Life In The 1800s

OVERVIEW

These hardy pioneers did not seem to have much in the way of technology, but you may be surprised. They were hard working, simple folks, rich in more ways than we with all our money and leisure. Their lives were difficult but they had time for some of the things we now pay to enjoy. Living closer to nature, they were able to revel in its beauty. While picking wild berries, they might see a fawn ambling after its mother, or watch fox kits at play.

Pioneers were the first people to settle in the frontiers of North America. Although many of the pioneers were farmers, others were doctors, shopkeepers, blacksmiths, missionaries, lawyers, and so on. They came from many places in the United States to start their new lives. The majority of their ancestors came from European countries such as England, Germany, and Scotland. Before leaving their homes they either saved money for the trip, sold their land and other possessions or agreed to work for others on the trip.

Although the pioneers traveled to the frontier for many different reasons, they all wanted an opportunity to start new lives. Many of the pioneers were farmers. They went to Oregon, Texas, and other areas of the frontier for the inexpensive or even possibly free land. This land was available for homesteading. They wanted the rich, fertile land for their crops. Other people came to the frontier because they had heard stories that made the new lands sound like magical places. Some went to the frontier in order to prospect for gold, to hunt and trade fur pelts, and for many other reasons.

Most pioneers traveled in a conestoga wagon or a spring wagon. Many of the pioneers chose oxen instead of mules or horses because the oxen were a lot stronger. They would buy up to 4 oxen per wagon. The father would drive the oxen by walking beside the wagon. The children would walk behind of the wagon much of the time. 

The Pioneers traveled in a wagon called a covered wagon. The wagon was usually a wooden wagon made of hickory, oak, or maple. A wooden piece made from hickory stuck out from the front of the wagon. This piece called a tongue was connected to the yoke of the oxen, mules, or horses. 

The wagon could not carry more than 2,000 pounds. It had big wooden hoops, called bows that were bent from side to side. There would be 4 to 7 wooden hoops on one wagon. There was a canvas pulled across the hoops that would keep out the rain, wind, and the hot sunshine. Pioneers would rub oil on the canvas to make it waterproof. Inside the wagon there were many hooks that hung from the wooden hoops. They could hang weapons, clothes, milk cans, and anything there was room for. The front wheels of the wagon were smaller than the back wheels. This helped the wagon turn. Underneath the back wheels there was a bucket full of grease hanging from the axle. This was used to make the wheels run smoothly. The conestoga wagons were called prairie schooners because from a distance the conestoga wagon looked like a ship sailing slowly across the green prairie. Traveling in a wagon was not an easy trip. There were many things that could go wrong. For example some wagon wheels would break or there would be no water. If they ran out of food they would need to hunt. When they were on the trail it was very noisy because all the pots and pans hanging off the wagons were clanging against each other. 

A wagon train was a group of covered wagons that went west. The wagons would travel in a straight single line. The wagon train looked like a slow-moving train. If the trail was wide enough they would spread out to get away from the dust. At night the wagon master would have the wagons form a big circle for protection from hostile Indians, marauders and other dangers. Sometimes the children would play inside the wagon circle after dinner and just before bed time. 

Each morning the pioneers would get up before daylight and gather their livestock and cook breakfast. Many times they would go ahead and prepare lunch as well. After breakfast around 7:00 a.m. they hitched up the oxen and started down the trail. Since the wagon was so bumpy the pioneers who were not driving the wagon would walk behind or next to it much of the time. They would stop at lunchtime and rest for an hour or two. After a rest period they would travel down the trail until about four or five p.m. At night they would circle the wagons for protection. The women would fix the dinner and the men would prepare the livestock for the night. After supper they would gather around the campfires and sing songs, dance, tell stories and visit. Sometimes they slept inside the wagon but they also slept under the wagon, in a tent, and sometimes under the stars.

Children had lots of chores that included milking their cows, fetching water from a stream or a river that was nearby, helping their parents cook food, wash dishes, collect buffalo chips or wood for the fire, and shaking out dusty blankets and quilts, and hanging beef jerky to dry in the sun. 

One of the first things the pioneers did when they got to their new homes was buy land. Although land cost about two dollars an acre in many areas, that was very expensive to some pioneers. After they bought their land they had to clear the rocks and tree stumps so they could build their houses and plant crops. The first spring and summer they did little, other than working the land. Their first home was a lean-to. It looked like an open shed that faced the fire. Most of the pioneer women and children made quilts for the beds. If they didn't buy land where there was a stream, the men would build a well. When a group of pioneers lived near each other they would often build a stockade, or fort to protect themselves from Indians.

HOMESTEAD HISTORY
Homesteading was a way of life created, in effect, by the U.S. government. The Homestead Act, passed by Congress on May 20, 1862, declared that any citizen of the United States could claim 160 acres of surveyed government land. After payment of a nominal filing fee, homesteaders were to "improve" their land by living on it, building a dwelling, and planting crops. If the settlers fulfilled these requirements, and remained on their homestead for a period of five years, the land became their property. Via the Homestead Act, vast amounts of the public domain -- 270 million acres, or 10% of the continental United States -- were opened up to private citizens.


The Act's minimal and seemingly lenient requirements proved insurmountable for many would-be homesteaders. Many homesteaders took claims with little or no farming experience, and growing crops in the harsh conditions of the West was a difficult task for even the most seasoned farmers. Many homesteads in the arid plains were too small to yield a profitable crop, and the cost of irrigation far exceeded the value of the land. Over the 124-year history of the Act, more than 2 million individuals filed claims. Of these, only 783,000 -- less than half -- ultimately obtained the deeds for their homesteads. Despite the odds, thousands of settlers from all walks of life -- including single women, recently freed slaves, and newly arrived immigrants -- went to the frontier to meet the challenge of "proving up" their claims and keeping their "free" land. 

PIONEER LIFE

Habitation was the first concern, so most of the earliest settlers built a sod house, and people lived in sod houses for a number of years. These houses were either built of sod which had been cut into bricks, or the house was dug into a hillside. The house had a door, perhaps even a window, and the dirt floor soon was packed hard under the constant use. These small structures often housed two families, as the first family showed hospitality to the second family until the latter's house was built.

Washing clothes meant carrying water from a well, if the settlers had time to dig one by hand, or from a nearby stream or lake. Heating water to wash clothes, dishes or bath water was time consuming. Hay twists or cow "chips" were used for fuel, because wood was scarce in most prairie localities. Most winter evenings were spent twisting the hay so that it would burn longer when put into the fire. More than one pioneer woman kept one foot n the cradle as she prepared a meal or did other work around the house.

No matter what denomination, each pioneer church began with services held in homes until a building could be put up to serve as God's House. This participation in religious services was also a major social outlet, as members met to visit before and after services. 

Next in importance was schooling for the youngsters. Many schools started out for only a family or two in the locality, but as time went on a complete school was established in the county.

Work was first of importance with the pioneer of course, but contact with others was essential in bringing a well-rounded social life. Visiting the neighbors has always been a happy thing, and how much it must have meant to these lonely, hard working people to have a neighbor come over, to have a traveler stop in, or even to see a peddler coming past.

Entertaining visitors often was more than just verbal exchange of gossip, recipes, ideas, etc. Sometimes neighbors would get together for a dance in someone's home. This dance probably lasted all night and it was only after a breakfast of turnips, beets, cabbage, and potatoes that all would go home. It was the fun they craved, the companionship, the joy of friendship. All were in the same boat. Young people would often get together in the winter for skating parties, tobogganing, or ice boating, or perhaps it would be songfests, amateur theatricals, or card playing.

In short, even though the times and the life were hard, people had a real knowledge of the importance of friends and neighbors, not only in time of work and hardships, but in times of gladness and joy as well.

THE HOMESTEAD HOUSE

The first homes of the early settlers were log cabins. Saw mills soon followed, with the next generation of homes being made of crude sawed lumber. They were tiny by today's standards, and were often not insulated. They were unpainted, and very modestly furnished. Usually, the only source of heat was the kitchen stove which was kept going both winter and summer as it was also how they cooked. They put off a lot of heat, which was sometimes good - and sometimes bad. 

During the winters everyone huddled around the wood burning kitchen stove, the only source of heat. Before bedtime the kids got out their peach pits, and put them in the stove to heat. Sometimes a big rock was heated. Then a few moments before bedtime the door to the upstairs was opened to let a bit of heat up to the bedrooms. After evening prayers the peach pits were put into bags and the children flew up the stairs, ripped off their clothes and jumped into bed with their warm bags. After the fire went out downstairs it was just as cold as if they had been outside. Inside the beds the children were kept warm by the thick wool quilts their mother had made. Outside the bed, frost formed on the tops of the blankets.

In the mornings the children scrambled to escape the cold. They jumped into their clothes and dashed down to the kitchen to a warm fire their father had built in the kitchen stove before he went out to do chores. After warming up, they each took their turns hurrying out to the two-hole out house. 

LIFE ON THE PRARIE
The children took turns doing the chores before they went to school. And the chamber pot had to be emptied in the outhouse, then washed out in the creek. The chamber pot stayed under the girls bed upstairs. It was passed around a certain amount but it's normal resting place was in the girls room. On wash days the children helped their mother wash in her new washing machine powered by a gasoline engine.

Baths were taken in a small metal bath tub in the kitchen. After the big job of heating the water on the stove, the same water was used by everyone. The smallest children were bathed first, followed by the older children, then the parents. 

THE ICE HOUSE
Using an ax, a hole was chopped through the ice in the coulee (small stream). Then an ice saw was used to cut the ice into blocks of about 18-20 inches square. The ice was 12 to 18 inches thick. Ice tongs were used to pull them out of the water then lifted into the wagon. These tongs were quite heavy and had sharp points for sinking into the ice. The little ice house was built out of rough lumber. It was insulated with sawdust between the inner and outer boards of the walls. Blocks of ice were stacked into it, filling it to about a foot from the top. Then ice blocks were then covered with a thick layer of straw. This ice lasted well into mid August. 

Mostly this ice was used in the ice box, about as close as you could come to a refrigerator in those days. The ice box was 'store bought' and was constructed of very pretty wood on the outside with a thin sheet metal liner on the inside. Insulation was packed between this and the outer wooden shell. On the top shelf of the ice box was a rather large container the ice was put in. It was big enough to hold all the water as the ice melted. Every day more ice was brought in from the ice house. This worked pretty well for keeping the food cool. All went well until the middle to the end of August when the ice finally ran out. There was no place to buy ice, so when the ice was gone they did without. 

ROOT CELLARS
Root cellars are nature’s way of storing fruits and vegetables. And they can be excellent storage areas for other things as well. They were one of the few ways of keeping things cool. People not only put potatoes and carrots in their root cellars, but their preserved meat, milk and cream, fruits and vegetables - literally anything they needed to keep cool. Even though root cellars didn’t get nearly as cold as a refrigerator during summer months, root cellars generally were and are 30 to 40 degrees F cooler than daytime summer temperatures.

THE OUTHOUSE (BATHROOM)
The average outhouse was three to four feet square by 7 feet high. Many were single-holers, but often they were double-holers. Hotels in the 1800s often had outhouses with a dozen holes. Some hotel outhouses had a two story outhouse with a plank from the second floor going over to the second floor of the outhouse. The 'droppings' fell through a 1 foot channel down past the first level into the hole. 

Outhouses were easy to build. They were nothing more than a wooden shell with a roof, a floor and a front door. Inside was a 2 foot high box built into the back half that went from one side wall to the other side and came out from the back wall about two feet. In the top of this was an oblong hole about 12 inches by 10 inches. The outhouse was set over a hole that had been dug, usually about 5 feet down into the ground.
MEDICINE, FOOD & CLOTHING

Pioneers medicines were often homemade remedies and treatments made out of roots and berries, because there was a lack of doctors on the early frontier. Still, many people died of diseases like measles, diphtheria, small pox, malaria (fever 'n ague), cholera, whooping cough, and scarlet fever. Pioneers also died because of injuries, or during childbirth.

There was some variety of foods on the frontier. Pioneers usually had corn, potatoes, pumpkins, wheat, peas, carrots, and tomatoes to eat from their gardens and fields. They also had ham, venison, beef, salt pork, buffalo, rabbit, and bear meat. Sometimes they had sourdough bread, flapjacks, and whole wheat bread. 

To accompany their meals, pioneers drank coffee, tea, alcoholic beverages, milk, and mostly water. Sometimes pioneers had stew, soup, or mush for their meal. They also ate small things from the forest like walnuts or chestnuts, and berries. On special occasions they might have pie, candy, or cake. They flavored their foods with brown sugar, molasses, honey, and salt.

Pioneer women and girls wore long dresses made of wool, or linsey-woolsey with calico, plaid of plain print. They were mostly black, green, blue, and red dresses. Their undergarments included stockings, corsets, and hoops for their skirt. To protect their faces from the sun, because it was not proper to have a tan face, they wore bonnets. In the winter they wore black or brown leather boots, scarves, and a shawl (a cape-like covering). When working, they wore aprons or pinafores to keep their dresses from getting dirty. 

The men and boys wore mostly blue, green, red, and white shirts, black, gray, or brown trousers, variously colored suspenders, wool socks, and black or brown leather boots. To cover there heads, the farmers wore straw hats, and other men & boys wore fur or beaver felt caps.

MEDICATIONS

Illness



Cure


Benefit

Arthritic pain



alfalfa



good for pituitary gland
Congestion



bayberry bark


prevents hemorrhages

Allergies



bee pollen


energy food

Sluggish liver



beet root


cleans liver & spleen

Tape worms



black walnut hulls

good for nerves

Impurities from blood


burdock root


soothes kidney

Colic in babies



catnip herb


soothes nerves

Rheumatism



celery seeds

Diarrhea



comfrey leaves

Bladder & kidney problems

dandelion root (raw)

prevents anemia

Gas, gout & colic


fennel seed


takes away appetite

Asthma, whooping cough &

Heart problems



garlic



stimulates digestive system

Low blood pressure


ginseng



energy

(restores) heart muscle wall

hawthorn berries

heart disease

Sore throat



horehound

Kidney stones



horsetail


youthful skin

(expels) gallstones


parsley



prevents growth of cancer 

Infection



red clover


blood purifier

Hemorrhaging



sage



prevents scurvy

Headaches



wild lettuce


cleans ulcers

General pain



willow bark
