a moral foundation for life, and making them 

productive citizens.1027 

Also in the view of the CAS, placing out was of great national importance as, if the children had 

the right influences (of the farm and the countryside) about them, this would “help to elevate the 

working people in America, especially in the farming communities.”1028 Former orphan train riders 

would live lives “of usefulness to the country in which they live.”1029  

                                                           
1021 HC Deb 18 December 1935 vol 307 cc1798. 
1022 HC Deb 18 December 1935 vol 307 cc1817. 
1023 HC Deb 18 December 1935 vol 307 cc1817. 
1024 HC Deb 19 January 1937 vol 319 cc79. 
HC Deb 18 December 1935 vol 307 cc1785-847. 
1026 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 26. 
1027 Holt, 17. 
1028 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1910, p.10, N-YHS. 
1029 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1901, p.viii, N-YHS. 
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The children were seen as the basis for social transformation as by placing them on a farm they 

could break through the poverty cycle and becoming useful and respectable citizens. In the CAS’s 

own words through migration, a “transformation of a street wanderer into a useful farmer’s boy” 

had taken place.1030  

The CAS strongly stressed that, as a result of having been placed, the children would turn into 

good citizens. At the beginning of the annual reports, it was repeatedly stated that the aim of the 

Western Emigration and Placing out Department was to prepare orphaned and abandoned 

children for “lives of usefulness.”1031 Also the CAS Board of Trustees agreed on the matter: the 

children placed out would grow up to become “self-respecting well-to-do citizens of the West.”1032 

By being sent out of the city to the west they would become “respectable, good citizens.”1033 The 

children would profit from proper schooling and training1034 which would be conducive to good 

citizenship.1035 

In concrete terms, the social transformation were to be brought about through a special 

programme of training on the farms. The CAS emphasised that in this way, poor and destitute 

children should be given “the same opportunities that the more fortunate have of acquiring a 

practical training in childhood which will fit them for good citizenship.”1036 The children should 

learn to adhere to the right ways of living and thinking.1037 A “good, moral and physical training” 

would become a means to convey “habits of cleanliness and self-respect and to raise [ the] ideals 

of living [of the poorer class],” so that the children would turn into “fit material for American 

citizenship.”1038 Thereby children were seen as especially receptive to the “prevention of evil”, as 

they were considered to be open to influence.1039 

 

                                                           
1030 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 58th Annual Report, 1910, p.20, N-YHS 
1031 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p.viii, N-YHS. 
1032 CAS, Minutes of the Board of Trustees 1895-1907, 18th March 1896, p. 16, Container 1 Volume 8, N-YHS. 
1033 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1900, p.89, N-YHS. 
1034 Children’s Aid Society, Sub-Series III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p. 33, N-YHS. 
1035 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1900, p.89, N-YHS. 
1036 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1901, p.9, N-YHS. 
1037 Children’s Aid Society,Sub-Series III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p. 33, N-YHS. 
1038 Children’s Aid Society, Sub-Series III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p. 33, N-YHS. 
1039 Children’s Aid Society, Sub-Series III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p. 33, N-YHS. 
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Picture 18: “Leadership early acquired!”1040 

 

How good Citizenship should be brought about: training1041 on the farm 

Brace and the CAS had devised a concrete plan of how the children should be “civilised”. The 

foster family played a vital role in this undertaking to train and socialise the children and to ensure 

that they had a good start in life.1042 The Society assumed that the foster families would “give” 

education and affectionate care and “surround” the children with love and devotion. Through 

their “long, patient and costly work” the children would be transformed into good citizens.1043  

Crucially, it was stressed by the CAS, during the first visit of a placing out agent to a potential 

foster family, that the children should receive “intelligent care in health, work, play, schooling, 

companions and moral and religious welfare”, and foster parents were selected by the CAS in 

view of their perceived willingness and capacities to fulfil these criteria. During the yearly visits of 

                                                           
1040 CES, “Fairbridge Farm School, Molong N.S.W. Australia”, Promotional Leaflet, ca.1935, D296/F1/18, UCSLA. 
1041 Marten and Fass, “Foreword,” 7. 
1042 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 56th Annual Report, 1908, p.17, N-YHS. 
1043 Children’s Aid Society, Sub-Series III.2, 67th Annual Report, p. 15, N-YHS. 
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the CAS’s placing out agents to the CAS wards, it was checked and documented if these 

expectations were fulfilled.1044  

Schooling became an ever more crucial part of the children’s training. Only foster parents living 

in close proximity to a school (and therefore able to send their children to school) were selected, 

and they had to agree to send the child there, “as required by the Educational Law of the [..] 

state.”1045  Also the CAS’s placing out agents checked on their first visit that the parents willingly 

agreed to  the CAS school terms. Across all case files it is stated that all children until a certain age 

attended school regularly.1046 Overall, also owing to the “golden age of agriculture” (see Part II – 

Chapter 2) the level of education was rising, with some children attending high school and even 

college.1047 Some, especially girls, at times received music lessons.1048 The CAS also expected the 

foster parents to direct the reading of the children.1049 

Farm work was seen as an enriching part of a well-rounded training. As a general rule, the Society 

chose applicants who were farmers. From a certain age onwards, the children were prepared for 

a life of usefulness, whereby the girls helped with the daily chores around the house, such as 

washing dishes and with childcare and the boys helped on the farm with activities such as cutting 

wood, carpentry, but also at times housework.1050 This way they were taught to work on the farm. 

Some boys also tended to livestock or to a little piece of land on their own.1051 Boys gained quite 

specific farming skills such as harnessing horses or working with a plough.1052 (Please see also Part 

II, Chapter 2, Section 2.2.2). All in all, it was felt that if the children could grow up on the farm 

undisturbed by their past they could become “prosperous” farmers in the future.1053 

                                                           
1044 CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1045 CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1046 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 42, 1906-
7, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 43, 1907, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 45, 1908, 
(p.470/471), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 460, 1914-1915, N-YHS. 
1047 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1916, p.10, N-YHS. 
1048 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1916, p.104, N-YHS. 
1049 CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1050 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files,3007, 1904-1914, 
N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 4827, 
5633, 4827, 4237, 7572, 8091, 229 N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 43, 1907, (p.274-5), N-YHS; CAS, 
Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 50, 1911, (p.344), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, N-
YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files,3007, 1904; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 460, 1914-1915, N-YHS. 
1051CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 4237, N-YHS. CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 45, 1908, N-YHS. 
1052 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 460, 1914-1915, N-YHS. 
1053 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 2336, N-YHS. 
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Finally, religious education loomed large in the CAS’s endeavour to train the children. Only 

applicants who adhered to the Protestant faith were selected. They had to consent to send their 

children to church and Sunday school. Church and Sunday school attendance was monitored by 

the placing out agent who visited once a year.1054 Most children attended Sunday school and also 

church on Sunday. 1055 

The children were generally described in very positive terms, and were therefore once again seen 

as deserving beneficiaries of the social welfare they received. The children were described as 

having a good heart,  being dutiful,  sincere and unpretentious,being good,  cheerful, agreeable 

and grateful,intelligent and with much energy.1056 Even when things were not going well for 

children in their foster families the CAS did not give up on the children and still had a positive 

perspective on them.1057  

 

Children as Adults 

The Society consistently gave proof that it had effectively turned the children into good citizens 

by pointing to the fact that the placed-out children had turned into “substantial citizens in every 

calling of life as adults.”1058 

The former orphan train riders had become contributors to, and valuable citizens of society and 

therefore they had been deserving beneficiaries of social assistance when they were younger. In 

the CAS’s own words, by placing them out, they had become “producers instead of mere 

consumers” and “a blessing instead of a burden.”1059 The social transformation had successfully 

taken place. 

                                                           
1054 CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1055 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 42, 1906-
7, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 2336, N-YHS. 
1056 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 
1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries 
XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 42, 1906-7, p.76-77, N-
YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 
43, 1907, (p.460/461), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 51, 1911-1912, (p.582), N-YHS. 
1057 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 444, p.18, 1904-1905, N-YHS. 
1058 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p.11, N-YHS. 
1059 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47st Annual Report, 1899, p.99 N-YHS. 
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The CAS consistently pointed to the “results” of its placing out work in the annual reports.1060 

Thereby the success of the placing out system was proven since 99% of those placed out later on 

became “good citizens” or even achieved distinction.1061 The majority of children “under our 

guidance became farmers, married and settled down to good citizenship.” 1062 They had become 

reputable members of their communities “in positions of trust, in farming, in business and in 

politics.”1063 

Based on past experience, it could be confidently predicted that eight out of ten of the placed 

children would develop into useful citizens and that many of them would in the future achieve 

success that they could be proud of.1064 The CAS prided itself that most children “succeeded well 

in the world” and only a few did not do well.1065 

The CAS was also repeatedly presenting its own statistics on how the children had turned out. 

Most children placed on farms had become farmers or farmers’ wives. Over one thousand 

entered the army and the navy. One became Governor of a State and one of a Territory, two were 

Members of Congress; there were two sheriffs, three district attorneys, and three county 

commissioners. Some had gone into business, or had become lawyers or physicians.1066 

The individual case files confirm that most former orphan train riders did indeed make good as 

adults. Many got married and started a family of their own.1067 

Most children followed the expectations of the CAS to stay in the west1068 as the vast majority 

became farmers or farmers’ wives.1069 Some children continued to work for wages on the farm of 

                                                           
1060 See for example: CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 51st Annual Report, 1903, p.21, N-YHS. 
1061 Children’s Aid Society, Sub-Subseries III.2, 68th Annual Report, 1920/1921 p.viii, N-YHS.; Children’s Aid Society, 
Sub-Subseries III.2, 69th Annual Report, p. viii, N-YHS. 
1062 Children’s Aid Society, Sub-Subseries III.2, 68th Annual Report, p. 10, N-YHS. 
1063 Children’s Aid Society, Sub-Subseries III.2, 69th Annual Report, p. 15, N-YHS. 
1064 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 42nd Annual Report, 1894, p.11, N-YHS. 
1065 CAS, Subseries I.I, Minutes of the Board of Trustees 1879-1895, 20th April 1881, p. 34, Container 1 Volume 7, N-
YHS. 
1066 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 50th Annual Report, 1902, p.23, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 58th Annual Report, 
1910, p.19, N-YHS. 
1067 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record 
Book 43, 1907, (p.460/461), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 45, 1908, (p.470/471), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-
Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 30, 1894-1896, (p.532), N-YHS. 
1068 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 
2465, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 2336, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 43, 1907, 
(p.274-5), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, (p.256), N-YHS;  
1069 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1900, p.14, N-YHS. 
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their foster family, and were even allowed to do sharecropping on the land of the foster family.1070 

However, few children did return to their families on the east coast once they had reached 

adulthood.1071  This was also the case when the child was relatively old when placed.1072  Only in 

very exceptional cases did the children not make good in the west.1073  

 

Ethnic homogeneity   

Both child emigration schemes had a particular race profile, which aimed to ensure ethnic 

homogeneity. However, they were concerned with ethnic homogeneity for different reasons. This 

race profile was certainly strongly shaped by the supporters and donors of the CAS and the CES 

who came from mainly high-profile, conservative, predominantly male, exclusively white circles 

(see chapter 2).  

In Britain, embedded in the international eugenics movement, which was at its heyday at the 

beginning of the twentieth century,1074 eugenic considerations and (social) imperialism became 

closely linked. In this vein, ethnic homogeneity – sending child emigrants of “good British stock” 

– would ensure the consolidation of the Empire since they would form a living link between the 

Dominions and the mother country.1075  

The CAS targeted American-born and “old immigrant” children for their child emigration 

programme for rather pragmatic reasons so as to safeguard the ethnic homogeneity of the 

receiving white Protestant American communities. To be sure, also in the United States, eugenic 

ideas were predominant at the time,1076 but did not affect the CAS, which was relatively 

unimpressed by these wider trends, as in the city also children of colour, immigrant children and 

disabled children were cared for (see chapter 3). 

                                                           
1070 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 460, 1914-1915, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 4237, N-
YHS. CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 7572, N-YHS.CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 8091, N-YHS;CAS, Sub-
Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 42, 1906-7, p.76-77, N-YHS. 
1071 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS. 
1072 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 47, 1909-10, (p.222), N-YHS. 
1073 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 8091, N-YHS. 
1074 Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics, n.d.; G. R. Searle, Eugenics and Politics in Britain, 1900-1914, Science in 
History; 3 (Leyden: Noordhoff International Pub, 1976). 
1075 Wagner, Children of the Empire, 15. 
1076 See for example Nancy Ordover, American Eugenics: Race, Queer Anatomy, and the Science of Nationalism 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003). 
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Children targeted for placing out by the CAS 

The CAS, with its placing out programme, focused on a specific group of children, namely those 

who were white, Protestant, healthy and American-born or “old immigrants” (Germans, Irish and 

English)” (please see Table 12). 

 

Nationality 1860 1870 1880 1890 

Americans 62.0% 44.0% 50.0% 51.0% 

Germans 8.4% 7.1% 21.0% 17.0% 

English 4.0% 4.7% 3.6% 6.3% 

Irish 18.0% 19.0% 19.0% 8.5% 

Yearly Totals 92.4% 74.8% 93.6% 82.8% 

Table 12: Nationality of the children placed1077 

The case files for later years (1900 to 1929) confirm this pattern. This reflected in part Brace’s 

opinion that the native-born Americans and Western Europeans were superior.1078  

The American-born, German, English and Irish children were believed to be more acceptable to 

receiving communities and families. Moreover, the “old immigrants” were believed to be easily 

assimilated and capable of adjusting to American conditions.1079 At the same time, the case files 

show that foster families were normally American Protestant. 

The annual reports feature success stories of former orphan train riders who succeeded in their 

new communities. Among these were also instances of other nationalities (although these were 

always a small minority), for example a “restless, boisterous German-American”, who had not 

succeeded in the city, but who had “made a success at farming for himself in his first season in 

                                                           
1077 Langsam, Children West, 28. 
1078 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 70. 
1079 Holt, 70. 
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Texas.”1080 The reader also learns about a “most unpromising boy” of Italian and Irish descent, 

with no education and no ambition, who in Texas had changed into a “good, steady young 

farmer.”1081  

However, in order to adapt and assimilate children of immigrant descent, “patient effort” 1082 was 

needed, through a general improvement of the environment and through special education and 

training. 

 

“All children were American born. Two were of Swedish descent one was English, and the rest 

Germans. They were bright, clean children. They had been rescued from poverty and sent out of 

the city to the West to become respectable good citizens. All they needed was education and 

training.”1083 

By implication, immigrant children who needed more than “education and training” were 

disqualified for the placing out programme.1084 Those were the “new” immigrants, non-

Protestant, non-white and physically disabled children. 

The CAS was very critical of the qualities of immigrant parents, but prided itself on successfully 

“saving” American born children from following their immigrant parents’ “footsteps”. However, 

the Society admitted that these children were more difficult cases, and that it needed more 

patience until success could be brought about. “Consider the instance of little Mary who was ten 

years old when given to us by the Protestant Half-Orphan Asylum to be placed in a family on trial 

for adoption. Her father was Norwegian, a drinking man and her mother who was Irish had 

become a bad character so that the father felt compelled to surrender the child to our care to 

protect her from a bad example. Mary was a nice looking child and although somewhat noisy, we 

hoped that under gentle environment she would quiet down and be a good girl. Never were we 

more imposed on! In five years she has had seventeen homes, was brought back four times to our 

temporary home for training and discipline […]. 

                                                           
1080 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 58th Annual Report, 1910, p.117, N-YHS. 
1081 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 59th Annual Report, 1911, p.102, N-YHS. 
1082 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 53rd Annual Report, 1905, p.16, N-YHS. 
1083 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1900, p.89, N-YHS. 
1084 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 209. 
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“Again we placed her in a family hoping that sooner or later we should find a foster mother with 

the temperament needed to interest and save the child. We have tried her in families in the east 

and in the west only to have to move her again and again as ‘unreliable and untruthful’. Finally, 

our long search seems to have ended. In August last year she was placed with Mrs B in a little 

town in western New York and our visiting agent lately reports, “Mary is doing well”, the first good 

report received in all these years! We are confident now that she is saved from following her 

mother’s steps.”1085 

Also the receiving communities (mostly Protestant) might have been more receptive of “their 

own kind.”1086 As Linda Gordon has exemplified, a case of racial “transgression” led to an outcry 

when white Catholic children, placed with Mexican non-white foster parents, were kidnapped 

back by the outraged white Anglo inhabitants of the village where the children were placed.1087 

Children of “new immigrants”, i.e. Italian children, who were Catholic and German or Russian 

Jewish children included in the placing out system were less than 1%. Chinese, American Indian, 

Spanish, Turkish and Slavic children were hardly ever placed out.1088  

A possible reason why new immigrant children stayed in the city can be found in both the original 

communities the children came from and in the receiving communities. For example, children of 

Italian or Jewish parentage might have been more protected by family or community ties and less 

likely to be destitute or homeless. 1089 

 

 

Religion  

The case files, but also the annual reports,1090 show that the children placed out were normally 

Protestant and were placed in Protestant homes. This reflected in large part a legal requirement: 

in accordance with the law of the State of New York, Protestant children had to be put in 

                                                           
1085 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 53rd Annual Report, 1905, p.16, N-YHS. 
1086 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 70–72. 
1087 Linda Gordon, The Great Arizona Orphan Abduction (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1999), 
http://ezproxy.eui.eu/login?url=http://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.00072. 
1088 Langsam, Children West, 25–29. 
1089 Langsam, 15. 
1090 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48st Annual Report, 1900, p.89, N-YHS. 
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Protestant foster homes.1091 When Charles Loring Brace II became secretary of the CAS he 

introduced a regulation, according to which the Society would no longer place any children under 

twelve who were not Protestants.1092  

 

Children of colour 

Children of colour were not normally included. Overall, in the annual reports, only one 

exceptional case of a coloured child is mentioned in 1869.1093 

This was due to several facts. First of all, New York’s African community had many self-help and 

charitable organisations of its own, notably the Colored Orphan Asylum, which placed out its own 

children.1094 It has also been pointed out that realities at the time suggested that the placement 

of African Americans would have been difficult in rural mid-western communities. Child 

placement was a “tricky business” subject to local expectations and prejudices.1095  

Moreover, the CAS did not have an extensive enough network of connections among African 

American farmers. Finally, it was felt that African American children placed with white farmers 

would be less likely to establish a family-like relationship and would rather be considered as 

slaves. Most of these children placed out by the CAS, were placed out in the early twentieth 

century, mainly with African American farmers.1096  

 

“Crippled” children 

Children with physical or mental disabilities were rigorously excluded from the placing out 

programme. Financial motives might have been a major driver behind the exclusion of disabled 

children, as these children were limited in their capacity to carry out farm work. These children 

were seen as “hopeless” and even less amendable than, for example, those of immigrant 

parentage. Importantly, the CAS claimed that: “No case is given up unless hopeless because of 

                                                           
1091 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48st Annual Report, 1900, p.89, N-YHS. 
1092 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 299. 
1093 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 16th Annual Report, 1869, p.61-63, N-YHS. 
1094 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 211. 
1095 LeRoy Ashby, Endangered Children: Dependency, Neglect, and Abuse in American History, Twayne’s History of 
American Childhood Series (New York: Twayne Pub, 1997), 54. 
1096 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 15. 
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mental or physical disability.” In contrast, it should be noted there was a certain hope for children 

of immigrant parentage, such as in the case of little Mary cited above, where the CAS, after a long 

line of moves between foster families, finally asserted that: “We are confident now that she is 

saved.” 1097    

The requirement that orphan train riders should be in good health was taken even further in 1915 

when a more careful selection process of the children was introduced. All children were examined 

by a physician, both physically and mentally. Physical conditions were treated before placing the 

child in a family, but in terms of mental health conditions, the child was kept under observation 

until it could be decided that the child “may be safely placed in a family home or must be 

committed to an asylum as unfitted for family life.” All medical examinations were recorded.1098  

Given Brace’s aversion to the care of dependent children in an asylum, his suggestion that a child 

actually be put there is extraordinary. 

Before the introduction of examinations, if, having been placed out, it became known that the 

child was either physically or mentally disabled, he or she would normally be returned to New 

York (see Part II, Chapter 2, Section 2.2.2.).  

 

Eugenic considerations by the CES 

In the UK, ethnic homogeneity was sought for eugenic (physical) reasons, which meant that the 

children had to be of “good British stock” which also implied a nativist component, since the 

children had to be British. Especially in the British case, race and, above all, eugenic 

considerations, were of major importance. 

The British case rested on the premise (which had emerged in late Victorian Britain) that the 

British people were a superior, imperial race, who were supposed to spread the benefits of their 

civilization around the globe.1099 

It has been argued by Ellen Boucher that the “strength of the policy of child migration, was its 

ability to condense the abstract qualities of the new global British race into a tangible form”. In 

                                                           
1097 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 53rd Annual Report, 1905, p.15, N-YHS. 
1098 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1916, p.11, N-YHS. 
1099 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 7. 
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this way “the ideals of Britishness found institutional expression in the training and educational 

programmes provided to child migrants.”1100 

Therefore, British child emigration turned from a purely philanthropic endeavour into an 

increasingly imperial undertaking, with stronger racial undertones.1101 

 

To a lesser extent, the CES was also concerned with eugenic considerations. The CES assured this 

by transferring “stout British stock” to the Empire, at an early age, and by insisting that they were 

absolutely sound in mind and body.1102The selection process has been described as eugenic as 

only children who were in good health were taken. In the words of a former child migrant: “it was 

better if you had mumps and measles and didn’t have flat feet or anaemia.”1103 The children were 

seen to be the “raw material” of which efficient Australian citizens should be made.1104 As the 

Picture 21 below demonstrates the children were seen as “wonderful material.”1105 The 

Dominions would only profit from emigration if the “human element” that is “transfused into the 

social fabric of the Dominions” was sound and strength-giving. They would be able to populate 

the Empire “worthily”1106 and to become “wonderfully valuable assets to the nation.”1107. A 

promotional leaflet of 1935 visualises this notion by entitling a photo of a group of boys, a “group 

of national assets” (please see Picture 10).1108 It was stressed that the children should be of British 

stock in order to ensure “national congeniality.”1109 Moreover, this way they would “consolidate 

the commercial and racial bonds of the British people” and “safeguard the heritage of our 

race.”1110 Empire migration was seen as a way for the children to “fulfil themselves in the service 

                                                           
1100 Boucher, 13. 
1101 Harper and Constantine, “Children of the Poor,” 267. 
1102 Sir Arthur Lawley, Child Emigration Society, “‘From Slums to Sunshine’, 16th Annual Report,” 4. 
1103 Kershaw and Sacks, New Lives for Old, 10. 
1104 CES, Arthur Lawley, "From Slums to Sunshine", 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, 1922/1923, D296/D1/2/8, p.4, 
ULSCA. 
1105 CES, 15th Annual Report, 1923-1924 1927/28, p. 13, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1106 CES, 18th Annual Report, 1926-1927, p.18/19, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1107 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.25, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1108 CES, “Fairbridge Farm School, Molong N.S.W. Australia”, Promotional Leaflet, ca.1935, D296/F1/18, UCSLA. 
1109 CES, 20th Annual Report, 1928-1929, p.5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1110 K. Fairbridge, "Child Emigration - Good Work by Rhodes Scholars", The Standard of the Empire, Newscuttings, 
10th December 1909, D296/F2/1, ULSCA; K. Fairbridge, "Infant Immigrants", The Daily Mail, Newscuttings, 5th 
December 1912, D296/F2/1, ULSCA. 
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of their race.”1111 The Picture 19 below shows, in a symbolic way, the Britishness of the young boys 

who, far away from Britain, stick to the British custom of “tea time.”  

 

 

 

Picture 19:  “Older boys take their afternoon tea break. No great stretch of imagination is needed 

to realise the immense value to Australia, of virile young men of sound British stock, trained to 

love and understand the land and trained moreover in the skills, which the successful development 

of rural industries demands.”1112  

                                                           
1111 K. Fairbridge, "Infant Immigrants at Home - Life at the Farm School", The Daily Mail, Newscuttings, 17th June 
1914, D296/F2/1, ULSCA. 
1112 CES, Fairbridge Farm School, Molong N.S.W. Australia”, Promotional Leaflet, ca.1935, D296/F1/18, UCSLA. 
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Cultural homogeneity: the significance of cultural knowledge  

Both the CAS and the CES desired that the children should transfer their American or British 

cultural knowledge, which was perceived to be superior to that of immigrant children, to the US 

and non-British children. In this way, next to ethnic homogeneity, also cultural homogenity could 

be ensured. The CES and the CAS, however, had different views on why the native cultural capital 

was desirable during the emigration process.  

In the British case, this traditional and experience-based knowledge was seen as a resource in 

times of wide-reaching social change.1113 British children were seen as bearers and messengers of 

British culture who would convey and reproduce1114 cultural knowledge of “Britishness” to the 

Empire so as to keep the Empire British. In the American case, the habitus and cultural capital of 

American-born and “old immigrant” children was seen as facilitating assimilation and adaptation 

into their new communities. 

 

Britain 

In Britain, due to the First World War, nationalism in the Dominions was perceived as rising, with 

the bonds connecting the settler territories to the motherland becoming more fragile than they 

had been before. This led to a new policy initiative of “imperial preference” on the part of the 

British government, which among other things aimed to anchor the British world in its collective 

cultural heritage.1115 In consequence, in 1922, the Empire Settlement Act was introduced, which 

authorised an expenditure of 3 million pounds a year1116 to any governmental or private scheme, 

such as the CES, that increased the number of British settlers in the rural Empire. 

The British child migrants would introduce their traditional knowledge into the new society, as 

according to Leo Amery, the British Secretary of State for the colonies, they would “bring with 

them, too, the memory and attachment of the Old Country.”1117 Policy makers stressed the 

                                                           
1113 Cf. Lässig, Simone, “The History of Knowledge and the Expansion of the Historical Research Agenda,” 46. 
1114 Lässig, Simone, 30. 
1115 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 55–59. 
1116S.Constantin, 'Introduction: Empire migration and imperial harmony', in: S.Constandin, ed., Emigrants and 
Empire- British Settlement in the Dominions between the Wars (Manchester,1990), 3-4. 
1117Child Emigration Society, 23rd Annual Report, p.7, D296/D1/1/1, University of Liverpool Special Collections and 
Archives. 
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transfer of Britishness as an important component of this resettlement scheme, as by introducing 

their “Britishness” into the new society, the ties between the mother country and the white 

Commonwealth would be reinforced and1118 “the strength and harmony of the British 

Commonwealth of Nations”1119 would be maintained. British migrants were favoured over other 

nationalities, in order to make sure that “our customs, our character, and our institutions are to 

continue to pervade the Empire”1120 and that commercial bonds would be safe.1121 

Moreover, the Britishness of the children would guarantee that socially and ethnically 

homogenous settler communities would emerge.1122  

 

 

America 

As the table below demonstrates, most children came from families who were native-born 

Americans, or “old immigrants” (Germans, Irish and English).  

Nationality 1860 1870 1880 1890 

Americans 62.0% 44.0% 50.0% 51.0% 

Germans 8.4% 7.1% 21.0% 17.0% 

English 4.0% 4.7% 3.6% 6.3% 

Irish 18.0% 19.0% 19.0% 8.5% 

Yearly Totals 92.4% 74.8% 93.6% 82.8% 

Table 13: Nationality of the children placed1123 

 

                                                           
1118Schwarz, The White Man’s World, 58. 
1119HC Deb , vol.319, cc.595 (25 Jan 1937). 
1120HC Deb, vol.342, cc.2951 (21 Dec 1938); HC Deb, vol.62, cc.422 ( 27 March 1928). 
1121K. Fairbridge, "Child Emigration - Good Work by Rhodes Scholars", The Standard of the Empire, Newscuttings, 
10th December 1909, D296/F2/1, ULSCA; K. Fairbridge, "Infant Immigrants", The Daily Mail, Newscuttings, 5th 
December 1912, D296/F2/1, ULSCA. 
1122Osterhammel, Colonialism, 17. 
1123 Langsam, Children West, 28. 



223 
 

The Germans, English and Irish were believed to be easily assimilated and capable of adjusting to 

American conditions. Children from these nationalities, as well as American children, were more 

acceptable to receiving communities and families,1124 who might have been more receptive to 

“their own kind.”1125 

 

Conclusion 

Through the early years of the twentieth century the character of the child emigration movement 

changed.1126  

What gave impetus to this change was a greatly increased interest in children, their care, 

upbringing and education, the intervention of the Welfare State and the progressives, but also 

child welfare legislation (see chapter 5), and the science of children’s deficiencies (see part II – 

Public Health).1127 This change was quite strongly pronounced in the British case, as child 

emigration  became linked to the imperial agenda. Change was less strongly pronounced in the 

American case, and it can be said that the most significant changes occurred when the placing 

out programme was cut back drastically in 1924 and discontinued in 1929. 

This chapter is rich with implications for understanding the various uses made of the figure of the 

child in twentieth century social and humanitarian politics – most notably in their transition from 

“children of the state” to “children of the nation.” 1128  

In this vein, the “children of the nation” have been described according to Boucher as “as 

youthful, flawless and still in the process of growing offered politicians and reformers a universally 

recognisable and politically neutral emblem onto which they could project their national vision 

into the future.” 1129 

The youthful, flawless child offered a chance to strengthen the American nation and the British 

Empire. At a time when ethnic affiliations remained contested or ambiguous, the act of setting 

explicit standards about how children should be raised, what values they should exhibit and what 

                                                           
1124 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 70. 
1125 Holt, 70–72. 
1126 Parr, Labouring Children, 142. 
1127 Dekker, The Will to Change the Child, 129. 
1128 Hendrick, Children, Childhood, and English Society, 1880-1990, 36. 
1129 Boucher, ‘Empire’s Children, 13. 
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identities they should convey, provided a powerful means to demarcate the boundaries of the 

nation.1130 In the case of the child emigration schemes, policy makers across both countries had 

related ideas. Both of these schemes had a strong civilizing mission which would prepare the 

children to become good citizens which in turn would strengthen the American nation or the 

Empire. In this way, the nation would become more American or British. Children were especially 

valuable to the civilizing mission, as they were still malleable.  

 

                                                           
1130 Boucher, ‘Empire’s Children, 13. 
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General Introduction to Part II 

In 1901, Robert M. Brace, Superintendent of Emigration of the Children’s Aid Society in New 

York, was driving around rural Minnesota to visit children from New York City he had placed 

there in farmer’s families a year before. While drinking in “the beauty of the scene” and 

breathing “the exhilarating air” of the countryside, he reminisced about all the good that had 

been achieved through placing the children, since, as he noted contentedly, during the 

“formative period”, the children should grow up where “temptations are fewest” and where 

“daily life is best adapted to build up sound minds in sound bodies.” And where, after all, 

Robert M. Brace wondered, could this be better achieved than “in a Christian family on a 

western farm?”1133  

 

In 1903 a study carried out in rural Ridgemount Bedfordshire found that 38.5% of workers’ 

families lived in poverty, which was due to old age or illness, low wages, irregular work, death 

or desertion or because of a large family. Four-fifths of children under the age of 16 were in 

poverty in the village.1134  

Similarly , a study carried out by Bowley on wages and income in the United Kingdom between 

1906 and 1935 shows that the payment in agriculture was consistently lower in agriculture 

than in other sectors (please see Table 14). 

In the United States, the “golden age of agriculture” (see explanation below) led to 

improvements in many ways. Farmers purchased machinery, land, fertilizer, and livestock and 

built better barns. Importantly, as will be demonstrated later, they were also able to raise their 

living standards. However, in spite of these improvements, urban material standards 

remained much higher.1135 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1133 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1901, p.31, N-YHS. 
1134 Gazeley, Poverty in Britain, 1900 - 1965, 49. 
1135 David B. Danbom, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America, 2nd ed, Revisiting Rural America 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 161–62. 
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Table 14 : Average earnings by industry, 1906-35 (in shillings per week) 1136 

 

But in spite of these findings, both Fairbridge and Brace persistented in declaring that 

countryside living was superior for children to growing up in the city.1137 

The second part of my thesis will argue that this insistence was due to their respective 

ideologies of ruralism. 

This thesis is divided into two parts, one on the city and one on the countryside, to reflect the 

dichotomy between those two geographical areas. The first part has looked at the child 

emigration movement and the transnational movements it impacted on. The second part of 

this thesis will look at the ruralist ideologies driving these two child emigration movements. 

Once again, there is no direct link between those two rural ideologies. This chapter will examine 

how the two respective ideologies of ruralism were developed in close dialogue with the outside 

world, which was, in many aspects, conducted in similar ways.  

As part of this dialogue, transnational ideas were transmitted between the two countries1138 

where they were received and appropriated according to each country’s specific agenda.1139 

To be sure, ruralism is a complement to industrialisation and urbanisation. As these two 

concepts were discussed in Chapter 1 they will not be taken up again here. 

This part of the thesis will start by examining the common roots of Brace’s and Fairbridge’s 

ruralism. It will then continue by examining components of the CES’s and CAS’s rural ideology 

respectively.   

                                                           
1136 Gazeley, 69. 
1137 see essay on “Heathen” by Fairbridge 
1138 Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914, 43. 
1139 Bayly, 290. 
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Finally, I will discuss a shared defining feature of both the CAS’s and CES’s rural ideology, which 

is the agricultural knowledge that the children would gain in the countryside. I will argue that, 

next to the transnational movements, which provide an interconnection between these two 

rural ideologies, significantly, the two ideologies were interconnected by a number of 

common transnational ideas.  

Firstly, both rural ideologies had their shared origin in the transnational idea of the “agrarian 

myth.” This myth travelled from Britain to America  and in both countries found its practical 

application in child welfare policy in general by encouraging farms as part of institutions, 

locating institutions in rural settings and relying on farmers to provide homes for dependent 

children.1140 However, the way in which the countryside would “work its magic” and redeem 

the children was conceived differently across the UK and the US. 

The CES’s rural ideology relied very strongly on ideas of child pathology and imperialism. Ideas 

of child pathology found their application in the CAS’s branches in the city. The CAS’s rural 

ideology drew on a composite of different idealised and romanticised notions of the 

countryside and of the farm. 

In both countries, in the space of the countryside the children would acquire several forms of 

knowledge. The idea that the knowledge associated with agriculture was superior to street 

wits1141  was a defining point of the rural ideologies of both societies. 

 Next to agricultural knowledge, “citizenship knowledge” would be acquired through everyday 

experience and in the American case through practical example set by the foster family.1142 

The children also gained knowledge in school, which was in the classical sense academic 

knowledge taken from (school) books. “Citizenship knowledge” stood in direct opposition to 

street wits, since the former would ensure the stability of the state as the children would turn 

into good citizens, while the latter would endanger it. 

The time frame will be set in the early twentieth century. The time between 1900-1920 was a 

time of rare prosperity for American farmers, as the first two decades of the twentieth century 

are often referred to as the golden age of agriculture. During this twenty-year period, gross 

farm income more than doubled and the value of the average farm – which remained smaller 

                                                           
1140 Megan Birk, Fostering on the Farm: Child Placement in the Rural Midwest (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 2015), 1-11. 
1141 CES, 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, p.4, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1142 Lässig, Simone, “The History of Knowledge and the Expansion of the Historical Research Agenda,” 37; 
Burke, What Is the History of Knowledge?, 43. 
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than 150 acres throughout the period – more than tripled. The contrast between the golden 

age and the periods preceding and succeeding it, when economic hardship affected many 

farmers, was very pronounced. In consequence, during the golden age the farmers’ standard 

of living increased significantly.1143 

The present chapter is based on case files and record books in which the CAS’s placing out 

agents documented their yearly visits to the children.  It therefore represents to a large degree 

the views of the placing out agents (please see Fehler for a detailed discussion). It is also based 

on the annual reports of the CAS.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1143 Danbom, Born in the Country, 161. 
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Chapter 6: Common origin: the rural myth 

The agrarian myth came to America chiefly through the British experience, and from English 

and classical writers. It was clearly formulated and almost universally accepted in America 

during the last half of the eighteenth century. 

In origin, the rural myth was mainly a literary idea, a hobby of the upper classes, of those who 

enjoyed a classical education, read pastoral poetry, experimented with breeding stock, and 

owned plantations or country estates. As it took shape both in Europe and America, its 

proponents drew heavily upon the authority and the rhetoric of classical writers – Hesiod, 

Xenophon, Cato, Cicero, Virgil, Horace, and others – whose works were the staples of a good 

education. In France, the Physiocrats preached that agriculture was the only true source of 

wealth. In England, the rural entrepreneurs, already interested in breeding and agricultural 

improvement, found the praise of husbandry congenial.1144 

This section will examine the origins of the agrarian myth which can be found across both child 

emigration movements. I argue that the ideas which were transmitted transnationally through 

the writing of these authors provided a shared origin for both the CES’s and the CAS’s rural 

ideologies and thus also an interconnection between the two ideologies. 

Due to this common origin there are many common features and convergences in the CES’s 

and the CAS’s rural ideologies. These concern a belief in the superiority of countryside life and 

especially farm life. The countryside was seen as a space of abundance by both Brace and 

Fairbridge. 

In the British case, from the beginning onwards, Fairbridge linked farming and countryside life 

to Empire building.  

 

6.1 The farm and farmers   

The CAS’s focus on the farm as a provider of care for children reflected larger 

conceptualisations of the American agrarian myth that glorified agriculturalists.1145 Ideas of 

ruralism were widely accepted in American thought and became part of its nationalist 

ideology.1146  

                                                           
1144 Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R. (New York: Vintage Books, 1955), 25, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=nlabk&AN=732946. 
1145 Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 19. 
1146 Hofstadter, Richard, “The Myth Of The Happy Yeoman,” American Heritage 7, no. 3 (1956). 
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According to the agrarian myth, agriculture and rural life had a positive impact on both society 

and the individual.1147 The agrarian myth centred on the yeoman farmer himself to whom 

superior qualities were attributed. The ideal farmer owned a small farm, which he worked 

with the help of his family. He was seen as the ideal man, as he was the embodiment of the 

simple, honest, independent, healthy and happy human being. Because he lived in harmony 

with nature, his life was perceived to be wholesome and to have achieved integrity, something 

which was impossible for the depraved populations of the cities, who would surely succumb 

to vice and poverty (please see Picture 20 of part II). Special moral and religious virtues were 

ascribed to the yeoman farmer, as God had made the land and called man to cultivate it.  

All of this turned him into the ideal citizen. Due to the special virtues of the farmer, and the 

superior value of rural life, as well as the conviction that agriculture was of great importance 

to society, he had a special right to the concern and protection of government.1148 

Two strands of agrarianism thus emerged, namely “rational” and “romantic” agrarianism. 

Rational agrarians stress the contributions farmers, as ideal citizens, make to society.1149 This 

notion was strongly embraced by Thomas Jefferson,1150 who saw agricultural life as the basis 

for democratic citizenship, as men who worked on their own land would gain “human virtues 

and traits most congenial to popular self-government.” 1151 He then concluded that 

“cultivators of the earth are the most valuable citizens. They are the most vigorous and they 

are tied to their country and wedded to its liberty and interests by the most lasting bonds.”1152   

The second strand emphasises the moral, emotional and spiritual benefits that rural life 

conveys to the individual.1153 

After the Civil War, when urban growth, industrialisation and immigration all increased, the 

perpetuation of rural America as the foundation of democratic principles grew in popularity. 

Particularly during the late nineteenth century as more people moved away from land 

ownership, the agricultural lifestyle and, more specifically, farm families represented the ideal 

for many Americans.1154 

                                                           
1147 Danbom, David, “Romantic Agrarianism in Twentieth-Century America,” Agricultural History 65, no. 4 
(1991): 1. 
1148 Hofstadter, Richard, “The Myth Of The Happy Yeoman.” 
1149 Danbom, David, “Romantic Agrarianism in Twentieth-Century America,” 1. 
1150 Anne Effland, “Agrarianism and Child Labor Policy for Agriculture,” Agricultural History, no. Vol 7, Nr.3 
(2005): 285. 
1151 Effland, “Agrarianism and Child Labor Policy for Agriculture,” 285. 
1152 Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 19. 
1153 Danbom, David, “Romantic Agrarianism in Twentieth-Century America,” 1. 
1154 Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 19. 
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The agrarian myth had a strong impact on child welfare policy, by involving dependent 

children in one way or another in farm life and farm work. Both types of agrarianism were 

used to support the placement of children on farms. Being of good moral nature, farm people 

could provide moral teaching to children.  

Furthermore, reformers seeking to transform dependent children into productive citizens 

espoused Jefferson’s ideas of combining farming and self-sufficiency.1155 

As the following chapter will show, Charles Loring Brace perpetuated this idolatry and 

glorification of the farm and the farmer’s family. Moreover, he was among the first in the 

United States to put these ideas into practice. 1156  

We find notions of both romantic agrarianism and rational agrarianism in Brace’s writings. 

Brace had a “romantic” notion of the farmers who were perceived to be “our most solid and 

intelligent class” and who were characterized as having a “peculiar warm heartedness” and 

which gave them a “special adaptation” for their work as child care providers and which 

accounted for their success in taking care of children.1157 Moreover, due to “the nature of their 

circumstances”, any child placed on a farm would become a “member of a little Christian 

family.”1158 Brace idealized the farmer’s home as “comfortable and kind,” “bountiful” and, of 

course, “Christian” and as “a good home in the West,” which would exert “wonderful 

influences” on the child. Beyond that, in the West “boundless advantages and opportunities 

of the Western farmer's life” would await the children placed.1159  

On the farm, the children would be “trained up” and “educated.”1160 Furthermore, in a 

farmer’s family, the placed children would learn what is “proper and right”1161 and thus 

become “honest producers on the Western soil” and with that, useful citizens, instead of 

“burdens or pests […] or living idlers on the alms of the public.” 1162  

It was therefore believed that even the “plainest”1163 “farmer’s home” [italics reproduced 

from the original] was the “best of all Asylums for the outcast child.” 

                                                           
1155 Birk, 20. 
1156 Birk, 24. 
1157 Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York, 239. 
1158 Brace, 224. 
1159 Brace, 233. 
1160 Brace, 225. 
1161 Brace, 224. 
1162 Brace, 242. 
1163 Brace, 237. 
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Due to “this fortunate state of things” it was manifest that an emigration plan for the 

“unfortunate children of New York” should be inaugurated.1164  

As the following chapter will demonstrate, Brace’s views continued to accord with and to 

shape the CAS’s rural ideology during the early years of the twentieth century. 

Likewise, also in Fairbridge’s poems and writings we find an exaltation of rural life. His 

visions of a future Rhodesia are always linked to farming. His plans of sending the children to 

the (Rhodesian) countryside constantly revolve around sending them to a farm there (see 

also Chapter 1 “Imperial Vision”). 

From a very young age, Fairbridge describes his “Vision Splendid” as a scheme for bringing 

farmers out to Rhodesia.1165 He “had always imagined the first Farm School” in the countryside 

of the “Rhodesian high-veld - the country which I knew and loved.”1166 

This connection between his vision and the countryside can be based on two underlying 

reasons. Firstly, just like Brace, Fairbrige had a very romantic view of the farm and of farm 

work. From his autobiography, we learn how he recalls that as a boy he was sent for a visit to 

a farm which was  "a wonderful place - wild and rocky and surrounded by great hills." During 

this visit he would work on the farm, which he saw in a positive light, and not as hard work.“I 

used to help him count his sheep as they were turned out of the kraals at sunrise;  and in the 

lambing season he and I used to wander among the bents and boulders of the wind-swept hills 

to find and carry back the little lambs.“1167 

He had a very romantic notion of the farms. “I would look into the deep valleys, […] and wish 

that I could see a farm. I imagined smoke coming out of the chimney, and the grass all cropped 

down by cattle.”1168 

Furthermore, concomitantly, Fairbridge’s pragmatic nature as a colonialist is revealed.1169 

Rhodesia would offer “wood and grass and plough-land” and was thus “a grand country for 

farming”, which would provide “a home for white men.”1170  

 

 

                                                           
1164 Brace, 224. 
1165 Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:140. 
1166 Fairbridge, Part I:171. 
1167 Fairbridge, Part I:3. 
1168 Fairbridge, Part I:30. 
1169 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 63. 
1170 Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:73. 
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6.2. Pioneering and constructing the Empire 

In this vastness, Fairbridge experienced from an early age how the Empire was developed and 

colonialized, which led to his developing a vision to join this endeavour from an early point in 

his life and later to put it into practice. This is in contrast to Brace, who did not seek to populate 

or develop the American countryside.  

Fairbridge admires the pioneering efforts of the early days in his poems. The hard work of the 

first immigrants is described and how they “wrought in death and hunger […] this road we 

built for you”1171 and “sought new lands for their people.”1172 These early pioneers, being “the 

toilers of England,” were “ploughing and reaping” the soil,1173 and “rip[ping] the unmoisten’d 

earth.”1174 

Moreover, he glorifies the pioneers as “greater men”1175 and praises their “gallant venture”.  

The pioneer is characterized and exalted as “dauntless, and frugal, and cunning; tireless, 

blooded, and proud,”1176 who finally, by subduing nature, becomes the “master of the 

earth.”1177 

The Empire is literally portrayed as a “construction site,” where the “dust blows […]  from the 

rising embankments and the rocks rent asunder in the cuttings.” 1178 

“The staves of Empire” are hooped “with double hoops of steel” by the mason.1179 By means 

of onomatopoeia, we can literally hear the soundscape of Empire building “where the shouting 

of men, the ring of hammers on stone, and the thud of picks in the baked earth were always in 

my ears.“1180  The reader seems to hear the axes swinging, and the “ringing blasts” when they 

break through.1181 

 

                                                           
1171 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Veld Verse and Other Lines, 3. 
1172 Fairbridge, Kingsley, 19. 
1173 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Kingsley Fairbridge -His Life and Verse, Part II-Veld Verse:66. 
1174 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Veld Verse and Other Lines, 61. 
1175 Fairbridge, Kingsley, 3. 
1176 Fairbridge, Kingsley, 19. 
1177 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Kingsley Fairbridge -His Life and Verse, Part II-Veld Verse:66. 
1178 Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:45. 
1179 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Kingsley Fairbridge -His Life and Verse, Part II-Veld Verse:17. 
1180 Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:45. 
1181 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Veld Verse and Other Lines, 3. 
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6.3. Abundance 

Both assign meaning to the space of the countryside, which they declare is a place of 

abundance. This, as the next chapter will show, is closely related to their understanding of 

poverty, but also to the construction of the space where they send the children. 

In Brace’s view, the countryside was a place of plenty which had divine qualities, a view shared 

by many of his contemporaries.1182 In the countryside, there is plenty of fresh fruit: “some 

more peaches in that basket yet, Charley.” 1183 

Moreover, there is “the countless Smile of the waves”? You know that innumerable sparkling, 

like smiling, - only it seems all one smile.” 1184 

This abundance is linked to the Divine as, “The very abundance of life, the skies, and the 

beauties seem to carry one’s mind away to the Infinite, and to the being who is the source, or 

I might say the substance, of this beauty and life.”  

Brace believes strongly in “some of God’s qualities, in the lines and colors of nature.” He sees 

God in nature as when “we look out on the peaceful sea and the solemn stretch of its waves, 

way on to the misty horizon, and perhaps nothing could so remind us of Him.”1185 

 

Likewise, Fairbridge constructs the world where he spent his childhood and youth – the 

countryside of Rhodesia – as an “infinite canopy of space, wind and sun,”1186 which needs to 

be developed and populated, as the next section will show. 

Fairbridge describes his home country to his wife: 

Out of the haze of immutable distance,  

[…] Of mile upon mile of a desert unpeopled –  

[…] From plains undiscover’d, from valleys untrodden – 

[…] From the Veld and its casual reckless adventure 

I come.” (To R.W.)1187 

 

                                                           
1182 Dekker, The Will to Change the Child, 44. 
1183 Brace, The Life of Charles Loring Brace, Chiefly Told in His Own Letters. Edited by His Daughter. With 
Portraits, 59. 
1184 Brace, 63. 
1185 Brace, 63–68. 
1186 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Kingsley Fairbridge -His Life and Verse, vol. Part II-Veld Verse (Bulawayo, Rhodesia, 
1974), 3. 
1187 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Veld Verse and Other Lines, 101. 
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The vastness of the country is thematised consistently. It is a place “where open skies, 

undraped with cloud, lie high above the land, And flat unmeasured miles sink down a haze of 

sun warmed sand.”1188 

The reader learns about “the emerald plains,”1189 “the red-backed veld” which “appears once 

more, a vast inverted shield,”1190 and the “boundless Space.”1191 The Rhodesian countryside is 

described as a “trackless void, and whirling to the deep of unguess’d distance where no God is 

seen.”1192 Aged 16 (1901), on a six-month trek with his father to the area of the Mazoe River 

in the north of Rhodesia, he writes about “the league long lengths of land and wither’s 

grass.”1193 

These quotes imply the abundance of space and Fairbridge’s view that it was under-populated 

and empty (for he makes no mention of the native population).  

Moreover, in Fairbridge’s mind there is an abundance of the forces of nature (sunshine and 

fresh air, good for the children’s health, would later become a strong argument of the CES). 

(Please see chapter on Public Health). 

The wind “sings unceasingly through umsasa trees”1194 and is “rich […] with flowers.”1195 There 

is “the ceaseless whisper of the wind that passes.”1196 

The sun is described as “golden“1197 and as “vast bars of gold spread fan-like to the sky.“1198 

He writes of a “warm glow of sunshine that gladdens the vastness” 1199 and “the golden 

distance of the dawn.”1200 

 

 

 

                                                           
1188 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Kingsley Fairbridge -His Life and Verse, Part II-Veld Verse:68. 
1189 Fairbridge, Kingsley, Part II-Veld Verse:68. 
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Chapter 7: The CES’s rural ideology 

The CES’s rural ideology relied on two main strands. First of all, both the ideologies of the 

CES and the CAS were strongly embedded in the transnational ideas of public health which 

became prevalent across both countries around the turn of the century. With the emergence 

of the science of child pathology and heightened concerns about reforming the health of the 

nation, the belief that children’s deficiencies could be cured in a scientific way, and thus 

strengthen the nation, also became infused into the child reform movement.1201 

In Great Britain, this belief fed into rural ideology. The CES integrated ideas about public health 

into its rural ideology. Physiological considerations, for example that the fresh air, sunshine 

and healthy food to be found in the Empire would be beneficial to the physiological 

development of children’s bodies, loomed large. 

The CAS did not integrate ideas of public health into its rural ideology but made use of these 

new scientific insights in its branches run in the city. As Chapter 2 has demonstrated, also the 

CAS introduced far-reaching public health measures such as open air schools, or schools for 

disabled children in the city. 

Secondly, in Britain, public health considerations were strongly linked to the Empire. After the 

Boer war there was considerable concern about the physical condition of young men who 

were being employed in the struggle for world supremacy, in the populating of the colonies 

and in the manning of the trenches that would have to be dug to defend the home country.1202 

Public health ideas therefore also played out with regard to the child emigration movement 

to the Empire. 

 

Historical background 

The end of the nineteenth century saw the development of the science of child pathology. 

which studied problem children and which was based on the assumption that neglected or 

delinquent children could be changed through scientific diagnostics and therapy.1203 The field 

of child pathology developed out of a combination of common-sense knowledge of children’s 

deficiencies, insights derived from the modern behavioural sciences of criminology and 

psychology, and concepts from the field of medical sciences, whose status was growing.1204  
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Around this time, this field aroused the interest of doctors, members of the legal profession, 

psychiatrists, psychologists and teachers.1205  In consequence, the new philanthropists 

frequently had a legal or medical background and in their capacity as members of parliament 

or ministers, used the main political arena to achieve their philanthropic objectives.1206  

The field of child study began to take an interest in the type of children who had been the 

target group for residential care in homes in the first place: i.e., neglected and delinquent 

children. The methods of re-educators now started to attain scientific justification.1207 Both 

the CES and the CAS made use of the new scientific insight that children with deficiencies could 

be diagnosed and normalised in a scientific way.1208 

 

In both countries, around the turn of the twentieth century, the notion and practice of child 

welfare became connected to the national interest in the broadest sense, which looked to 

children’s physical and mental development, to their education and to their instruction in 

matters of hygiene, personal responsibility and citizenship. 

While the child-saving movement in the nineteenth century had been a rather philanthropic 

undertaking driven by “saving the child” and child welfare motivations, this changed at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, when health, welfare and the rearing of children became 

linked to the destiny of the nation and the responsibilities of the state. In consequence, 

children were moved towards the centre of this political agenda so that, apart from 

considerations about the child’s welfare, the state now had motivations about public health, 

i.e., concerns about population levels and the level of “civilization” of the population, and a 

desire to build a healthy population that could compete with other nations.1209  

In Britain, the period between 1880 and 1914 witnessed a surge of interest in health and 

illness which expressed a political concern for the condition of the nation. Part of this 

Edwardian programme of national public health became the child’s body, to which a special 

role was ascribed, as the working class child came to be “known”  through the observation, 

inspection and treatment of its body by infant welfare personnel. Also the minds of children 

became the focus of attention. 
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Youngsters were removed from British slums because working-class neighbourhoods were 

considered unhealthy rather than evil environments.1210  

Likewise, in America, during the progressive era, reformers placed special emphasis on the 

children as future citizens of the state and new scientific inquiries into their physical and 

psychological growth and development were carried out. 1211   

In the United States, there was general agreement on the innocence of children and the ability 

to manipulate their environment to produce responsible adults. In an industrial America, it 

seemed obvious that children benefited from the open country environment. Their lungs were 

filled with fresh air, not the soot of factories. Their minds were cleared from the impressions 

of squalor and, by implication, sin and vice. And in the country there was wholesome work to 

build both body and character.1212  

There was a general agreement among rural and urban dwellers alike that cities were 

representative of a sinful, shameful and degrading life, whereas physical and moral health 

were the inherent qualities of rural America.1213  

This newly heightened awareness influenced child emigration across the whole emigration 

process from selecting the children to raising them after emigration.  

 

The selection process  

The new science of child deficiencies played out in both countries with regards to the selection 

process. 

In both the US and the UK, the rise of medical testing methods, both with regard to physical 

and mental health, made it possible to select children who were considered “fit” for 

emigration. By the early 1920s, both countries had introduced professional medical tests 

examining the physical health of the child, but also mental health test procedures.1214 This was 

due to a heightened concern about public health at the time. However, it should be added 

that in the UK, growing selectivity reflected a rise of racialized forms of nationalism across 

Greater Britain.1215 
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In the United States, from 1915, a more careful selection process of the children was 

established. All children were examined, both physically and mentally, by a physician. 1216  

In the UK, children emigrating to Australia received two screenings before they were cleared 

for entry. The first screening was a physical examination and an IQ test administered at the 

Dominion’s consulate, Australia House, in London. The second test took place upon arrival in 

Australia and was a follow-up medical inspection designed to catch any contagious diseases 

that had manifested on the journey over.1217  

 

 

Picture 21: “England and Scotland have supplied some wonderful material from among their 
orphan stock for the future development of Western Australia (five boys on the main gate 

entrance of Perth-Albany main road).“1218 

 

After emigration 

Britain 

Since new developments in the medical study of childhood presented resettlement as one of 

the best ways to repair the bodies and minds of children from disadvantaged backgrounds, 

child emigration can be said to have been influenced by public health considerations.1219 This 

                                                           
1216 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 65th Annual Report, 1917, p.14, N-YHS. 
1217 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 130–32. 
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was strongly linked to Empire Policy (See Part I, Chapter 5) as only healthy children would be 

good citizens and thus were seen as the bedrock of a strong nation.  

In Britain, the Child Emigration Society believed that migration would improve the 

physiological health of the children, and thus the public health of the nation.  As in the US, 

mental health considerations did not play a role. The space of the countryside was constructed 

as a place “of abundant space and sunshine.”1220 

By migrating to the Dominions, the children would move from a “depressing to a hopeful and 

healthy environment.”1221 Their health would improve due to the “open air life, the genial 

climate and the long season of grapes, apples, and other fruit”1222 and due to “air that can be 

breathed.”1223 The rural upbringing and training that the children would enjoy in the 

Dominions was seen as a way of “repairing early ills” and at the same time of “fostering in the 

child a wise and healthy way of life.”1224  

Picture 22 from the 26th Annual Report has the caption “Also from slums to sunshine” and 

shows farm school girls in Australia. It is important to note that the girls are wearing white 

dresses, which was not their normal attire and cannot be commonly found on other photos, 

but which demonstrates, once more, the “cleanliness” of Australia.1225 

This view was seconded by the British House of Commons, where the solution to Britain’s 

public health problem was seen in sending people to “the huge spaces and the healthy 

surroundings”1226 of the Empire, where bodily health would come “of abundant space and 

sunshine.”1227 

Public health became linked to imperialism and eugenics.1228 The future progress of the Anglo-

Saxon race thus seemed to depend increasingly upon boys and girls raised “in the twice-

breathed air of the crowded quarters of the labouring classes”. The children had to grow into 

                                                           
1220 HC Deb 26 April 1922 vol 153 cc592 
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healthy men and women “fit to be a strength and not a burden to the nation,” if the Empire 

were to be preserved.1229 

 

 

 

 

 

                                  Picture 22: “Also from slums to sunshine” 
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Picture 23:“Transplanted and Transformed”1230 

 

 

 

United States 

The placing out work of the CAS was not primarily a Public Welfare Programme, and was not 

influenced by the new science of child pathology. However, during the progressive era, the 

CAS did incorporate some findings of the new child science and would develop a focus on 
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public health through its other branches for the city children of New York over time (see 

Chapter 3).  

According to Brace, family life in a Christian home in the countryside was “God’s 

reformatory.”1231 Thereby “the healthful influence of the humble home of an honest and kind-

hearted man and women” in the west was seen as the ideal solution by Brace. Moreover, 

private homes would provide individual treatment and care, which could not be provided in 

an orphanage.1232 Thereby, children would especially benefit from a change of environment 

as they were easily malleable and could still be saved.1233  

Over the years of its existence, the CAS continued to stress the importance of “good family 

surroundings,” as the best “individual moral reformatories,” where the children would 

develop as well as those born into these conditions.1234 In the good environment of the 

farmer’s family the children would grow “into manhood and womanhood” and become 

respected citizens.1235 

Nevertheless, it was acknowledged by the CAS that through country life, as well as the positive 

effect on the children’s spiritual development, physiological development would occur.  It was 

commonly assumed that the western farm boys were in better health than city boys. A farm 

boy of 12 was seen as being about the size of a city boy of 14. In a year’s time, the “thin and 

colourless” city boy would turn into a “solid, ruddy-cheeked country boy with muscles fit to 

cope with the hardest tasks.” However, the rather psychological nature of the CAS 

understanding of ruralism was once again played out as the boy would also develop “a wide-

awake brain to guide these muscles.”1236  

The Christian family on a western farm was the “natural life for a child”1237 and was the place 

for a child to grow up that “nature [had] intended.”1238 It was therefore seen as the best 

environment to build up both “sound minds” as well as “sound bodies.”1239 Both “character” 

as well as “physique” would build up quickly in the countryside and “health and morals” had 

                                                           
1231 Parr, Labouring Children, 46. 
1232 Langsam, Children West, 19. 
1233 Bellingham, “The ‘Unspeakable Blessing,’” 310. 
1234 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 50st Annual Report, 1902, p.16, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 54th Annual 
Report, 1906, p.17, N-YHS;CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48st Annual Report, 1900, p.14, N-YHS. 
1235 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48st Annual Report, 1900, p.14, N-YHS;CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 54th Annual 
Report, 1906, p.17, N-YHS. 
1236 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 45th Annual Report, 1897, p.21, N-YHS. 
1237 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 54th Annual Report, 1906, p.40 N-YHS. 
1238 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 57th Annual Report, 1907, p.32, N-YHS. 
1239 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report November 1901, p.30, N-YHS. 
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the best chance of developing.1240 Importantly, in this view, the success the children would 

achieve later in life was “principally due to the healthy minds and bodies produced by life in 

the country.”1241  

During the yearly visits of their wardens, the placing out agents, as well as very extensive 

documentation on the psychological development of their charges, also had to briefly 

document their “condition as to health.”1242 As a general rule, the children were described as 

being in “good health,”1243 in “very good health,”1244 or in the “best of health.”1245 They were 

considered to be a “picture of health and happiness.”1246 Improvements in health after arrival 

in the countryside compared to the city were noted, as a girl had “improved somewhat in looks 

in the few days she had been in Nebraska. Her cheeks are red and she is living largely on a diet 

of milk.”1247  

 

Physiological Considerations  

The physiological benefits of the countryside never loomed large in the CAS’s conception of 

ruralism.  

We found very few quotes on physiological advantages. From the beginning, the CAS stressed 

the benefits the child would surely draw from growing up in a farmer’s home and from being 

surrounded by the good spirits of the farmer’s family. Thereby, it is  noted early on that a child, 

having emigrated to the countryside, might “perhaps wonder with delight at the orchards and 

the lilacs and the green grass and the pure air of his new home.” However, we do not know 

this for sure.1248 

It is described in a metaphorical sense how the countryside’s “air of confidence and trust” 1249 

and the “exhilarating air”1250 would lead to the good spiritual development of the children.  

Importantly, the children would be “surrounded” by the “air of confidence and trust” at the 

farm school, which would be conducive to the psychological development of the boy who 

                                                           
1240 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 57th Annual Report, 1907, p.32, N-YHS. 
1241 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 55th Annual Report, 1907, p.32, N-YHS. 
1242 CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1243 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 47, 1909-1910, (p.346-347), N-YHS. 
1244 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 12340 (1925-1941)) N-YHS. 
1245 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 30, 1894-1896, (p.532), N-YHS. 
1246 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 45, 1908, (p.470/471), N-YHS. 
1247 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files 729,1998-1902, N-YHS. 
1248 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 4th Annual Report November 1857, p.8, N-YHS. 
1249 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 43rd Annual Report November 1895, p.6, N-YHS. 
1250 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1905, p.31, N-YHS. 
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would turn from a “sullen, suspicious vagrant” into a “frank farmer’s lad.”1251 Likewise, a 

placing out agent checking on children placed in Minnesota related that as he  “drank in the 

beauty of the scene and breathed the exhilarating air” it seemed to him that “life in such 

surroundings and with such kind, intelligent people as I met was all that a boy could ask 

for.“1252 

 

Settler intent  

By emigration, barriers would be removed as there would be plenty of demand for the work 

of the children and no unemployment as in Britain and the children could share in the 

abundance by becoming settlers on the land. In this way poverty could be cured.  

To be sure, settler intent is a defining feature of settlement in the white settler Dominions 

where the children were sent. But above all, the CES was always very clear that “the object of 

the Fairbridge Farm School Society is – to train these children in Fairbridge Farm schools for 

life and work within the Dominions.“1253 Furthermore, the aim was that the children should 

later start a farm of their own, which would make them “actual settlers, rooted in the soil and 

established citizens of the State.”1254 In this way, once the children were grown up, they would 

be “safely launched in work and satisfactorily settled in the new country.”1255 Furthermore, it 

was hoped that they “would merge into the life of Australia.”1256  

In parliament, it was emphasised that children were a particularly good kind of settler as they 

were “much more likely to make an efficient citizen in the Dominions.”1257 Beyond this, it was 

suggested that “there is one good point about the Fairbridge scheme which is not often 

sufficiently stressed. […] you [are] training there boys to take their place as Australian 

citizens.”1258 Finally, they would stay as farmers on the land, and would not be tempted to 

move to the city.1259 

Numerous success stories in the annual reports give proof that barriers of poverty were 

removed by emigration to a plentiful environment, and that poverty had been overcome. 

                                                           
1251 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 43rd Annual Report November 1895, p.6, N-YHS. 
1252 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1905, p.31, N-YHS. 
1253 CES 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, p.4, D296/D1/2/8, ULSCA 
1254 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, D296/D1/2/8, p.22, ULSCA 
1255 CES 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, p.5, D296/D1/2/8 , ULSCA. 
1256 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, D296/D1/2/8, p.3, ULSCA 
1257 HC Deb 26 April 1922 vol 153 cc604 
 
1258 HC Deb 25 January 1937 vol 319 cc691 
1259 See for example: Hansard, vol. 153, cc.576 and 581 (26 April 1922) 
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The high costs that the Fairbridge Farm Schools incurred were, according to the CES, justified 

by the success their pupils had once they left the farm school. The Fairbridge Farm Schools ran 

a comprehensive programme of aftercare, which meant that they stayed in touch with their 

former pupils and visited them regularly at work. The 24th Annual Report makes it clear that 

there had been no difficulty in placing former Fairbridge pupils in employment: “An ever-

increasing number of applications from employers is undoubtedly the best possible testimonial 

for our boys and girls to have.”1260 

The aftercare workers state that they were impressed by the former Fairbridge students that 

they visited. They were “making good progress” and were “happily working”. Some former 

Fairbridgians had successfully settled into their own farms, others had successfully become 

overseers and managers of farms. Also the girls were said to have earned very good reports 

as domestic helps. Some had married happily.1261 The case of one student was described in 

more detail: “Donald is very flourishing at present. He has passed his final examination in 

Accountancy. […] There is no doubt that he will turn out a really good citizen and a credit to 

Fairbridge.”1262 

In the annual reports, the CES tried to give proof of the possibilities of advancement that the 

children would have in the settler colonies by describing success stories of former Fairbridge 

children who had successfully started to run their own farm. A former Fairbridge pupil wrote 

about what he achieved in life in the 13rd Annual Report:  

“I have a block of land 960 acres, 700…first class. […] I hope I shall be able to repay you when 

the farm is in form for all the kindness and hours you have spent drumming into our heads 

some sense, which we can all use now we have left the Farm.”1263 

More “success stories” are described in the 19th Annual Report: “X went to the Farm School in 

1913, at the age of ten years […] He now proudly possesses 1,000 pounds worth of stock and 

machinery […].”  

“B is a bonny, cheerful girl, who came out to Fairbridge early in 1922. […] for 15 months she 

was trained in the dairy and store [of the Fairbridge Farm school]. In March last year she 

                                                           
1260 CES, 24th Annual Report, 1932-1933, p.5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; 
1261 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, D296/D1/2/8, p.22/23, ULSCA 
1262 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, D296/D1/2/8, p.22/23, ULSCA 
1263 CES, 13rd Annual Report, 1921-1922, p.10, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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married a promising farmer […] Her training has been invaluable. Now, March 1929, she is the 

proud mother of a son and a happy farmer’s wife.”1264 

Another example of a boy named John is given, who “leaves the slum, where he has lacked air, 

light, clothing, proper nourishment. He […] arrives at the Prince of Wales Fairbridge Farm 

School. […] All is infinitely strange, but because he is still growing in body and mind, he takes 

to his new life as easily as putting on a new coat. […] His horizon extends in a new country as 

he grows and learns and adapts himself for living and working where there is space and 

opportunity.” 

 

British politicians were also excited about the special opportunities the Empire had to offer to 

the children, and saw Empire migration as a way to escape unemployment and poverty in 

Britain. 

Importantly, in his 1907 speech at the University of Oxford, Lord Curzon, former viceroy of 

India and a Conservative MP, had stated that “on the outskirts of Empire […] is to be found an 

ennobling and invigorating stimulus for our youth, saving them alike from the corroding ease 

and morbid excitements of Western civilisation.”1265  

Especially in the 1920s, child migration was seen as a solution to the high levels of employment 

in Great Britain. The children were deserving of welfare in the form of assistance with Empire 

migration while they were young, so that in the future they would become useful citizens and 

not a “burden on the country”1266 or “adding to the ranks of unemployment.”1267. 

Child migration was seen as an effective prevention of the unemployment of juveniles: 

“one solution would be a well-organised scheme of training and  emigration.”1268  It was 

also claimed that: “One form has a special value in relation to unemployment, which I 

am pleased to note has received general commendation to-day, and that is the 

emigration of boys.”1269   

The chances the Fairbridge children would have in their new lives “in the new lands,” 1270 

                                                           
1264 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.6, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1265 Schwarz, The White Man’s World, 114. 
1266 Ibid. 
1267HC Deb  28th May 1924 vol.174, cc.557 ; cf.HC Deb April 1922 vol 153 cc 623  
1268 ibid. 
1269 HC Deb 26 April 1922 vol 153 cc624 
1270 HC Deb 18 December 1935 vol 307 cc1787 
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in Australia and Canada,1271 abroad,1272 “in a young and vigorous country like Western 

Australia,”1273 were often discussed in parliament. There was a consensus that for the 

children having undergone the training at the Fairbridge Farm Schools, in the words of 

W.C. Angwin, Agent General of Western Australia, “A prosperous career is practically 

assured to them.”1274 The children would have “every prospect of satisfactory settlement 

and good careers.”1275 Lord Forster, a former Governor‐General of Australia in the 21st 

Annual Report confirms this: “the children sent from this country may be ‘unwanted’ 

children, but there they are prized beyond gold.”1276  All in all, it is considered that 

attending Fairbridge Farm School would give the children a chance in life.12771278 Finally, 

it is also claimed that “by helping this scheme […] you are giving them an opportunity of 

being real citizens of the Empire”1279 and “to make an efficient citizen.”1280  

At the same time, according to the Governor of Australia, William Campion, the children in 

the future would “have a chance of helping Australia.”1281 

 

The CAS (unlike the British CES) did not see itself as a demographic “planning agency” and did 

not aim to populate America: “an erroneous idea prevails to some extent that by sending away 

three or four thousand children annually for so many years, the CAS must have well-nigh filled 

the Western States. Our tables show however that the past year only about two hundred – out 

of nearly four thousand – were sent as far west as Kansas.” In the view of the CAS, populating 

the vast territory of the United States would “probably task the energies of domestic and 

foreign emigration societies for centuries.”1282 

However, also the CAS made use of the fact that America at the time was sparsely populated. 

Already Charles Loring Brace had noted that, “The United States have the enormous advantage 

                                                           
1271 HC Deb 19 January 1937 vol 319 cc46 
1272 HC Deb 28 October 1937 vol 328 cc344 
1273 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.27, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1274 CES, 21st Annual Report, 1929-1930, p.27, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1275 HC Deb 19 January 1937 vol 319 cc46 
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HC Deb 26 April 1922 vol.153 cc640  
1281 CES, 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, p.22, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1282 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 41st Annual Report, 1893, p.8, N-YHS. 
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over all other countries, in the treatment of difficult questions of pauperism and reform, that 

they possess a practically unlimited area of arable land.”1283  

 

 

 

Conclusion 

The locality where public health played out differed across the two Societies. The CAS, from 

the early twentieth century onwards, mainly incorporated these ideas in their local branches 

like the “open air classes” run in the city.  In the case of the CES, after the First World War, 

ideas about public health were carried out in the rural parts of the Empire. 

The regeneration of both the bodies of destitute children but also of Greater Britain loomed 

large on the CES’s agenda.  The argument that children’s growing bodies responded best to 

an outdoor lifestyle linked up neatly with the demographic imperatives of Empire settlement. 

The concept of rural development thus became connected to social reform and public health 

and to the realm of imperial policy making. The CES astutely visualised this notion by 

portraying Fairbridge boys next to pine trees they planted themselves when they arrived 

seven years earlier. As Boucher has pointed out, the comparison cued readers to interconnect 

the development of the Empire and of the young men. Each was essential to the other’s future 

health and prosperity.1284 

 

 

 

                                                           
1283 Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York, 225. 
1284 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 77. 
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Picture 24 “A group of Fairbridge Farm School boys beside a group of pines which they 

themselves planted seven years previously.”1285 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1285 CES, “’A Fair Sporting Chance’ Fairbridge Farm School, Molong N.S.W. Australia”, Promotional Leaflet, 
ca.1920, D296/F1/16, UCSLA. 
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Chapter 8: The “Best of American Life?” :1286The CAS’s rural ideology (1890-1927) 

Introduction 

In 1892, Charles Loring Brace II, in the journal “Woman’s Home Companion”, called attention 

to the problem of the “Children of the Poor in the Great Cities.”  

The illustration heading his article (see title Picture 20) conveyed metaphorically what the life 

of the poor was like in the city, with two rather dark photos in the foreground, one showing 

the women and children of the city cleansing themselves of city dirt and the other depicting a 

very crowded street where an ice cart was coming to provide some refreshment. The much 

brighter sketch in the background outlines what their lives could be like and what an idyllic 

farm home they could have if they were living in the countryside (please see Picture 25 below). 

This sketch is surrounded by delicate flower ornaments, symbolizing the purity of nature. 

Thereby, as Brace II remarked, “the problem of the poor is greater in New York than in any 

other city,” as the conditions seemed “hopeless to the very limit.” However, this problem could 

be overcome as: “The problem of the dependent child is a comparatively simple one, when it 

is reduced to the fact that all a child needs is a home.” In consequence, the solution would be 

to find “good, wholesome and homelike surroundings” among farmers in the countryside, 

“where a child will be welcome, received on terms of equality with the family, and have an 

opportunity to develop into a self-respecting man or woman, equipped to take up the duties 

of life.”1287 From its beginnings, the CAS worked steadily to put this solution into practice by 

placing children from New York City on farms in rural America.  

 

This chapter will examine the reasons why the CAS viewed farming families living in the 

countryside as especially suited to raising children, to  the point where it almost exclusively 

sought to place children in farmers’ families.1288 To be sure, a large part of the population at 

the time was occupied with farming. According to Agriculture Department estimates, the 

American farm population in 1916 was at 32.5 million, or 32 percent of the total population 

of 101.6 million.1289 It is therefore not entirely a coincidence that also a large proportion of 

                                                           
1286 Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 18. 
1287 Charles Loring Brace II, “The children of the poor in great cities” in Women’s Home Companion, CAS, 
Subseries III.2, Box 12, 1892, N-YHS.  
1288 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 60th Annual Report, 1912, p.10, N-YHS. 
1289 “Farm Population Lowest Since 1850’s,” New York Times, June 1988, 
http://www.nytimes.com/1988/07/20/us/farm-population-lowest-since-1850-s.html. 
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the children were placed with farmers. The fact that almost all children were placed with 

farmers, however, demands an explanation beyond the statistics. 

Furthermore, this chapter will analyse how foster care was shaped by wider historical 

developments at the time, namely the golden age of agriculture and Progressivism. 

 

I will argue that, as the CAS built social policy around needy and abandoned children, due to 

the CAS’s deep convictions about the superiority of rural life, farming families became vital in 

carrying out this policy. Rural farmers would provide care for dependent children as it was 

assumed that their “good moral natures” would allow them to accept these children as part 

of their family and to teach them positive values. Farm parents would thus act as “moral 

discipliners” for a class of children who desperately needed good examples to block the 

influence of poverty and vice. The farm could also erase the stigma of pauperism.1290  

The ascension of the farmer as a major childcare provider has its roots in the American belief 

in the superiority of rural life. The CAS, as represented by Charles Loring Brace and the placing 

out agents, perpetuated this idolatry of rural life: a rural environment and more specifically 

the farm and the farmer’s family became the object of their utopian visions and were idealised 

as the best way for a child to grow up.  

The CAS envisioned a rural ideology which was based on the concept of the countryside as a 

space of abundance. This ideology drew on a composite of different idealised and 

romanticised notions of the countryside and of the farm. Unlike in Britain, considerations that 

fresh air and the healthy food of the countryside would be beneficial to children’s 

physiological development (as was the case in Britain) were not foregrounded in the US, and 

at best were considered as a positive side effect of country life. In the US, the main focus was 

on the good spiritual development of the children, turning them into good citizens later, which 

would be brought about by the positive environment in which the children grew up after 

emigration. This ideal environment could be found in a farmer’s family and home as well as in 

their good spirit, and in the high moral value of the farm and farm work. The superior moral 

and personal qualities of farmers, the loving and nurturing character of the farmer’s family, 

and the redemptive farm work the children would undertake would, taken altogether, make 

a rural home the ideal home for the children.  

                                                           
1290 Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 18. 
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Wider developments at the time, most notably the progressive era and the golden age of 

agriculture, significantly influenced the experience of dependent children growing up on a 

farm, which converged with middle class standards. 

During the progressive era, an awareness of the rights of the child and a notion of childhood 

as a period of freedom and play developed. This affected dependent children on farms most 

strongly through the introduction of mandatory schooling. The children also profited from an 

increased awareness, spread by progressive reformers, that not all child labour on farms was 

wholesome and enriching per se. 

Due to the golden age of agriculture the financial means of the farmers rose, which helped to 

pave the way to a middle class childhood. This shaped the care of dependent families on farms 

in several ways. First of all, farmers could afford to raise the standard of living in their homes 

and also in their local communities, for example by building schools, both of which benefited 

the children. Moreover, they were no longer so heavily reliant on the child’s labour. The 

golden age might have further reinforced the CAS’s imagination of countryside as a “space of 

plenty”. 

 

 

Picture 25 



258 
 

 

 

 

Components of the CAS’s rural ideology  

Historical background: the “golden age of agriculture” 

During the period between 1900 and 1920, when the present chapter is set, rural America 

experienced a period of rare prosperity, which is often referred to as the golden age of 

agriculture. As a result, the living standards on farms improved and the children were thus 

sent to relatively affluent farmers’ families, living in the midst of rather well-developed farm 

country.  

Agricultural prosperity in the early years of the twentieth century was due in large part to an 

imbalance between supply and demand of farm produce. Throughout most of American 

history, supply had increased as the frontier was further expanded and new land was 

constantly being opened up. By 1900, the frontier had been closed and most of the best 

agricultural land in the United States was already producing; over the next 20 years acreage 

in farms increased by only 12%. Therefore, between 1900 and 1920, agricultural production 

increased only by 30%, while at the same time the population increased by 40%. Farmers 

profited from the circumstance whereby farm prices rose faster than the general price level. 

At the same time, also in South America, Canada, Russia, Australia and Africa, demand was 

rising while supply stayed nearly the same. America became a sought-after export country; 

the value of American exports quadrupled between 1900 and 1920.1291 In the period between 

1916 and 1920, levels of prosperity rose further. As crop prices rose, farm incomes did too, 

thereby even exceeding average urban incomes for one of the few times in the history of the 

country.1292 Prosperity led to improvements in many ways. Farmers purchased machinery, 

land, fertilizer, and livestock and built better barns. Importantly, as will be demonstrated later, 

they were also able to raise their living standards. However, in spite of these improvements, 

urban material standards remained much higher.1293 

Due to the golden age, many farmers not only invested in their private homes, but they also 

invested heavily in their local communities in order to improve the general standard of living 

                                                           
1291 Danbom, Born in the Country, 164. 
1292 Danbom, 180. 
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in the villages where they lived. They especially invested in schools and churches. Farmers 

taxed themselves to upgrade their schools. More one-room schools were opened as more 

people in the countryside concluded they could afford a school close by. By 1910, more than 

210,000 one-room schools had been established in the US. More fully-trained teachers were 

hired, and farmers painted their schools, installed new privies and purchased school 

equipment such as blackboards, maps and desks. Also churches were improved and trained 

ministers hired.1294 School expansion was also due to the progressive era, with school 

attendance increasing between 1870 and 1915 from seven to twenty million pupils; by 1918, 

every state had enacted compulsory attendance laws. Overall, school expenditures jumped 

from $63 million in 1870 to $605 million in 1915. Also high school attendance rose dramatically 

from 10% in 1815, to 20% in 1915, and to 50% in 1925.1295  

The children placed out by the CAS during the golden age therefore arrived in well-established 

villages and towns situated in the midst of prosperous farm country with 3000 to 4000 

inhabitants, good schools and, if possible, a college nearby.1296 These villages and towns were 

well developed and no longer on the “fringes of civilisation”.1297 

The CAS was aware of this development, especially in the mid-west, where the placing out 

results were the best, as farm wages and profits were highest.1298 This influenced the 

placement of the children in that “the conditions are so good now in the West, with large crops 

and high prices, that they naturally are reflected in the feeling and prosperity of our boys.”1299 

The boys placed would share the general prosperity of the west.1300 The “prosperous condition 

of the West” was reflected in the lives of the children: “Never have the failures been so few, 

never the successes so numerous.”1301 The CAS felt that the mid-western states were leading 

with regard to the quality of their schools and the percentage of literacy, and that this would 

benefit the children placed there. The CAS therefore preferred to send children to the western 

states and in 1917 had 64% of its children placed there.1302 In 1921, many wards were 

attending high school and 40 former wards of the CAS were attending colleges.1303 

                                                           
1294 Danbom, 164. 
1295 Mintz, Huck’s Raft, 174. 
1296 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 103. 
1297 Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 31. 
1298 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 65th Annual Report, 1917, p.105, N-YHS. 
1299 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47th Annual Report, 1899, p.34, N-YHS. 
1300 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p.119, N-YHS. 
1301 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1900, p.27, N-YHS. 
1302 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 65th Annual Report, 1915, p.105, N-YHS. 
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However, the CAS also noted the decline of the golden age of agriculture and with that of 

prosperity starting from the early 1920s, stating in the annual report that due to the 

“depression in agriculture,” “farmers all over the country have had a hard time.”1304 Letters 

from former orphan train riders confirm this as “the conditions are getting desperate for some 

farmers now,”1305 and that wheat prices were extremely low.1306 This also affected the 

children, as one foster mother wrote that “Santa Claus wasn’t quite as generous this year, 

owing to the financial conditions, as he would like to have been.”1307 

 

Farm work 

Although farm work was a vital part of the CAS’s rural ideology, and the children maintained  

a tangible financial value for their foster parents, over time their experience of growing up 

on the farm became more strongly aligned with middle class ideals of childhood.1308 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, child labour on farms increasingly came to be 

viewed with ambivalence. Children working on farms were a routine aspect of American life. 

A 1910 United States Census recorded two million employed ten to fifteen year old children. 

1,400,000 were employed in agriculture, and 260,000 were employed away from their home 

farms. Based on the agrarian ideal discussed above, there was a general perception at the 

time that agricultural labour was wholesome and unproblematic, compared to other (often 

industrial) work undertaken by children that persisted well into the twentieth century. Farm 

work was believed to be beneficial to children, a belief which was deeply rooted in agrarian 

ideals. The assumption was that farming was wholesome due to its economic, social and moral 

value to society. Traditionally, farm life and farm work were seen as advantageous for 

children.1309 As Dorinda Welle notes, children working on farms were perceived to be 

“industrious“ rather than “industrial.“1310 
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Only around the First World War did this view cease to be univocally accepted,1311 as 

progressive reformers pointed out that that farm work could be unhealthy for children if it 

interfered with education and if it was an industrial commercialised form of farm work (as 

compared to traditional family farming). The debate was fuelled by a number of investigative 

reports about agricultural employment among children,1312 written from 1914 onwards by a 

number of agencies such as the Children’s Bureau, the National Child Labour Committee and 

some state departments, for example in California.1313 For the first time, these reports 

expressed a strong ambivalence towards children working on farms. 

A report by the National Child Labor Committee, written in 1922, acknowledged that “not all 

is well with the rural child” and that “a rural home alone is not sufficient to assure the child a 

proper opportunity for development and education.” Children working on farms should not be 

exploited or used as cheap labour. As a solution, the National Child Labor Committee 

suggested substituting (not abolishing as was the case with factory work) children’s work for 

child labour. While the latter was seen as interfering with health, education and recreation, 

the former, on the contrary, was seen as an aid to securing health, education and recreation 

for the child and was thus seen as beneficial.1314 

Based on the same credo, a 1929 report by the National Children’s Bureau stressed that the 

amount of farm work children should undertake had first of all to be “reasonable, suited to 

their [children’s] needs” and, secondly, should take place “under the supervision of their 

parents.” If these two pre-conditions were fulfilled children were seen as “fortunate” by the 

National Children’s Bureau as “the social and moral value for growing boys and girls of almost 

any work, providing it is not too hard or otherwise injurious, especially work that is done to 

assist parents cannot be gainsaid […].” Moreover, it was assumed that “such work inculcates 

habits of industry and develops family solidarity, both desirable objectives in any system of 

child training.”  On the other hand, the National Children’s Bureau now came to criticize the 

long hours worked and the interference of farming with schooling, as children of farm owners 

and tenants often fell behind in school compared to other local children.1315 

                                                           
1311 Kathleen Mapes, Sweet Tyranny: Migrant Labor, Industrial Agriculture, and Imperial Politics, The Working 
Class in American History (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009), 167. 
1312 Effland, “Agrarianism and Child Labor Policy for Agriculture,” 282. 
1313 National Children’s Bureau, “Children in Agriculture - Bureau Publication Nr.187,” 1929, 56. 
1314 National Child Labor Committee, “Rural Child Welfare,” 1922, 53–62. 
1315 National Children’s Bureau, ‘Children in Agriculture - Bureau Publication Nr.187’, 1929, 42-73. 
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Reformers succeeded modestly by the 1930s (when the era of children being placed on farms 

by the CAS was over) in passing legislation which restricted children’s work in industrialised 

agriculture and prohibited children under sixteen from working when legally required to 

attend school. Only in 1974, thirty-five years after similar protections had been provided in 

other industries, were age and hour restrictions on children’s field work applied across the 

whole agricultural industry, but exemptions continued for children working on family and 

small farms.1316 Further reinforced by anti-child labour laws and compulsory schooling 

introduced during the progressive era,1317 a transformation in the economic and sentimental 

value of children occurred from the beginning of the twentieth century onwards, which meant 

that the “price of a wage-earning child was directly counter-posed to the moral value of an 

economically useless but emotionally priceless child.” Child work came to be redefined as 

primarily educational.1318 This transformation, which had started in the mid-nineteenth 

century among the American urban middle class, was now spreading to working class children, 

and would eventually also include dependent children.1319 Middle-class ideals of childhood as 

a period devoted to play and education became universalized.1320 

 

All of these wider developments at the time also affected children placed by the CAS on farms. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, in response to wider trends, the CAS developed a 

new role expectation of younger children placed out, especially with regard to their labour 

requirements and formal schooling.  

In 1872 Charles Loring Brace had already opposed child labour in factories and the resulting 

non-attendance of school as the children, once grown up, would be “weak in body” and 

“untrained in mind.”1321In 1901, the Society again criticized the conditions in the city, where 

children were “overworked“ in sweatshops and would thus “escape the notice of the truant 

agents.“1322 At the same time, the Society greatly welcomed the adoption of new anti-child 

                                                           
1316 Anne Effland, ‘Agrarianism and Child Labor Policy for Agriculture’, Agricultural History, Vol 7, Nr.3 (2005): 
281-282. 
1317 Viviana A. Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children, 1. Princeton paperback 
print, Princeton Paperbacks (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1994), 3–6. 
1318 Viviana A. Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
Univ. Press, 1994), 58.  
1319 Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 145. 
1320 Mintz, Huck’s Raft, 184. 
1321 Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York, 353. 
1322 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1901, p.9, N-YHS. 
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labour laws introduced in New Jersey in 1903.1323 However, at its beginnings, the CAS had 

stressed the economic dimensions of the placing out system. 

Meghan Birk holds that in the post Civil War era the farmers’ need of affordable labour was 

behind many placements.1324 Tens of thousands of dependent children could not have found 

free homes if farmers were not in dire need of affordable labour.1325  

On the same note, in 1872 and 1880, the CAS admitted that there was an “endless demand 

for children’s labour in families and farms” 1326 and that upon the arrival of an orphan train in 

a village, there were many farmers “who really wanted the children's labour pressed forward 

to obtain [the child].”1327  

Brace asserted from the beginning that “the child is to get a real home which he is to pay for 

in work,” while in return “the family is to get interest in life and relief from many of the little 

cares of the farm.”1328 

Crucially, Charles Loring Brace II, shortly after becoming secretary of the CAS in the mid 1890s, 

introduced a two-tier system, with younger children essentially being found “foster families” 

and older children jobs on farms.1329 At the same time, it was stressed by the CAS that the 

children should receive “intelligent care in health, work, play, schooling, companions and 

moral and religious welfare.”1330 Work was therefore only supposed to occupy a small amount 

of the younger children’s time and should not interfere with schooling.  

Younger children were expected to do “the little chores around a farm, that could be done by 

younger hands,”1331 in their time “out of school hours.” In return, they would receive 

“bountiful fare”1332 in the form of “schooling” as well as “comfortable homes with plenty of 

good food.”1333  

                                                           
1323 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 51st Annual Report, 1903, p.17, N-YHS. 
1324 Birk, Fostering on the Farm; Birk, 6. 
1325 Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 24. 
1326 Brace, „The Best Method for Founding Children’s Charities in Towns and Villages“, 7th National Conference 
of Charities, 1880, p.232. 
1327 Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York, 232. 
1328 Thurston, The Dependent Child - A Story of the Changing Aims and Methods in the Care of Dependent 
Children, 102. 
1329 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 301. 
1330 CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1331 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 44th Annual Report, 1896, p.18, N-YHS; see also CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 60th 
Annual Report, 1900, p.10, N-YHS. 
1332 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47th Annual Report, 1899, p.34, N-YHS. 
1333 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 44th Annual Report, 1896, p.18, N-YHS. 
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Importantly, as discussed above (please see section on foster families), the CAS had, ever since 

its beginnings, chosen to place children on small family farms, where foster children worked 

alongside their foster parents, rather than large industrialised farms. During the progressive 

era this requirement came to coincide with the pre-conditions under which the reformers 

approved of children’s farm work. 

A higher emotional value was now associated with the children. Younger children would 

provide “company to the farmer’s wife while her good busy man is in the field,” 1334 and older 

farmer couples would “enjoy the cheerful companionship of the children, which relieves the 

loneliness of the farm-house”, once their own children had moved out.1335 

For the older children, appropriate living wages were paid.1336 As their labour came to be in 

demand they were mostly self-supporting.1337  

Importantly, it should be noted that children were immediately removed by a placing out 

agent if the labour demands were too harsh, as in the case of a girl who was found to be 

working from 4am to 8pm or 10pm.1338 

 

However, the CAS continued to assign positive attributes as well as great educational and 

instructional importance (and great pleasure on the part of the children) to this kind of work. 

Through farm work, boys could be redeemed, as “idle habits” could be corrected and the 

“early discipline of the hard, but interesting work on the farm” was seen as an important pre-

requisite of a successful life later on, even if it was not on a farm.1339 

Farm work was seen as “appealing” to the boys as it was varied due to changing seasons and 

to the variety of animal life.1340 Photos taken at Brace Farm School demonstrate this, as the 

children are seemingly enjoying themselves with farm work, depicted as similar to a children’s 

game (see Picture 26). The children adored the animals and a boy came to be photographed 

with “his favourite cow” (see Picture 27). This is in sharp contrast to the gloomy pictures of 

the city (please see Picture 20).  

                                                           
1334 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47th Annual Report, 1899, p.18, N-YHS. 
1335 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1916, p.10, N-YHS. 
1336 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 44th Annual Report, 1896, p.18, N-YHS. 
1337 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47th Annual Report, 1899, p.18, N-YHS. 
1338 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files,3007, 1904-1914, N-YHS. 
1339 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 60th Annual Report, 1912, p.10, N-YHS. 
1340 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 60th Annual Report, 1912, p.10, N-YHS. 
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The CAS’s placing out agents reported on the work of the children on the farm and around the 

house in great detail (see section 2.1) and in highly positive terms. When visited unannounced 

once a year, the children, to the great pleasure of the placing out agent, were often occupied 

around the house or the farm.1341 According to the case files, but also to letters by some of 

the children themselves, the children seemingly often took a liking to the farm and thoroughly 

enjoyed working there.1342 

The children were described as “willing to help,” and making quick advances in farm work, 

having become “excellent” in cooking,and “working hard.”1343 They liked the animals and took 

good care of the stock,1344 and were very excited about the farm.1345 Moreover, the fact that 

the children were routinely described as happy (see section 5.2. on “child saving”) shows that 

they were not considered to be suffering from farm work. Well into the 1920s we find letters 

by the children themselves describing to the CAS how they helped around the farm. In letters 

to the CAS, the children described how they “have to feed the calf, some horses to water, some 

corn to husk, some pigs to feed and to pick potatoes.” 1346 One boy wrote that next to school 

he “farmed a little,”1347 and another one that he had to do farm work on Saturdays.1348 A child 

described with great enthusiasm the great number of animals the foster family had and with 

great fervour how he was becoming a “cow-boy.”1349 Another child wrote that he liked the 

country and had learned to carry out farm work “like a man.”1350 

 

In spite of the restriction of the work requirements for younger children, a certain economic 

undercurrent persisted, as the children were still expected to carry out a limited amount of 

farm work.  

                                                           
1341 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 8091, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 10137 (1915-1928) N-
YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 34, 1899-1900, (p.720), N-YHS. 
1342 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 45, 1908, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 52, 1909-
1910, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 50, 1911, (p.344), N-YHS. 
1343 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 
50, 1911, (p.344), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 10137 (1915-1928) N-YHS;CAS, Sub-Subseries 
XI.4.B, Record Book 460, 1914-1915, N-YHS. 
1344 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 45, 1908, (p.470/471), N-YHS. 
1345 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 47, 1909-1910, (p.346-347), N-YHS. 
1346 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 58th Annual Report, 1910, p.122, N-YHS. 
1347 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 70th Annual Report, 1912, p.103, N-YHS. 
1348 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 73rd Annual Report, 1925, p.54, N-YHS. 
1349 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 4734 (1907-1923) N-YHS. 
1350 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 2336, N-YHS. 
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From the children’s perspective, it seems there was no alternative to farm work. Children who 

were perceived by the foster parents to be unwilling to work were removed to another 

placement with another family.1351 Likewise, a placing out agent, indifferently, described that 

his charge, staying with a “respectable farmer,” does not like farm work, “but does what he is 

told.”1352 

Children who could not work because they were too sick either because they were “feeble-

minded” or suffering from other conditions such as bedwetting,1353 lameness due to childhood 

paralysis (polio),1354 or asthma,1355  had to be returned to New York. It should be mentioned 

that the CAS did a lot for disabled children who lived in the city, (where presumably financial 

profit did not play a large role), for whom it ran its own special school.1356 

 

                                                           
1351 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files,3007, 1904-1914, N-YHS. 
1352 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files 12340,1925-1941, N-YHS. 
1353 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 42, 1906-07, p.454, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 
6308, N-YHS. 
1354 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 50, 1911, (p.784), N-YHS. 
1355 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 35, 1902-1903, (p.702), N-YHS. 
1356 “Guide to the Records of the Children’s Aid Society 1836-2006 (Bulk 1853-1947)  MS 111 - Historical Note.” 
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Picture 261357 

                                                           
1357 CAS, Paul Parker, Brace Farm School, Subseries XIII, Box 978, Folder 8, 1927, N-YHS. 
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Picture 27 “His favorite cow”1358 

As the economic dimension of placing out became less pronounced, the CAS increasingly 

stressed the value of formal education and promoted the sentimental value of the children 

placed. 

This was due in part to progressive era reform, which stressed that farm work should not 

interfere with schooling and which had enacted compulsory education laws in every US state 

by 1918.1359 The golden age of agriculture surely further strengthened this trend as farms got 

more prosperous and farmers were no longer so heavily reliant on the child’s work; to the 

contrary they could now invest in the children.  

It became an important pre-condition that prospective foster parents agreed to send children 

to school.1360 School attendance was regularly checked and documented by the placing out 

agents.1361  

                                                           
1358 CAS, Brace Farm: Annual Report of the Superintendent, Subseries XI, Box 41, Folder 8, 1900, N-YHS.  
1359 Mintz, Huck’s Raft, 173–84. 
1360 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2,48th Annual Report, 1900, p.89, N-YHS. 
1361 CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
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Children were reaching higher levels of education, with many of them attending high 

school1362 and even college.1363 They were entering a wide variety of professions. These 

included a PhB degree in, law  attending business college and becoming a bookkeeper,  

attending a kindergarten training course,becoming a trained nurse, participating in a course 

in agriculture or business,or pursuing a literary degree.1364 

This trend was further reinforced by the foster parents who, although still relying on the 

economic contributions of their foster children, at the same time increasingly came to see 

their foster children as an investment. Above all, parents were investing in their children’s 

education (also indirectly as a prolonged education and extra-curricular activities meant that 

the children could help less around the farm). Some children were given music lessons.1365 

Others were explicitly “sent” by their foster parents to college.1366   

Apart from schooling, foster parents gave more generous presents to their foster children. 

While “good food,”13671368 nice clothes,13691370 and farm animals were given to the 

children137113721373around 1900, in later years there are descriptions of Christmas presents: 

                                                           
1362 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 53rd Annual Report, 1905, p.111, N-YHS. CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48st Annual 
Report, 1910, p114, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 61st Annual Report, 1913, p.106, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-
Subseries III.2, 73rd Annual Report, 1925, p.57, N-YHS. 
1363 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1916, p.104, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 70th Annual 
Report, 1912, p.106, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 71st Annual Report, 1913, p.105, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-
Subseries III.2, 61st Annual Report, 1913, p.105, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 61st Annual Report, 1913, 
p.114, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 73rd Annual Report, 1925, p.54, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 73rd 
Annual Report, 1925, p.55, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 73rd Annual Report, 1925, p.62, N-YHS. 
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Subseries III.2, 61st Annual Report, 1913, p.112, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 61st Annual Report, 1913, 
p.114, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 71st Annual Report, 1923, p.84, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 71st 
Annual Report, 1923, p.87, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 73rd Annual Report, 1925, p.54, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-
Subseries III.2, 73rd Annual Report, 1925, p.55, N-YHS. 
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Report, 1912, p.103, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 61st Annual Report, 1913, p.107, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-
Subseries III.2, 61st Annual Report, 1913, p.113, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1916, 
p.106, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 65th Annual Report, 1917, p.117, N-YHS. 
1366 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 61st Annual Report, 1913, p.107, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 71st Annual 
Report, 1923, p.87, N-YHS. 
1367 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1901, p.96, N-YHS. 
1368 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 53rd Annual Report, 1905, p.111, N-YHS. 
1369 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1901, p.96, N-YHS. 
1370 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1901, p.94, N-YHS. 
1371 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1900, p.86, N-YHS. 
1372 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 43, 1907, (p.274-5), N-YHS. 
1373 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 45, 1908, (p.470/471), N-YHS. 
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 “I got a book, a pair of suspenders, a pair of skates, overshoes, a cap, a bottle of perfume, a 

lot of candy and nuts, a lot of postal cards, a necktie, a necktie holder and boy of handkerchiefs 

and lot of more presents.”1374 

“He got a wagon and a bear pulling the wagon, a drum, a spinning top, a jumping jack, and a 

horse to haul his wagon. We also got him a nice suit of clothes and a pair of shoes.”1375 

Another family reported that the child got “a rubber tire tricyle […]  a number of other things, 

such as books, toys and candies.”1376 

Children report that they were given a car and a piano1377 or “two wrist watches, a diamond 

ring, beautiful clothes, wonderful vacation trips to Colorado every summer.”1378 

 

As the foster parents increasingly invested in the foster children, they also drew greater 

emotional satisfaction from them. While the foster parents had always reported that the 

children provided them with emotional satisfaction,1379 this got more frequent over time,1380 

with more parents reporting that their foster child was “the sunshine of our home,”1381 that 

the expense and responsibility of the foster child’s upbringing would be “returned to us a 

hundred fold by her cheerful and bright presence,”1382 and that they felt that their foster child 

was “a loving son to us and the pride of our home.”1383 

 

The Farmers’ families  

During his trip around Minnesota in 1901, Robert M. Brace, the Superintendent of 

Emigration, was contemplating the superior personal qualities of the farmers, with whom he 

had placed out the children, coming to the conclusion that “it seemed to me that life in such 

                                                           
1374 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 61st Annual Report, 1913, p.110, N-YHS. 
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surroundings and with such kind, intelligent people as I met, was about all that a boy could 

ask for.”1384  

Part of the CAS‘s glorification of rural life was the farmers and their families themselves, to 

whom superior moral and personal qualities were ascribed. Furthermore, the CAS had an 

idealised view of foster parents as kind and loving, showering the children with an abundance 

of affection, and therefore as perfect care providers for dependent children (also compared 

to their birth parents).  

Brace believed that during the early years, a child’s character and moral nature were most 

strongly shaped by the family the child was growing up in. Therefore, it was important to 

remove children from their degenerate birth families and to place them into more decent – 

more properly Christian – families, who would help to preserve their natural virtue.1385  

This view mirrored a general notion at the time which glorified agriculturalists and held that 

farm families represented the best of American life. It was generally assumed that the well-

regulated rural family, “fits for life“ in a more complete sense than an ordinary institution.1386 

The foster families were described throughout in very positive terms.1387 

During the application process for a foster child, special focus was on the reputation that the 

potential foster family had in the neighbourhood and on their moral character. Thereby, both 

the placing out agent who visited the families as well as the referees commenting on the 

potential foster family had to confirm the latter’s good (moral) standing. The referees were 

also asked to confirm that the head of the family had a “good sensible wife.”1388 

Although the CAS was well aware that the farmers lived in modest circumstances and were 

not well educated, they were considered to be intelligent and eager and they were seen as 

good simple farmers and sincere, ordinary people.1389 They were perceived to be very hard 

working and keen.1390 Moreover, they were well situatedand of good reputation in the wider 

                                                           
1384 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1901, p.31, N-YHS. 
1385 Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York, 200. 
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Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS. 
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community.1391 Furthermore, they did well by the children.1392 The foster parents were gentle, 

motherly, and homely.1393  

The placing out agents who visited once a year closely monitored the relationship between 

the children and the foster parents. After the first visit of the placing out agent in the foster 

family (to find out if it was suitable for a child) it was commonly anticipated by the placing out 

agent that the child would “without doubt” experience love in their new home.1394 When 

visiting the children during the yearly check-up, the placing out agents, as a general rule, 

described the foster parents as loving or liking their foster children and as having grown fond 

of them.1395 We sometimes learn that the children were also liked by the wider farming 

community they lived in.1396 

With regard to some of the children, they were described as having a close bond with their 

foster parents,1397 although we have only limited knowledge in regard to how far this was in 

fact the case.1398 Overall, according to the impressions of the placing-out agent, the foster 

parents saw their foster children in a very positive way, and were satisfied with them and 

interested in them.1399  

Apart from their superior personal qualities, the foster families were also considered as having 

superior moral qualities as they adhered to the Protestant faith and were therefore good 

                                                           
1391 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 4827, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, 
p.514/515, N-YHS. 
1392 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 
51, 1911-1912, (p.582), N-YHS. 
1393 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record 
Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 5633, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries 
XI.3, Case Files, 10137, N-YHS. 
1394 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 
43, 1907, (p.460/461), N-YHS. 
1395 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 34, 1899-1900, (p.426), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record 
Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 43, 1907, (p.460/461), N-YHS; CAS, 
Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 50, 1911, (p.344), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 50, 1911, 
(p.784), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 51, 1911-1912, (p.582), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, 
Case Files, 8091, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 53, 1913, (p.84), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries 
XI.3, Case Files, 10137 (1915-1928) N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 32, 1898-1902, (p.176), N-
YHS. 
1396 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS. 
1397 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 34, 1899-1900, (p.426), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record 
Book 30, 1894-1896, (p.532), N-YHS. 
1398 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS. 
1399 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 47, 1909-1910, (p.346-347), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, 
Record Book 51, 1911-1912, (p.582), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 8091, N-YHS. 
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Christian people.1400 Therefore, as compared to the biological families, they were seen as 

morally sound, virtuous and mannerly, without bad habits.1401  

The elevation of the good qualities of the farmer’s family continued into the children’s 

adulthood: it was noted contentedly by a placing out agent that a former charge of the CAS 

had married a worthy young farmer.1402 

 

The Farmer’s Home  

While driving, Robert M. Brace pondered over the farmers’ homes he had visited with great 

admiration: “Pianos, telephones and free rural delivery of mails”, he exclaimed, “with good 

schools, give to farmers’ families many of the advantages, with none of the drawbacks, of 

the towns.”1403 

The farm home is described throughout by the placing out agents in very bright colours. The 

children would profit from growing up in an abundant and generous home. This rise in living 

standards was surely in part due to the golden age of agriculture, which paved the way to a 

higher standard of living on the farm. During the golden age, farmers were financially in a 

position to make their homes more liveable for their families and to make extensive 

improvements to their standard of living. For the first time, they could now purchase carpets, 

drapes, wallpaper and furniture. They installed water pumps in their houses and at times 

plumbing and electricity. A common improvement involved putting a hand pump in the 

kitchen, usually connected to a cistern, ending the onerous task of carrying buckets of water 

from a pump or well outside. Some farmers installed telephones and purchased automobiles. 

By 1920, over 30 per cent of farmers owned at least one car. The ability to take on such a 

financial burden clearly demonstrates the relative prosperity of farmers at the time. Overall, 

farmers made their lives richer, easier and more modern.1404  

The CAS knew about these improvements, referring to them thus in the 1899 Annual Report: 

“with the increased prosperity of the farmers an extra mouth to feed is felt even less than 

                                                           
1400 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 
42, 1906-7, p.454, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 5633, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record 
Book 35, 1902-1903, (p.476), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS. 
1401 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, (5633), N-YHS. 
1402 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS. 
1403 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1901, p.31, N-YHS. 
1404 Danbom, Born in the Country, 161. 
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formerly, and the smaller children find good homes and bountiful fare in return for the little 

chores.”1405  

And thus, unsurprisingly, we also learn from the records produced by the CAS’s placing out 

agents that during their visits to foster parents they stepped into rather affluent farmers’ 

homes. 

When first visiting the home (before placing the child), the condition of the home as to 

cleanliness, order and comfort was checked. This was checked again each year, when the 

placing out agent visited the child, and was normally found to be in a condition that was 

satisfactory.1406 The homes were by default described as good, plain farm homes in the 

countryside, which were very clean, tidy and comfortable1407. Compared to the crowded 

tenement housing in the city ,the farm houses were considered to be spacious and therefore, 

all in all, a superb place for a child to grow up.1408 Thereby, also the children themselves 

seemed to like their homes.1409 

We find numerous indices of the prosperity of the farmers’ families in the descriptions of the 

placing out agents. A home was assessed as being “comfortable” since it had a telephone.1410 

Another farm household was found to have a car. The foster parents assured the CAS that 

their foster son would have the same privileges as their own children, which meant that they 

would take the child on a ride in their car whenever they were going themselves.1411  

The annual reports also present photos of rather well-built, large and comfortable farmers’ 

homes always surrounded by beautiful nature and, in 1917, even with a car (please see Picture 

28Picture 29Picture 30 below). Furthermore, the children also profited from improved 

infrastructure such as the advance in educational facilities described above, which made the 

countryside the best “place for a bright boy to start afresh in life.”1412 

                                                           
1405 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47th Annual Report, 1899, p.34, N-YHS. 
1406 CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1407 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record 
Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 47, 1909-10, (p.222), N-YHS; 
CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 32, 1898-1902, (p.176), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 
43, 1907, (p.460/461), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files 11087, 1919-1945, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries 
XI.3, Case Files, 8091, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 2336, N-YHS;CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case 
Files, 2465, N-YHS. 
1408 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 34, 1899-1900, (p.720), N-YHS;CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record 
Book 43, 1907, (p.460/461), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 43, 1907, (p.460/461), N-YHS. 
1409 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 50, 1911, (p.344), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 
40, 1905, p.236/237, N-YHS. 
1410 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, p.514/515, N-YHS. 
1411 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files 9682, 1915-1931, N-YHS. 
1412 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47st Annual Report, 1899, p.34 N-YHS. 
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Picture 28 “George M. in his new home in Missouri”1413 

                                                           
1413 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47st Annual Report, 1899, p.108 N-YHS. 
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Picture 29 “In her new home”1414 

 

Picture 30 “Dorothy and her foster parents”1415 

                                                           
1414 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 51st Annual Report, 1903 p.86, N-YHS. 
1415 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 65th Annual Report, 1917, p.117, N-YHS. 
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Conclusion 

As O’Connor notes, the CAS used the “grandest symbol” of modernity, namely the railroad, to 

send children “back in time” to an agrarian America, where there were no city slums and 

dysfunctional families but “human relationships, even within the nuclear family, which had not 

been degraded by an economic system that saw profit as the only value.”1416  

This chapter has demonstrated how the CAS constructed its own rural ideology based on 

several components. Rural ideology found its practical application in the CAS’s placing out 

system, which strongly relied on foster parents living in the countryside who were mostly 

farming families. However, it was not easy for most children to fully integrate themselves into 

their new families, and many moved through a long line of placements until they found a 

suitable one. 

The large number of rural placement homes that could be found demonstrates how easily 

children were placed into new families at the time. 

Families in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a very flexible construct, both 

in their capacity to absorb outsiders, but also in their susceptibility to dissolution.1417  

Families often broke up. Throughout the nineteenth century, between 20 and 30 percent of 

children became orphans before their fifteenth birthday.1418 Moreover, as the case files of the 

CAS demonstrate, most foster children moved between foster families at least once.  

This very flexible view of the family was indifferent towards kinship ties or maternal 

attachment. Children needed good homes with good people, regardless of biological ties. 

Thereby, CAS systematically favoured the farmer’s family over the biological family of the 

child. The biological parents were seen as part of the problem. Only from 1924 onwards, a 

growing concern over parental attachment became visible on the CAS’s agenda and the 

biological parents became part of the solution. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1416 O’Connor, Orphan Trains, 101. 
1417 O’Connor, 98. 
1418 O’Connor, 98. 
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Chapter 9: “The art of household management in the bush” 1419 : knowledge acquisition 

after emigration 

 

Picture 31 “New Arrivals Changing Their Perspective”1420 

Introduction 

“‘Farmers – children, farmers – children …’ the words ran in my head […]. And then I saw it 

quite clearly: Train the children to be farmers! Not in England. Teach them their farming in the 

land where they will farm.”1421 

 

This vision struck Kingsley Fairbridge (see chapter 1 for a detailed discussion) on his return to 

his home country of South Africa following his first journey to England in 1903.  

This section will analyse a shared defining feature of the both the CAS’s and CES’s rural 

ideologies which is the teaching of “their farming” i.e. the agricultural knowledge that the 

children would gain in the countryside.  

I will examine the role that knowledge acquisition and transfer played during the emigration 

process carried out under the auspices of the New York Children’s Aid Society and the British 

Child Emigration Society as the children built their new lives. Moreover, I will analyse the 

practices of knowledge dissemination in the specific educational settings that the two 

                                                           
1419CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.25, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1420 CES, 20th Annual Report, 1928-1929, p.14, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1421Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:158. 
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philanthropic societies chose. Finally, I will consider how the actors on the ground placed 

different forms of knowledge in relation to each other.  

I will argue that Brace and Fairbridge had each recognised at an early point that “emigration 

plus education”1422 was the solution to the problem of the many needy and abandoned 

children in Britain and New York. In consequence, they shaped a social policy which centred 

on the conviction that through knowledge acquisition, the children would be prepared for 

their future roles as good citizens and farmers and that they would thus be redeemed from a 

miserable fate of poverty. Both Fairbridge and Brace devised specific educational concepts to 

facilitate knowledge dissemination. Forms of knowledge acquired during the emigration 

process were prioritized by the two policy makers over knowledge gained before emigration 

which should be subjugated. 

 

Knowledge acquisition 

Through knowledge acquisition, children’s whole perspective on life could be changed and 

their minds literally “turned upside down”. This new perspective was symbolically expressed 

by a boy who had just arrived at the farm school and who was hanging upside down in a tree 

(see Picture 31). The children would acquire several forms of knowledge which all took shape 

in the space of the countryside. 

The first form was a knowledge of farming, which was a practical form of knowledge with a 

focus on knowing how to do something as opposed to “knowing that.”.1423 It was the 

knowledge of skilled workers, namely farmers,1424 who passed on their skills by practical 

training and by example without words.1425 Farming knowledge was a local knowledge of the 

land.1426 “Citizenship knowledge” was instead a tacit implicit knowledge1427 which could be 

acquired through everyday experience1428 and, in the American case, through practical 

example set by the foster family. The children also gained knowledge in school, which was in 

the classical sense academic knowledge taken from (school) books. “Citizenship knowledge” 

stood in direct opposition to “street wits” knowledge. The former would ensure the stability 

of the state as the children would turn into good citizens, while the latter would endanger it. 

                                                           
1422 CES, 17th Annual Report, 1925-1926, p.16, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1423 Burke, What Is the History of Knowledge?, 47. 
1424 Burke, 43. 
1425 Burke, 47. 
1426 Lässig, Simone, “The History of Knowledge and the Expansion of the Historical Research Agenda,” 37. 
1427 Lässig, Simone, 37. 
1428 Burke, What Is the History of Knowledge?, 43. 
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Farming and citizenship training in the Empire 

In his autobiography, Fairbridge was clear about which form of knowledge the children should 

acquire during the emigration process, in order to equip them for their new lives in the 

Dominions: “Train the children to be farmers! Not in England. Teach them their farming in the 

land where they will farm” [italics taken from the original].1429 As a product of its time, this 

training was organised along strongly gendered lines. It was proposed that boys should be 

prepared for their future roles as “farmers,”1430 teaching them the “rudiments of farming 

under Australian conditions,”1431 and girls for their future role as “farmer’s wife,”1432 teaching 

them “domestic economy.”1433 Every boy at the farm school had to help with all the chores 

that had to be done. Thereby their duties shifted once every fortnight1434 so that they were 

trained in all tasks such as riding, digging, sowing, reaping, tending cattle or rearing sheep. The 

girls were instead instructed in domestic economics, taking part in the management of the 

house, the laundry, the kitchen (see Picture 32 below) and poultry yard, and sewing.1435 

Schooling was also differentiated according to gender to some extent. In the 14th Annual 

Report in 1922-1923, a visitor to the farm school commented on the schoolwork of the boys 

and girls: “All the girls were in a classroom doing needle work. They were mostly working on 

samplers with patches, darns, buttonholes, mending, and other specimens of sewing, on one 

piece of material.” In the other classroom “all the boys were together and they did mental 

addition very well indeed.”1436 The boys were also educated in manual training (see Picture 33 

below). 

 

                                                           
1429K. Fairbridge, "Infant Immigrants at Home - Life at the Farm school", The Daily Mail, Newscuttings, 17th June 
1914, D296/F2/1, ULSCA. 
1430Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:159. 
1431CES, 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, p.5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1432Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:159. 
1433CES, 16th Annual Report, 1924-1925, p.5, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1434K.Fairbridge, “Child Immigration”,1920, D296/A2/16, ULSCA. 
1435CES, Arthur Lawley, "From Slums to Sunshine", 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, 1922/1923,D296/D1/2/8, 
p.8, ULSCA. 
1436 CES, 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, 1922/1923,D296/D1/2/8, p.17, ULSCA. 
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Picture 32:“Many Hands Make Labour Light”1437 

 

In the eyes of the CES, over time the children became experts in many different disciplines. In 

a wide range of pictures, the annual reports boast about the expertise gained by the young 

migrants. These included, among others, baking (see Picture 32), manual training (see Picture 

33), “water engineering” (see Picture 34), woodwork (see Picture 35) and sewing (see Picture 

36). 

 

                                                           
1437CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.16, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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.  

Picture 33: “The Shop. Manual training forms part of the boys curriculum.”1438 

 

                                                           
1438CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.19, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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Picture 34: “The Young Water Engineers”1439 

 

Picture 35: “The Woodman“1440 

 

                                                           
1439CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-34, p.11, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1440CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-34, p25, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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Picture 36: “A sewing lesson. A girls‘ classroom in the State School on estate. Specialised 

instruction is now given to equip the girls for their work.”1441 

 

Having finished primary school, most children worked on the farm school for a few years 

before taking up full-time employment1442 as trainees with local farmers. Here the boys would 

“learn” their “business as a farmer” and could “equip” themselves with farming techniques 

and gain first-hand experience in farming. The girls would acquire knowledge in “the art of 

household management in the bush,” and in so doing were getting ready to become farmers’ 

wives.1443 

Importantly, as well as becoming good farmers, the children were also expected to be trained 

to become good serviceable citizens of the Empire and, accordingly, to enrich the 

Commonwealth by their characters and skilled industry.1444 Crucially, then, part of the farm 

school curriculum was the development of an awareness of “the acknowledged duty of 

individuals towards God and Man; the glory of England; the essential unity of the Empire.”1445 

                                                           
1441CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-34, p.25, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1442Jeffery and Sherington, Fairbridge, 140. 
1443CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.25, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1444Child Emigration Society, 20th Annual Report, p.7, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1445K. Fairbridge, ‘Letter from Fairbridge to Earl Grey’, Outlines and Draft Agreements, 5th August 1908, 
D296/A1/1, ULSCA. 
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Overall then, the children were expected to grow up in “freedom, naturalness, usefulness” and 

would become “good serviceable citizens, enjoying life, enriching the Commonwealth by their 

characters and skilled industry, serving their fellows and in that service serving and pleasing 

their God.”1446 

 

Citizenship training1447 on the American farm 

In the United States, acquiring a knowledge of farming went hand in hand with citizenship 

training, as farmers were seen as the ideal American citizens. Crucially, during the first visit of 

a placing out agent to a potential foster family, the CAS stressed that the children should 

receive “intelligent care in health, work, play, schooling, companions and moral and religious 

welfare,” and foster parents were selected by the CAS in view of their perceived willingness 

and capacities to fulfil these criteria.1448 

Farm work was seen as an enriching part of well-rounded training. From a certain age 

onwards, the children were prepared for a life of usefulness, whereby the girls helped with 

the daily chores around the house1449 such as washing dishes1450 and with childcare.1451 

Likewise, the boys helped on the farm1452 with activities such as cutting wood and carpentry, 

but at times also housework.1453 In such a way, they were taught to work on the farm. Some 

boys also were given stock or a little piece of land of their own.1454 Boys gained quite specific 

farming skills such as harnessing horses or working with a plough.1455 All in all, it was felt that 

if the children grew up on the farm, undisturbed by their past, they could become 

“prosperous” farmers in the future.1456 

                                                           
1446CES, 20th Annual Report, 1928-1929, p.7, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1447Marten and Fass, “Foreword,” 7. 
1448CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1449CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 40, 1905, N-YHS. 
1450CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files,3007, 1904-1914, N-YHS. 
1451CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, N-YHS. 
1452CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 4827, 5633, 4827, 4237, 7572, 8091, 229 N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries 
XI.4.B, Record Book 43, 1907, (p.274-5), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 50, 1911, (p.344), N-
YHS. 
1453CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 460, 1914-1915, N-YHS. 
1454CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 4237, N-YHS. CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 45, 1908, N-YHS. 
1455CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 460, 1914-1915, N-YHS. 
1456CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 2336, N-YHS. 
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Across the board, it is recorded in the case files that all these children attended school 

regularly until a certain age.1457 Indeed, the level of education rose, with some children 

attending high school and even college.1458 Girls especially received music lessons at times.1459 

The CAS also expected the foster parents to direct the reading of the children.1460 

At the same time, training on the farm was regarded as solid preparation for the formation of 

children into good citizens once they reached adulthood. The CAS emphasised that “acquiring 

a practical training in childhood” would fit the children “for good citizenship”1461 and would 

turn the children into “fit material for American citizenship.”1462 A “good, moral and physical 

training” should convey “habits of cleanliness and self-respect and to raise [...the] ideals of 

living [of the poorer class.]” The object of the training was to “train, teach and keep to the 

right ways of living and thinking.”1463 To this end, the CAS cooperated with farms across the 

country “where people are glad to receive a boy,” care for him and educate him, and, once 

adulthood was reached, “see that he has a start in life that will make him a useful citizen of 

his adopted community.”1464 

 

Knowledge dissemination: educational concepts pursued  

As part of their social policy, both Fairbridge and Brace developed educational concepts that 

enabled young migrants from the city to acquire the knowledge needed to build a new life as 

farmers or farmers’ wives and good citizens in the countryside. Knowledge dissemination 

would take place at specific educational sites and in specific networks of knowledge. The 

British children migrating to Australia would undergo training at a special “Fairbridge Farm 

School,” while the American child migrants learnt from their foster families, who were 

normally farmers. Both concepts, therefore, centred around a farm setting. It should be 

mentioned that British philanthropic societies also sent British children to foster families on 

Canadian farms. Likewise, farm schools existed in the American countryside for American city 

children. 

                                                           
1457CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 37, 1902-1904, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 42, 
1906-7, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 43, 1907, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record 
Book 45, 1908, (p.470/471), N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 460, 1914-1915, N-YHS. 
1458CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1916, p.10, N-YHS. 
1459CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1916, p.104, N-YHS. 
1460CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1461CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1901, p.9, N-YHS. 
1462 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p.33, N-YHS. 
1463 Ibid. 
1464CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 56th Annual Report, 1908, p.17, N-YHS. 
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The Farm school 

 

Picture 37: “I saw great Colleges of Agriculture (not workhouses) springing up in every man-

hungry corner of the Empire. I saw little children shedding the bondage of bitter circumstances. 

[…]  I saw waste turned to providence, the waste of unneeded humanity converted to the 

husbandry of unemployed acres.”1465 

 

Fairbridge had originally devised a ‘College of Agriculture’, a vision which he turned into reality 

by setting up the CES and a farm school in Australia in 1912. Here, formerly destitute British 

                                                           
1465Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:159.; CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-34, p.2, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
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children grew up and were trained to farm the land (please see Picture 37). After Fairbridge’s 

death in 1924, his work was continued by the CES and his wife, and the farm school scheme 

expanded as additional farm schools in Australia, Canada and Rhodesia were opened in the 

mid-1930s.  

Such farm schools worked in a specific way: “It is proposed that the children live in small farm 

groups [cottages] round the central school. This system is free from the evils of barrack-school 

workhouses and enables children to grow up as independent and self-reliant as they would be 

in their own homes.”1466 The farm schools were small working farms, where the training took 

place on the ground. The farms had animals, an orchard, crop fields, a vegetable garden and 

some small gardens for the children to work on their own.1467 It was hoped that the children 

would become proud of the farm and learn to understand the animals. From the earliest 

stages, the children would thus acquire an in-depth knowledge of local farming.1468 

The farm schools functioned as a network of knowledge: a state teacher who lived on the 

premises of the farm school was responsible for the education of the children, while Fairbridge 

himself (at the farm school at Pinjarra) was responsible for their religious education.1469 A 

matron would supervise the children in their small cottages.1470 

 

Foster care on the farm 

The CAS pursued the educational concept of “foster care,” placing children almost exclusively 

in farmers’ families.1471 From the outset, Brace had believed that even the “plainest ‘farmer’s 

home’” [italics reproduced from the original] was the “best of all Asylums for the outcast 

child.”1472 Brace had a high opinion of the farmers with whom the children were placed, and 

he perceived them to be “our most solid and intelligent class.”1473 

The foster family played a vital role in this concept as they were expected to provide the 

network of knowledge within which the children socialised and were trained, which would 

ensure that they had a good start in life. The society expected the foster families to “give” 

                                                           
1466CES, 1st Annual Report, 1909, p.4, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1467HC Deb, vol.174, cc.539 (28 May 1924); HC Deb, 26 April 1922 vol 153 cc 604 
1468Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:159. 
1469Hon. Sir Arthur Lawley, "From Slums to Sunshine" CES, 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, p.8, D296/D1/2/8, 
p5, ULSCA. 
1470 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, D296/D1/2/8, p.14, ULSCA 
1471CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 60th Annual Report, 1912, p.10, N-YHS. 
1472Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York, 237. 
1473Brace, 239. 
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education, “patiently train“ the children, “educate“ them, often “help“ them through college, 

and finally “assist” them when starting their own farms or businesses.1474 Christian families on 

a farm were felt to be best adapted to “build up sound minds in sound bodies““as quickly as 

life.“1475 

Formal schooling became an increasingly crucial part of the children’s training. Only foster 

parents living in close proximity to a school (and therefore able to send their children to 

school) were selected, and they had to agree to send the child there “as required by the 

Educational Law of the [...] state.”1476 

 

 Who transferred knowledge? 

A major difference in the two educational concepts pursued by the CES and the CAS was the 

choice of personnel charged with the transfer of knowledge for the children to acquire. 

According to Fairbridge’s wishes, formal teachers should be “gentle women and men”, who 

should take up the role as “mentors and guides”1477 for the children. Importantly, the children 

should receive a qualified “wide far-seeing education by the educated based on handicrafts 

and land culture.”1478All personnel on the Australian farm school were formally employed and 

paid by the CES, although there has been criticism with regard to their actual qualification (see 

).  

In the case of the CAS, as discussed above, knowledge transfer took place rather informally 

within the foster families, who, in the words of historian Megan Birk, served as “providers, 

protectors and moral discipliners for a class of children who desperately needed such examples 

to block the influences of poverty and vice.”1479 Although the foster parents did sign a contract 

with the CAS, they did not receive any financial compensation. Alongside their home 

education, the children also acquired knowledge in school, which was transferred by formal, 

qualified, employed teachers. 

 

                                                           
1474CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 56th Annual Report, 1908, p.17, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 
1916, p.10, N-YHS. 
1475CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report November 1901, p.30, N-YHS; CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 54th 
Annual Report, 1906, p.40 N-YHS. 
1476CAS, Sub-Subseries XIII.5.B - Duplicate Prints and Tintypes from Case Files, Box 987, ca. 1905-1945, N-YHS. 
1477Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:158. 
1478Fairbridge, Part I:146. 
1479Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 20. 



291 
 

Building a “new” life 

Knowledge acquisition played an absolutely predominant role in building a new life, as it 

would transform the children into worthy citizens and capable farmers. This would ensure the 

children’s integration into existing social structures and into society. Thus, the children’s 

transformation through knowledge acquisition was expected to bring about social change.1480 

 

Empire 

Through the knowledge acquired at the “college of agriculture”, the children would be 

prepared to build a new life as farmers and good citizens in the Dominions. Fairbridge wrote 

of his vision for the college of agriculture: “I saw little children shedding the bondage of bitter 

circumstances and stretching their legs and minds amid the thousand interests of the farm. I 

saw waste turned to providence, the waste of unneeded humanity converted to the husbandry 

of unemployed acres.”1481 

Having undergone their training years at a Fairbridge farm school, the children could be 

assured of a future livelihood, as they entered a field of employment in which there was room 

for them and where they would not be unemployed, as would be the case in Britain.1482 In this 

way, once the children were grown up they would be “safely launched in work and 

satisfactorily settled in the new country.”1483 In the Empire they would find comfortable 

homes.1484 Furthermore, they would be integrated into society as “actual settlers, rooted in 

the soil and established citizens of the State.”1485 Moreover, they “would merge into the life of 

Australia.”1486 It was declared that “there is one good point about the Fairbridge scheme which 

is not often sufficiently stressed. […] you [are] training there boys to take their place as 

Australian citizens.”1487 

Once children were well brought up and well educated, they would be “capable of becoming 

efficient God-fearing men and women, keen to build up a fortune for themselves and 

                                                           
1480 Cf. Lässig, Simone, “The History of Knowledge and the Expansion of the Historical Research Agenda,” 46. 
1481Fairbridge, Kingsley Fairbridge, Part I:159. 
1482CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.6, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1483 CES 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, p.5,D296/D1/2/8 , ULSCA. 
1484CES, 12nd Annual Report, 1921/1922, p.24, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
148527th Annual Report, 1935-1936,D296/D1/2/8, p.22, ULSCA 
148628th Annual Report, 1936-1937,D296/D1/2/8, p.3, ULSCA 
1487HC Deb 25 January 1937 vol 319 cc691 
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continually by their labours and good citizenship adding to the wealth of the nation.”1488 Thus 

in the Dominions, they would grow up “to become useful members of society and loyal citizens 

of the Empire,”1489 which would not have been possible in Britain. 

 

United States 

In a similar vein in the United States, it was hoped that knowledge acquisition in the foster 

family would make it possible to turn the children into farmers and to better integrate them 

into society. The CAS strongly stressed that, once placed, the children would inevitably turn 

into model citizens and good farmers. At the beginning of each annual report it was repeatedly 

stated that the aim of the Western Emigration and Placing out Department was to prepare 

orphaned and abandoned children for “lives of usefulness.”1490 The CAS’s Board of Trustees 

also agreed in the matter: the children placed out would grow up to become “self-respecting 

well-to-do citizens of the West.”1491 Through the “long, patient and costly work” of the farmers 

described above the children would be “brought up to good citizenship.”1492 As a result, the 

children were “now grown to manhood and womanhood in all walks of life.”1493 In the CAS’s 

own words, through emigration and education, the “transformation of a street wanderer into 

a useful farmer’s boy” would take place.1494 The CAS prided itself on the fact that the majority 

of children “under our guidance became farmers, married and settled down to good 

citizenship.”1495 Placing out was regarded as of great national importance as it was felt that if 

the children had the right influences (of the farm and the countryside), this would “help to 

elevate the working people in America, especially in the farming communities.”1496 Former 

orphan train riders could live lives “of usefulness to the country in which they live.”1497 

The society consistently gave proof that it had effectively turned the children into good 

citizens by pointing to the fact that the children who had once been placed out had, as adults, 

                                                           
1488K.Fairbridge, “Child Immigration “, Texts by Kingsley Fairbridge (sermons, speeches, articles), 1920, 
D296/A2/16, ULSCA. 
1489CES, 11st Annual Report, 1919/1920, p.8, D296/D1/2/10, ULSCA; K.Fairbridge, “Child Immigration“, Texts by 
Kingsley Fairbridge (sermons, speeches, articles), 1920, D296/A2/16, ULSCA. 
1490CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p.viii, N-YHS. 
1491CAS, Minutes of the Board of Trustees 1895-1907, 18th March 1896, p. 16, Container 1 Volume 8, N-YHS. 
1492 Children’s Aid Society, 67th Annual Report, p. 15 
1493CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 44th Annual Report, 1895, p.9, N-YHS. 
1494CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 58th Annual Report, 1910, p.20, N-YHS 
1495 Children’s Aid Society, 68th Annual Report, p. 10. 
1496CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1910, p.10, N-YHS. 
1497CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 48th Annual Report, 1901, p.viii, N-YHS. 



293 
 

turned into “substantial citizens in every calling of life.”1498 The “former orphan train riders” 

had become contributors to, and valuable citizens of, society and therefore deserving 

beneficiaries of the social welfare they had received in their youth. In the CAS’s own words, 

by placing them out, they had become “producers instead of mere consumers” and “a blessing 

instead of a burden.”1499 Social transformation had thus successfully taken place. 

The CAS consistently pointed to the “results” of its placing out work in its annual reports.1500 

The success of the placing out system was thereby proven, since 99 per cent of those placed 

out went on to later become “good citizens” or to even achieve distinction.1501 They had 

become reputable members of their communities “in positions of trust, in farming, in business 

and in politics.”1502 Based on past experience, it could be confidently predicted that eight out 

of ten of the placed children would develop into useful citizens and that many of them would 

in the future achieve success that they could be proud of.1503 The CAS prided itself on the fact 

that most of its children “succeeded well in the world” and only a few did not do well.1504 

 

 

 

The role of age in building a new life 

Knowledge was transferred in many directions. Not only did the children acquire knowledge 

during the emigration process, but they also transferred the knowledge from their previous 

lives to their new lives. When selecting children for migration, both societies favoured children 

who would potentially transfer knowledge that was considered to be desirable. We can thus 

once more examine how different forms of knowledge stood in relation to each other. 

 

The significance of the young age of the migrants  

It was seen as propitious to take young children who had not yet acquired the habitus and 

knowledge of city life (as opposed to older children or adults) and who were more 

                                                           
1498CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 67th Annual Report, 1919, p.11, N-YHS. 
1499CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 47st Annual Report, 1899, p.99 N-YHS. 
1500 See for example: CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 51st Annual Report, 1903, p.21, N-YHS. 
1501 Children’s Aid Society, 68th Annual Report, 1920/1921 p.viii; Children’s Aid Society, 69th Annual Report, p. 
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1502 Children’s Aid Society, 69th Annual Report, p. 15 
1503CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 42nd Annual Report, 1894, p.11, N-YHS. 
1504CAS, Subseries I.I, Minutes of the Board of Trustees 1879-1895, 20th April 1881, p. 34, Container 1 Volume 7, 
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“impressionable“1505 and could easily acquire new knowledge. British politicians, the CES and 

the CAS agreed that building a new life was only possible in the absence of “street wits” 

knowledge. Winston Churchill, who was Secretary of State for the Colonies and the Overseas 

Settlement Committee, was convinced that the children had not yet “become accustomed to 

industrial city life.”1506  

 In the view of the CES, children, when migrating young, would not yet “have acquired the 

vices of ‘professional pauperism’.”1507 They had not yet “become contaminated by pauper 

surroundings.”1508 Crucially, their minds “would not have been depraved by the contaminating 

influences of slum life,”1509 and in consequence were still capable of acquiring knowledge. This 

opinion was shared by Charles Loring Brace II  along with the CAS, according to whom younger 

children growing up in the overcrowded tenement house system in New York or in a very 

impoverished environment would generally not yet have turned “bad”, developed into 

“criminals“ or become “members of that great army of idlers and incapables.”1510 On the 

contrary, the children (unlike adults) would “soon throw off the evil effects of their former 

surroundings” and become “responsive to kindness.”1511 

 In the 27th Annual Report of the British CES, the reader learns about John, a child who 

migrated to Australia at the age of ten and was brought up on a working farm. As he is “still 

growing in body and mind he takes to his new life as easily as putting on a new coat.” “His 

horizon extends” on the farm school and he “learns and adapts himself” to living and working 

in Australia.1512 Due to their young age, child migrants could still be “educated“ and “specially 

trained for the life [in Western Australia]” to “see all the wonderful forces of nature that 

underlie the grand profession of agriculture.”1513 Overall, the CES stressed that, when the 

                                                           
1505CES, 25th Annual Report, 1933-1934, p.4, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1506Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014. p.55 
1507K.Fairbridge, “The Emigration of Poor Children to the Colonies – Speech Read before the Colonial Club at 
Oxford”, Texts by Kingsley Fairbridge (sermons, speeches, articles), 1909, D296/A2/1, ULSCA. 
1508CES, 1st Annual Report, 1909, p.6, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1509Sir Arthur Lawley, "From Slums to Sunshine" CES, 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, 1922-1923, 
p.8,D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1510CAS, Subseries III.2, Charles Loring Brace II, How Boys Come to be Bad in: "The Independent", 3rd March 
1892, Box 12 Folder 8, N-YHS. 
1511CES, 14th Annual Report, 1922-1923, p.21, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1512 CES, 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, p.3 D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1513K.Fairbridge, “Child Immigration“, Texts by Kingsley Fairbridge (sermons, speeches, articles), 1920, 
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children were still “malleable” at a young age, they could still be convinced “of happiness in a 

normal life of learning and of work.”1514  

Similar to the British CES, the “great principle” of the New York CAS’s work was “prevention”, 

which would be especially effective with young children as they were considered to be open 

to influence.1515 Older children in the United States would transfer their knowledge of “city 

life” to their new lives in the countryside, which would lead to interaction and competition 

between these forms of knowledge. As a result, when placed on farms, they changed 

employers often and without reason and committed occasional offences and acts of 

misconduct.1516 They were “stirred up” by a desire to move around the country and could not 

be brought into stable employment.1517 However, as some employers were willing to bear 

with the older children, a process of negotiation between these two forms of knowledge was 

set in motion and to the great satisfaction of the CAS, once the new knowledge took over, 

“excellent qualities” could be brought out in the children.1518 

 

Conclusion  

The present section has demonstrated how two social policy makers in Britain and the US 

assigned priority to certain forms of knowledge and migrated children to networks of 

knowledge where these could be found. The transformative power of these forms of 

knowledge was to be used to turn them into good citizens and to play an important part in 

the historical process of building both the American nation and the British Empire.1519 

This thesis has compared a colonial to a non-colonial setting. It has shown that the concept of 

“colonial knowledge”, and especially its assertion of superiority, can also be found in a 

symbolic sense in non-colonial settings. Both the British and the American children were to 

leave behind their invalid “street wits” and would be “civilised” by undergoing farming and 

citizenship training.1520 This thesis thus refutes the assumption implicit in many colonial 

studies that knowledge transfer meant transfer from the western centre to the periphery, as 

importantly, while building a new life, the children were supposed to acquire knowledge of 

                                                           
1514CES, 27th Annual Report, 1935-1936, p.1D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1515 Children’s Aid Society, 67th Annual Report, p. 33 
1516 CAS, Subseries III.2, Charles Loring Brace II, How Boys Come to be Bad. 
1517 Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York, 238. 
1518 CAS, Subseries III.2, Charles Loring Brace II, How Boys Come to be Bad. 
1519 Cf. Lässig, Simone, “The History of Knowledge and the Expansion of the Historical Research Agenda,” 40. 
1520 Lässig, Simone, 37. 
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local farming in the “periphery”. Conversely, the knowledge of the city was not to be 

transferred to the periphery. 
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Chapter 10: The reality 

How did the children experience growing up in this “ideal space”? Can poverty simply be cured 

by “removing barriers”? I argue that in both cases the imagination of the policy makers did 

not always correspond to reality. 

 

The children’s experience in the United States 

The CAS’s fixed and persistent ideal of the superiority of the farmer’s family as compared to 

the children’s birth family often fell short of reality, as not all children thrived in foster care.1521  

This was, above all, due to the fact that not all children became integral members of their 

foster families. It was not always the case that the children established a stable parental 

relationship with their foster parents. 

It was an important prerequisite of the CAS’s placing out philosophy that children should 

become “members” of the farmer’s family and “associates” of the farmer’s children, instead 

of servants who would only be “disagreeable and inconvenient” to the farmer’s family.1522 

Hence, in the initial application, the potential foster parents had to agree to treat the child as 

a member of the family.1523   

As pointed out by the historian Meghan Birk, most children in their foster families probably 

had an uncompensated status somewhere between family member and hired hand.1524 The 

placing out agent, on a yearly visit to the child, among other things observed and recorded the 

quality of the relationship between the foster parents and the child. Some children managed 

to establish a parental relationship with their foster parents and were treated as if they were 

a child of the family.1525 For example, in a letter to the CAS, foster parents promised to care of 

the child for the rest of his life1526 and some foster children did indeed address the foster 

mother as “mother”.1527 For many children, however, the quality of the relationship fluctuated 

over the years, which could indicate that the relationship was rather unstable. For example, 

                                                           
1521 Thurston, The Dependent Child - A Story of the Changing Aims and Methods in the Care of Dependent 
Children, 303–4. 
1522 Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York, 224. 
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1524 Birk, Fostering on the Farm, 40. 
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Record Book 30, 1894-1896, (p.532), N-YHS. 
1526 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.4.B, Record Book 30, 1894-1896, (p.532), N-YHS. 
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we find that for a child at age 10, the relationship was “pleasant,”, at ages 11 and 12 it was 

“ok” and at age 13 it became “affectionate,” while at age 14 the relationship was not 

commented on by the placing out agent, something that normally occurred when the 

relationship worsened.1528 For another child, the relationship worsened between the ages of 

ten and eleven and then improved, so that it was classified as “parental” at the ages of 

fourteen and fifteen.1529 

In addition, most children did not stay permanently with one foster family, but were re-placed 

into a new foster family at least once.1530 The children were easily disposed of by their foster 

families when difficulties arose or when the foster families’ circumstances changed.  

Meghan Birk, in her study of farm placements from local institutions in the mid-west, finds 

that between one-fourth and one-half of all placed-out children were re-placed at least 

once.1531 

That fact that the children were not indentured but remained under the custody of the CAS 

may have further facilitated the re-placements as, “where a child does not suit a person or 

becomes only a burden to the employer,” the CAS would willingly take back the child,1532 which 

in consequence lowered the threshold for foster parents to return the child.1533  

The CAS was frank about the frequent re-placements and justified them to the readers of the 

annual reports by stating that it was rare for a child to be removed because of neglect or ill-

treatment but, on the contrary, most re-placements had to be made as the foster parents had 

been too kind and therefore had failed to maintain control over the children. “The sympathy 

that all good people feel for the orphan and motherless child often results in lack of firmness 

and the child becomes unruly or impertinent. When this occurs a new home must be found.”1534 

The reason for the re-placement can indeed often be traced to the circumstance that the 

foster parents could no longer exert control over the foster children. The removal often took 

place upon the initiative of the foster family1535 on the grounds that the child did not fulfil the 

                                                           
1528 CAS, Sub-Subseries XI.3, Case Files, 6369, N-YHS. 
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expectations placed on him/her.1536 For example, a child was described as being in a bad mood 

at all times and was not helping around the house.1537 Foster parents wanted the child to be 

removed if a child was difficult to control and manage as the child behaved in an unruly and 

careless way1538 or if a child was causing trouble in school and among neighbours.1539 Damage 

to the house1540 or stealing1541 was not condoned. At times, the conditions in the home 

deteriorated, so that the child could no longer be kept.1542 A foster father who had fallen ill 

could no longer control the child, and the child was removed.1543 It was rather unusual for a 

child to be removed due to untenable conditions in the foster family. In one case the child was 

overworked and inappropriate language was used.1544 

Compared to the requests of the foster parents for re-placement, the children’s requests were 

less frequently granted. The placing out agents tried (often successfully) to solve the problem 

by talking to the foster parents and by improving the situation of the children.1545 

 

The modification of this fixed and persistent ideal of the CAS, i.e. that of placement in free 

foster homes for all dependent children as a class, took place very slowly. In 1924, for the first 

time, the CAS was now willing to recognise the dependent child as an individual member of 

some family group (of origin), even though this group might have broken down (temporarily). 

At the same time the CAS recognised the importance of kinship ties. This resulted in a change 

in their methods, and in the introduction of an alternative to free foster homes, in the form of 

(temporary) boarding homes.1546 

However, the CAS recognised this at a far earlier point than was the case in Britain. 
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The children’s experience on a Fairbridge Farm School 

The CES’s very high and enthusiastic expectations for the children's lives fell short of reality at 

times. Over the years of their existence, the Fairbridge farm schools were under close 

observation, with many official investigations carried out and many reports written about the 

conditions there. These investigations and reports allow a glimpse into how children might 

have experienced growing up on a Fairbridge farm school. The reports also brought to light 

the weaknesses of the farm school system, which surely marred the experience of the 

children. 

Nevertheless, it seems that the first years of the farm school on which this chapter is based 

(1918-1939) were fairly “peaceful”, in that corporal punishment was relatively sparingly 

used.1547 This changed when the farm school system was extended in the late 1930s. By the 

early 1940s, there were increasing concerns about the farm school system,1548 which were 

documented in a number of reports in the 1940s and 1950s.  

In 1944, several incidents which proved there was “poor discipline” were reported to the UK 

High Commissioner in Canberra, which set in motion a number of assessments of the new 

Fairbridge farm schools, both by internal members of the CES and by external organizations, 

namely the UK High Commissioner in Canberra and the Chief Migration Officer of the 

Australian Commonwealth Government. One farm school (at Northcote) in particular was 

found to be insufficient in that it was deplored that the children’s morale had declined and 

that supervision within the farm school was indifferent. Some of the children had “seriously 

gone astray” due to “laxity in supervision.” It was concluded that there was “serious wastage 

of the potentialities of these children.” (CES, 1944)  

In late 1944, a further report was drawn up by Mr. W.J. Garnett, secretary to the UK High 

Commissioner on the state of the Fairbridge farm schools. According to this report, although 

80 per cent of the former pupils had “made good”, contrary to the aims of Fairbridge only a 

small number of children had managed to become farmers on their own land. 1549 

In a follow-up-report it was claimed that the children often ended up as unskilled cheap 

labour. Furthermore, the children did not advance socially but remained “the underprivileged 

class.”1550 
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Moreover, the attempt to transplant children, “just like plants” was not successful and often 

ended in emotional difficulties and social isolation rather than the prescribed social 

advancement.1551 Garnett also highlighted the problems of isolation and loneliness often 

experienced by Fairbridge children due to segregation in isolated communities.1552 

It is debatable whether Fairbridge’s aim to populate the Empire was achieved. In 1936/37 

nearly eight hundred former pupils of the Fairbridge farm schools were at work in Western 

Australia, representing one in four hundred of the population.1553  

Also “family life” in the cottages was not always harmonious. Fairbridge had recognised the 

importance of well-suited and qualified staff and the need for adequate payment. However, 

the salary originally proposed was never paid and, as a result, the standard of cottage mothers 

was low and the frequency of turnover high,1554 which affected cottage life negatively. 

 

 

                                                           
1551 CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.4, d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; CES, 19th Annual Report, 1927-1928, p.4, 
d296/D1/1/1, ULSCA; Alan Gill, Orphans of the Empire (Milsons Point, N.S.W.: Random House, 1998), 159./166-
167. 
1552 Hill, The Forgotten Children, 261. 
1553 28th Annual Report, 1936-1937, D296/D1/2/8, p.21, ULSCA 
1554 Hill, The Forgotten Children, 155. 
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General conclusion to Part II 

And so, Robert M. Brace concluded, “Can any other system show like results in so short a 

time and with so little expense?”1555 

This chapter has demonstrated how a myth was turned into reality. Rural ideology found its 

practical application in child welfare policy in general by encouraging farms as part of 

institutions, locating institutions in rural settings and relying on farmers to provide homes for 

dependent children. Across both countries, the idea of ruralism, therefore, had very far 

reaching consequences for the care of dependent children. This was firstly true in terms of 

numbers. 

In the US between 1854 and 1929, children were sent on a large scale from the overpopulated 

cities such as New York City to farms in the rural countryside using the “orphan trains.”1556 

Again, private philanthropic organisations, for example the New York Children’s Aid Society, 

played a pivotal role in organising and carrying out this scheme. They were in part supported 

and funded by the US states which sent the children.  

In the United States, more than 100,000 children were placed in the countryside by the CAS. 

The work of the CAS was only the tip of the iceberg. 

Birk finds that in the mid-west, the practice of placing children with farmers became prevalent 

to the point where, between 1850 and 1900, one-fifth to one-third of farm homes contained 

children who were not biological children of the family. Although some of these children 

belonged to relatives or neighbours, others were dependent children placed out on the 

farm.1557  

In Britain between 1869 and 1967, an estimated 95,000 British children from the metropole 

were selected for permanent migration to the British settler colonies.1558 Crucial in carrying 

out this social policy were private philanthropic societies such as, for example, the Child 

Emigration Society (CES). The British migration of children was supported and partially funded 

by the British government. 

                                                           
1555 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 49th Annual Report, 1901, p.31, N-YHS. 
1556 Holt, The Orphan Trains, 4. 
1557 Megan Birk, Fostering on the Farm: Child Placement in the Rural Midwest (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 2015), 1-11. 
1558 Boucher, Empire’s Children, 2014, 3. 
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This part demonstrates how, historically, belief in the superiority of rural life came into being 

and how the CAS and CES, following these wider trends at the time, constructed their own 

rural ideology based on several components. 

I illustrate parallel historical trends in Britain and the US1559 as growing cross-national 

uniformities and similarities1560 can be found in the way in which the solution to the ills of 

industrialisation and urban (child) poverty was conceived, namely by removing barriers 

through emigration to the countryside. 

Against the backdrop of a common understanding of poverty (see Chapter 5), both Fairbridge 

and Brace understood the countryside as a space of abundance and thus as an ideal place for 

a child to grow up. Yet local particularities were also important.1561 

Next to the transnational movements, which provide an interconnection between these two 

rural ideologies, it is significant that the two ideologies were interconnected by a number of 

common ideas. 

When with growing urbanisation the number of needy and abandoned children rose, the idea 

of the rural myth as disseminated by those literary authors was received with open arms as it 

clearly suggested, to reformers on both sides of the Atlantic, that city children should be sent 

to farms or reformatories in the countryside.1562 This formed the base of rural ideology and 

set in motion the child emigration movement. 

 

Several ideas underlay the two rural ideologies, thus creating similar patterns. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, “Sending the children out of the city”, both Brace and Fairbridge 

used the concept of poverty and abundance in similar ways to connect the metropole and the 

countryside in a new way. While there was great poverty in the city, the countryside was seen, 

in accordance with their rural ideology, as a space of abundance; all that had to be done was 

to connect the two sites via large scale emigrations. The children would literally be sent from 

slums to sunshine. In their view, in this way, poverty could be cured. 

Secondly, the rural ideology of Brace and Fairbridge was based on ideas of environmentalism, 

as it was the (rural) environment rather than heredity that would shape the children. 

                                                           
1559 Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914, 1. 
1560 Bayly, 2.  
1561 Bayly, 165. 
1562 Hawes, Joseph M., Children in Urban Society - Juvenile Delinquency in Nineteenth-Century America, 9. 
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The countryside and, more specifically, a farm setting had a special meaning for both the UK 

and the US actors as, through its perceived special regenerative qualities, it was believed to 

be conducive to nation and Empire building: only through emigration to a more plentiful rural 

environment would the children turn into useful citizens and so become positive contributors 

to future society.  

Moreover, the two rural ideologies were interconnected by the common idea of the 

superiority of the knowledge of the countryside as compared to street wits (see part I, Chapter 

1). This realisation was another prime mover1563 across both rural ideologies. Taken together, 

these ideas drove policy makers to send children over large distances in search of a better life. 

However, the way in which rural ideology was appropriated across the UK and the US provides 

us with an opportunity to study the relation between the global and the local.1564 Both the CES 

and the CAS both recognised that the child, still in the process of growing, offered possibilities 

to improve the public health of the nation.  

While both ideologies, being in close dialogue with the outside world, were receptive to the 

idea that children’s deficiencies could be cured through the science of child pathology, the 

way in which they appropriated public health measures as part of their respective 

programmes differed.  For the CES, ideas about public health were a strong driver of change 

in the child emigration movement. They greatly affected the CES’s rural ideology and gave 

further impetus to sending the children to the countryside. The CAS, instead, drove change 

mainly with regard to their branches in the city, but not with regard to their placing out 

activities. This means that the locality where change occurred differed.  

 

 While both saw the potential to solve problems of child poverty in their unlimited area of 

arable land,”1565 this idea was once again appropriated based on their country-specific 

agendas. 

Thereby the British (as compared to the Americans) had more strategic views, linked to re-

balancing the population throughout the Empire by taking children from overpopulated cities 

and sending them to settler colonies in need of development. In contrast, the Americans did 

not see themselves as a demographic “planning agency.”1566 Quite on the contrary, the CAS 

                                                           
1563 Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914, 5. 
1564 Bayly, 3. 
1565 Brace, The Dangerous Classes of New York, 225. 
1566 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 41st Annual Report, 1893, p.8, N-YHS.  
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made sure they sent children exclusively to farms supported by a well-developed 

infrastructure, such as a church and a school, where no further development was needed.  

On these farms, representing the antidote to the urban slums, the children could grow up in 

an abundance of love, happiness and morality given by the farmers’ families and an affluent 

farmer’s home. They would benefit from farm work. 

Finally, this part also aims to demonstrate what this rural ideology, as devised by Brace and 

Fairbridge, meant for the children in reality. These placing out advocates, with their objectivity 

clouded by the rhetoric of the rural ideal, often failed to see the potential danger and the 

harsh reality of placing children on farms.1567 However, in the British case, these emigrant 

children fostered white settlement in the colonies. More research will be needed to 

understand the experiences of the children as shaped by the rural ideologies of the 

philanthropic societies under whose auspices they emigrated. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1567 Megan Birk, Fostering on the Farm: Child Placement in the Rural Midwest (Urbana: University of Illinois  
Press, 2015), 40. 
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General conclusion to the thesis 

 

Simple and most effective as this ingenious scheme [of child emigration] 

now seems – which has accomplished more in relieving 

New York of youthful crime and misery than all other 

Charities together – at the outset it seemed as difficult 

and perplexing as does the similar cure proposed now 

In Great Britain for a more terrible condition of the 

Children of the poor.1568 

 

This is the conclusion drawn by Brace in 1872 after the first two decades of the CAS’s placing out 

system. It is now time to review the principal findings of this thesis, but also to highlight some of 

its wider implications: 

- How and why did the child emigration movement, and thus the emigration policies of the 

CES and the CAS, change over time? 

- How were these two child emigration schemes interconnected? 

- How did colonialism vs. nationalism affect the two societies? 

- Is American history exceptional? 

 

Principal findings 

I argue that both the US and the UK actors used child emigration as a tool for social reform which 

would relieve poverty and overcrowding in the city.  

Both emigration schemes rested on the same premise, most notably on the utopian vision that 

perceived orphans as the basis of social transformation. The same problem was solved in the 

same way: the city (seen as the source of social and economic problems) was linked to the 

countryside (which, with its presumably “redemptive” qualities, would offer the solution) via 

large-scale child emigrations. 

I argue that the policies of both the CES and the CAS were deeply ingrained in prevalent 

understandings of poverty at the time. Both Brace and Fairbridge used the concept of poverty 
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and abundance to connect the metropole and the countryside in a new way. While there was 

great poverty in the city they claimed there was abundance in the countryside. All that had to be 

done was to connect the two sites via large scale emigrations. The abundance that the US 

countryside provided came through the farmer’s family and the affection and moral support they 

gave to the children.  

In the Empire there would be sunshine, decent air and fresh fruit and vegetables. There would be 

no overcrowding and no unemployment as in Britain. The children would literally be sent from 

slums to sunshine. In this way, both believed that poverty could be cured. 

My first chapter on the origins of the child emigration schemes shows how ideas about how to 

deal with needy children crossed borders and oceans from country to country.1569 Due to a 

growing interconnectedness as, in order to learn from each other, the American actors visited 

Britain and the British actors visited America, “forms of human action adjusted and came to 

resemble each other.”1570 In this sense, social policy around children in need was made in very 

similar ways in the two countries. 

Both the CES and the CAS were professionally run like a business or a modern public liability 

company. Like the CES, the CAS had to resort to a concerted strategy of action in order to gain 

the sustenance needed. Compared to the CES, which was highly international, the CAS was a local 

organisation, which operated locally and nationally and whose main support came from the wider 

public of New York and some of its eminent citizens, who were philanthropists rather than 

colonialists (as in the British case). The development of the Welfare State at the beginning of the 

twentieth century influenced both emigration schemes. In both countries, child emigration 

turned into an undertaking of national importance as through child emigration, by producing 

better citizens, the nation or the Empire could be strengthened. In the British case, public health 

would be strengthened. Further motivations on the part of both the US and the UK actors 

included the notion of “child saving” and improving the lives of the children through emigration 

by replacing the increasingly criticized workhouse with fresh air and healthy farm labour. 

Moreover, financial considerations such as the higher cost of raising a child in a metropolitan 
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institution as compared to the allegedly lower cost of bringing up a child in the countryside played 

a role. 

In the US, one of the earliest programmes instituted in the direction of income maintenance was 

the mother’s pension, which significantly restricted child emigration. In Britain, by contrast, 

welfare legislation intended to ensure income maintenance, such as the Unemployment Act and 

the Empire Settlement Act, promoted the continuance of child emigration.  

 

The countryside, and more specifically a farm setting, held a special meaning for both the UK and 

the US actors, who both constructed the countryside as a space of abundance. Through its special 

regenerative qualities, the countryside would be conducive to nation and Empire building: only 

through emigration to a better environment could the children turn into useful citizens and 

accordingly become positive contributors to future society. In the poverty of the city, instead, the 

children would stand no chance of making good in life. Beyond this, in the British case, it was felt 

that the British children would people and colonize the British Empire in a worthy way. 

In this way, both the CES and the CAS had a strong sense of environmentalism. In other words, 

the environment was believed to be stronger than heredity and a good environment would have 

a good influence on the children, making it possible for them to become positive contributors to 

society. 

Finally, I argue that Brace and Fairbridge had each recognised at an early point that “emigration 

plus education”1571 was the solution to the problem of the many needy and abandoned children 

in Britain and New York. In consequence, they shaped a social policy which centred on the 

conviction that through knowledge acquisition, the children would be prepared for their future 

roles as good citizens and farmers and that they would thus be redeemed from a miserable fate 

of poverty. Both Fairbridge and Brace devised specific educational concepts to facilitate 

knowledge dissemination. Forms of knowledge acquired during the emigration process were 

prioritized by the two policy makers over knowledge gained before emigration, which should be 

subjugated.1572  

 

                                                           
1571 CES, 17th Annual Report, 1925-1926, p.16, D296/D1/1/1, ULSCA. 
1572 See also Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914, 483. 
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All in all, this thesis demonstrates how historical trends and sequences which have been treated 

separately in national histories can be brought together.1573  

 

The wider implications 

The present thesis has allowed me to study a number of ideas and transnational movements 

through the lenses of two philanthropic societies. A number of points relating to the transnational 

nature of this thesis shall be discussed here. 

This thesis demonstrates that the two societies were strongly embedded in the wider 

(transnational) movements and ideas at the time and, far from navigating independently, were in 

constant dialogue with the global world around them. It is now time to reconsider the relationship 

of these two societies with the wider “zeitgeist” and to think about their implications.  

Apart from the very first instance when Brace, MacPherson and Maria Rye meet, there is no direct 

connection between these two emigration schemes. The CAS and the CES never meet and the 

histories of these two societies are therefore indeed parallel histories,  though interconnected1574 

by broader transnational movements at the time.  

Child emigration was not a static concept. There were several motors of change, which often 

interacted.  

Next to the “classical” motors of change, (industrialisation, the state, ideology which shall be 

discussed separately below), a number of wider transnational movements were significant drivers 

of change1575 in the development of the child emigration scheme. There is therefore not a single 

motor of change but a “concatenation of changes produced by interactions of political, economic 

and ideological change.”1576 

These transatlantic societal movements, therefore, provide both an interconnectedness1577 

between these two emigration schemes but at the same time can also be seen as drivers of 

change behind them. 
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1) Drivers of change 

Driver of change1578: industrialisation 

In both countries the cause of change1579 which set off the child emigration movement had its 

origins in, and came into being as a response to the ills of urbanisation and industrialisation in 

both America and Britain. Both industrialisation and the rise of the huge, impersonal metropolis 

can be seen as being among the most dynamic changes that occurred during the nineteenth 

century.1580 While there had always been poverty, the industrial revolution aggravated this 

problem especially in the city, and created a new class of poor, which also affected children. 

And while there had always been “bad children” in the countryside, scattered populations and 

generous space both isolated and diluted the damage done by youthful offenders. In the newly 

emerging cities the problem was more visible and the consequences more easily understood. 

Every city had its “dangerous class” as contemporaries called the large numbers of wayward and 

vagrant youngsters. As urban growth continued so did the number of children who needed care 

and help. 

The connection between urbanisation and juvenile delinquency became so close that it clearly 

suggested to reformers on both sides of the Atlantic that they should send these needy, 

abandoned (or even delinquent) children to farms or reformatories in the countryside.1581  

Reformatories 

As this reform movement spread across Europe and America, an international interconnected 

network of philanthropists emerged. Reformatories in the countryside were opened in Hofwyl in 

Switzerland1582 and in New York as the House of Refuge which after a short training period bound 

out the children to farms in the countryside. 1583- These philanthropists visited the children’s 

homes under each other’s supervision, met at conferences and conventions, and admired, 

supported and learnt from one another. In the words of Dekker, in this way a form of 
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“philanthropic tourism” came into being. 1584 The child reformatory education movement, like all 

philanthropy, was mainly run by private philanthropic organisations.1585 

Also Brace, and the early proponents of the British child emigration movement such as Maria Rye 

and Annie MacPherson, also formed part of this network. 

 

Driver of change: Welfare State 

As at the beginning of the twentieth century, industrialisation and modernisation of the 

community caused further change,1586 as they was creating new social problems and on a greater 

scale, making private philanthropic contacts inadequate for those who had fallen by the wayside 

and needed support.  

Both the emergence of the Welfare State, but also Progressivism, significantly drove historical 

change in the child emigration movement,1587 and affected the CES and the CAS in various ways 

as described below. 

A “philanthropy d’etat” came into being. The state and the child welfare authorities made 

protection and re-education central issues in their treatment of neglected children and also of 

delinquent children.1588  

Progressivism and the state were “drivers of change” as they influenced child emigration mainly 

through the passing of laws affecting child emigrants and through a systematic supervision of 

child emigration activities. These laws were “revolutionary” as for the first time they ensured 

protection for children 1589 and related to several areas.1590 

First of all, there was a transatlantic crusade against child labour. In the US, in the 1910s, 35 states 

had adopted anti-child labour laws, which were, however, not strictly enforced.1591 Reformers 

succeeded modestly by the 1930s (when the era of children being placed on farms by the CAS 

                                                           
1584 Dekker, The Will to Change the Child, 17. 
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1587 Bayly, 7. 
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was over) in passing legislation which restricted children’s work in industrialised agriculture and 

prohibited children under sixteen from working when legally required to attend school.1592  

In Britain, the first and only comprehensive attempt to regulate child labour during the late-

Victorian and Edwardian eras was the Employment of Children Act, 1903, which allowed children 

a limited number of daily and weekly working hours. This “half-time system” was only abolished 

in 1918 with the passing of the Education Act.1593  

Especially in the US, this had far reaching consequences as dependent children on farms profited 

from an increased awareness, spread by progressive reformers, that not all child labour on farms 

was wholesome and enriching per se. Also the children placed by the CAS were found to work less 

over time and to spend more time in school.  

Secondly, education laws were passed. By 1918, every US state had enacted compulsory 

education laws.1594 In Britain, following the 1870 Education Act, schooling gradually became an 

accepted stage in the process of growing up.1595 The Education Act of 1918 raised the school 

leaving age from 12 to 14.1596 In the US, this affected dependent children on farms (by the CAS) 

as they spent more time in school. 

It should be added, as my research shows, that one of the earliest programmes instituted in the 

direction of income maintenance in the US was the mother’s pension, which significantly 

restricted child emigration in the United States and thus had a strong impact on child emigration, 

and led to the discontinuance of the CAS’s placing out programme.  

In contrast, in the UK, welfare legislation which would ensure income maintenance, for example 

with regard to unemployment and with regard to the Empire Settlement Act, promoted child 

emigration.  

The passage of these laws demonstrates a strong Interconnectedness between the countries. The 

new laws, despite their national differences, aimed for the same goal, namely the protection of 

children, of the community and of child welfare itself. 
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1593 Hendrick, Harry, Child Welfare England 1872-1989, 64. 
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Another common feature found across the two countries was thecooperation with the state, 1597  

which drove change as it led to control and subsidy through the state.1598 

In the case of the CAS, this meant cooperation with the New York State Board of Charities from 

1894 onwards, as the State Board started to supervise and partially fund the placing out activities 

of the Children’s Aid Society. The British CES also started to cooperate with the British 

government in 1922 under the Empire Settlement Act. 

Above all, the child (emigrant) “as youthful, flawless and still in the process of growing offered 

politicians and reformers a universally recognisable and politically neutral emblem onto which 

they could project their national vision into the future.”1599 As Chapter 6 demonstrates, this played 

out especially with regard to the fact that, through child emigration, both countries wanted to 

build better citizens, but in the British case, through child emigration, the children’s bodies would 

also be strengthened. 

 

Driver of change: the science of child pathology 

Another driver of change was the new way of thinking about children's deficiencies in the 

broadest terms. 

In the period around 1900 a science came into existence aimed at identifying all the factors 

causing deficiencies during childhood and developing scientific methods for correcting them. The 

Romantic approach towards neglected and delinquent children now lost validity in the face of 

pedagogical pathology. The "innocent delinquent," a Romantic concept, was now turned into a 

fathomable scientific subject.1600 

Across both countries, the possibility that children could be changed based on diagnostics and 

therapy opened up new solutions1601 but also provided justification for sending children away, 

because to do so was healthier.1602  
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For the CES, there was an important motivation to send the children to the sunshine and fresh air 

of Australia, because these would strengthen their bodies and repair early ills. The CAS started 

various public health programmes in the city, such as open air schools.  

Also the eugenics movement as a transnational movement prevalent in both countries should be 

mentioned, though it only played a role in the agenda of the CES. 

 

Driver of change: Progressivism 

Under the influence of the progressive era, both the CAS and the CES were organised in an ever 

more professional, systematized and structured manner, just like small businesses. The CAS 

introduced a standardized record-keeping system of the children, set up an official “Western 

Emigration and Placing Out Department”, carried out structured case work by paying regular 

yearly visits to the children and, from a certain point on, carried out medical tests on all 

prospective “orphan train riders”. The CES also became organized in a more professional way and 

carried out medical and IQ tests to confirm the fitness of potential child emigrants. 

 

 

2) Colonial vs. non-colonial setting  

In spite of many interconnections and common features, we also find many ideas that were 

related but not interpreted in the same way by the two societies. It is in this way impossible to 

“homogenize” world history, and people would have “understood events in terms of the social or 

mythical geographies of their country.”1603 A few examples will be discussed here. 

The fact that Britain had an Empire and America was a nation runs like a red thread through many 

ideas. Colonial interests often override other interests. 

 

Environmentalism and ruralism 

Although both societies believed in environmentalism, and more specifically in ruralism, the CAS 

had a more ideological concept of the countryside as an antidote to urban slums (healthy living, 

Protestant famers, etc.), whereas the CES has strategic motives, linked to re-balancing population 
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throughout the Empire by taking children from overpopulated cities and sending them to settler 

colonies in need of development. 

 

Civilizing mission 

Both societies had a “civilizing mission”. However, with this civilising mission they pursued their 

own unique country-specific agenda of colonialism and nationalism. From the early twentieth 

century onwards within the British child emigration movement, this mission became strongly 

linked to an “imperial mission” to consolidate the Empire and to keep it British. In America, the 

aim of the “civilising mission”, which can be dated back to the beginnings of the placing out 

programme, was to strengthen American citizenship by producing better citizens. 

 

From “saving the children” to “saving the family” versus the “imperial turn” 

Another point that merits further investigation is the “family saving” movement in the United 

States, which aimed to preserve and reconstruct the family unit, and by which it was hoped to 

reduce the numbers of dependent and neglected children in institutions and foster homes,1604 a 

trend followed by the CAS. Curiously this coincided with the intensified endeavours of the British 

government (and the CES) to send an increasing number of children under the Empire Settlement 

Act to Australia. 

 

3)American exceptionalism  

Although American history is exceptional in some ways, as Christopher Bayly claims, by studying 

it comparatively many of its supposedly exceptional features can be seen at work in Britain. As 

this thesis demonstrates, America received and refashioned in its own country-specific way many 

ideas from Europe.1605 A few examples from this thesis shall be taken up and discussed again here. 

 

Child reform movement  

A new unique approach to dealing with children, either deliberately or because parents were 

incapable, arose in European history: philanthropists, religious groups or in the case of criminal 
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behaviour, public authorities forced their way into the family, isolated the child from other family 

members and raised it anew outside the family. 

The re-education homes of the nineteenth century were established in this way.1606 While it is 

difficult to pinpoint the very first, among the early ones were Hofwyl founded by Fellenberg in 

Switzerland in 1799. He was visited by the American Griscom, who opened the New York House 

of Refuge in 1817. 

 

Child Emigration Movement  

In 1618, an intertwined tradition of child emigration, which would last for over 300 years, began 

when the City of London agreed to send one hundred children to Virginia in the United States, 

which was a British settlement at the time.1607 Large scale emigration took off after Brace made 

a number of visits to Europe, most notably to the reformatory in Mettrai, and following an 

initiative by Annie Macpherson and Maria Rye, who visited Brace’s work in 1868.1608 

 

Countryside movement 

Chiefly through the British experience, and from English and classical writers, the agrarian myth 

came to America, where, like so many other cultural importations, it eventually took on 

altogether new dimensions in its new setting. It was clearly formulated and almost universally 

accepted in America during the last half of the eighteenth century.1609 Rational agrarians stressed 

the contributions farmers, as ideal citizens, make to society.1610 This notion was strongly 

embraced by Thomas Jefferson,1611  

 

Welfare State with regard to children 

There were transnational crusades in favour of mandatory schooling laws and the abolishment of 

child labour. As described above, in the 1910s, both countries passed child labour laws16121613 and 

                                                           
1606 Dekker, The Will to Change the Child, 3. 
1607 Wagner, Children of the Empire, 1–7. 
1608 Dekker, The Will to Change the Child, 77. 
1609 Hofstadter, The Age of Reform, 25. 
1610 Danbom, David, “Romantic Agrarianism in Twentieth-Century America,” 1. 
1611 Effland, “Agrarianism and Child Labor Policy for Agriculture,” 285. 
1612 Hendrick, Harry, Child Welfare England 1872-1989, 64. 
1613 Mintz, Huck’s Raft, 173–84. 
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by 1918 both countries had enacted laws that made schooling compulsory. The same goes for 

many laws with regard to public health.   

 

Progressivism  

The term Progressivism has been used most widely in the context of US American history. It first 

appeared in Britain, although the term was used sparingly and in a restricted sense by 

contemporaries at the time.1614 “Progressive” ideas for social regeneration often travelled from 

Britain to America1615 such as, for example, settlement houses and municipal reform.1616 

 

4) Possible future avenues of research  

My thesis, far from being exhaustive, opens up a number of different research avenues that could 

be pursued in the future. 

Until now, I have focused on two philanthropic societies which played a crucial role in carrying 

out child emigration: While both the CES and the CAS sent children to the countryside, the two 

groups grew up in entirely different settings, with the British CES opting for institutional care of 

the children in the Dominions and the New York CAS sending children to (farming) foster families. 

However, it should be noted that British philanthropic societies also sent children to foster 

families (notably in Canada) and that there were farm schools in the American countryside. 

Therefore, at the present stage, my research does not capture the full picture and could easily 

lead to false generalisations about child emigration in these two countries. As a consequence, I 

would like to introduce a second British case study of a philanthropic society which sent children 

to foster families in Canada, such as the “Manchester and Salford Boys' and Girls' Refuges and 

Homes” and a second American case study of an American society that believed in a farm school 

setting such as the “Boston Asylum and Farm School for Indigent Boys”.  

Furthermore, it is extremely important to set a stronger focus on the experience of the children, 

as the story of these child rescue efforts is far more complicated and multi-sided than the 

philanthropic organizations would have us think. Not only did the children experience emigration 

in different ways, but many of them did not thrive after emigration. In order to do justice to the 

                                                           
1614 Gutzke, David; Thompson, F.M.L., “Introduction.” 
1615 Gutzke, David; Thompson, F.M.L., 4. 
1616 Gutzke, David, “Historians and Progressivism,” 12. 
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topic of child emigration, their voices need to be heard. I have already researched the individual 

case files of children placed out by the CAS, but unfortunately the CES archive is no longer 

accessible to researchers and I have thus not had the chance to work through their case files. I 

will, therefore, need to choose another philanthropic society such as the “Manchester and Salford 

Boys' and Girls' Refuges and Homes” whose case files are made accessible to researchers. In 

addition to my work with the case files, I am planning to carry out interviews with former child 

migrants. 

Moreover, , I would be very interested in researching the role of female-led philanthropic 

societies in British and American child emigration, such as the Liverpool Sheltering Homes, which 

was run by Louise Birt or the Marchmont, Knowlton and Stratford Homes run by Louise Birt’s 

sister Annie MacPherson.  

 In the American case, the New York Foundling Hospital, which was run by Catholic nuns, would 

make an interesting case study, as this institution was opposed to the Protestant CAS in many 

ways. A reflection on the precise ways in which women and men engaged in social reform during 

this period and how those gendered engagements evolved across the first half of the twentieth 

century will lead to interesting results and will deepen our understanding of child emigration 

across those two countries. 

I would especially be interested in carrying out a closer examination of the “open air work“ of the 

CAS, most notably of their outdoor classes, which aimed to build up the health of children with 

conditions such as anemia, through healthy food, school lessons taken outside and regular 

exercise.1617 Thereby I would like to place this US-American case study within the larger 

historiography on Europe that already exists.1618 

A comparison of the memory work that has taken place in Britain and in the US would also be 

extremely interesting. While the British child emigration scheme is depicted in a negative way in 

the UK, stirring up a lot of resentment, in the US the buzz word with regard to the orphan trains 

is probably “nostalgia”, maybe also because it is seen as a precursor of the modern foster care 

system? 

                                                           
1617 CAS, Sub-Subseries III.2, 64th Annual Report, 1916, p.76, N-YHS. 
1618 Anne-Marie Châtelet, Dominique Lerch, and Jean-Noël Luc, eds., L’école de plein air: une expérience 
pédagogique et architecturale dans l’Europe du XXe siècle = Open-air schools: an educational and architectural 
venture in twentieth-century Europe, Focales (Paris: Recherches, 2003). 
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