THE EARLY YEARS: LIFE AT THE
TURN OF THE CENTURY

Lesson Plan for Grades 4, 7-8, 11

Teacher Resource: Background information about life in 1890-1920 in small-
town America

Overview: Between 1890 and 1920, small towns in rural Pennsylvania and
western New York were shaped by agriculture, industry, transportation, and
community life. While urban centers grew rapidly during this period, towns like
Spring Creek, Frewsburg, and Jamestown maintained close-knit communities
with traditional values, strong civic participation, and evolving economic
opportunities.

Economy & Daily Life:
- Agriculture & Industry
o Inrural areas like Spring Creek and Frewsburg, many families
relied on farming, lumber, and small-scale industry
o In Jamestown, furniture manufacturing was a key industry,
bringing jobs and economic stability
o Local blacksmiths, general stores, and mills played a central role in
daily life
- Work & Wages
o Most men worked in farming, factories, or skilled trades, while
women often worked at home, in schools, or as domestic workers
o Child labor was common, young boys might work in sawmills, on
farms, or deliver newspapers

Transportation & Communication:
- Railroads & Roads
o Travel was slow compared to today, railroads connected
Jamestown to larger cities like Buffalo and Albany, while travel ot
smaller towns was by horse and buggy
o By the early 1900s, automobiles started appearing, but most
roads were unpaved, making travel difficult
- Mail & Newspapers
o Newspapers were the main source of information, often publishing
local and national news side by side
o Letters and postcards were common, as telephones were still rare
in many rural homes

Education & Social Life:
- Schools
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o Inrural areas, one-room schoolhouses were still common.
Students of all ages learned together, focusing on reading, writing,
and arithmetic

o Intowns like Jamestown, students had access to more structured
education, and high school attendance became more common

- Community & Entertainment

o Churches were central to community life for most people, serving
as social hubs

o Families would gather together in the evenings for storytelling,
reading, music, or radio programs

Social Changes & Values:
- Civic Participation
o Community involvement was a cornerstone of small-town life
o Local leaders often shaped town policies, and town meetings
were important for decision-making
o Young people were expected to contribute to family and
community life from an early age
- Changing Roles for Women
o The Progressive Era brought changes in women’s rights, including
increased participation in education and activism
o In 1920, the 19" Amendment granted women the right to vote,
influencing political engagement in small towns

Relevance to Robert H. Jackson:

- Jackson’s upbringing in Spring Creek, Frewsburg, and Jamestown
emphasized the value of education, hard work, and personal
responsibility

- His experiences in a small town shaped his belief in civic duty and
justice

- Limited formal schooling in Spring Creek and a small school in
Frewsburg led Jackson to seek opportunities for additional education in
Jamestown. This decision would influence his choice in a legal career.

Discussion Questions:
1. How did small-town life shape a person’s opportunities?
2. What were the differences between life in Spring Creek,
Frewsburg, and Jamestown?
3. What aspects of life seem most different from today? What has
stayed the same?
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