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     This paper is about Rose O’Neill and the Kewpies and what happened when World War I 

broke out. Because the Kewpies were made in Germany, the Kewpies got caught up in the 

conflict.  It is funny and strange to think of a little doll that represented love and kindness being 

involved in a war that killed so many people. But anti-German sentiment in America affected 

many things, including the production of toys. I will introduce you to Rose O’Neill and the 

Kewpies and then explain how World War I impacted Kewpies and changed their production 

forever. 

     Rose Cecil O’Neill, born Cecilia Rose O’Neill, was the creator of the Kewpie doll, an artist, 

and a women’s rights activist.  She was born in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania in 1874, but moved 

to Nebraska when she was a child. Later her family moved to Missouri. She had a family home 

named Bonniebrook, just outside of Branson.  She loved Bonniebrook and spent time there for 

the rest of her life.  Susan Scott, president of the Bonniebrook Historical Society, said, “Here in 

the Ozarks, in Missouri, she represented to the world, this famous artist,  that loved Missouri, 

loved the Ozarks and she depicted that in a lot of her art.”   She didn’t just live at Bonniebrook, 

though.  When she was 19, she moved, alone, to New York.  She also had a home on the Isle of 

Capri. Rose O’Neill was a serious artist and an activist, but she will always be remembered by 

most people as the Mother of the Kewpie. Rose O’Neill died in Springfield, Missouri, in 1944. 

     The Kewpie was created in 1909, as a character in one of Rose’s cartoons.   In her 

autobiography, O’Neill explains how she created the Kewpie.  “In illustrating love-stories I had a 

way of making decorative head and tail pieces with Cupids. Edward Bok of the Ladies Home 

Journal cut out a number of these and sent them to me.  He asked me if I could make a series of 

the little creatures and said that he would find someone to make accompanying verses…I 

invented the name for the little Cupid, spelling it with a K because it seemed funnier. ‘Kewpie—
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short for Cupid—thus/He’s shorter than that famous cuss.’”  People loved the Kewpies a lot.  

Kewpies appeared on everything from soda and tissue to china and 

car radiator caps.  She got so many letters from her fans asking her 

to make a Kewpie to hold that she decided to make a doll.  She 

worked with George Borgfeldt and Company, a toy distributor. She 

sculpted a Kewpie and sent it to Germany.  German factories made 

many toys for children around the world. German bisque dolls were 

beautiful. But when Rose got the Kewpie back from Germany, she 

said it was awful. She hated it. She called it “the worst shocking travesty of Kewpish face and 

form…Shoulders of a pugilist, tummy of a drunken Silenus, the face of an infant fiend—the 

sidelong eyes and the smile a diabolical leer.”  

     O’Neill was afraid she would have to give up the idea of the doll.  Instead, she and her sister 

Callista went to Germany to show the factory workers how she wanted it done.  She made twelve 

models of different sized dolls so poor children and rich children would both be able to buy 

Kewpie dolls.  She stayed in Germany while the factory workers made the dolls.  She enjoyed 

the whole process, but not the last step, when the dolls were cooked.  She says in a biography by 

J.L. Wilkerson, “It was a bit ghastly to see hundreds of my babies lying white-hot in the great 

pans.” 

     The German-made dolls might have continued to have been made for years, except for one 

thing, World War I. In 1914, the British started a trade embargo on Germany.  The Germans 

responded by sending submarines to attack British ships. Anti-German sentiment began to spread 

in America.  Germans were depicted as beasts, who would cause violence. The German language 

was not allowed to be taught in schools anymore and some German Americans even changed 
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their names.  Americans did not want to buy products made in Germany, even if they were very 

well made.  German-made toys were best sellers until the war 

broke out.  According to author and O’Neill expert Vernon 

Jordan, “At one time just before the War, there were some 

thirty or forty factories in Germany making Kewpies.”  But 

the anti-German sentiment affected the sale of German-made 

toys. That included the Kewpie dolls. Rose O’Neill was very 

protective of her Kewpies.  In his book May This House be Safe from Tigers, Alexander King 

tells this story: 

“…the only time I ever saw her really deeply depressed and heard her speak with accents 
of unmistakable sorrow was when I happened to refer to the First World War.   
‘I lost many dear ones in it,’ she said. ‘They went down in the English Channel, poor 
things. I was so prostrated at the time that my life was despaired of.’ 
‘Were they relatives or friends?’ I said. 
‘Kewpies!’ she said. ‘Bisque Kewpies, the first ones ever made out of that wonderful 
material. They were made in Germany and were on their way over to me when a whole 
shipload of them went down in the English Channel. Those terrible British torpedoed the 
lot of them. It is too awful to think about. Oh, that war! I’ve never really gotten over it. I 
don’t think I ever shall.’” 
 

     People targeted the German-made Kewpies.  One lady said, “I will board a ship that has 

German-Made Kewpies and smash every single one 

of them.”   There were even competitors to the 

Kewpies like the Maiden America doll.  These dolls 

were created just to compete with the Kewpie dolls 

because the Kewpies were so popular. The Borgfeldt 

Company began looking to find factories to make 

the Kewpies in the United States because of the 
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feelings about German-made toys. Soon signs began to appear in 

store windows announcing “American-made Kewpies!”   

     O’Neill’s Kewpies represented peace and love.  And so did she. 

She hated the war and fighting and she just wanted peace. It made 

her sad to think about the German boys who worked on her 

Kewpies dying in battle.  In an article in 1915, she spoke out 

against tin soldier toys. She said, “If we would only give toys of 

peace maybe in the generations that are to come there would be smiles instead of war.”  Rose 

O’Neill was opposed to war and it must have been hard for her to have her peaceful Kewpies 

caught up in the conflict. The message of the Kewpies lasted longer than the war, though.  Even 

today people collect Kewpie dolls. Their smiling faces and kind acts and goodness are still things 

that bring people happiness almost 100 years after World War I began.   
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Junior Division Apprentice (Ages 8-10) Worksheet 
(This may be dictated to and filled out by a parent or guardian.) 

 
 
 
 
1.  What is the title of your project?  
The Kewpies and Anti-German Sentiment during World I 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.  Please explain in your own words what your project is about.  
This project is trying to tell about the struggles with the Kewpies being made in  
 

Germany, the issues with World War I, and anti-German feeling.  
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.  What was the most interesting thing that you learned during your research? 
It was interesting getting to interview people and reading about the things that 
________________________________________________________________________ 
happened. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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4.  What is the difference between a PRIMARY source and a SECONDARY source?  
A primary source is like an autobiography or something written by a witness of   
________________________________________________________________________ 
the event. Photos and letters are also primary A secondary source is like a  
________________________________________________________________________ 
biography that is written later by someone who wasn’t actually there at the event. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5.  What is a TERTIARY source? 
A tertiary source is like an encyclopedia. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
6.  What do you think is the best kind of source to use in researching history? 
The best source is a primary source, because you get more true information.  
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
7.  Why do you think that is it a good idea to look at several sources when doing research on 
a subject? 
It is best to look at different sources because you can see other things that one  
________________________________________________________________________ 
source might not have. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
8.  Why do you think that it is important to cite the sources we use in our research? 
So that people can see what you used and learn other things. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
9.  What is an annotated bibliography? 
It is how you describe what you read for your research, and how you used it.  
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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10. What kinds of sources (books, television programs, documentaries) did you use in your 
research? Please list the three sources you found most helpful.  
 

Example for book.  J. Perry Leavell, Jr., James Madison, New York, NY: Chelsea 
House Publishers, 1988. 
 
Example for a documentary. “Boom.” 2012. The History Channel website. July 10, 
2012. 

 O’Neill, Rose. The Story of Rose O’Neill: An Autobiography, edited by  
a.  _____________________________________________________________________ 
Miriam Formanek-Brunell. Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 1997. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

What was this source about and how did you use it in your research?  
This is an autobiography. It is Rose O’Neill’s story in her own words. She tells.  
_______________________________________________________________________ 
the story of her life. I used it to see how she created the Kewpies and her  
________________________________________________________________________ 
experience of having the dolls made. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Wilkerson, J.L. American Illustrator: Rose O’Neill. Kansas City, MO: Acorn  
b.  _____________________________________________________________________ 
Books, 2001. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

What was this source about and how did you use it in your research?  
This is a biography about Rose O’Neill. I used this book to explain how Rose felt  
_______________________________________________________________________ 
when she went to Germany to see the factories. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Jordan, Vernon. Email interview with the author. September 17, 2013. 
c.  _____________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
What was this source about and how did you use it in your research?  

I emailed questions to Mr. Jordan, a Rose O’Neill expert and author. He sent me  
_______________________________________________________________________ 
pictures and old advertisements and answered my questions. He even sent me 
________________________________________________________________________ 
information that will be in the book he is writing. I used this interview to learn 
________________________________________________________________________ 
more about anti-German feelings during World War I. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
11. What did you enjoy most while putting together your project? 
I really enjoyed learning about the anti-German laws and how there were  
________________________________________________________________________ 
competitors to the Kewpie doll. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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12. What did you enjoy least while putting together your project? 
I was not a fan of typing the paper. It was boring sometimes, but in the end it paid  
________________________________________________________________________ 
off, and it was really fun. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 


