
The Fascinating Journey of Growing Up In
The 1850s
Imagine a time when the world was vastly different - a time when technology was
a mere shadow of what we know today. This was the 1850s, an era of great
transformation and growth. For those fortunate enough to experience childhood
during this period, life was a combination of innocence and struggle, shaped by
the unique challenges and joys of their time.

An to Life in the 1850s

The 1850s were a transitionary phase in history. Society was evolving rapidly,
thanks to advancements in transportation, industrialization, and the spread of
ideas. These changes were marked by the onset of the Industrial Revolution,
which brought about a dramatic shift from rural agrarian societies to urbanized
industrial cities.

Children growing up in the 1850s found themselves caught in the crossroads of
tradition and progress. Their daily lives were influenced by the dynamics of their
families, communities, and a rapidly changing world.
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The Role of Family and Community

In the 1850s, family played a vital role in shaping a child's upbringing. With large
families being the norm, children often grew up in bustling households filled with
siblings, cousins, aunts, and uncles. Parents taught their children the values of
hard work, discipline, and strong moral character.

Communities also played a significant role in a child's life. Neighborly bonds were
strong, and children were often seen playing together in the streets, fields, or
nearby rivers. This sense of collective camaraderie fostered a shared sense of
identity and belonging.

Schooling: The Foundation of Education

In an era marked by an emphasis on education and human progress, schooling
took on an essential role. However, educational opportunities varied greatly
depending on location, economic status, and gender.

For boys, education often involved rigorous schooling in subjects like
mathematics, science, literature, and Latin. For girls, education mainly revolved
around domestic skills and proper etiquette, preparing them for their future roles
as wives and mothers.

One-room schoolhouses were a common sight, especially in rural areas. Children
of different ages were taught together by a single teacher, using slates and chalk
as learning tools. Education was valued but not always accessible to all, leading
to disparities in knowledge and opportunities.

Childhood Entertainment and Play
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Childhood in the 1850s was filled with simple joys. Without the distractions of
modern technology, children found entertainment and play in imaginative games,
outdoor activities, and creative endeavors.

Gathering around the fireplace, families would engage in storytelling, reading
books, and playing board games. Children would create their own toys using
materials readily available, such as sticks, yarn, and rocks. Dolls made of cloth or
carved from wood became cherished playthings, while marbles, spinning tops,
and hopscotch were popular outdoor games.

The Role of Work and Responsibilities

Unlike today's protected childhoods, children in the 1850s often faced early
responsibilities and contributed to the household income. With limited access to
formal education, they were expected to contribute to family income through
various means.

Boys would commonly find themselves working on family farms, tending to
livestock, or apprenticing in skilled trades, such as blacksmithing or carpentry.
Girls often helped with household chores, cared for younger siblings, or worked
as domestic servants.

While this imposed a sense of maturity upon them at an early age, it also instilled
resilience, independence, and a strong work ethic.

The Adventures and Challenges of Growing Up in the 1850s

Growing up in the 1850s offered a unique blend of adventure and challenge.
Children had the opportunity to witness remarkable inventions and revolutionary
ideas that shaped the course of history.



Yet, life was not without its struggles. Poverty, inadequate healthcare, and
societal prejudices presented obstacles that many had to overcome. Children
faced the harsh realities of child labor, diseases, and limited access to
opportunities.

Despite these challenges, children of the 1850s possessed a spirit of resilience
and determination. They grew up learning the importance of family bonds, hard
work, and making the most of what they had.

A Glimpse into a Bygone Era

Growing up in the 1850s was a transformative experience, providing a foundation
for the values that shaped generations to come. It was an era where tradition
collided with progress, and where children embarked upon a journey of self-
discovery amidst a world in flux.

Today, as we reflect upon this bygone era, we can marvel at the immense
changes that have occurred since then. It is through these reflections that we
gain a deeper appreciation for the progress we have made and the role that early
experiences play in shaping individuals and societies.
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Eleanor Agnes Lee, Robert E. Lee's fifth child, began her journal in December
1852 at the early age of twelve. An articulate young woman, her stated ambitions
were modest: "The everyday life of a little school girl of twelve years is not
startling," she observed in April 1853; but in fact, her five-year record of a
southern girl's life is lively, unpredictable, and full of interesting detail.

The journal opens with a description of the Lee family life in their beloved home,
Arlington. Like many military families, the Lees moved often, but Agnes and her
family always thought of Arlington -- "with its commanding view, fine old trees,
and the soft wild luxuriance of its woods" -- as home. When Lee was appointed
the superintendent of West Point, the family reluctantly moved with him to the
military academy, but wherever she happened to be, Agnes engagingly described
weddings, lavish dinners, concerts, and fancy dress balls.

No mere social butterfly, she also recounted hours teaching slaves (an illegal act
at that time) and struggling with her conscience. Often she questioned her own
spiritual worthiness; in fact, Agnes expressed herself most openly and ardently
when examining her religious commitment and reflecting on death. As pious as
whe was eager to improve herself, Agnes prayed that "He would satisfy that
longing within me to do something to be something."

In 1855 General Lee went to Texas, while his young daughter was enrolled in the
elite Virginia Female Institute in Staunton. Agnes' letters to her parents complete
the picture that she has given us of herself -- an appealingly conscientious young
girl who had a sense of humor, who strove to live up to her parents' expectations,
and who returned fully the love so abundantly given to her.
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Agnes' last journal entry was made in January 1858, only three years before the
Civil War began. In 1873 she died at Lexington at the young age of thirty-two.

The volume continues with recollections by Mildred Lee, the youngest of the Lee
children, about her sister Agnes' death and the garden at Arlington. "I wish I could
paint that dear old garden!" she writes. "I have seen others, adorned and
beautified by Kings and princes, but none ever seemed so fair to me, as the
Kingdom of my childhood."

Growing Up in the 1850s includes an by Robert Edward Lee deButts, Jr., great-
great-grandson of General Lee, and a historical note about Arlington House by
Mary Tyler Freeman Cheek, Director for Virginia of the Robert E. Lee Memorial
Association. The editor, Mary Custis Lee deButts, is Agnes Lee's niece.
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