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Liberty’s Children: The Role of Youth in Reshaping Power, Educa@on, and Family During the American 
Revolu@on 
 
By Steven Mintz 
 
 
When we think of the American Revolu@on, the images that come to mind are oLen grand and familiar: 
powdered wigs, s@rring speeches, and famous men signing declara@ons or leading troops into baMle. We 
picture George Washington crossing the Delaware, Thomas Jefferson wri@ng the Declara@on of 
Independence, or Benjamin Franklin nego@a@ng with France.  
 
These figures shaped the founding of a na@on—but they were not alone. 
 
Behind this familiar story lies another, less oLen told. It is the story of the young—of teenagers and 
children who, though not old enough to vote or hold office, were deeply involved in the Revolu@on’s 
causes and consequences. Some rode through the night to warn of Bri@sh aMacks. Others picked up 
muskets, carried messages, spun homespun cloth, or refused to drink Bri@sh tea. They filled the ranks of 
mili@as, wrote leMers, kept diaries, joined boycoMs, and in many cases, died for the cause of liberty. 
Some were barely in their teens. A few were younger s@ll. 
 
The Revolu@on was not just a war for independence. It was a profound social and cultural upheaval. It 
reshaped how people thought about authority, family, educa@on, and childhood itself. In challenging the 
rule of a distant king, Americans also began to ques@on the structures of power in their homes, schools, 
and communi@es. Ideas about freedom, equality, responsibility, and the rights of individuals reached 
into private life—including the lives of children. 
 
This is the story of liberty’s children—the girls and boys who didn’t just grow up during the Revolu@on, 
but who helped make it. Their experiences reveal how the fight for independence sparked a broader 
revolu@on: one that changed what it meant to be young, what it meant to learn, to obey, to grow, and to 
belong. Their story helps us see the American Revolu@on not just as a poli@cal event, but as a 
transforma@on of everyday life, shaped by the voices and ac@ons of the young. 
 
Teenage Patriots and Warriors 
 
Sybil Ludington was just sixteen when she made a midnight ride longer than Paul Revere’s, warning 
mili@as in New York that the Bri@sh were coming. She galloped more than forty miles through the rain, 
alone and in the dark, rallying her father’s troops. Her story shows that the call for independence wasn’t 
limited to men or adults—it s@rred the courage of the young.1 
 
Joseph Plumb Mar@n, the son of a poor Connec@cut family, joined the Con@nental Army at age fiLeen. 
He endured nearly every misery the war had to offer: frostbite, hunger, disease, and exhaus@on. At 
Valley Forge, he slept on frozen ground with no shoes and only birch bark to chew. Yet he marched on, 
fought in baMles from Brooklyn to Yorktown, and later wrote a memoir filled with frustra@on—not just at 
the enemy, but at his own government’s failure to properly clothe and feed the soldiers.2 
 
James Forten, a free Black teenager from Philadelphia, served aboard a privateer—a privately owned 
ship hired to aMack Bri@sh vessels. ALer his capture, a Bri@sh officer’s son befriended him and offered 
him safe passage to England. Forten refused: “I never, NEVER, shall prove a traitor to her [America’s] 
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interests.” Instead, he endured seven months in the infamous prison ship Jersey, where thousands of 
American prisoners died.3 
 
They were not alone. Thousands of boys served as drummers, messengers, scouts, and even soldiers. 
Some lied about their age or were recruited to take the place of wealthier men. Poor boys saw military 
service as a path to adventure or independence—or at least a beMer meal. Girls, too, took part: spinning 
cloth, baking bread, sewing uniforms, and even boycobng Bri@sh goods. 
 
Sons and Daughters of Liberty 
 
The American Revolu@on was not only a rebellion of soldiers and statesmen—it also involved the young. 
Across the colonies, young people found themselves swept up in the whirlwind of resistance, drawn not 
only by patrio@sm but by a hunger for agency, voice, and belonging in a rapidly changing world. 
Teenagers and even children didn’t just watch history unfold—they helped shape it. 
 
Young appren@ces and laborers, especially in urban centers like Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, 
were among the first to hit the streets. Appren@ceship could be harsh and exploita@ve, and 
revolu@onary talk about liberty, equality, and natural rights resonated deeply with boys who had liMle 
control over their working lives. These youths joined crowds protes@ng the Stamp Act and Townshend 
du@es, helped burn effigies of tax collectors, and some@mes hurled stones at Bri@sh soldiers. Their 
par@cipa@on was more than noise—it was muscle and momentum for a grassroots insurgency. 
 
One of the most iconic youth-led moments of the early Revolu@on came in 1770, with the Boston 
Massacre. It began not with generals or delegates, but with a teenage wigmaker’s appren@ce named 
Edward Garrick, who shouted insults at a Bri@sh soldier. A scuffle followed, and a crowd of young 
workers and appren@ces gathered, jeering and throwing snowballs and oyster shells. By the end of the 
night, Bri@sh troops had opened fire, killing five colonists. Among the dead: seventeen-year-old Samuel 
Maverick and a dockworker named Crispus AMucks, who would become a martyr of the Revolu@on. 
Their deaths remind us that the road to liberty was paved not only by eloquent speeches, but also by 
teenage daring and defiance.4 
 
Girls, too, joined the cause—not with muskets, but with moral courage and poli@cal savvy. In an age 
when women were excluded from formal poli@cs, many young women found crea@ve ways to express 
patrio@sm. Calling themselves “Daughters of Liberty,” they formed spinning bees, pledged to wear 
homespun clothes, and brewed herbal teas in place of imported Bri@sh tea—all visible, symbolic acts of 
resistance. 
 
Anna Green Winslow, an eleven-year-old from a Loyalist family in Boston, proudly noted in her diary that 
she would not wear imported finery. Her stance reflected the powerful way revolu@onary values could 
influence even the youngest minds. Betsy Foote, a teenager in rural Connec@cut, described how she 
churned buMer, carded wool, and prac@ced self-sufficiency—and felt “Na@only” doing it. Their 
language—simple, earnest, defiant—shows how deeply the Revolu@on s@rred a sense of pride and 
purpose among girls as well as boys.5 
 
In Boston, over a hundred young women signed a public pledge to stop drinking Bri@sh tea, a beverage 
long associated with social grace and domes@c refinement. By giving it up, they were not only rejec@ng 
colonial dependency—they were asser@ng a new iden@ty as ac@ve par@cipants in a poli@cal movement.6 
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Even the name “Sons of Liberty” carried youthful energy. It was born out of a Bri@sh insult. When a 
Bri@sh poli@cian dismissed the American rebels as spoiled, disobedient children, American patriots 
reclaimed the slur. They turned it into a badge of honor: “Sons of Liberty”—not wayward brats, but 
brave young patriots rising against tyranny. What began as an insult became a movement, its name 
scrawled on tavern walls and banners, its spirit carried by adolescents who saw in the Revolu@on a 
chance to stand taller.7 
 
These weren’t just metaphors or slogans. The young were in the streets, in the workshops, and in the 
homes where boycoMs and sacrifices were made. They were couriers, spies, saboteurs, and organizers. 
They resisted not just imperial power, but social expecta@ons that told them to stay silent and obedient. 
 
In many ways, the Revolu@on gave youth permission to speak out and act up. It gave them a new 
language—of liberty, jus@ce, and rights—and a new sense of self. They were no longer just children-in-
wai@ng; they were ci@zens-in-forma@on. In every corner of colonial life, young people were turning 
protest into purpose, and rebellion into a rite of passage. 
 
Future Founders, Present Teens 
 
We oLen picture the Founding Fathers as wise, gray-haired men with years of experience. But many of 
the individuals who would go on to help shape the United States were, in fact, teenagers or young adults 
during the Revolu@on—restless, passionate, ambi@ous, and s@ll figuring out who they were. The war did 
not just call seasoned statesmen to ac@on; it created a proving ground for youth with vision and courage. 
 
Take Alexander Hamilton. Born out of wedlock on the Caribbean island of Nevis and orphaned as a child, 
he arrived in New York at just fiLeen. Though poor and far from home, Hamilton’s talent was 
unmistakable. He published searing pamphlets defending the revolu@onary cause and, by nineteen, had 
become a captain in the Con@nental Army and a trusted aide-de-camp to General Washington. S@ll 
barely out of adolescence, he was already wri@ng baMlefield orders, draLing policy, and preparing for the 
role he would play in designing America’s financial system. 
 
James Monroe, later the fiLh President of the United States, was just seventeen when he joined the 
fight. He was wounded at the BaMle of Trenton and spent much of his youth in uniform. James Madison, 
though slightly older at twenty-four, was s@ll a young man when he became one of the key architects of 
the Cons@tu@on. Henry Knox, a Boston bookseller with no formal military training, became Washington’s 
chief ar@llery officer by the age of twenty-five—a meteoric rise built on self-educa@on and baMlefield 
skill. 
 
Even earlier, George Washington had shown that youth was no barrier to leadership. Orphaned at 
eleven, Washington began surveying wilderness lands as a teenager and was commissioned as a major in 
the Virginia mili@a at twenty. His experience naviga@ng dangerous terrain, nego@a@ng with Na@ve 
leaders, and leading men in combat made him one of the most seasoned colonial officers by the @me 
the Revolu@on began. 
 
Thomas Jefferson entered the College of William & Mary at sixteen, where he immersed himself in 
Enlightenment ideas, law, science, and architecture. By his early twen@es, he was wri@ng bold poli@cal 
tracts and had begun the long journey that would lead to his authorship of the Declara@on of 
Independence. 
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Then there was Benjamin Franklin. Long before he became a symbol of American ingenuity, he was a 
clever, curious boy appren@ced to his older brother’s print shop at the age of twelve. At seventeen, he 
ran away to Philadelphia with liMle money but immense ambi@on. There, he taught himself philosophy, 
science, and poli@cs, laying the groundwork for a future as a printer, inventor, diplomat, and elder 
statesman. 
 
What unites these figures is not just their youth, but their remarkable determina@on to make something 
of themselves. In a society s@ll marked by rigid hierarchies of class and status, they demonstrated that 
talent, grit, and daring could propel a person forward—even from modest beginnings. The Revolu@on 
became their launching pad, offering an open field for those willing to fight for ideas and shape a new 
order. 
 
Their stories remind us that the American Revolu@on was not just a break from Britain—it was a 
genera@onal rupture. It thrust young people into posi@ons of responsibility and gave them a central role 
in defining the country’s poli@cal, moral, and ins@tu@onal founda@ons. It was a @me when wri@ng a bold 
essay, speaking at a town mee@ng, or volunteering for baMle could alter one’s des@ny. 
 
These “future founders” did not wait to be chosen. They seized their moment, oLen before they had 
turned twenty-five. In doing so, they helped forge a new na@on—and helped prove that youth itself 
could be a revolu@onary force. 
 
When War Came Home 
 
The American Revolu@on is oLen remembered for its baMles and declara@ons, but its most las@ng 
impacts were felt far from the front lines. For many families, the war quite literally came home—
marching down village roads, occupying fields, knocking on doors, and taking what liMle they had. The 
conflict didn’t just unfold on distant baMlefields; it penetrated kitchens, barns, and bedrooms, disrup@ng 
the daily lives of countless ordinary Americans, especially the young. 
 
In towns across New Jersey, New York, and Connec@cut—regions caught in the path of moving armies—
families watched helplessly as troops from both sides requisi@oned livestock, food, firewood, blankets, 
and anything else of value. Barns were emp@ed, pantries raided, and fences dismantled for firewood. 
Soldiers oLen trampled fields and leL behind wrecked homes. For farm families already struggling to 
survive harsh winters and poor harvests, the losses were devasta@ng. 
 
Even worse were the acts of violence that accompanied military occupa@on. Women and girls in 
occupied areas some@mes endured harassment or assault. The presence of armies—whether Bri@sh, 
Loyalist, or Con@nental—oLen meant a breakdown of law and order. Children witnessed events they 
could barely understand: loo@ng, violence, the destruc@on of family altars, and some@mes the arrest or 
execu@on of neighbors.8 
 
The cost of war fell heavily on families. Fathers who had marched off to fight did not always return. Some 
died in baMle, others of disease, and s@ll others simply disappeared, leaving their families with no source 
of income or protec@on. Mothers became single parents overnight, scrambling to feed and clothe their 
children. With food prices soaring and supplies scarce, hunger became widespread in some regions. 
 
For children orphaned by war, the consequences could be even more trauma@c. In some towns, those 
without family support were sent to live with strangers through a grim process known as public vendue. 
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There, orphans were effec@vely auc@oned off to the lowest bidder—the person who promised to care 
for the child in exchange for the least public assistance. While some were treated well, others were 
exploited for labor and lived in neglect or hardship. The Revolu@on, in freeing a na@on, also leL many 
children vulnerable and adriL.9 
 
Yet out of this suffering came the beginnings of a more compassionate social response. Towns and ci@es 
began organizing new forms of relief. In Boston, Charleston, and Philadelphia, orphanages opened their 
doors to homeless children. Churches and chari@es expanded their missions. Public poorhouses were 
restructured to provide not only shelter but also basic educa@on. In Philadelphia, by the war’s end, fully 
one in six residents was receiving some form of aid—a remarkable shiL in how communi@es thought 
about collec@ve responsibility. 
 
What began as emergency relief during war@me laid the founda@on for something larger: a recogni@on 
that the care of vulnerable children was not just a private duty but a public one. The Revolu@on had not 
only awakened calls for poli@cal liberty; it had also s@rred a new moral concern for the young, the poor, 
and the dispossessed. 
 
As families struggled to survive amid chaos, a new ethos began to take root—one that acknowledged 
that liberty could not thrive without compassion, and that a free society had to take seriously the 
welfare of its most defenseless members. In that sense, the Revolu@on’s most quiet and enduring legacy 
may have been the birth of a na@onal conscience—one shaped as much by the cries of children as by the 
cannons of war. 
 
A Revolu@on in Paren@ng and Family Life 
 
Before the American Revolu@on, families were governed by deeply hierarchical values inherited from 
Europe. The father stood as the undisputed head of the household—both spiritually and legally—
wielding near-absolute authority over his wife, children, and servants. Children were expected to be 
silent in the presence of adults, to stand at meals un@l told to sit, to bow or curtsy before elders, and to 
request their parents’ blessing every morning.10  
 
Marriages, appren@ceships, and careers were arranged with liMle input from the young. Parental 
authority was law, and obedience was a child’s virtue. 
 
But just as Americans challenged the divine right of kings, they began to ques@on the divine right of 
fathers. The language of liberty, equality, and rights seeped into family life, unseMling age-old 
expecta@ons and reshaping the bonds between parents and children. If the Revolu@on taught that no 
one should be ruled without consent, then why should a sixteen-year-old be forced into a loveless 
marriage, or a boy be beaten into submission by his schoolmaster? 
 
This shiL was encouraged by Enlightenment thinkers such as John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 
Locke argued that children were not the property of their parents but ra@onal beings in development, 
deserving of respecpul guidance. Parents, in this view, were stewards, not sovereigns—tasked with 
nurturing moral reason rather than enforcing fear. Rousseau went even further, declaring that children 
were born good and should be educated in harmony with their natural ins@ncts, not crushed by adult 
expecta@ons.11 
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These ideas gained trac@on in the revolu@onary era, influencing child-rearing manuals, school primers, 
and household prac@ces. Harsh corporal punishment, while s@ll common, came under scru@ny. More 
parents began to view their children as emo@onal individuals with unique talents, temperaments, and 
needs—not just miniature adults awai@ng discipline. 
 
This ideological shiL had prac@cal effects. Naming paMerns changed: rather than naming children aLer 
deceased siblings or ancestors—as a way of maintaining family con@nuity—parents increasingly chose 
names that reflected classical virtues (like “Liberty” or “Pa@ence”) or revolu@onary figures, emphasizing 
ideals over ancestry.12 
 
At the same @me, a new material culture of childhood emerged. Toys, once rare and homemade, 
became more common and symbolized a recogni@on that children required spaces for play, not just 
labor. Books specifically wriMen for young readers mul@plied, oLen filled with moral tales, patrio@c 
stories, and advice for naviga@ng the challenges of republican life. Even portraits began to reflect this 
new vision: instead of being painted as miniature adults, children were now depicted at play, with pets, 
toys, or siblings, revealing a growing apprecia@on for the emo@onal richness of childhood.13 
 
Marriage prac@ces also shiLed. While many parents s@ll hoped to influence their children's marital 
choices, more young people asserted the right to marry for love. Roman@c companionship, not just 
family strategy or economic gain, became a more accepted reason for union. Courtship rituals began to 
change, with greater emphasis on mutual affec@on and consent.14 
 
The Revolu@on, in other words, was not confined to legislatures and baMlefields. It entered the nursery, 
the schoolhouse, and the family dinner table. It helped recast the American family—not as a replica of 
monarchy in miniature, but as a training ground for republican virtue. Children were increasingly seen 
not just as future workers or inheritors, but as ci@zens in forma@on, en@tled to moral development, 
emo@onal care, and intellectual respect. 
 
In this quieter revolu@on, parents began to ask not just how to control their children, but how to raise 
them with the values of freedom, responsibility, and equality. The answers they forged helped shape 
what we now think of as modern paren@ng—and what it means to grow up in a democracy. 
 
The Classroom as a BaBlefield of Ideas 
 
In the wake of the American Revolu@on, a new ques@on emerged: how do you sustain a republic built on 
liberty, equality, and popular sovereignty? For the genera@on of founders and reformers who came of 
age during or shortly aLer the war, the answer was clear—educa@on. The Revolu@on had not only freed 
a na@on from Bri@sh rule; it had created the urgent need to cul@vate a new kind of ci@zen: informed, 
virtuous, and ac@vely engaged in the life of the republic.15 
 
This made classrooms baMlegrounds—not of gunpowder and muskets, but of ideas, values, and visions 
of the future. Educa@on, once a privilege for elites and largely focused on religious training or 
prepara@on for a narrow set of professions, was reimagined as a cornerstone of democracy. It was no 
longer enough to read, write, and cipher. One needed to learn to reason, to debate, to reflect on virtue, 
and to understand one's du@es as a member of a free society. 
 
Benjamin Rush, a prominent physician and signer of the Declara@on of Independence, was one of the 
most vocal advocates for this transforma@on. He argued that educa@on should begin early and reach 
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everyone. Schools, he believed, must teach more than skills—they must ins@ll habits of morality, self-
governance, and patrio@c devo@on. A republic could not rely on inherited authority or divine right; it 
needed ci@zens who could think cri@cally and act responsibly. 
 
Noah Webster, best known for his dic@onary, also became a cultural architect of American educa@on. He 
believed that na@onal unity required a shared language, history, and set of civic ideals. His spellers and 
grammar books, read by genera@ons of children, subtly replaced Bri@sh examples with American ones 
and emphasized republican virtues: hard work, honesty, frugality, and loyalty to the republic. 
 
This revolu@onary commitment to civic educa@on did not exclude girls. Although the prevailing belief s@ll 
held that women’s primary role was in the home, raising sons who would one day vote or fight, a 
growing number of reformers insisted that girls must be educated in the same civic ideals. How could 
mothers raise virtuous ci@zens if they were denied the tools of reason and moral reflec@on 
themselves?16 
 
Judith Sargent Murray, a pioneering feminist writer, pushed these arguments further. She insisted that 
young women were not intellectually inferior to men, but had been starved of opportunity. In her 1790 
essay “On the Equality of the Sexes,” she wrote that “the female mind” could grasp the same high ideals 
and ra@onal truths as any male student. She called for the crea@on of “female academies” where girls 
could study history, geography, philosophy, and literature—not merely needlework or comportment.17 
 
These ideals took root. In towns across New England and the mid-Atlan@c, new schools opened for girls. 
In coeduca@onal sebngs, girls increasingly studied alongside boys in common schools. For many young 
women, this access to knowledge became a source of personal awakening. Eliza Southgate, a student in 
MassachuseMs, wrote to a friend in awe: “To think that here I may drink freely of the fountain of 
knowledge…” Her words capture the revolu@onary spirit of the classroom—where educa@on became a 
form of empowerment, and where students began to imagine themselves as ci@zens, thinkers, and 
agents of change.18 
 
S@ll, tensions remained. Who would control the curriculum? Would religious teachings dominate, or 
would schools promote Enlightenment ideals? What would be taught about Na@ve peoples, enslaved 
Africans, or the Revolu@on itself? The classroom became a microcosm of na@onal debates—about 
power, virtue, truth, and the meaning of freedom. 
 
Moreover, access to educa@on remained unequal. While white boys in northern towns oLen aMended 
school, children in rural areas, the South, and marginalized communi@es—including Black, Indigenous, 
and poor white youth—faced limited or no opportuni@es for formal learning. And while some girls 
gained access to schooling, their path to higher educa@on and public influence remained narrow for 
decades to come. 
 
Yet the changes sparked by the Revolu@on were undeniable. Educa@on had become poli@cal. It was not 
only a tool for self-beMerment but a founda@on of self-government. Whether in the one-room 
schoolhouse, the private academy, or the family parlor, a new ideal was taking hold: that in a democracy, 
knowledge must be broadly shared, and that children—not kings—would inherit the future. 
 
The Danger—and Promise—of Youth 
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The Revolu@on shaMered many of the old structures that had once shaped and protected youth. As 
patriarchal authority weakened and tradi@onal hierarchies gave way, young people—especially young 
women—found themselves in a world full of new possibili@es, but also new dangers. With the collapse 
of older forms of control came a profound cultural anxiety: what would happen to the young without the 
firm hand of fathers, pastors, and masters to guide them? 
 
Literature of the @me captured this unease. The immensely popular sen@mental novel Charlo'e Temple 
told the story of a teenage girl seduced by a Bri@sh officer, taken from her home, and abandoned in a 
foreign land. The novel ends in tragedy, with CharloMe dying alone aLer being cast off and disgraced. The 
moral was clear: without proper moral educa@on and protec@on, girls were vulnerable to ruin. CharloMe 
Temple wasn’t just fic@on—it reflected widespread fears about the fragility of virtue in a changing 
world.19 
 
Real life confirmed these fears. Nancy Shippen, the well-educated daughter of a prominent Philadelphia 
doctor, was pressured into marrying a wealthy suitor she did not love. Just months into the marriage, she 
fled back to her parents’ home with her infant child, describing herself as “a wretched slave—doomed to 
be the wife of a tyrant I hate.” Her personal rebellion became a public controversy, sparking discussion 
about the rights of daughters, the power of parents, and whether young women should be allowed to 
choose their own paths.20 
 
The Revolu@on opened doors for female educa@on and greater personal freedom, but these advances 
came unevenly and not without cost. As girls received more schooling and began to ar@culate their 
thoughts in essays, leMers, and novels, a new genera@on of women started to imagine—and demand—
greater autonomy. Writers like Judith Sargent Murray argued that women had the same capacity for 
reason as men, and therefore deserved the same intellectual opportuni@es. 
 
At the same @me, the Revolu@on highlighted just how precarious youth could be. Many young people, 
having lost fathers in the war, grew up in households headed by widowed mothers with few legal 
protec@ons. Poverty, homelessness, and abandonment were all too common. Public ins@tu@ons were 
not yet equipped to support these youth, and private charity oLen fell short. In this vacuum, the figure 
of the vulnerable child or young woman became a powerful symbol of both moral anxiety and hope for 
reform. 
 
The post-revolu@onary period brought a growing recogni@on that youth were not simply miniature 
adults to be disciplined or controlled. They were individuals in forma@on—capable of agency, crea@vity, 
and judgment, but also in need of support, educa@on, and ethical guidance. The Revolu@on had created 
a space for independence, but it had also made it clear that liberty without protec@on could leave the 
most vulnerable adriL. 
 
The young emerged from the Revolu@onary era both empowered and exposed. Their promise was 
undeniable—but so too was the need to nurture that promise with care, aMen@on, and respect. In the 
decades that followed, reformers, educators, and moralists would grapple with how best to prepare 
youth for the responsibili@es of freedom in a world no longer governed by deference and tradi@on. 
 
A Revolu@on for Everyone? 
 
The ideals of liberty and equality proclaimed during the American Revolu@on reverberated far beyond 
the chambers of Congress or the baMlefield. They s@rred hopes in places the founders rarely thought to 
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look: among enslaved people in the planta@ons of the South, free Black communi@es in the North, and 
young men and women of African descent who dared to imagine a future beyond servitude. For them, 
the Revolu@on was not simply a struggle between colonies and king—it was a test of whether the cry for 
liberty would apply to all. 
 
The war itself opened opportuni@es for freedom. As armies marched and governments collapsed, 
thousands of enslaved African Americans fled planta@ons and towns, using the chaos to make their 
escape. Some joined the Bri@sh, who offered emancipa@on in return for military service or loyalty. By 
war’s end, as many as 20,000 formerly enslaved individuals had followed the Bri@sh to freedom—not 
only in England, but in Canada, Jamaica, and the newly founded colony of Sierra Leone in West Africa. 
 
Among these “Black Loyalists” were en@re families, including teenagers and children, who had endured 
slavery and sought a new life abroad. Though many faced hardship, discrimina@on, and broken promises 
in these new lands, their ac@ons stand as a remarkable early chapter in the Black diaspora’s pursuit of 
autonomy and dignity.21 
 
Others, like James Forten, chose the American cause—not because it promised immediate equality, but 
because they believed in its poten@al. Forten, captured by the Bri@sh and held on the horrific prison ship 
Jersey, later became a prominent businessman and an@slavery ac@vist in Philadelphia. He mentored 
genera@ons of young African Americans, helping to build one of the first vibrant Black civic cultures in 
the new na@on.22 
 
Another iconic figure was Colonel Tye, formerly Titus, who escaped slavery in New Jersey and became a 
fearsome leader of a Black Loyalist guerrilla unit. Commanding raids on Patriot homes, freeing enslaved 
people, and disrup@ng supply lines, Tye struck fear in the hearts of slaveholders. His very existence 
refuted the no@on that Black men were passive or dependent—he wielded power on his own terms.23 
 
In New England, where gradual emancipa@on was underway, educa@on emerged as a path to freedom. 
Black children gained access to some public schools and were some@mes educated in church-run or 
philanthropic ins@tu@ons. One prominent voice demanding more was Prince Hall, a formerly enslaved 
man who became a leader in Boston’s free Black community. In 1777, Hall and others pe@@oned the 
MassachuseMs legislature to abolish slavery, arguing that “the blacks as well as the whites are born free” 
and should enjoy the same rights.24 
 
Hall also founded the first African American Masonic lodge, a space where Black men could discuss 
philosophy, poli@cs, and moral reform. Through his wri@ngs and ac@vism, he helped shape the poli@cal 
consciousness of African Americans in the early republic and planted the seeds of future civil rights 
movements. 
 
In Maryland, Benjamin Banneker—a free Black man and self-taught mathema@cian, astronomer, and 
inventor—used his intellect to challenge white assump@ons about Black inferiority. Banneker published a 
series of almanacs and famously corresponded with Thomas Jefferson, urging him to live up to the ideals 
of the Declara@on of Independence. Banneker's life was a powerful example of Black excellence in a 
world that refused to recognize it.25 
 
Meanwhile, poets like Phillis Wheatley used their voices to hold a mirror to American hypocrisy. Enslaved 
as a child and educated in the home of a Boston family, Wheatley became the first African American 
woman to publish a book of poetry. She used Chris@an and classical imagery to expose the 
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contradic@ons between slavery and freedom, wri@ng, “In every human breast, God has implanted a 
principle, which we call Love of Freedom.”26 
 
Despite these examples, racism and slavery remained deeply entrenched. ALer the war, southern states 
not only preserved slavery but expanded it. Northern emancipa@on laws were oLen slow and 
incomplete, and even free African Americans faced exclusion from vo@ng, jury service, and many 
professions. 
 
S@ll, the Revolu@on planted radical seeds. For young African Americans, the rhetoric of liberty offered a 
language with which to challenge their oppression. They were not passive observers in the drama of 
independence—they were par@cipants, claimants, and cri@cs. Their ac@ons, words, and sacrifices 
demanded that the new na@on reckon with its founding contradic@ons. 
 
The Revolu@on was never only about independence from Britain. For Black Americans, it raised the 
possibility—however fragile—of independence from slavery, racism, and inherited inferiority. And while 
those hopes were oLen betrayed, they did not disappear. Instead, they became a legacy: a persistent 
moral challenge and a source of inspira@on for genera@ons to come. 
 
Global Echoes: Youth in Other Revolu@ons 
 
The American Revolu@on didn’t just change life in the thirteen colonies—it helped spark a wave of 
revolu@ons around the world. And in many of these struggles, young people again played a powerful 
role. 
 
Soon aLer the American Revolu@on, the French people rose up against their own monarchy. The French 
Revolu@on, which began in 1789, shared many of the same ideas—liberty, equality, and the right of the 
people to rule themselves. But in France, the changes were even more radical. Schools were redesigned 
to raise ci@zens loyal to the new republic, and the power of families, churches, and old tradi@ons was 
challenged more directly. 
 
A major influence on these ideas was the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In his famous book 
Émile, published in 1762, Rousseau argued that children were not miniature adults to be controlled, but 
individuals who needed freedom to grow and explore. He believed educa@on should follow a child’s 
natural development rather than strict discipline. While Americans didn’t fully embrace all of Rousseau’s 
ideas, they did share his belief that children needed to be guided with care, respect, and 
encouragement—not fear or force. 
 
The influence of the American and French Revolu@ons also spread to places where the fight for freedom 
was even more urgent. In Hai@, enslaved people launched a revolu@on of their own in 1791. Young 
people—some no older than their American or French counterparts—fought beside adults in the world’s 
only successful slave revolt, which led to the crea@on of the first Black republic in the Western 
Hemisphere. The dream of freedom and equality inspired children, teens, and adults alike to risk 
everything for libera@on. 
 
In La@n America, independence movements followed soon aLer. Simón Bolívar, known as “El Libertador,” 
led revolu@onary campaigns in Venezuela, Colombia, and beyond. He relied heavily on young men—
many just teenagers—who were mo@vated by the promise of a beMer life. Bolívar spoke directly to their 
hopes for land, freedom, and recogni@on. 
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Even in later revolu@ons—in Europe, Asia, and Africa—youth oLen took center stage. Revolu@onary 
movements have long relied on the passion, energy, and boldness of young people to challenge the 
status quo. They bring new ideas, fresh ideals, and a refusal to accept that “the way things are” is the 
way they have to be. 
 
But what made the American Revolu@on especially powerful was how deeply it used the idea of growing 
up as a symbol. Americans described their struggle as one of children breaking free from an unjust 
parent. This wasn’t just poli@cal—it was personal. The metaphor of the child growing into adulthood 
helped Americans imagine what it meant to be free, responsible, and independent. It shaped not only 
how they talked about government, but how they thought about educa@on, family, and the very process 
of becoming a ci@zen. 
 
The American Revolu@on became a model—not just for other na@ons, but for how youth everywhere 
could see themselves as agents of change. It was a revolu@on of ideas, fought not only on baMlefields, 
but also in schoolrooms, homes, and hearts. 
 
Na@ve Children and the BaBle for Sovereignty 
 
The American Revolu@on was not a simple struggle between colonists and the Bri@sh. For Na@ve 
American communi@es, it was a conflict that forced painful choices—and brought profound 
consequences for children and family life.27 
 
Some Na@ve youth par@cipated in the war as scouts, messengers, or sons of warriors. In the Iroquois 
Confederacy, which fractured as different na@ons sided with either the Bri@sh or the Patriots, boys were 
trained not just for baMle, but to preserve the knowledge of diplomacy, hun@ng, and spiritual prac@ce.  
 
But war disrupted this intergenera@onal transfer. As tradi@onal alliances broke down, so too did some of 
the kinship structures that had long governed Na@ve educa@on. 
 
Missionaries, especially in New England and among the Oneida and Mohawk, began to push for the 
Chris@an schooling of Na@ve youth—schools that aMempted to erase tribal language and beliefs. ALer 
the war, American expansion accelerated the removal of Na@ve communi@es, oLen separa@ng children 
from parents and reshaping Indigenous adolescence around colonial ins@tu@ons. 
 
For Na@ve youth, the promises of liberty and independence were oLen accompanied by loss—of 
territory, of cultural con@nuity, and of the right to grow up in a world shaped by their own people. 
 
Emo@onal Revolu@ons: How Youth Felt and Thought 
 
The American Revolu@on was not only a poli@cal upheaval. It was a profound emo@onal and cultural 
transforma@on that changed how young people imagined themselves—as individuals, as members of 
families, and as par@cipants in a new kind of society. For the young, the Revolu@on was not simply an 
external event—it was an internal experience, marked by intense feeling, moral reflec@on, and 
newfound agency. 
 
Teenagers of the @me did not grow up in a world of emo@onal detachment. The revolu@onary moment 
amplified feelings of fear and hope, anger and longing, excitement and confusion. As the old world 



12 
 

unraveled, emo@ons ran high, and young people responded in ways that were both deeply personal and 
unmistakably poli@cal. 
 
Personal diaries, leMers, and memoirs reveal how fully the language of revolu@on entered the hearts of 
young Americans. Ebenezer Fox, a poor boy from MassachuseMs, remembered how revolu@onary 
rhetoric ignited his imagina@on and gave voice to his frustra@ons. “Almost all of the conversa@on that 
came to my ears,” he later wrote, “related to the injus@ce of England.” To Fox and his friend, the 
colonies' suffering under Bri@sh rule mirrored their own mistreatment by harsh masters. Fueled by 
righteous anger, the boys ran away to join the cause. The Revolu@on offered not only a poli@cal outlet 
but a way to express personal grievance and longing for recogni@on.28 
 
Young women were also swept up in the emo@onal current of the @me. Charity Clarke, a spirited 
daughter of a loyalist-leaning family in New York, wrote fierce and sarcas@c leMers that mocked the 
cowardice of men who would not fight and imagined a world where women would take up the patrio@c 
mantle themselves. “I will try to gather a number of ladies armed with spinning wheels,” she declared, 
“and re@re beyond the reach of arbitrary power.” Her voice, humorous yet defiant, reveals how 
revolu@onary fervor inspired new ways for young women to imagine poli@cal purpose and collec@ve 
iden@ty.29 
 
The language of liberty and honor, once the exclusive preserve of statesmen and generals, became part 
of everyday speech for youth. Children named their pets “Liberty” or “Independence,” carved patrio@c 
slogans into trees and desks, and memorized revolu@onary poems. Concepts like virtue, self-sacrifice, 
and civic duty began to shape how they thought about their futures. Even play reflected the changing 
world: schoolboys staged mock debates between Patriots and Loyalists, reenacted baMles, or held mock 
elec@ons—acts that blurred the line between poli@cal theater and childhood expression. 
 
This emo@onal revolu@on was also a revolu@on of iden@ty. Young people began to see themselves as 
poli@cal actors with moral responsibili@es. They wept over stories of betrayal and sacrifice, thrilled at 
tales of heroism, and debated whether honor demanded figh@ng or refusing to fight. In an era when 
newspapers, sermons, and broadsides carried impassioned rhetoric into every village, even the young 
absorbed the mood of the age: one of earnest moral struggle. 
 
But the emo@onal lives of youth were not only noble or roman@c. They were oLen confused, anxious, 
and divided. The Revolu@on tore apart families and friendships, pibng Loyalist and Patriot siblings 
against one another, and forcing children to choose between obedience and conscience. Some felt guilt 
for abandoning parents; others felt resentment toward fathers who clung to royal authority or denied 
them freedom. In such a vola@le @me, the emo@onal burden of loyalty and betrayal was as heavy for the 
young as it was for adults. 
 
At the same @me, the very idea of youth began to change. No longer seen only as appren@ces in wai@ng 
or passive dependents, young people increasingly became seen—and saw themselves—as moral agents. 
The Revolu@on helped redefine adolescence not just as a period of prepara@on, but as a stage of intense 
emo@onal and intellectual forma@on. 
 
In this sense, the American Revolu@on was as much about the heart as about the mind—and as much 
about the spirit as about the sword. It gave young people a language for their dreams and frustra@ons, a 
stage on which to act, and an emo@onal educa@on in freedom, responsibility, and belonging. The 
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struggle for liberty was not only about territory and taxa@on. It was about how it felt to grow up in a 
world breaking free. 
 
Fathers, Sons, and the Decline of Deference 
 
If the Revolu@on undermined kingship, it also unseMled the authority of fathers. In colonial society, 
families were patriarchal ins@tu@ons. Fathers held legal and moral control over their households, 
including over their children’s labor, marriages, and inheritances. 
 
But just as colonists rejected Bri@sh rule by likening it to bad paren@ng, so too did many young 
Americans begin to push back against paternal control. Appren@ces ran away to join mili@as. Teenage 
boys fled arranged marriages or indentured servitude. Young women refused matches chosen for them 
and instead sought autonomy in love and livelihood. 
 
This genera@onal defiance showed up in colleges, too, where student rebellions against tutors and 
presidents mirrored broader poli@cal struggles. At ins@tu@ons like Yale, Harvard, and the College of New 
Jersey (now Princeton), students protested harsh discipline, rigid hierarchies, and outdated customs. 
Some refused to bow to professors or wear the required gowns. Others circulated radical pamphlets, 
debated liberty in student socie@es, and even rioted over poor food or arbitrary punishments. 
 
Loyalists oLen blamed the Revolu@on on youthful arrogance and disobedience. One pamphlet claimed 
the colonies had been corrupted by young men who did not respect the wisdom of their elders. But for 
Patriots, the genera@onal shiL was a moral awakening: a break with tyranny at every level of life. 
 
In the aLermath, family structures gradually changed. Marriage shiLed from a contract between families 
to one based on affec@on and choice. Parenthood became more nurturing, less authoritarian. The 
Revolu@on redefined who had the right to say “no,” and that included sons, daughters, and appren@ces. 
 
Schools of the Republic 
 
Nowhere was the legacy of the Revolu@on more las@ng than in the transforma@on of educa@on. Patriot 
leaders believed the Republic’s survival depended on an informed, virtuous ci@zenry. That meant 
reimagining schools not as places of rote learning, but as ins@tu@ons for building character.30 
 
Boys were taught not just grammar and arithme@c but civic responsibility, classical virtue, and moral 
discipline. Schools used history—especially the stories of Roman republicans and the English Civil War—
to shape their sense of duty. 
 
For girls, educa@onal opportuni@es expanded in ways previously unthinkable. The Young Ladies' 
Academy of Philadelphia, founded in 1787, became the first American academy for girls. There, students 
studied geography, history, wri@ng, and moral philosophy. Republican motherhood—the idea that 
mothers had a duty to raise informed ci@zens—jus@fied this revolu@on in female educa@on. 
 
This period also saw the rise of textbooks wriMen for patrio@c instruc@on. Noah Webster’s spellers and 
readers taught not only literacy, but na@onal iden@ty.  
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The classroom, in other words, became an incubator for the Republic. Schoolmasters were the new civic 
architects, and the child—the future voter, mother, or soldier—was their raw material. This was 
educa@on not for advancement alone, but for democracy. 
 
The First Post-Revolu@onary Genera@on 
 
What happened to the young people who came of age during the Revolu@on? Some, like Hamilton or 
Madison, went on to shape the early Republic. Others returned home to rebuild farms, raise families, or 
seek new opportuni@es in the expanding West. 
 
But the aLermath was complicated. Many veterans, especially poor boys who had served as subs@tutes, 
received liMle reward. Land grants were delayed. Pensions were denied. Widows and orphans faced an 
overwhelmed welfare system. The gap between revolu@onary ideals and postwar reality widened for 
many. 
 
S@ll, the cultural legacy of the Revolu@on endured. A sense of individual rights, early independence, and 
merit-based success reshaped American youth. Young men founded deba@ng clubs, formed moral 
reform socie@es, and even experimented with utopian communi@es. Young women used their expanded 
educa@on to write, organize, and challenge gender norms.31 
 
By the early 1800s, Americans were talking about “youth” in a new way—not simply as a biological 
phase, but as a forma@ve stage of civic development. The idea that the future belonged to the young 
was no longer just a metaphor. It had become a poli@cal fact. 
 
A Las@ng Legacy 
 
The American Revolu@on didn’t just create a new country. It changed the way people thought about 
power, family, learning, and growing up. It showed that freedom isn’t only about breaking away from a 
king—it’s also about learning to think for yourself, speak up, and shape your own future. 
 
Young people weren’t just watching history happen. They were making it. They rode on horseback 
through the night. They marched into baMle. They spun cloth, carried messages, and stood up for what 
they believed in. Some wrote leMers and poems. Others picked up drums, rifles, or books. They weren’t 
just following their parents or teachers—they were leading the way. 
 
Because of them, people began to see childhood and youth in a new light. Children weren’t just small 
adults who had to obey. They were individuals—with thoughts, feelings, and dreams that maMered. 
Schools changed. Families changed. The whole idea of what it meant to grow up started to change. 
 
The story of the American Revolu@on isn’t just about famous men in wigs or baMles on distant fields. It’s 
also about kids and teens who dared to imagine a different world—and worked to build it. Their courage 
helped shape a new idea: that growing up could mean growing free. 
 
That idea is s@ll with us today. Every @me a young person speaks out, learns something new, or stands up 
for what’s right, they con@nue the legacy of liberty’s children. 
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