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Costumed Audience Antebellum Conversation Guide
Help your character come alive by preparing to converse as an antebellum American with people in the
audience before the performances. Of course, in character you are unaware this is known as the
antebellum period. Visit www.assumption.edu/whw for more information on the period.

United States 1850 Statistics

Number of states 30
Total population of US 23,191,876 Average age 18.9
Males 11,837,660 Females 11,354,216
Foreign born males (white) 1,239,434 Foreign born females (white) 1,001,101
Urban 3,544,000 Rural 19,648,000
Free Blacks 434,495 Enslaved Blacks 3,204,313

Total U.S. labor force 8,250,000
Free laborers 6,280,000 Enslaved laborers over 10 years old 1,970,000

Worcester population 17,000

Marriage: Men typically married in mid to late 20s and women a few years earlier. The average
number of children was 5.42, down from 7+ in 1800. Evidence of premarital sex decreased to 10% of
births, down from 1/3 in 1800.

Married women lacked economic independence, guardianship of their children,
protection against their husband’s physical abuses, the right to make contracts, and the right to equitable
divorce laws. By 1860 14 states passed some type of Married Women'’s Property Act.

Abortion: The first state laws prohibiting abortion were passed in 1845. Prior to that abortion using
a variety of chemical abortifacients was largely accepted by society as long as it was performed in early
months of pregnancy. It was, however, still a source of great shame and few talked of it openly.

Prostitution: A double moral standard and low eaming power led some women to prostitution. In the
1860s, there were reportedly 700 houses of prostitution throughout U.S. and more than 2,500 women in
prostitution. The legal age of consent in sexual relations was usually 10. Kansas was the first state to
raise it to 18 in 1887, but MA had only raised it to 16 by 1893. (Wheeler's Loving Warriors, p. 390.)

Worcester’s economy is based on many small manufactories and highly skilled artisans. These
mechanics (architects, inventors, draftsmen, machinists, toolmakers and entrepreneurs) gained more
patents for Worcester County than any other county in America.
Industrial employment in 1850 was 30% in boots and shoes, 64% in clothing and textiles and
6% in other industries. Women earned $7.30/month in boot and shoe manufacture while men earned
$25.70/month. Women earned $7.96/month in clothing and textiles while men eamed $21.61/month.
Luther Freeland Company at 360 Main Street, Worcester employed 50 men to cut cloth while 250
women pieced clothing together in their homes or boarding homes at 1/8 the wages of men.
(Fuller Exhibit on Industry at Worcester Historical Museum)
Worcester census wages:  $15 average/month to farmhand with board
$ 1 average/day to laborer with board ($ 1.25 without board)
$ 1.50 average/day to carpenter without board
$ 1.50 average/week to female domestic with board
$2.25 price of board/week to laboring men
Worcester Public Schools paid the one male grammar school principal $1,000 while the two
female grammar school principals averaged $325. The male high school principal made $1200. The ten
female primary school principals, School for Colored Children and six female secondary school principals
averaged $240. (Report of the School Committee for the year ending April 7, 1851.)

Worcester Schools: 1 college, 1 academy, 1 young ladies school, 37 common schools, 3 private
schools. The pioneering Oread offered young ladies a “Brown University” curriculum. Worcester
Classical and English High School was coeducational and integrated, based on an entrance exam.
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Worcester Churches: 4 orthodox (Congregational), 2 Unitarian, 2 Baptist, 1 Universalist, 2 Methodist,
1 Episcopal, 1 Catholic, 1 Quaker, and a variety of other smaller congregations. Women made up the
bulk of the congregations, but the men controlled the institutions. Sewing circles and missionary efforts
gave women their political base within the church. Many questioned the male interpretation of the Bible.

Worcester paupers required $3,000 to support (about 2/3s were foreign born)
Worcester had 136 criminals convicted (about 2/3s were foreign born)

Sources unless noted:
1850 Worcester Census
Lerner, William, Chief. Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1970, Part 1.
Washington, DC: U.S. Bureau of Census, 1995.
McCutcheon, Marc. The Writer's Guide to Everyday Life in the 1800s. Cincinnati: Writer's Digest
Books, 1993.
Southwick, Albert. 150 Years of Worcester, 1848-1998. Worcester: Chandler House Press, 1998.

Will you assume the role of Angel or Infidel?

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s letter to 1850 convention in Salem, OH said, “Some men regard us as
devils and some as angels; hence one class would shut us up in a certain sphere for fear of the evil we
might do, and the other for fear of the evil that might be done to us.”

(Nancy Isenberg’'s Sex & Citizenship In Antebellum America, p. 131.)

During a debate at the 1852 Syracuse Convention between Antoinette Brown and Ernestine Rose
about "separate spheres" for women, Rose stated whether men and women differed mentally or not,
women were entitled to equal rights. Gerrit Smith joined her and objected to another's characterization
of woman as an angel: "She is not an angel! (to cheers) She is a woman. | do not believe in getting her
to heaven before her time." (Carol A. Kolmerten’s The American Life of Ernestine L. Rose, p. 96.)

Lucretia Mott frankly confessed in 1849 that she was “a worshiper after the way called heresy-a
believer after the manner which many deem infidel. * (James’ Notable American WWomen, Vol. |l, p. 594.)

Possible concerns to express to audience:
< Do you think Lucy Stone has recovered from her bout of typhoid fever to be well enough to
speak? Thankfully, Mrs. Davis was able to relieve Miss Stone from organizing the convention.
Have you heard about the first training school for female physicians, the Women’s Medical
College of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia? Mrs. Mott is one of the founders.
% Do you think Mrs. Stanton will join Mrs. Mott on the platform to discuss the original Declaration of
Sentiments passed two years ago at Seneca Fall? How did you feel about that document?
< Are you planning to purchase Sojourner Truth’s Narrative? She’s selling it to pay off the
mortgage of her home in North Hampton, MA. It's only 25 cents.
» Have you seen Dr. William Alcott's newest book, A Young Woman's Book of Health? | certainly
agree with his views against tight lacing (of corsets) and more physical training for women.
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Dress reform note: Bloomers came about in 1851. Wire hoops were used about 1854 to
replace an average 15 pounds of petticoats required by the day’s fashion.

Which resolutions are most important to you?
If you do not have a copy of them, check www.worcesterwomen.com or contact Karen at 865-2023.

Read the 1850 Worcester newspapers:
Spy- temperance; Free Soil Massachusetts Cataract and Waterfall — temperance
National Aegis — anti-temperance; Whig Christian Citizen — reformatory
Worcester Palladium — anti-temperance; Democratic Daily Tribune — neutral
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What reforms do you advocate?

Antislavery Societies The American Ant-Slavery Society was organized in 1833 based William
Lloyd Garrison’s ideas for the immediate and unconditional emancipation of slaves. Some refused to
buy, wear or use any slave produced products like cotten, sugar and tobacco. Some even advocated
secession from the Union because slavery was allowed in this country.

Many saw the just completed Mexican War as an attempt to gain more slave territory. The
Compromise of 1850 was very unpopular even though it gained California as a free state and ended
slave trade in Washington, DC. The stronger Fugitive Slave Law was totally unacceptable. Slave
catchers were after Ellen and William Crafts and other fugitive slaves in Boston.

Children’s Friend Society  “The object of this Society shall be to rescue from evil and misery such
children as are deprived of the care of their natural parents.” (Article 2, Constitution-Worcester CFS.)
“Poverty-stricken human beings, starving, friendless young creatures, whose parents have died of
hunger in their native land, or lie buried in their ocean graves, step from the crowed emigrant-ship, and
present themselves in all their ragged wretchedness before us.” (First Annual Report for 1849, p. 7.)

Cold Water Cure Hydropathic treatment of ilinesses and one’s general health could be invigorating
and challenging with a regimen of wet sheets, several baths and brisk exercising. Encouraging diet and
dress reform, it was advocated by many temperance and woman's rights reformers.

Death penalty Garrison held a brief meeting on this topic on the first moming of 1850 convention.

Evangelical movement Begun in 1790s in Connecticut, it opposed the 18" century view that
people were virtually incapable of resisting sin and could be saved only by the grace of God. Revivals
inspired Americans to take control of both their own religious destiny and other people’s behavior.

Some withdrew from their churches because of issues over church hierarchy or stance on
slavery. Unitarianism was regarded as infidelity to the orthodox Calvinist church and Hicksite Quakers
“came-out” Of their traditional meetings.

Free Soil Party Established in 1848 when Congress failed to pass the Wilmot Proviso which would
have prohibited the extension of slavery into territories acquired by Mexican War, their nomination of
Martin Van Buren for President helped swing the election to Zachary Taylor.

Grahamism In the 1830s Sylvester Graham began advocating vegetarianism, consumption of
whole wheat products, frequent bathing (as much as 3 times a week when most people did not even
bathe once a week) and regular exercise. He also endorsed avoidance of many popularly prescribed
drugs especially calomel, a highly toxic purgative. Graham crackers are the legacy of this movement.
Louise Lord Giles of Bucksport, ME wrote to Abbie on October 12,1849, "Do me the favor to buy
yourself some graham crackers-now do-it is all | ask of you...” (Shaw-Webb Family Papers at AAS))

Temperance In the 1830s per capita alcohol consumption was double that of 1990s.
(Linda Kerber's Woman's America, p. 230-1.)

Industrial employers were very concerned about the reliability of their workforce. Many saw the
Irish immigrants as having a greater drinking problem with more than sixty places where intoxicating
liquors were available in Worcester’ s Irish neighborhoods.

The Ladies Washingtonian Sewing Circle of Worcester met every other Friday afternoon and
evening, in rotation at the houses of its members. "We hereby pledge ourselves to each other, not to use
hereafter any kinds of intoxicating drinks as beverages, -not to furnish them to our friends, -not to
patronize those who traffic in them, - and to exert our influence in all suitable way, at all times and in all
places, to diminish and suppress their use throughout the whole community.” (MA Cataract)

Some even refused communion wine.
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What are the other Topics of the Day?
Books
“The most ignorant class of respectable females in society, are those incessant, careless, loose readers-
especially of trashy fiction, - who read, not for information, but all for excitement.  (January 1851, Lily)
Asted’s The Gold Seeker's Manual, C. Bronte's Jane Eyre, E Bronte’s Wuthering Heights,
Cooper’s Last of the Mohicans, Dall’s Essays and Sketches, Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast,
Dicken’'s David Copperfield, Douglass’ Narrative of Life of Frederick Douglass. an American Slave,
Emerson’s Nature and Essays, Fuller's Woman in the Nineteenth Century, Sarah Grimke’s Letters on the
Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of Women, Hawthorn’s Twice Told Tales and Scarlet Letter,
Mayo’s Kaloolah, Poe’s Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque (dies in 1849), Thoreau’'s On the Duty of
Civil Disobedience, Thackeray’'s Vanity Fair

Gold in California Many New Englanders, especially males, are heading west to make their fortune
because of the monetary instability and economic downturn of the late 1840s.

Jennie Lind (1820-1887) Swedish soprano whose 1850-52 American concert tour promoted by P.T.
Barnum generated mass adulation. Some tickets were auctioned off for as much as $650. The
"Swedish Nightingale” was praised for her sweet and flexible coloratura voice and vocal control.

In the Cheever-Wheeler Family Papers at American Antiquarian Society, Harriet Johnson at
Slatersville wrote to her cousin, Jane Tyler of Jewell City, CT on October 25: ‘It is said, that when [Jenny
Lind] arrived at Providence, she was greeted, and took out her handkerchief, and waved it, and the
atmosphere around, was filled with music!! It is also said, that at the public house, she had been
combing her hair. By chance, she left a little roll, of hair, on her dressing table. On her leaving her room,
the proprietor went into it, and saw this roll of hair, on the table. He immediately took it and put it up at
auction. Her hairs sold singly. The first hair, brought...$17500!!! (figure in a postscript after sealing her
letter) | think she must not only, be the Swedish Nightingale, but the Lion of the World.”

The Lily, December 1850 reported a husband bought a couple tickets for a Jenny Lind concert for
$10 and presented them to his wife. “She like a sensible woman, disposed of them to a neighbor, and
with proceeds paid the bill of the butcher and the milkman, and had $2 left to buy shoes for the children.”

Lyceum topic “Whether males exert a more salutary influence on society in this country, than females?

Magazines and Newspapers Godey’s Lady’s Book, The Lily, The Liberator, National Anti-Slavery
Standard, North Star

Music Stephen Foster is most popular American composer. Liszt, Schumann, Verdi, Wagner are
popular. Mendelssohn dies in 1847, Donizetti dies in 1848, Chopin and Johann Strass | die in 1849.

Poems of period Brownings’s “Sonnets from the Portuguese”, Longfellow’s “Evangeline”, James
Russell Lowell, Whittier and Whitman are popular. Wordsworth dies and is succeeded as port laureate
by Tennyson

Self-inquiry in diary “How have my thoughts during this Sabbath appeared in the eyes of God?”

Spiritualism Kate and Margaret Fox heard mysterious rappings in their upstate NY family farmhouse in
1848. They gave rise to a popular movement based on the belief that communication with the spirits of
the dead provided proof of the immortality of the soul. People attended séances in hopes of receiving a
message from departed loved ones with the help of a human medium, who channeled the spirit
massages to the people. High death rates from consumption, typhoid, cholera and influenza
encouraged the need for such beliefs. (Ann Braude’s Women and American Religion, p. 50)

Zachary Taylor's death in July @ Millard Fillmore becomes 13™ president and names Daniel Webster
and John Crittenden to his Cabinet to support the Compromise of 1850. He pledges to enforce the act
with troops if necessary—a position that damned him with the abolitionists.



