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SOCIAL STUDIES 

· Social Studies Standard 2: Local, United States, and World History
· Social Studies Standard 9: Places and Regions
In an age before televisions and stereos, how did Americans spend their free time.  More than ever before, middle-class Americans had extra time and even a bit of disposable income for leisure-time activities.  Women, particularly had more time for themselves, and a variety of activities gained in popularity.

Young girls and adult women alike focused their energy on needlecrafts. Embroidery, needlepoint and other hand-sewn projects survive in great quantities from this time.  Arranging dried flowers, seeds, shells, and feathers under glass domes was also a popular craft.  Many of these ornaments then found permanent homes on the mantels of parlors and sitting rooms, as home decoration became the rage.  Additionally, tending house plants and keeping terrariums interested many Victorian ladies.  Of course, when weather permitted, gardening was a wonderful pastime for many. 

At home, much family fun focused on the parlor.  Group activities like charades were popular with people of all ages.  Families often gathered around the piano or phonograph for "a sing."  Hymns and sentimental songs were extremely popular, and sheet music was widely available, making new songs accessible to many households.  (Remember the radio wasn't invented until 1895.)  Old favorites like cards, checkers, chess, and dominoes occupied many hours. 

As for outdoor recreation, lawn games like croquet, archery and lawn tennis were well-liked by all.  Because the game became so popular, croquet-set manufacturers even produced wickets with candleholders attached to them, so families could play after dark.  Picnics were all the rage between May and Labor Day for the upper and middle classes.  Of course, picnics were generally great social occasions and considered by many to be dressy affairs; men wore a coat and tie, while women modeled the latest linen dresses.  Many Impressionist painters immortalized family or community picnics in their art. Everyone was sorry to see the picnic season end with the summer's close.   

Reading occupied hours upon hours of Americans' more solitary free-time.  Westerns, sentimental sagas, and religious or historical epics were popular.  Consider some of the bestsellers from the 1890's: Arthur Conan Doyle's Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, Robert Louis Stevenson's Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Stephen Crane's The Red Badge of Courage and L. Frank Baum's The Wizard of Oz. One of Connecticut's most famous authors, Mark Twain, was a renowned literary figure by the turn of the 20th century.  

However, many of Twain's novels, including The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, were

banned by public institutions and libraries.  In addition to fiction, the Victorian period was marked by the number of advice and how-to books that were published. Treatises on everything from raising children, to home remedies, to heating and ventilation were as common as the Sears and Roebuck catalog.  

By 1915, the American obsession with outdoors leisure activity had given rise to a system of vacation areas that celebrated natural wilderness, the National Parks.  The end of the 19th century found more and more Americans reacting to increasing crowds, noise, filth and questionable morality in the cities.  A "Back to Nature" movement found widespread support, as middle-class people embraced the country club, dude ranch and country retreat.  These same Americans looked for vacation areas where they could experience nature directly.  Beginning with Yellowstone in 1872, America's greatest natural attractions were designated National Parks.  By 1915, Yosemite, Grand Canyon, Glacier, Mount Ranier and Crater Lake were added to the park system.  The concurrent advancements to the automobile made these places increasingly available to people and over 55,000 visitors toured the parks in 1917.  

Today, the National Park System includes over 360 areas focusing on the most significant natural, cultural, and historical places in the United States.  Our national parks are visited by 500 million annually.  Weir Farm National Historic Site is Connecticut's only national park area and was founded in 1990.

Discussion Questions for Students

1. What types of activities do you like to do in your spare time?  Are they things you could have done one hundred years ago?

2. What types of activities do you think the Beecher sisters would have disapproved of? Why? What activities that we have today might they have enjoyed and approved of?

3. Look at the painting IDLE HOURS. The title implies that the people in this picture are enjoying some leisure time. What types of activities can you find evidence of in this painting? Based on the earlier material, what other sorts of things might they enjoy while relaxing? How would this scene differ if this picture was depicting today instead of 1888?
THE BEECHER SISTERS

Two Connecticut authors received far-reaching recognition for their guidebook, The American Woman's Home.  They were Harriet Beecher Stowe and Catherine E. Beecher of Hartford.  Their guide discussed health and exercise, home decoration, cooking, manners, the care of yards, domestic animals, and the homeless.  Additionally, The American Woman's Home had strict advice for its reader about leisure time and domestic amusements.  The sisters outlined some common guidelines for choosing appropriate activities:

1. "no amusements which inflict needless pain should ever be allowed."

2. "we should seek no recreation which endanger life, or interfere with important duties."

3. "avoid those amusements which experience has shown to be so exciting, and connected with so many temptations, as to be pernicious in tendency, both to the individual and to the community.  It is on this ground, that horse-racing and circus-riding have been excluded."

The American Woman's Home suggested reading history, singing, cultivating fruit and flowers, and collecting shells as appropriate endeavors during free time.  Walking, riding, and visiting neighbors also received favorable endorsements.  

The American Woman's Home by Catharine E. Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe. 1869.

