Excerpt from Daniel Walker Howe’s What God Hath Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848 
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Life in America in 1815 was dirty, smelly, laborious, and uncomfortable.  People spent most of their waking hours working, with little or scant opportunity for the development of talents and interests unrelated to farming.   Cobbler-made shoes being expensive and uncomfortable, country people of ordinary means went barefoot much of the time.  White people of both sexes wore heavy fabrics covering their bodies, even in the humid heat of summer.  People usually owned few changes of clothes and stank of sweat.  Only the most fastidious bathed as often as once a week.  Since water had to be carried from a spring or well and heated in a kettle, people gave themselves sponge baths, using a washtub.  Some bathed once a year, in the spring, but as late as 1832, a New England country doctor complained that four out of five of his patients did not bathe from one year to the next.  When washing themselves, people usually only rinsed off, saving their harsh, homemade soap for cleaning clothes.  

Indoor light was scarce and precious; families made their own candles, smelly and smoky, from animal tallow; a single fireplace provided all the cooking and heating for a common household.  During winter, everybody slept in the room with the fire, several in each bed.  Privacy for married couples was a luxury.  In recent years, one would find a similar standard of living only in the third world.  Most white Americans lived on family farms and worked land they owned.  A farm of one’s own seemed to be the key to success and economic security.  At five feet eight inches, the average American man was four inches taller than his English counterpart.  His health reflected the benefits of land-to-population ratio: abundant food and rural isolation from contagious disease. 

American farm families’ way of life depended on the practice of thrift.  When a husband hammered together a stool and his wife made the children’s clothes, they were not being “thrifty” in the same way that someone shopping for groceries today is thrifty by remembering to use a coupon.  They were performing their occupations, earning their living, just as much as when the man plowed the field or the woman churned the butter to sell in the village.  Their thrift was a necessity, not an option.  

So many and varied were the aspects of farm labor that unmarried farmers were exceedingly rare; to operate a farm household took both a man and woman.  And so the word “husband,” originally meaning “farmer,” came to mean “married man.”  Families might supplement their own labor with that of a “hired man” or “hired girl” (called a girl because not yet married), but wage labor was relatively expensive, and the employee expected decent treatment.  Children could perform many of the necessary errands and tasks: fetching water from the well, feeding chickens, collecting firewood.  Foresight, not irresponsibility, prompted farm couples to have many children.  In 1800, the white birthrate stood at an average of seven children per woman; by 1860, when it had declined to five, the rural percentage of the population had fallen from 95 to 80.  

The man was the “head of the house,” by both law and custom, and he could exploit the labor of other family members, as his predecessors had done for centuries. 

It was a young society: The census listed the median age as sixteen, and only one person in eight as over forty-three years old.  Women bore children in agony and danger, making their life expectancy, unlike today slightly shorter than that of men.  Once born, infants often succumbed to diseases like diphtheria, scarlet fever, and whooping cough.  One-third of white children and over half of black children died before reaching adulthood.  

Beside the minister, the local community also supplied other occupational specialists like the blacksmith, the storekeeper, and the miller.  Neighbors bartered or traded each other and joined in occasional collective efforts like barn raising and corn husking.  In the America of 1815, a network of unpaved short roads connected family farms with nearby towns or docks on navigable streams.  Seldom more than rutted trails, littered with boulders and tree stumps, these “country roads” were muddy when it rained, dusty when dry, and frequently impassable.  To get from New York City to Cincinnati on the other side of the Appalachians took nineteen days in 1817.  Slow travel restricted communication as well as commerce (trading), making it difficult to receive news, control armies in the field from Washington, or organize timely protest against government action.  

Questions for Discussion: 

1. What 3 words/phrases would you use to describe life in 1815 (before the market revolution)? 
2. What does the author mean when he asserts that, “Foresight, not irresponsibility, prompted farm couples to have many children?”  
3. Why did men, on average, live longer than their female counterparts (women) in 1815? 
4. How might the inability to communicate and travel across vast distances in 1815 impact American society-at-large?  

