
Archives Volume 6 Issue 4 Page 1

The next meeting of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society will be held on Monday, June 21, 1999
at 7:30 p.m. in the Wesley Room of the South Avenue United Methodist Church. Our program for the
evening will be given by Society member, Marian Thompson. She will review the book "Journey to
Ohio in 1810" by Margaret Van Home Dwight. Miss Dwight was a well-educated society girl 0[20 or
21 living in Comlecticut who, after loosing her family, makes a wagon trip to Warren, Ohio following
the route of the Pennsylvania Turnpike. Making the journey in the company of a Deacon who tries to
save money at every tum she is thrown into a world far from her society upbringing. Her comments
on her journey, its faces and places, make for a delightful view of the times.

• • • • •

What do you know about life in 1810? The
following passages are gleaned from the pages of
a book found on the dusty back shelves of the
Wilkinsburg Library. The title of the work is "Life
in America one hundred years ago. It was written
by Gaillard Hunt in 1914.

"The census of 1810 showed that there were
then 7,239,903 inhabitants in the United States, in
cluding Louisiana, of whom 1,191,364 were Negro
slaves. It was customary to divide the population
ethnologically into three great classes: Europeans
and their descendants, Africans and their descendants,
and Indians. The Europeans were of English, Dutch,
German, French, Irish, Scotch, Swedish, Swiss and
Welsh stock. New England and the South, so far as
its white population was concerned, were inhabited
almost exclusively by English descendants. One-
fourth of the population of Pennsylvania were Germans.
The most populolls state in the Union was Virginia,
followed New York and Pennsylvania.
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''There were few large cities. New York was the largest, recently overtaking Philadelphia. The
third city was Baltimore, Boston carne next, then Charleston, New Orleans, Salem and Providence.
These were the only cities with populations over 10,000. Only ten other cities had 5,000 people or
more. The whole population in cities over 5,000 inhabitants was only 6 percent of the whole. The
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majority of the nation's populace were farmers. Many of them had a fear of the cities, and thought
them to be centers of luxury and sin, places of gaiety and pleasures which turned the heads of girls,
made them worldly, and tempted them to their fall, and where young men were led into dissipation,
vice, and crime. The influences of cities was little. People traveled little, and comparatively few of
them resorted to the cities often.

In the country each family was an independency. It provided all the food consumed, spun its
own thread, and made much of its own cloth. There was exchange at the mill, and sales were made to
obtain money for hats, shoes, metal ware, agricultural tools, and a few luxuries, but in the main the
household stood alone, and might be cut off from communication with the rest of the world for months
at a time with little inconvenience.

Women were domestic, and the home was the scene of their activity. The object of their
education was (Q attract men, gain husbands, have homes, and manage families. The system of
education fulfilled its object. According to report, the girls married at such an early age that
grandmothers of twenty-seven years of age were often met with. Even among the higher classes girls
often married when they were thirteen. This was a new country and there were more men than women,
50 there were few old maids. It was farmer's country, productive land was plentiful, and it was easy to
support a family, so from the early marriages came large numbers of children, often a dozen or more
from one marriage. Widows married again if they were young; widowers married again whether they
were young or old.

Americans opinions of women were generally in accord with Rousseau, who wrote in Emilie,
''The education of women should be always relative to men. To please, to be useful to us, to make us
love and esteem them, to educate us when young and to take care of us when grown up, to advise, to
console us, to render our lives easy and agreeable; these are the duties of women at all times."
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The White House was occupied by James and Dolley Madison. "The position which he
occupied with the people was peculiar. They held him in respect, but he was hardly more than a name
to them. He was the friend and coadjutor of Thomas Jefferson, and would carry on Jefferson's system
of government. He had been a member of the Continental Congress, and was father of the
Constitution. They felt grateful to him and had confidence in him, and that was all. How could it be
otherwise with a man who was only five feet six and a quarter inches tall, with a small, wizened body
and a weak voice? His countenance was solemn and not handsome. So far as the public knew him he
was always an old, sad-eyed man. There was never any of the dash and fire of youth in him. He made
no open-air speeches, except among his immediate constituency in Virginia. He never courted public
attention."

In privare life, especially in Washington, Madison played rather a secondary part. Strangers
who went to the receptions at the White House gave long descriptions of Mrs. Madison, and had only a
perfunctory sentence about the President. He was a very modest man and did not shine in a large
assemblage. He liked to see his wife the center ofthe circle, and was content to stand quietly on the
edge. Dolley Madison certainly made up for her husband's lack of flair. She became known for her
pleasant, open direction of the White House social life. She relaxed the fonnal etiquette that had been
practiced before her.
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The United States of 1810 was a young country with a promising future. The country's great
size and unknown extent furnished food for their imagination; the Louisiana Purchase had opened the
west. The promise of the new nation was recognized by foreigners. "Humanly speaking," said on of
them, "No circumstance can prevent these United States from becoming eventually, and at no distant
period, a great and powerful nation, influencing and controlling the other sovereignties of the world."

From every old community in the East, adventurous young men went forth to explore and
conquer the unknown country stretching toward the "Shining Mountains," and to every old community
came back stories of its wonders. "The United States," says the Easy Grammar of Geography,
published in 181, "are celebrated for the excellence of their Constitution, which provides for political
liberty and individual security. The inhabitants are justly famed for their ardent love of freedom, for
their hospitality and industry, and for the great attention they pay to agriculture and commerce."
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The Society's July meeting will be at the home ofmemher Bill Balph.
It will also be our annual "show and tell" meeting. Now is a good time to

start thinking about an item or a story to bring to the meeting.
Over the past few years we have learned a great deal about the history of our

members, our community and our nation. This meeting is always great fun so
please plan to participate. Somewhere around your house or apartment is an item that

evokes a fond memories. Bring it along and tell its story.

WANTED
NEW MEMBERS

Most of you have now paid your dues and
social fund money for this year. So you're
feeling pretty good about yourself. But. ...
how about thinking of someone you know
who might be interested in joining our
society? We are always looking for new
members. Just consider what our members
get for their dues - wonderfully informative
programs about history - an opportunity to
join in the camaraderie of our members - a
full year's subscription to our monthly
newsletter - and free refreshments! What
more could you ask! We are always to
thrilled to have guests at our meetings so
bring a friend along and invite them to join
our group!
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