Life In The 1700s

ENTERTAINMENT

A spinet is used for entertainment.

Both adults and children enjoy the spinet.

A spinet is a musical instrument in the colonial times. It is similar to a piano.

CHILDREN'S ACTIVITIES 

Education was widely accessible to those who could afford it.

Sewing was an important part of a young lady’s education.

There was plenty of leisure time for upper-class children.

There were plenty of toys and games in stores. Some includes board games, cards, and puzzles.

Some games children played with visitors. Some of the games included rolling hoops, walking on stilts, and a game of ninepins.

FAMILY LIFE 

Family is defined as:

The body of persons who live in one house or under one head, including parents, children, servants, etc.

The group of persons consisting of the parents and their children whether actually living together or not;

Those who descended or claiming descent from a common ancestor.

LIVING QUARTERS
In the early 1700s, the notion of labeling rooms for public or private use would have been an unfamiliar concept to most people. 

The earliest English transplants to North America could afford neither the time nor the money to construct large homes with many rooms. Survival was the main business of the day. Even as later residents constructed larger and more elaborate dwellings, rooms in homes remained multi-purpose with little regard for personal privacy. Household arrangements of the early 1700s reflected the essentially communal culture of the period. In smaller houses, the entire household continued to cook, eat, work and sleep in one or two rooms. People of all ages and sexes shared sleeping areas and even beds. That one concession to personal privacy and comfort, the curtained bedstead, if in evidence at all, belonged to the head of the household and his wife. Such a bed was among the most expensive objects in the entire household. Rooms remained multifunctional even among more affluent households. Families used kitchens, for example, for cooking, eating, butchering, candle making, harness mending and a host of other activities, including sleeping. 

THE "MEETING HOUSE"
Public and religious life during the 1700s centered on the Meeting House.  Where people sat during worship depended on their status in town. A committee "seated the Meeting House" using criteria such as wealth, military rank and age. 

Meeting Houses also hosted town meetings. Unlike worship services, people sat where they chose. Male landowners voted on town affairs, elected town officials and chose representatives. The earliest Meeting Houses were often of the rudest construction and usually did not last long.  

Often sited on a hill or rise, Meeting House steeples made these buildings visible for many miles. As the link between church and town government weakened in the decades following the American Revolution, many New England towns began erecting town houses, or town halls, for town business. 

** As a point of interest, throughout the Mills Family History pages, you may notice references made to "MM" .. this refers to Monthly Meetings.  These were held at the Meeting Houses of the various communities.

AGRICULTURE & COMMUNITY
Agricultural practices such as a common field system reflected the essentially communal culture of western Europe in the 1600s and early 1700s, as did the way in which people lived in and used their homes. Most early European settlers viewed the North American landscape as a vacant wilderness to be possessed, planted, and subdued. Most towns took care to make sure that town founders, called proprietors, received land suitable for tillage, pasture and wood harvesting. Flour mills and sawmills were among the earliest and most important industries in colonial settlements. The Puritans who founded many New England towns intended their communities to be models of Christian love and good government. 

Settlers wished to establish close-knit communities that would be models of Christian love and purity. One of the first steps in settling a new town was to survey and lay out individual lots. Some early towns chose to lay out these lots in a common field system. This system dated back to medieval times in the region of England from which many of the settlers originally came. House lots of three to seven acres lined either side of a main street, surrounded by common fields. Each household planted, cultivated and harvested its narrow strips of land in common with the land of other residents. All had to maintain their portion of the common fence that enclosed the fields. 

Although settlement patterns differed from town to town and from region to region, these towns shared one important characteristic. Unlike most English farmers, the proprietors of these early New England towns owned the land they worked. The opportunity to own land lured many English people to the colonies, where they altered the landscape and environment in important ways. The common fence that prevented English livestock from foraging among and trampling crops disrupted the flow of game upon which the Native Americans depended for food and other necessities. Fences also restricted the free range of people across the landscape. Water-powered mills affected the flow of rivers and streams. European grasses and livestock competed with or displaced native animals and plants. 

WOMEN
Women were treated as though they were inferior to men. Their importance was determined by their physical beauty and the size of their dowries - monetary assets that families contributed to potential husbands in exchange for marriage. 

Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, Europe saw the gradual erosion of local power and autonomy and the rise of national legislation and civil bureaucracies. This time period - 1660 to 1789 - is known as the Age of Absolution. Society was made up of aristocrats (monarchs and the rich), the clergy, the middle class, and the servant classes. People generally married into their social class. 
CLOTHING 

A man’s clothing consisted of a workshirt, a waistcoat, neck stock, felt hat, breeches, coat, watch clock, and shoes.

A boy’s clothing was similar to a man’s clothing when he is at least 5 years of age.

A woman’s clothing consist of a chemise, a drawstring skirt, drawstring apron, French bodice, hooded cape, and a mob cap.

A girl’s clothing consist of the same clothing.

MEN'S CLOTHES

It is interesting to note that Up until the late 1700s, it was often the man who dressed, if not more flamboyantly than women, certainly in very elaborate costumes. The mens wardrobes were filled with laces and bows as well as high-heeled shoes with shiny buckles. Even American presidents were not immune, as a sartorially splendid George Washington appeared at his first Inaugural wearing a brocade jacket, lace shirt, silver appointments, and high-heeled shoes with diamond buckles. This began to change in the later decades of the century, perhaps not coincidentally at the same time that special children's clothing styles developed. 

Boys' Clothes

The new developing image of childhood was reflected in their clothing. Boys at the beginning of the century continued to be dressed in dresses until 5 or 6 years old. After emerging from dresses they were attired in miniature versions of their father's clothes. Elaborate and formal finery for the young gentleman of the 1700s might be a fine damask suit with pleated jabot, cuffs and stock--just like the outfit. that might be worn by his farther.

INFANT CLOTHING

Infants' swaddling clothes lasted well into the 18th century. The baby also owned a complete set of dress clothes, which were worn for the christening ceremony and any other public occasion. Such garments were exquisitely made and beautifully embroidered. The skirts attached to the tiny bodices were invariably a good four feet in length. Yellow was the traditional color for the christening dress with embroidery in silk, or gold for an "upper class baby." 

FARM LIFE

Much of what was used on the farm was produced on the farm, and from sunup to sundown and after, there was work to be done. Cleaning house, cooking meals, drying apples, making sweetmeats and sausage, salting beef, washing and ironing clothes, baking mince pies, taking care of honeybees, making wine, drying cherries, processing flax, making soap, sewing, picking blackberries, making candles, and boiling souse, or pickled meat.

Farming was the dominant way of life, and the rhythms of the seasons and the crops ordered the lives of its men, women and children. In the spring fences were mended and fields were plowed to plant flax, oats and corn. By midsummer they were getting in the first crop of hay, harvesting rye and wheat, and a little later, pulling flax, which would be spun to make linen. In September they made the first cider of the year, some of which would be drunk fresh, the rest barreled and which, when fermented, would be a potent brew. Later in September they gathered corn. As the weather got colder they gathered wood to supply them for the winter and gathered dung to fertilize the fields. In the winter it was time to prepare the flax for spinning, to thresh the oats and wheat, and to slaughter sheep, hogs and cattle for food. Wood was chopped and piled in the woodshed.

By 1700, hogs, sheep and cattle were plentiful, and became a widespread source of food. By the late colonial period these animals, plus horses, were being raised not just for food, but as a commercial venture, and were frequently exported to the West Indies in exchange for rum, sugar and molasses. 

INFLUENCES

During the early 1700s interest in the American Colonies continued to increase. There were renewed efforts to enforce old controls and to establish new ones. Significantly, royal governors were appointed in most colonies, replacing governors who previously had been elected by the colonists. Other examples of England's imposing controls on the colonies were exports having to be sent to England, goods having to be transported on English ships, and requiring colonists to pay taxes on imports from any countries other than England. Again these regulations, although imposed, were often ignored.

Then during the 1750s England was involved in a long and costly war with France, her traditional enemy. Wars are always very costly, and this war with France depleted England's funds. In an effort to recoup her financial losses, England decided to strictly enforce the many long-established taxes and regulations on her North American colonists. In addition, she established new taxes and regulations. The colonists were 3,000 miles away, and their protests were less disturbing to law makers than would have been those of English citizens living in England if new taxes had been levied on them instead of the distant colonists.

One of the new taxes was the Stamp Act,PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT= Tax Stamp" which required that a tax be paid and a stamp be placed on legal materials. (This stamp would be something like our seals on liquor and cigarettes that indicate the taxes have been paid). Two other new regulations were quartering of troops and impressment. Quartering of troops meant colonists were required to house and feed British troops who were living in the colonies to enforce British regulations. Impressment was the practice of the British Navy of literally kidnapping able-bodied young men to serve on the Navy's ships. For many years Englishmen living in England were impressed, but during the 1700s England began commandeering sailors from North American. When you read the Declaration of Independence, these abhorrence practices will be among the grievances the colonists specified against the English king.

English attitudes toward the colonies offended many colonists. England felt there were two purposes of colonies, and they were to provide raw materials to England and to purchase finished products from England. Colonists deeply resented this attitude just as they resented England's efforts to regulate and tax them, mainly because of their longstanding tradition of being essentially self-governing.

The increased taxes and regulations after the English and French war resulted in several successful unified Colonial efforts to protest against England. One example was a boycott of English goods, which is one main reason the United States is a coffee drinking nation rather than a tea drinking nation like England is—colonists stopped drinking tea as a protest against everything English.

Another example was the Boston Tea Party organized by colonial patriot Paul Revere. He and his men threw bales of English tea into Boston Harbor, theoretically making a huge amount of (salty) tea! A third example of colonial resistance was the rough treatment of customs (tax) collectors, such as the well-known and cruel practice of tarring and feathering them.

Prior to these difficulties with England, the thirteen colonies had been exactly that: thirteen separate colonies with no feelings of unity. However, the problems with England resulted not only in these protests but also in an "us against them" attitude that led to the first steps toward unification.

FIRST CONTINENTAL CONGRESS

Delegates attended the First Continental Congress from all of the colonies except Georgia, which, of course, was the most far distant from Philadelphia. The men agreed on a number of resolutions to their problems; these were sent to England. They further agreed to meet in May of 1775 if there were no favorable responses from England.  At this time none of the delegations openly advocated independence from Great Britain. The main reasons most did not want to separate from England were (1) colonists had more freedom than Englishmen living in England, (2) many had strong sentimental attachments to the mother country, (3) many feared something worse might happen if they attempted to separate from England but were unsuccessful, (4) some felt the trade regulations with England were privileges they did not dare to lose, and (5) there was a simple reluctance to change.

The first armed clash between the colonists and English soldiers occurred April 18, 1775. English troops stationed in the colonies to enforce English taxes and regulations decided to capture colonial militia supplies at Concord, Massachusetts. This was the occasion of Paul Revere's ride to warn the colonial militia men, known as Minutemen because they vowed to be prepared to fight with only a minute's notice.

2nd CONTINENTAL CONGRESS

The Second Continental Congress met in May of 1775. Representatives were still hoping for reconciliation with England but were preparing for war in case it came. This Congress took two significant actions: they took the steps necessary to raise and equip an army, thus creating the Continental Army, and they appointed George Washington commander in chief. Skirmishes between the colonial army and the British soldiers continued throughout the following year.

On June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia introduced a resolution declaring the independence of the thirteen North American colonies. The Second Continental Congress scheduled a vote on the resolution for July 1. On June 11 a committee was appointed to draft a declaration of independence in case the resolution passed. Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, Roger Sherman, and Robert Livingston comprised the committee. Jefferson, who was only 33 years old, wrote the Declaration in just seventeen days. Both Franklin and Adams made some minor changes to Jefferson's draft, but as far as we know, the other two committee members did not. Although the Congress made a number of minor alterations to Jefferson's draft, they made only two significant changes. First, they deleted Jefferson's condemnation of the citizens of England. Many of their friends and family still lived in England, and the delegates did not want to offend them. As a result, all of the blame for the problems between Great Britain and the colonies was placed upon the king of England. The second important change Congress made was to reject Jefferson's strong condemnation of the slave trade.

On July 4, 1776, the Second Continental Congress adopted the Declaration of Independence. The delegates then ordered that the Declaration be printed and distributed throughout the colonies. Remember, there were no television cameras recording these significant events to broadcast live to the nation! Each citizen had to wait until copies of the Declaration were delivered (by horse!) before the contents could be known.
