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This book examines the history of two categories of hobbies,
collecting and crafts, but does so in somewhat different ways. Collecting is
treated more topically, whereas crafts are examined roughly chronologically.
The different approaches have been dictated by the nature of the hobbies
themselves. The structure of collecting has remained essentially constant
over the last century and a half, but the nature of crafts has gone through a
series of fairly distinct changes. Therefore, I have chosen to view collecting
as a set of issues that have to do with the collector and the object, whereas I
have written about crafts as changing form from the Victorian to the postwar
eras. I stop the story at the end of the 1950s because that decade marked the
maturation of the do-it-yourself trend, on the one hand, and the kit assembly
craze, on the other. The 1960s brought a rebirth of interest in serious craft-
ing. The counterculture sparked a new arts and crafts movement that, like its
Progressive Era predecessor, gave rise to a cohort of professional artisans and
a generation of highly skilled hobbyists. To do this movement justice, partic-
ularly given its overtly anti-industrial and often anticapitalist ideology, would
have taken up more space than practicable.

On a more personal level, this book grew out of my own transition from
the 1950s to the 1960s. Growing up on suburban Long Island in the 1950s, I
watched and sometimes helped my father work around the house. He
showed me the sense of satisfaction that comes from planning and success-
fully executing a project. Then in 1961 I went off to college, where the tidy
package of values I had grown up with came undone. The change in the way
I understood the world came less from the political and social turmoil in the
streets of Ithaca and Madison than from several undergraduate classes I took
with Paul E. Breer at Cornell. Those classes did for me what all of us who
teach hope to do with at least some of our students, they made me reconsider
my assumptions about the nature of society. Not only did Breer introduce
me to the sociology of knowledge, he showed me how it functioned in the
real world, and I have spent much of the succeeding thirty years trying to
apply the ideas I learned in those classes to aspects of America’s past.
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I have written about art, religion, baseball, and now hobbies. The topics
have been diverse but the object of the search has been consistent: how are
our beliefs and values related to the work we do for a living, and how do we
express them in areas outside of work? In this book I have chosen to explore
the meaning of hobbies because of the particularly dramatic way in which
they express workplace values. As an academic, my own workplace is as
much at home as it is in my school office, and in that sense I approximate a
preindustrial life of integrated work and leisure. Furthermore, as a fully
socialized member of my socioeconomic caste, I have been reluctant to
admit, even to myself, that I have any hobbies. After all, with an office at
home, there is no excuse for spending time doing anything but scholarly
work, which is supposed to be inherently enjoyable. Indeed, I am writing
this preface on a national holiday!

Yet the truth is I have always had hobbies, and so when I explore why
Americans have pursued hobbies for the past 150 years, I am also writing a
history of things with which I am intimately familiar. I went through the
obligatory collecting phase when I was ten or eleven, although neither my
stamp nor baseball card collection ever amounted to very much, and as an
adult I have steered away from any serious collecting to avoid anything that
would feed my historian’s compulsiveness. As a teenager I took up photogra-
phy and pursued it into adulthood until I realized one day that I really did
not like working in the darkroom; since my photographs had little recom-
mend them aesthetically, I quit. I continue to find a leisure-time sense of
accomplishment taking up where my father left off when he moved back to
the city, with woodworking and household do-it-yourself, both of which I do
only slightly better than photography but enjoy much more. The home
repair and maintenance are done as needed, but the woodworking, like most
people’s hobbies, is something I spend more time planning than executing.
Although I do not build furniture as often as I would like, the knowledge that
I can provides me with a theoretical escape from my regular work and with a
sense of achievement when I actually do it. The fact (according to the thesis
of this book) that my own productive leisure reproduces a dominant ideology
about which I have grave reservations does not overly disturb me because of
my undergraduate realization that while I may be able to influence my envi-
ronment, I can never escape it. I can, however, try to understand it.

Although this is a history of American hobbies, I have used British sources
from time to time. Most of those can stand in for domestic material because
they were either republished in this country by American presses or distrib-
uted here. And they make it clear that the patterns in the United States were
not unique. Most of the broad trends discussed here repeated themselves
throughout Great Britain and the Continent, and, as my section on stamp
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collecting makes clear, the United States both borrowed and exported hobby
trends. Given my emphasis on cultural values, cross-cultural analyses, or at
least analyses of other societies, could test to what extent the ideology I dis-
cuss was the product of capitalism and to what extent it came from other,
more peculiarly American social patterns.

Finally, I stress that this is not a technical history of either collecting or
crafts. As I discuss in detail later, hobbies generate expertise, much of which
is passed on in printed form. There are scores of narrowly focused hobby
books that provide both how-to information and, in the case of collecting,
highly detailed histories of the collected objects. What I have tried to do here
is explain how and why hobbies emerged as a category of leisure activity in
the nineteenth century and why they have continued to hold such a promi-
nent place in the menu of leisure activities that we all choose from. I hope
that readers will find my argument about the meaning of hobbies persuasive
but that the pleasures of productive leisure will survive the stripping away of
some of its mystery.

Portions of this study have previously appeared in articles in scholarly
journals. Part of my discussion of the history of hobbies in the depression was
first published in the Journal of Social History 24 (summer 1991). Sections of
the chapter on stamp collecting originally appeared in Comparative Studies
in Society and History 34 (July 1992), and some of the analysis of men and do-
it-yourself came out first in the American Quarterly 49 (March 1997).

I am deeply indebted to numerous libraries and their staffs for the gener-
ous help they have provided me in doing the research for this book. In partic-
ular I thank the archivists and librarians at the Strong Museum in Rochester,
New York; the Henry Ford Museum in Dearborn, Michigan; the National
Museum of American History in Washington, D.C., and the Cooper-Hewitt
Museum in New York City, both part of the Smithsonian Institution; the
American Numismatic Society, the Collectors’ Club (stamp collecting), and
the Grollier Club (book collecting), all in New York City; and Cynthia
Bradley of Orradre Library at Santa Clara University, for their generous assis-
tance. Friends and colleagues have provided both sympathetic and critical
feedback, but no one has been a more supportive friend or stern analyst than
my colleague (and wife) Catherine Bell.
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How doth the little busy bee

Improve each shining hour,

And gather honey all the day

From every opening flower!

In works of labour or of skill,

I would be busy too;

For Satan finds some mischief still

for idle hands to do.

–Issac Watts, Horae Lyricae and Divine Songs

Nearly three centuries after it was written, Isaac Watts’s
admonitory poem “Against Idleness and Mischief” persists as an epigraph
for hobbies. The poem articulates the disquiet that motivated generations of
teachers, parents, and self-appointed experts to promote productive leisure,
such as collecting and handicrafts, as an antidote to the dangers of destruc-
tive pastimes. Industrialism quarantined work from leisure in a way that
made employment more worklike and nonwork more problematic. Isolated
from each other’s moderating influences, work and leisure became increas-
ingly oppositional as they competed for finite hours. The fluidity of prein-
dustrial time gave way to discrete blocks of commodified time that could be
sold for work or withheld for leisure, which led guardians of public morals
to fear that time spent not working would be time spent getting into trouble.
Watts’s warning that Satan would appropriate idle hands for his own use is
the locus classicus of an image that rapidly became part of the folk wisdom
of capitalism. Subsequent iterations of Watts’s admonition would often alter
the original formulation so that “hands” became “minds.” The inadvertent
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substitution expressed the belief that leisure was not only a behavioral threat
but also an ideological one; it led to both delinquent activity and deviant
ideas.

Americans responded to the threat posed by leisure in two ways. First,
reformers attempted to remove the source of contagion by eliminating or
restricting access to inappropriate activity. Second, they sought to encourage
benign pastimes. Hobbies have been among the most prominent of such
socially approved leisure activities. In this study I attempt to explain how
hobbies emerged in the nineteenth century as a “good thing” to do, and why
these curious, homebound, solitary, and sometimes wasteful activities
became so beloved of those who wished to shield the public from the temp-
tations of idleness.

Twenty years ago John Kasson suggested that at the end of the nineteenth
century Coney Island turned recreation into a “fantastic replication” of
urban-industrial life and by doing so “served to affirm the existing culture.”
The amusement parks that Kasson wrote about were factory analogs, large
commercial enterprises where people could spend their earnings in a frenet-
ic burlesque of their everyday world. In contrast, the home was supposed to
be a refuge from both the competitive business environment and from the
temptations of commercial amusement. In truth, however life was not so eas-
ily bifurcated. Work and home may have been separated by industrialism,
but workplace attitudes, values, and behaviors could not be completely com-
partmentalized. Despite the rhetoric of domestic sanctuary, a man did not
shed his business experience when he opened the front door, and converse-
ly, his wife could not completely isolate herself from the culture of the work-
place by shutting it. The ideology of the workplace infiltrated the home in
the form of productive leisure.1

Hobbies developed as a category of socially valued leisure activity in the
nineteenth century because they bridged the worlds of work and home.
They allowed women to practice, and therefore to understand, worklike
activities, and they allowed men to create a business-like space for them-
selves inside the female-dominated house. As leisure, hobbies provided a
respite from the normal demands of work, but as a particular form of produc-
tive leisure they expressed the deeper meaning of the work ethic and the free
market. Hobbies gained wide acceptance because they could condemn
depersonalized factory and office work by compensating for its deficits while
simultaneously replicating both the skills and values of the workplace, a
process I refer to as “disguised affirmation.”

Disguised affirmation allows participants to think about an activity as
leisure-time recreation while it functions as a form of ideological re-creation.
The capacity of hobbies to act simultaneously as resistance and accommoda-

introduction2



tion serves to remind us that we have to examine all the meanings of leisure
if we are to understand any of them. There has been a tendency in the past
twenty years or so for scholars to stress the ways in which members of disem-
powered subcultures manipulate elements of the dominant culture to their
own ends. Historians, sociologists, and cultural theorists have all celebrated
the ability of the working class to exert autonomy on the job and in the mar-
ketplace. These scholars have demonstrated how people bound within a
society controlled by others could still carve out personal, ethnic, class, gen-
der, and other particularistic meanings from even the most monolithic prod-
ucts of mass culture. Their studies of the grassroots resistance to prescribed
forms has quite usefully directed our attention to previously unacknowl-
edged diversity.2

The scholarly emphasis on opposition, however, has been so pervasive
that it is easy to forget that beyond subcultural differences there is still the
cultural commonality. Powerful ideas, symbols, and objects continue to knit
the society together because they are accepted by both the strong and the
weak. The dominant culture dominates not because it is imposed but
because it is embraced. Bits and pieces may be appropriated by subcultures
for their own purposes, but the fundamental structure retains the capacity to
reproduce itself in the everyday life of the society. Indeed, as I attempt to
show here, one of the great strengths of mass culture is its remarkable ability
to respond to popular disaffection in ways that acknowledge the discontent
while defusing it. Hobbies are important because they combine critical and
affirmative elements in a single category. Teachers, recreation directors,
journalists, and other voices of authority have felt free to encourage the
autonomy and creativity of hobbies because even if they sensed that hobbies
could critique regular work, they also recognized that hobbies’ triumph over
idleness was a victory for the values of a market economy.

The first section of the book explains how productive home leisure came
to be recognized as a distinct category of leisure that appropriated the exist-
ing term “hobbies” and in doing so changed the meaning of that word from
negative to positive. Before about 1880 a hobby was a dangerous obsession.
After that date it became a productive use of free time. Two forms of hobbies,
collecting and handicrafts, were almost universally recognized as members
of this new class of pastimes, and they are the hobbies examined in this book.
Several other leisure activities have also been widely acknowledged as hob-
bies and could certainly be explored in the same way. They include hus-
bandry (gardening and pets), amateurism (including music, dancing, the-
ater, and participatory sports), and perhaps volunteerism.

While the forms of collecting and crafts may have changed somewhat
over the last 150 years, their meaning has not. A stamp collector in the 1860s
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and a phone card collector in the 1990s pursue their pastimes in essentially
similar ways. Likewise, a fret sawyer in the 1870s and a contemporary kit
assembler both make small decorative objects for what appear to be similar
reasons. The dramatic changes that have taken place in the structure of the
market and the workplace have been less important than the continuity in
the values that underlie the system. Indeed, the attitudes and values repro-
duced in hobbies arose not with industrialism but with capitalism. Hobbies
originated as a category in response to the industrially induced bifurcation of
work and leisure, but the values they reproduced were mercantile as well as
industrial. It is true that hobbies changed along with the society (people col-
lected radios as well as spoons, built airplanes as well as sailing ships, and
worked in plastic as well as wood), but the meaning of collecting and craft-
ing behavior has been surprisingly constant over time. Hobbies have been a
way to confirm the verities of work and the free market inside the home so
long as remunerative employment has remained elsewhere.

The second section of the book examines collecting, which by the early
twentieth century had become so closely identified with hobbies that “col-
lecting” and “hobbies” were often used synonymously. Industrialism allowed
the elite occupation of collecting art and fine antiques to become the popu-
lar hobby of collecting everyday items. Beginning with printing, mass pro-
duction democratized collecting by creating objects whose very common-
ness assured they would become scarce because they were usually made to
be thrown away. Hobby collectors rescued objects from the trash heap and
created value by inventing sets into which to fit them. The collection
became the sum that created the value of its parts, bestowing singularity not
only on often mundane items but also, by extension, on the collector as well.

At the turn of the century, child psychologists discovered that more than
80 percent of children pass through a “collecting stage” in their preteen
years and that females focus on the aesthetic and sentimental aspects of col-
lected objects, while males stress their economic value. That distinction
expressed itself in some surprising forms. Male stamp collectors, for exam-
ple, created a subculture that affirmed the ideology of the free market in a
most proper and gentlemanly way. Antique collectors, however, developed a
freewheeling pastime that celebrated behavior that would be considered
unethical in almost any other commercial transaction. Women, as well as
men, practiced a form of pitiless capitalism that turned objects from the
American past into trophies of marketplace expertise.

If collectors have been the white-collar “financiers” of leisure, then handi-
crafters have been the blue-collar producers, and their activities are
described in the third part of this study. There is no financial conjuring
when crafters use their skill and labor to transform raw materials into fin-
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ished products. The crafted object is a straightforward confirmation of the
work ethic; idle hands have been put to good use. It is not entirely clear
whether the use of class designations like white- and blue-collar are more
than metaphorical. Socioeconomic data on contemporary hobbyists is thin
enough to preclude any definitive conclusions; information about the past is
even rarer. Collecting does appear to have been more popular among white-
collar workers, and blue-collar workers have been somewhat more likely to
be crafters than have office workers, but both hobbies have been remarkable
more for their class inclusiveness than their exclusiveness. Money can buy
high-priced collectibles and fancy tools, but those are differences of scale
rather than of meaning. Ultimately, hobbies have transcended class much
more easily than gender.

Both middle-class and working-class men were supposed to find work in a
market-driven economy intrinsically rewarding. Thus they could embrace
the meaning of collecting and crafts as part of their worldview. Women, on
the other hand, were sheltered from the rough-and-tumble of the economic
world (except as consumers), so that for them hobbies did not replicate work-
place values but provided a socially approved way to practice those ideals
modified in gender-appropriate ways. As the new leisure class of industrial
society, middle-class women first laid claim to crafting in the nineteenth cen-
tury when they began to transform sewing from a duty into a pastime and
took up light handicrafting as a way to productively pass the time. Women’s
craft items were often sold at charity bazaars, which functioned as pseudo-
markets where social ritual was as important for determining price as supply
and demand.

Victorian husbands avoided manual activities altogether. Only the jigsaw
fad of the last quarter of the nineteenth century broke the mold and set the
stage for the arts and crafts movement, which legitimated a broad spectrum
of crafts for both genders. The masculinized manual pastimes of the arts and
crafts movement allowed men to exercise a new “domestic masculinity” by
using tools around the house, a trend that expanded steadily from World War
I through the great do-it-yourself boom of the 1950s. Blue-collar men, who
were both poorer and more familiar with tools then their white-collar broth-
ers, may have been more likely to undertake household projects out of
necessity, but both they and middle-class men saw do-it-yourself as a hobby
as well as a chore. Despite their experience in taking over home mainte-
nance during the war, women continued to play a secondary role after 1945,
conceding a sphere of domestic masculinity to men.

There is a certain academic arrogance in attributing a particular meaning
to avocations engaged in by millions of people over more than a century.
Decades differ, subcultures differ, and individuals differ. An antebellum
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woman who sewed Berlinwork while she waited for her husband to return
from the office did not derive exactly the same meanings from her activity as
a middle-class office worker making a coffee table in a postwar tract house.
Where I found evidence to distinguish meaning among groups and over
time, I have tried to do so. Gender distinctions are clear and constitute a
major theme in this book. Differences between social classes are murkier,
not only because of the nature of my sources but also because the meaning
of hobbies appears to have surmounted class. Other commonly recognized
group identities, such as race, ethnicity, and geographic location, are invisi-
ble in the historic record as I found it. Perhaps future scholars of productive
leisure will be able to tease out variances I missed. Certainly, there must
have been some differences among such groups, and maybe there were
more changes over time than I have found, but to me, the continuity in
meaning has been much more striking than the variations in practice. For
well over a century, the productive leisure of hobbies has operated as a form
of disguised affirmation, helping to sustain the overarching ideology of capi-
talism by serving up its ideas in the palatable form of domestic leisure.

The Concept of Leisure

Readers uninterested in the social sciences may be tempted to ignore the
remainder of this introduction, and if they do, the rest of the book will still
make sense. By skipping ahead, however, the reader will miss much of the
contemporary scientific grounding for the historical analysis in the main
body of the book. There I have tried to read the past through the lens of
social science. I have not ignored the more fashionable cultural theorists, but
their speculative interpretations strike me as less useful than the more rigor-
ous explorations of sociologists, anthropologists, and psychologists. My con-
clusions about the meaning of hobbies in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies draw from the findings of a wide variety of scholars whose work is too
often ignored by historians. Even those who do not read the rest of the intro-
duction will not escape entirely, since recent social science studies are incor-
porated sporadically throughout the book. It is these theories that explain
how hobbies function as the oxymoron “productive leisure.”

The contradiction derives from the general understanding that leisure is
the opposite of work. Although there are those, like sociologist John Kelly,
who despair of formulating a single description of leisure, finding it “pluralis-
tic in its varied and combined meanings, its forms, its locales, and, to a lesser
extent, its associations,” most academic (and popular) discussions make
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three fundamental assumptions about the nature of leisure activities. First,
leisure activities take place in time that is free from work, and in this context,
“work” includes those personal, familial, and home care activities necessary
for life maintenance. Second, leisure activities are voluntarily undertaken.
Third, they are pleasurable. It is not what, but why and when something is
done that make it leisure. Therefore, one person’s livelihood can be another
person’s pastime—and vice versa. Amateur car mechanics on the one hand
and professional “sex workers” on the other invert the usual meaning of
those activities.3

Voltaire is reputed to have said that every man may choose his choice, but
no man may choose his choices. The aphorism explains why the psychology
of making a choice cannot be divorced from the sociology of available choic-
es. Both the psychological and sociological are integral to the common
understanding of leisure: viz., leisure is pleasurable activity, voluntarily
undertaken in nonwork time. Pleasure is psychological; motivation can be
either sociological or psychological; and work is socially defined. Each is
necessary, but none is sufficient to define an activity as leisure. For example,
activities that are understood as work (including nonremunerated labor such
as family care or schoolwork), no matter how pleasurable, are not leisure,
although time “stolen” from work for on-the-job relief might be. Nor for that
matter, are unpleasant voluntary activities undertaken out of a sense of civic
or religious obligation, but similar activities that were enjoyable might be
thought of as leisure depending on the extent of obligation involved. Con-
versely, not all leisure activities are enjoyable in the same way, and some
involve elements of drudgery and even pain. Yet none could be fundamen-
tally disagreeable to the participants or else they would not do it voluntarily.
Mark Twain used this principle to explain why Tom Sawyer’s friends were
willing to pay him to let them paint his Aunt Polly’s fence: “Work consists of
whatever a body is obliged to do, and Play consists of whatever a body is not
obliged to do.”4

Faced with this hodgepodge of conflicting elements, it is not necessary, as
some scholars have suggested, to abandon separate work and leisure cate-
gories.5 People’s willingness to do things in their spare time that are analo-
gous or even identical to what other people do for a living is a testament to
the underlying importance of motivation. A variety of studies have shown
that from the participants’ points of view the single most important element
in defining leisure activity is not what they are doing but how freely they have
chosen to do it.6 Soccer players and gardeners who actually did the same
thing for both work and leisure said the most important distinction between
them was not that they were paid for the work but that they could choose the
leisure.7
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People dislike work to the extent that it is obligatory, extrinsically reward-
ed, structured, and repetitive. The worst-case job described by this definition
is completely unfree. It must be done; the individual has no say in how it is
done; there is no inherent joy in doing it; and its rewards are determined by
others. The best-case leisure by contrast is completely free. The individual
determines how and when to do it, and the rewards for participating are
inherent in the activity itself. What is done is irrelevant so long as it gives the
participant pleasure, which is why attempts to define leisure by describing
activity have invariably been stymied. Roger Caillois made an important
effort at categorizing play by identifying its component parts, but play is only
one kind of leisure and takes pleasure and voluntary participation for grant-
ed.8 Very few scholars have attempted to extend the Caillois model from the
narrow area of play to the wider domain of leisure as a whole, probably
because as complex as play and games may be, they are the essence of sim-
plicity compared to other forms of leisure.9

In order to accommodate the multivariate meaning of leisure, sociologists
have tended to use the approach exemplified by John R. Kelly or John
Neulinger who have constructed separate models that take into account that
both work and leisure can be more or less free and more or less pleasurable.
Any given activity could contain a mixture of worklike and leisurelike ele-
ments. Which predominates—and to what extent—depends on the percep-
tion of the participants, and other investigators have sought to construct pat-
terns of leisure that derive from the participants’ own understanding of what
they are doing. Unfortunately, the results can obscure as much as they
reveal. For example, scholars using this approach have variously labeled as
leisure watching television “friendship and relaxation,” “intellectual stimula-
tion,” and “family pleasure.” This diversity serves as a valuable reminder that
leisure has multiple meanings.10

However varied the meanings of pastimes may be, all analysts agree, and
often take for granted, that pleasure is the one indisputable element in
leisure. Curiously, however, few scholars try to understand the sources of
that pleasure. Perhaps because they have a hard enough time achieving
anything resembling a consensus when they use the participants’ own expla-
nations, they are reluctant to complicate matters further by adding another
layer of analysis. Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihayli justifies this conser-
vative approach by arguing that while chess players may actually want to
symbolically kill their fathers and mountain climbers may in fact be
expressing latent homosexuality or a death wish, the question still remains
as to why such subconscious urges are expressed on a checkered board or on
a granite cliff. The explanation, he argues, should not be sought in the sub-
conscious motivation but in the experience of the act itself. In other words,
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investigators should take participants’ description of pleasure at face
value.11

By placing the self-reporting individual at the center of the definition of
leisure, this approach strips away not only the subconscious but also the soci-
ological and ideological elements; it makes the individual’s conscious state
of mind the most important determinate in identifying leisure.12 As a moun-
tain climber, Csikszentmihayli initially wondered why people like himself
found pleasure in admittedly dangerous activities. He concluded that types
of activities that he calls “autotelic” (self-directed) give certain kinds of peo-
ple, also called autotelic, a special form of pleasure called “flow.” Flow, he
says, is the sense of euphoric concentration experienced by people when
they are successfully using their skills to the utmost. A person in a state of
flow feels in control, knows the moves necessary to reach an unambiguous
goal, and acts more or less automatically. The optimal conditions for a state
of flow occur when the participant is challenged but not overwhelmed by
the activity.13

Flow is a transcendent experience. It occurs only occasionally and only
in some people, and for that reason is not a very useful tool for describing
most kinds of leisure. It turns out, however, that flow is not limited to leisure
since Csikszentmihayli and Judith LeFevre found that “flowlike situations
occurred more than three times as often in work as in leisure.” The authors
express surprise at their findings, but when we consider that flow takes place
when there is an optimal relationship between challenge and skill, and that
most leisure activities in our culture (perhaps in all cultures) are nonchal-
lenging, there is no reason to expect flow in most pastimes. Work, on the
other hand, is much more likely to be difficult. Even routine blue-collar
jobs require greater concentration and a higher level of involvement than
the most popular pastime, watching television. In fact, to the extent that
people do seek flowlike emotions from their leisure, they have to continual-
ly make their leisure more challenging, which is to say more worklike,
always safe in the knowledge that they can quit if the pain overwhelms the
pleasure.14

Even if pleasure at work does not make it leisure nor labor at leisure make
it work, the problem of explaining why people engage in leisure that involves
worklike behavior remains. Since it is so intense, the flow state is not experi-
enced by most people most of the time. However, less extreme feelings, such
as pride, satisfaction, and achievement, can come from both work and
leisure activities. These positive emotions do not appear spontaneously but
are conditioned responses to socially valued accomplishments. To under-
stand why both work and worklike leisure induce these kinds of feelings, we
need to examine how culture generates an ideology that censures idleness.
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Work, Leisure, and Ideology

A group of scholars, usually labeled cultural theorists, have integrated
ideas from both anthropology and sociology to develop several useful
descriptions of the role leisure plays in contemporary culture. Most assume
that individual leisure activities make sense only in the context of a society
dominated by power relationships based on wealth and social control, and
that leisure, like every other cultural institution, is an expression of the
underlying economic structure that rewards some and exploits others. Some
theorists emphasize the role of ideology specifically, while others are more
general, but all of them recognize that leisure is part of a system made up of
people with diverse and often conflicting interests who are nevertheless tied
together by a set of shared beliefs and values, their ideology. It is this ideology
that underlies emotions such as achievement, pride, and satisfaction that are
vital to understanding how worklike leisure functions in the modern capital-
ist world.15

This basic argument assumes, of course, that there is a common ideology
in industrial society. Cultural theorists on the left (which is to say almost all
of them) refer to this as the “dominant ideology” although they differ on the
extent of its grip. One group, whom sociologist John Clarke has called “pes-
simists,” seeks to show how business dominates every aspect of life, including
leisure, by creating a world both on and off the job that reproduces the ideol-
ogy of market capitalism. Whereas classic functionalist anthropology
assumes that all cultural institutions operate to maintain a benignly homeo-
static society, this pessimistic version attributes malign intent to the powerful
property-owning classes who retain their status, wealth, and power by perpet-
uating the status quo. In this interpretation the poorer classes are powerless
participants in behavior and unthinking believers in an ideology that ensures
their continued domination.16

Members of the second, and recently much more prominent, group,
whom Clarke calls “populists,” accept the essence of the first position but are
unwilling to write off weaker groups and individuals as impotent in the face
of hegemonic capitalism. Instead they acknowledge the ability of the
oppressed individual to fight back, no matter how modestly, against the
encroaching power of the dominant culture and thus to preserve a sense of
individual agency. Perhaps as important as their emphasis on the preserva-
tion of some seed of autonomy is the populists’ understanding that the
process of internalizing an ideology is as much one of appropriation as domi-
nation. Far from being passive recipients of received values, individuals
interpret and express the ideology in uniquely personal ways. Therefore
every time the dominant ideological paradigm is absorbed or expressed by
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individuals it is altered, creating a dynamic system in which the dominator is
changed by the act of domination.17

Interesting as it is, the debate between the pessimists and the optimists
tends to divert attention from the larger truth: pastimes are part and parcel of
an integrated fabric of institutions that are mutually compatible and reinforc-
ing. Leisure, no less than church, state, family, education, and work, is con-
stituted in a way that generates and reproduces the structure of society. All
the various relationships that form the social structure—including class,
race, gender, and age—express themselves in leisure activity, and even activ-
ities that critique the dominant mode are determined by it. While resistance
may not be futile, ultimately there is no escape, and leisure is part of the cul-
tural scaffolding that has been constructed to hold up Western free-market
capitalism.

Citizens who wish to avoid being ground up by the system have to learn
its rules and regulations; they have to internalize its values so that what they
do to survive makes sense to themselves. Perhaps the single most acknowl-
edged character trait necessary for success in a capitalist system is the belief,
originally identified by Max Weber, that work is good for its own sake. Usual-
ly called the “work ethic,” employers encouraged it among their employees
and, although they resisted at first, workers too ultimately embraced and
internalized the idea that work was a positive good and, as its opposite,
leisure was suspect. Since the work ethic explicitly privileges work over
leisure, it has been the wellspring of antileisure attitudes in Western society.
Adherents find life’s meaning and purpose, if not necessarily life’s pleasures,
intimately bound up with work and perceive the failure to work long and
hard as a moral deficiency. Since leisure in the industrial world exists in time
that might otherwise be used for work, its very existence is a threat to this
core value. The point is not that people who espouse the work ethic find
work more enjoyable than leisure but that they find it morally superior.18

The work ethic may be hostile to leisure, but it can coexist with pleasure as
long as the pleasure comes from work or from worklike leisure. John Clarke
and Chas Crichter have dubbed the desire to avoid idleness and engage in
productive leisure, the “Protestant leisure ethic.” The phenomenon of finding
pleasure in work explains why people with a strong work ethic seek similar sat-
isfactions from worklike leisure such as hobbies. Because hobbies have almost
all the characteristics that give people pleasure at work, they can provide the
satisfactions of a “career” and confirm the legitimacy of the work ethic even
for people with unpleasant jobs. As a form of what sociologist Robert Stebbins
calls “serious leisure,” hobbies develop specialized skills, reward persever-
ance, integrate participants into a specialized subculture, and provide them
with benchmarks by which they can measure their achievements.19
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Achievement-generated pleasure from worklike leisure reinforces the par-
ticipants’ beliefs they are doing something that is good. In leisure, as in work,
a difficult task done well is a source of pride. The most common passive
forms of leisure cannot generate a sense of accomplishment. There is no
pride in watching television, reading popular fiction, drunkenly cheering in
a sports bar, or chatting over coffee with a friend. However, serious leisure
such as helping others as a volunteer, creating something in a hobby, or pro-
ducing professional results as an amateur are all activities designed to gener-
ate feelings of achievement. Indeed, almost all pastimes that are held up for
social approbation, with the possible exception of serious reading, are activi-
ties that induce pride based on personal effort. Such leisure is socially val-
orized precisely because it produces feelings of satisfaction with something
that looks very much like work but that is done for its own sake.

Leisure is only one of a variety of sources for values. Family and friends,
church and school, mass media, private cogitation, and of course, work also
contribute to the interlocking beliefs that make up ideology.20 Starting in the
mid-1950s, a number of studies attempted to describe how work molds work-
ers’ values in a way that affects them on and off the job and in their postwork-
ing life as well. Sociologist Theodore Caplow was among the first to recog-
nize that work experiences affect nonjob lifestyles when he developed the
concept of “occupational ideologies.” Such ideologies, he claimed, influ-
ence everything from patterns of consumption, dress, and decorum to family
mores. This idea was expanded by Harold Wilensky who argued that actual
experience on the job determines behavior off the job. Wilensky did not
deny that complex occupational codes of behavior influence nonwork activi-
ties, but he also hinted that something linked directly to specific occupation-
al behavior influences how workers interact with their communities.21

Neither Caplow nor Wilensky attempted to explain how actual work
might function as the source of ideology, but in 1965 sociologists Paul Breer
and Edwin Locke specifically described how jobs generate values. Despite an
unfortunate lack of confirming studies, Breer and Locke’s analysis is so sug-
gestive that it could well serve as the keystone for a general theory of ideologi-
cal origins. Breer and Locke do not deny there are multiple sources for val-
ues, but they do argue that jobs (“task experiences”) are a primary source of
basic beliefs. “It is our thesis,” they state, “that in working on a task an individ-
ual develops certain beliefs, values, and preferences specific to the task itself
which over time are generalized to other areas of life.” They were able to
demonstrate this process experimentally by varying task reward systems and
measuring the resulting shifts in subjects’ values. They generalized their lab-
oratory experience by suggesting that task-based attitudes are developed
through a process in which workers initially become aware that certain ways
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of doing the job are more successful than others. Workers then adopt those
patterns of behavior and perceive them as good (and their opposites as bad).
Finally, they formulate norms that define the good form of behavior as that
which is expected for all task participants. Even more dramatically, Breer and
Locke found that attitudes developed through task experience are general-
ized from the specific to the abstract. So the self-directed worker will not only
believe that other real-life problems can best be solved through individual
action but also that autonomous individualism is an absolute good regardless
of the immediate context. In this way the job experience of the individual
generates beliefs and values that are elevated to the level of ideology.22

The link between on-the-job and off-the-job values is not a one-way street.
There is evidence, for example, that participation in solitary hobbies may
help build an ideology of individualism that produces resistance to non-
leisure activities that would reinforce collectivity. To the extent that hobbies
function like work, this actually reinforces the Breer and Locke thesis. It is
also likely that ideology itself influences how certain tasks are accomplished
or even what tasks are made available. Yet in the final analysis, Breer and
Locke were able to demonstrate experimentally that people’s abstract values
can be significantly shifted through relatively brief task experiences. When
experimenters can manipulate how people feel about “the individual’s rela-
tionship to society, the exercise of authority, the relationship between man
and God, time orientation, achievement, luck, control, and man’s relation-
ship to nature” in a few hours in the laboratory, then the significance of a
lifetime of work must be taken very seriously indeed.23

If work is a major source of the values that make up ideology, then work-
like leisure should be a significant expression of that ideology. And in fact
there is ample evidence that some pastimes have an ideological meaning far
out of proportion to the amount of time and money spent on them. The sym-
bolically representational nature of certain leisure activities has led anthro-
pologist Clifford Geertz to refer to them as “deep play.” These expressive
forms of leisure take up certain cultural themes, organize them, and then
present them in a way that represents their essential nature. They remind us,
notes one scholar, “of the social order and our place within it.”24

Play, of course, is almost universally recognized as the way children learn
and practice their roles in society. Psychologist Erik Erikson’s description of
the progressive stages that infants and children go through to gain knowl-
edge and mastery of their environments is probably the best known model of
this widely observed phenomenon. The essence of Erikson’s approach has
been expanded from the individual to the collective level by anthropologists
John M. Roberts, Brian Sutton-Smith, and a variety of collaborators into
what they call the “conflict-enculturation hypothesis.” Roberts and Sutton-
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Smith start with the assumption that the socialization process creates stress
and conflict for individuals faced with the prospect of learning all the unspo-
ken rules that govern social behavior. They then suggest that “games and
other expressive models . . . provide buffered learning or enculturation
important to both the players and their societies.”25 They do not claim that
the games reduce or resolve the conflict; the games are not a catharsis.
Rather, they are a way of “increasing the confidence of the players in analo-
gous competitive processes,” and thus “the fun of the game derives from an
exercise in competence rather than an exercise in tension assuagement.”26

Roberts and Sutton-Smith’s singular contribution to the understanding of
leisure is their explanation of how games of skill, chance, or strategy each
express the socioeconomic structures of particular societies. Like Breer and
Locke, Roberts and Sutton-Smith demonstrate how the requirements of
workaday life mold attitudes that are projected into spheres distinct from the
world of work. They find, for example, that both tribal peoples and modern
unskilled workers who lack control over major life decisions share a predilec-
tion for gambling, a leisure expression of fatalism that confirms their belief
that they have relatively little power over their own future. The Breer and
Locke and the Roberts and Sutton-Smith studies establish an empirical con-
firmation of the common assumption among scholars that class or national
character influences choices in leisure activity and, in turn, that activity
“maintains or reinforces the ideological heritage of a social system.”27

Jay Mechling, in his sophisticated analysis of the contradictory meanings
of three group games played at a Boy Scout camp, has demonstrated how
leisure can express the dominant ideology. The first game was very popular
with the Scouts because it rewarded perseverance and skill, and was unam-
biguously consonant with the work ethic. The second game, also rewarded
cooperation and hard work but introduced an element of chance. Mechling
suggests the Scouts liked this game too, despite the risk that their work could
go unrewarded, because it modeled the unsureness of real life. The third
game was a farrago of obscure and conflicting rules, hated by the campers
because, according to Mechling, it was ideologically subversive. It implied
that the merit system of badges and ranks was false and that success was ran-
dom rather than rational. The two agreeable Scout games confirm the
Roberts and Sutton-Smith hypothesis by serving as devices to help the boys
understand conflicts and contradictions in their society. Furthermore, the
boys’ resistance to the third game is an apt illustration of the Breer and Locke
thesis. The game was incompatible with the official Scout ideology and with
the day-to-day task experiences of camp life. It neither grew out of nor
reflected back on the Scouts’ experience, and they resisted participating.
When leisure activity was compatible with the beliefs and values generated
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by their day-to-day “work,” the Scouts embraced it, but when it conflicted
with their basic ideology, they viewed it solely as an unpleasant task and tried
to avoid it.28

The Relationship of Work and Leisure

If work generates ideology and leisure reflects it, then there should be a
positive correlation between work and leisure. Like the Boy Scouts in Mech-
ling’s study, people should embrace leisure that reflects values that originate
in their work and avoid activities that contradict those beliefs. This book is
about the ways that they do. However, leisure’s role as a relief from work fre-
quently obscures this deeper meaning and creates the false dichotomy that
has dominated the scholarly discussion of the work-leisure relationship for
seventy years. Stressing the relief aspects of leisure, one school argues that
leisure compensates people for desired qualities missing from work. A sec-
ond group contends that the job experience is so powerful that it inevitably
spills over into leisure activity.29

The scholarly discussion of the relationship between work and leisure
began in the 1920s when prescriptive sociologists and educators concerned
with the “right use of leisure” contended that leisure should contain ele-
ments missing from work as a form of compensation. Their fundamental
assumption that leisure existed to restore “the balance of life” was called into
question by psychologist Donald Super in a pioneering study published in
1940. Super found that different hobbies had different meanings for their par-
ticipants. Some provided compensatory balance, but some replicated the
hobbyists’ regular work. Because Super’s insight was ignored by other leisure
scholars, the contemporary debate began not in 1940, but twenty years later
with the work of sociologist Harold Wilensky, who originally coined the
“compensation/spillover” terminology that continues to be used.30

Taking his lead from a classic piece by Frederick Engels, Wilensky
sought to blame the destructive behavior of working-class leisure on the
nature of industrial employment. Like Engels, Wilensky perceived leisure-
time dissipation among workers as a form of “explosive compensation for the
deadening rhythms of factory life.” In contrast to this “compensatory
model,” “spillover leisure” extends workplace ennui into the workers’ free
time.31 Wilensky’s paradigm has been developed by sociologist Stanley R.
Parker, who expands it to include white-collar as well as blue-collar workers
and who attributes functionality to his categories, saying that leisure “serves
society” by teaching individuals to play their roles in it, helping it achieve its
collective goals, and maintaining group solidarity. Parker also hints at, but
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does not develop, the idea that work and leisure need to be ideologically
consistent.32

Parker builds his theory on the assumption that self-reporting can be
taken at face value as an accurate measure of people’s reasons for engaging
in given leisure behavior. One need not assume that responses on question-
naires are lies to conclude that the respondents may not be aware of or
understand how their leisure satisfies deeper needs. Thus consciously com-
pensatory pleasures could coexist with subconscious elements of ideological
spillover. Yet even at a conscious level, people often look for leisure that
allows them to carry over job skills, habits, and values into their leisure. It is,
therefore, quite possible that compensation and spillover can function at the
same time in the same activity. Both the copyeditor who writes novels and
the assembly line worker who builds a boat may be compensating for lack of
creativity on the job and spilling over their job-related skills.33

Despite a few studies that indicate otherwise, the majority of investigators
believe there is a direct causal relationship between work and leisure. They
argue that pastimes compensate people for experiences and feelings they
want, but do not find, on the job. The sense that leisure should compensate
for workplace deficits derives in part from the historic separation of work and
leisure into distinct categories; the yin of leisure is understood to balance the
yang of work. To the extent that work is compulsory and leisure is voluntary,
which they are by definition, all pastimes can be considered compensatory
because they are exercises of the freedom that is lacking on the job. Beyond
that, compensatory leisure would seem to be more likely to involve a con-
scious choice to do something that is different from, and that in some sense
balances, experiences at work. When Welsh workers were asked, for exam-
ple, why they engaged in leisure activities, they generally agreed that “the
purpose of leisure is to let off steam after work, to do something completely
and deliberately different.”34

Taking participants at their word invariably produces a compensatory
understanding of leisure. Might dispassionate observers, however, see some
connection that participants overlooked? A study by Boris Kabanoff and Gor-
don O’Brien that used nonparticipants to judge job and leisure attributes
also confirmed the compensatory role of leisure, but the study’s criteria were
so specific that complexities of motivation were lost. For example, the
authors said that for professionals, stamp collecting is compensatory but
playing football would be spillover. While ball playing might well be a
spillover activity (I have argued precisely this elsewhere), so too is stamp col-
lecting. As a market-based hobby, stamp collecting involves both behavioral
and ideological elements that integrate participants into the capitalist sys-
tem. But since these qualities did not fall into any of the authors’ categories,
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the ideological meaning of stamp collecting was lost. Just as taking partici-
pant feelings at face value overemphasizes the psychological meaning of
leisure, ignoring them completely leaves an analysis vulnerable to distortion
in the opposite direction.35

Two separate studies of mountain climbers have demonstrated how
obvious compensatory qualities can obscure underlying patterns. Since
most mountain climbers are desk workers, these analyses confirm what
many others have found: sedentary workers are more likely to engage in
active leisure than those with physically tiring jobs. The authors of both
studies stress the ways in which physical challenges of mountain climbing
contrast with the safe and inactive aspects of office jobs. However, when the
climbers described the meaning of their sport, they spoke about goals and
challenges, about testing themselves and focusing on the task at hand; they
also noted that mountain climbing requires training, planning, and compe-
tition against the environment and one’s own limitations. The authors’
emphasis on compensation obscures an obvious subtext. Granting that
mountaineers were looking for the physical risk and excitement they
missed in their employment, they still structured their leisure using work-
like concepts such as goals, challenges, self-testing, and planning. The
compensatory risk took place in an ideological context that was completely
consonant with work.36

If the compensatory relationship between sedentary work and physically
active leisure overlays unseen ideological associations, then compensatory
explanations become even more complex when they are applied to psycho-
logical contrasts, such as the pervasive idea that leisure can provide a sense of
meaning or accomplishment missing in work. This idea is frequently, but
not exclusively, applied to serious leisure involving a high degree of personal
commitment.37 In fact, several studies suggest that people identify physical
and abstract qualities in their leisure that are missing in their work. These
include a sense of achievement, exercise, creativity, status, competition, and
leadership. It is almost axiomatic to say that individuals focus on those
aspects of leisure that are different from work because it is those elements
that distinguish their leisure from their work. To not focus on them would be
to deny not only the differences but also the core reason for engaging in the
leisure. If the differences are not important, then the person might as well
continue working, which is, of course, exactly what many professionals do
who take their work home with them. Thus to say that leisure is compensato-
ry is an undeniably true but incomplete explanation of the choices that are
made. The more central question is whether leisure participants seek out a
pastime that is structurally different from work, or are they attracted to an
activity because of underlying structural similarities to their work?38

Introduction 17



Research indicates that when people are aware of a deficit in their work
and have an opportunity to compensate for it in leisure, they do so, although
those denied such opportunity will replicate work patterns in their spare
time. To use David Banner’s useful formulation, the compensation is delib-
erate, but the spillover is psychologically programmed. The conscious and
the subconscious do not exclude each other. On the contrary, they coexist
and interact in ways we do not fully understand. Our jobs mold us at multi-
ple levels. They teach us physical and social skills, behavior patterns, and
value systems that we seek to express beyond the workplace. It is what sociol-
ogist Martin Meissner calls “the long arm of the job” and it reaches into
every part of our lives. The more people work the more they are formed by
their work and the more strongly their work affects their leisure. All work,
however, is not the same. White- and blue-collar workers have different work
experiences, which result in distinctly different patterns of work-leisure con-
gruence; white-collar workers more often engage in leisure that replicates
attitudes and worldviews typical of their vocations.39

The straightforward extension of workplace skills into the leisure sphere is
the most obvious form of behavioral spillover, which is perhaps why it has
received so little attention. It is fairly obvious, however, that people who have
developed manual, mental, or social dexterity on the job will often seek pas-
times that showcase these same abilities. This is particularly true for skilled
workers and professionals in technical fields whose expertise readily lends
itself to leisure expression. By exercising their skills in a leisure context,
skilled workers emphasize the pleasure that can be derived from worklike
activities, which can then become a benchmark that makes the work itself
more enjoyable. For example, more than a third of the surgeons interviewed
in one study equated the satisfaction they got on the job to the pleasure
received when “working with their hands on crafts or carpentry.” It was, said
one surgeon, “the gratification of taking an extremely difficult problem and
making it go.”40

For this surgeon the similarity between work and hobby transcends the
common proficiency with tools to include the mental structure of the
process. The surgeon has a sense of himself as a person who physically mas-
ters problems, and he expresses his self in both his work and leisure. Sociolo-
gist Joseph Harry has referred to these sorts of work-related values as “situa-
tional attitudes,” and several studies have found them evinced in a variety of
vocations. Just as the surgeon sees both his work and leisure as the applica-
tion of particular skills to the abstract demands of problem solving, so out-
door workers, mechanics, and police officers extend their physical and rela-
tional skills into the leisure sphere in ways that reflect a generalized sense of
activity appropriate to the values of their callings.41
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French leisure theorist Joffre Dumazedier observed these relationships and
took an important early step toward recognizing ideological spillover in 1967.
Dumazedier speculated that for blue-collar workers whose meaningful jobs
had been destroyed by industrialism, many forms of leisure, including fishing,
gardening, and do-it-yourself activities, were not an escape from work but a
return to traditional nonalienated forms of labor. In these leisure-time pseudo-
occupations, the participants determine the form, set the pace, and are the sole
beneficiaries of the fruits of their labor. However, rather than viewing such pro-
ductive leisure activities as a return to a golden age of labor, it is perhaps more
useful to view them as exercises that serve to ideologically integrate work and
leisure by permitting workers to engage in worklike behavior in a noncoercive
environment. In the words of another student of blue-collar workers, a hobby
such as fishing, “allows the psychological mechanisms of busyness to go on.”42

Working at leisure gives meaning to both work and leisure. In the first
place, it legitimates the work ethic by allowing workers to exercise it freely
and thus make it their own, not something forced upon them. Second, it
legitimates leisure by filling some part of nonwork time with productive
activity, diminishing the bifurcation between work time and leisure time. In
this sense hobbies are a homeopathic reaction to the job, that is, a dilute
form of work that can cure the alienation caused by industrialism. As such,
hobbies actively confirm the ideology of the work ethic by providing a pro-
ductive way to use leisure, and they passively condemn the work environ-
ment by offering a contrast to meaningless jobs.43

There are very few studies of ideological spillover, but those that exist
point to a tendency to seek forms of work and leisure that express the same
kinds of abstract values, such as freedom, creativity, and status. The workers
in these studies transferred more than skills or even narrowly defined atti-
tudes from work to leisure; they carried over a holistic sense of self and an
outlook on life. Thus spillover leisure appears to take two distinct forms. In
the first type, specific physical skills become part of the individual’s sense of
competence and are exercised in leisure-time activities in which the partici-
pant can set the goal and the pace. The second kind of spillover involves
broader attitudes, values, or personality traits molded by the job. In these lat-
ter cases the leisure behavior may or may not involve analogous skills, but it
will express the individual’s sense of what is right and good, beliefs that have
been affirmed by work. Both kinds of spillover can exist in conjunction with
compensatory leisure. Compensatory elements give the leisure participant a
sense of relief and change, but spillover elements give the leisure a sense of
meaning.44

While sociology, anthropology, and psychology contribute a useful tool
kit of ideas for studying the past, studying the past provides a way of under-
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standing leisure that is often obscured by conflicting schools of modern
interpretation. Specifically, the historical development of hobbies seems to
indicate that the ongoing academic debate between those who argue that
leisure compensates people for workplace deficits and those who say it repli-
cates employment behavior may be a case of scholars talking past each other.
There is strong historical evidence that serious leisure activities, such as hob-
bies, have done both. Rather than being mutually exclusive, compensation
and spillover can coexist because they function at different levels of aware-
ness. Compensation is, for the most part, self-conscious. People know what
they do not like at work and choose the opposite in leisure. Spillover is often
unintentional. Workers instinctively gravitate to leisure activities that allow
them to use skills and attitudes that have brought them success on the job.

The preponderance of contemporary empirical evidence points toward a
consistent pattern of skill and ideological spillover of work into leisure, espe-
cially for those serious pastimes that involve an investment of psychic energy.
While all leisure needs to be viewed in the broader cultural context, some
activities are more obviously consonant with the dominant ideology than
others. In this sense, hobbies are among the most conservative possible pas-
times. The rest of this book explains how, for 150 years, business, govern-
ment, and education—society’s most powerful defenders of the status quo—
have promoted this form of productive leisure. All these groups have sensed
that hobbies reinforce the dominant ideology, although they also frequently
recognized that as leisure, hobbies provided relief from the unpleasant
aspects of work. In this way, hobbies disguised their affirmation of capitalism
and may have even contained a real element of critical resistance. The very
fact that they functioned as “perfect jobs” reminded hobbyists that by con-
trast their regular jobs were less than perfect, but as “perfect jobs,” collecting
and handicrafts also confirmed the status quo by reproducing the core values
of capitalism. The dual meanings of hobbies rendered them a form of leisure
safe from the snares of idleness. Without rejecting the ways that hobbies may
have functioned as a form of resistance, a careful analysis of the historical
record upholds the conclusions that can be drawn from the social science lit-
erature: hobbies developed as a way to integrate the isolated home with the
ideology of the workplace.
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Section 1

Hobbies as a Category
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Hobbies are a contradiction; they take work and turn it into
leisure, and take leisure and turn it into work. Like work, hobbies require
specialized knowledge and skills to produce a product that has marketplace
value (even if there is no thought of selling it). Like leisure, hobbies are
entered into voluntarily, and however hard people might work at them, hob-
byists are never motivated by the need for income. Hobbies occupy the bor-
derland that is beyond play but not yet employment. More than any other
form of recreational activity, hobbies challenge the easy bifurcation of life’s
activities into work and leisure.

Work and leisure are bound together in a reciprocal relationship that is
both obvious and obscure. Obvious, since in a commonsense way leisure is
the opposite of work, which is to say that whatever else it may be, leisure is
nonwork. Obscure, because by being nonwork leisure is defined in terms of
work, cannot exist except in relation to work, and therefore is constantly
changing in response to shifts in the work world. Since it is defined in terms
of work, leisure is an integral part of the value system that people use to make
sense of work. As leisure is not work, so work is not leisure, and what people
think about each will affect what they think about the other. Since each cate-
gory exists only in relation to its opposite, they are necessarily part of the
same mental landscape.

There is, in other words, an ideology that people use to make sense of
their activities and they engage in an ongoing process of adjusting that ideol-
ogy to fit changing behavior and of adjusting behavior, where they can, to
keep it consistent with the ideology. Since industrialism produced the great-
est change in the nature of work in modern times, it also produced the great-
est change in the nature of leisure. The relatively seamless preindustrial
world of work and leisure, home and job was irrevocably rent by the rise of
the office and factory. The value system that had grown up around mercan-
tile capitalism still made sense in the new world of industrial capitalism but
much less in the now separate world of the home. Just as there could be no
significant leisure at work, there could be no significant work at home.

Occupations for Free Time1



Industrialism bifurcated life into separate spheres of work and leisure: the
space in which they were done, the time in which they were done, and the
reasons for doing them.

The disentangling of work and leisure led not only to the commodifica-
tion of labor but also to the commodification of time. By purchasing the
workers’ time rather than their skills, industrial employers endowed time
with new meaning. Leisure came to represent freedom because it took place
in time separate from work, and time in an industrial world could be used for
either work or leisure (excluding the minimum necessary for individual
maintenance). For this reason, industrial capitalism sharpened the West’s
ambivalent feelings about leisure. It was only when human labor could be
put to productive use all the time (not just in certain seasons of the year) that
time could be “wasted” and thus become a major social concern. In this
sense, premodern people may have worked less than modern people, but
they did not have more leisure because their work time was dictated by nat-
ural rhythms that precluded their working all the time even if they wanted
to. The commodification of time was the ultimate step in removing the
worker from an integrated life. While on the job, industrial workers may cre-
ate periods of playful nonwork or take pleasure in the work task itself, but
they can no longer experience the organic coherence of the preindustrial
style of life.1

Leisure in the Victorian Household

Farmers and agricultural laborers, who were the majority of workers until
approximately 1880, escaped the combined tyranny of clock and site, but the
increasing centralization of both manufacturing and service industries
meant that all classes of urban workers began to lead segmented lives with
work very much the dominant segment. Packaging work in contiguous
blocks of time initially led employers to increase the hours of work because
workers were paid by the day not by the hour, so that extra hours of work cost
the employer nothing. However even when the method of compensation
switched to hourly pay or piece rate, the benefits of running machinery con-
tinuously put pressure on employers to maximize the daily hours of work.
The low point in leisure time was reached around 1850 when, as economist
Juliet Schor notes, working hours constituted “the most prodigious work
effort in the entire history of humankind.”2

Inevitably workers rebelled and demanded that the contiguous blocks of
work time be reduced—and by the same token that the contiguous blocks of
leisure time become larger. By demanding eight-hour days, five-day weeks,
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and multiweek vacations, organized workers succeeded in reducing the
number of hours worked per year. Although the specific figures vary some-
what, most scholars agree that the approximate number of hours worked fell
from sixty-five hours per week in 1850 to forty during the depression. They
increased during World War II, but retreated to forty from 1948 to 1969, when
they began to rise again.3

Employers resisted the rise in leisure time not only because it increased
the cost of labor but also because it violated their sense of ideological propri-
ety. Large blocks of unoccupied time were an affront to the core value of
industrial capitalism, the work ethic. Leisure time was dangerous time
because when they were not on the job both manager and factory hand were
away from the controls imposed by a centralized workplace. Unlike prein-
dustrial leisure that occurred in shorter periods and in close proximity to the
workplace (which continued to be the model for women who worked at
home), industrial leisure took place away from work under circumstances
that precluded the imminent return to the job. Therefore the new leisure,
even more than the old, was perceived as akin to idleness. Industrial workers
were not taking a brief respite from which they would return refreshed to the
job; they were off work with nothing to do.

As distinct nonwork time increased through the late nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries a variety of leisure activities arose to fill the empty hours. Tav-
erns became saloons and proliferated in cities. Participatory sports and active
leisure expanded but not nearly as fast as the passive consumption of com-
mercially produced spectacle. Professional sports, live theater and vaude-
ville, amusement parks, movies, and mass-produced magazines catered to
the tastes of people who had previously had much less discretionary income
and time. With the exception of pulp reading, almost all the new leisure took
place not only away from business but also away from the home. Even
though women were eventually courted by theaters and amusement parks,
most of these new recreations targeted men and thereby divided the family,
which was supposed to stay at home, safely isolated from the aggressive cul-
ture of the workplace.

Advocates of increased leisure were acutely sensitive to the dangers of free
time and couched their arguments in terms that stressed familial benefits not
public recreational opportunities. In 1855 Catharine Beecher typically urged
fathers to “subtract time from their business, to spend at home, in reading
with their wives and children, and in domestic amusements which at once
refresh and improve.”4 Hers was carefully hedged advice. While Beecher
suggested that middle-class men work less, it was so they could spend time
nurturing their children’s love of home and family not enjoying leisure as an
end in itself. Most commentators assumed that free time spent at home was
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superior to that spent at public amusements, and prescriptive literature
favored useful domestic occupations as appropriate leisure activity.

Consequently, the Victorian period became a golden age for household
entertainment. Amateur music making was ubiquitous, and when the family
tired of playing and singing, there were parlor games. The rise of hobbies was
part of this upwelling of home-based leisure, and it worked to reintegrate the
divided spheres of work and leisure. When paid labor left the house, it had
taken its values with it. While the house could and did become a major cen-
ter for consumption, the ideals that attended production and finance had lit-
tle application in the domestic life of women, children, and resting men. On
one level, Victorians responded to this bifurcated world by creating a separate
ideology for the home, the widely noted “cult of domesticity.” The values that
governed the workplace were, for the most part, left at the factory gate—but
not entirely. One could avoid the temptations of idleness not only by working
at work but also by working at home. “We were taught in boyhood’s days
never to whittle without making something,” recalled a crafts author in 1877.
“There is no need of idle hours,” he explained, and argued that his hobby was
not “mere work” because it was also art. When the Chicago Current recom-
mended a series of productive pastimes in 1884 that men should pursue
“earnestly and arduously,” the paper assured its readers that despite the work-
like effort that went into them, “they will prove recreative nevertheless.”5

Victorian advice on home-based leisure struggled to reconcile several
contradictions. The ideological imperative for useful pastimes conflicted
with the general assumption that leisure should be recuperative while not
distracting participants from work. Consequently people were counseled to
pursue a useful hobby—but not too intensely. A painter who gave up his
artistic career for a more practical business vocation in an 1880 short story
used his leisure time for “reading and varied studies.” He avoided painting
out of fear that “if he plunged into the old work, it would prove too intoxicat-
ing for him.” In the same spirit, the popular Victorian women’s magazine
Godey’s Lady’s Book (known as Godey’s) cautioned those involved in mental
work to avoid chess since it involved too much intellectual effort. Instead,
suggested the magazine, such men should engage in “some lighter game,
combining, if possible, physical and mental amusements.” Leisure, in other
words, functioned as a counterbalance that should not itself be unduly stim-
ulating. “An innocent hobby” could act as “a safety-valve for the escape of
nervous excitement,” recommended the New York Times. Leisure was best
when it was useful, that is, productive, but it was still supposed to create a
relaxed state of mind.6

Until the early 1880s the term “hobby” was used to designate any preoccu-
pation. “The Hobbies,” a song published in Massachusetts in 1798, calls fees
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the hobbies of lawyers, husbands the hobbies of scolds, and women the hob-
bies of sailors. Samuel Johnson’s 1823 dictionary defines hobby simply as “the
person, thing, or occupation that pleases one most,” and that definition
remained virtually unaltered for the next sixty years. The term was usually,
but not always, applied to nonwork activity, and was often cast in negative
terms. The reverend B. F. Tefft warned his fellow Methodists in 1846 that
“the Christian should have no religious hobby,” that is, no unorthodox per-
sonal beliefs or practices.7

This vague and sometimes censorious use of the term “hobby” covered a
multitude of activities. “We shall find a hobby in each house,” noted Arthur’s
Home Magazine in 1856, and among the possibilities listed were homes, gar-
dens, clothes, sports, politics, and church. This particular piece focused on
the wood-turning hobby of a bank clerk, a classic form of handicrafts. Yet, in
the same period and in the same magazine, an article about house cleaning
was titled “Mrs. Niel’s Hobby.” There was no implication that Mrs. Niel’s
activity was leisure; on the contrary, “hobby” referred to her obsessive con-
cern with keeping the house clean. The potential suitor of an inveterate
needleworker in an 1867 short story referred to his own hobbies as “Charac-
ter, Principle, Individuality,” but did not apply the term to his female friend’s
fancywork.8

Intensity of involvement, which defined hobbies, was the source of both
their benefits and dangers. On the positive side, it was clear that people
engaged in hobbies were safe from the temptations of idleness. “Man, in the
absence of some special object to engage his thoughts is almost sure to get
into mischief,” cautioned Godey’s in 1876, therefore, “it is better for him to
push ahead on any sort of hobby that is not vicious, than to lounge through
life in a slipshod, desultory way, without definite aim or purpose.” On the
negative side, a deep involvement could become an unhealthy preoccupa-
tion. Women’s hair, Negro rights, inventions, gymnastics, the Constitution,
temperance, children, auctions, the parlor, religion, and Turkish baths were
all, at one time or another, called hobbies in the mid-nineteenth century.
Their common denominator was that each could become a fixation. The
Catholic World reminded its readers in 1876 that “every enthusiasm, from
the most exalted moral self-forgetfulness to the most ludicrous extravagance,
has been in turn called folly and ridiculed as a hobby.”9

Since the term hobby originally applied to an Irish pony, discussions of
hobbies were frequently couched in equestrian metaphors, and the problem,
to paraphrase Thoreau, was not so much that people rode hobbies but that
the hobbies might ride them.10 At the very least, such a preoccupation could
be a drain on funds. “A hobby is apt to be an expensive palfrey,” cautioned
Godey’s. “It sometimes costs piles of money to groom and run him, and he
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seldom wins purses and cups enough to pay for his keep and entrance fees.”
At their worst hobbyists could become compulsive, driven, and monomania-
cal. Obsessive behavior might be forgiven at work, but hobbies were not
work, and people ridiculed hobbyists who pursued them as if they were.
Thus an eccentric amateur scientist who suffered from the delusion that he
would someday become famous was said to be “riding his hobby to the
death.” By the same token, people took offense when their deeply held pur-
suits were dismissed as hobbies. “Can’t get away from your hobby, I see,” a
friend said to a temperance advocate, “Well, every one must have something
to ride, if only for amusement.” The teetotaler demurred, insisting that his
concerns were not a hobby, they were serious.11

As late as 1876 hobbies could still imply obsessive preoccupation, and par-
ents were cautioned that they were inappropriate for the young. Adults, how-
ever, were another matter. “Every man should have a hobby,” advised a col-
lecting expert in 1871; “it does not take him away from home; it diverts him,”
and keeps his regular work on track. In the same vein, an article on stamp
collecting benignly defined hobbies as “a favorite pastime out of the ordinary
routine of daily occupation.”12 A transition was underway. The older broadly
negative meaning of hobbies was being replaced by a newer more circum-
scribed and often more benign usage. Indeed, the same author who warned
against hobbies for young people, noted that “hobbies and collections are
somehow related; at least the mind is used to coupling them together.”13 The
change in usage was not deliberate, and it went unrecognized at the time.
Nevertheless, after 1885 or so hobbies were generally understood to be
wholesome activities, most of which involved solitary productive activity that
took place at home.14

Historian Stephen Constantine has argued that the English middle class
began to engage in gardening during this period because gardening, often
referred to as a hobby, was a productive use of leisure time. He also believes
that the authorities, recognizing the conservative implications of gardening,
aggressively and successfully promoted it among the working class. Constan-
tine’s point is equally valid for collecting and crafts in the United States. It
would be a mistake, however, to view hobbies as a deliberately imposed
instrument of false consciousness. Rather, they were an unplanned, unorga-
nized, and undirected accommodation to industrial capitalism by all classes.
The historical emergence of hobbies as a socially recognized category of
leisure was an organic process in which people spontaneously changed the
meaning of the word in order to reflect new realities. Popular language was
evolving what linguists call a “basic level” category.15

Linguists hold that people begin to organize their understanding of the
world with basic level categories at which things “are perceived holistically
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as a single gestalt.” Basic level categories are neither so broad that they con-
tain too many different types of items nor so narrow that they exclude func-
tionally similar items. Thus “chair” would be a basic level category, narrower
than “furniture” but broader than “throne” or “rocking chair.” “Superordi-
nate” categories are comprised of related basic level things and “subordi-
nate” categories are the components of the basic level classification. This lin-
guistic approach to classification runs counter to the scientific taxonomic
paradigm in two ways. First, it starts in the middle rather than at the bottom.
While the end result is still a system ascending from the specific to the gener-
al, it grows not from the essential component but from the most typical. Sec-
ond, since the conceptual system originates with the basic level category, it
makes no pretense at being anything but culturally derived.16

The linguistic classification system assumes that people who share a cul-
ture will instinctively recognize a basic level category in relation to the
greater and lesser parts of the organizational scheme. Thus, people in the
late Victorian Era began to use to term “hobby” to refer to a group of leisure
activities. Leisure was the superordinate category, and specific hobbies
such as collecting and handicrafts were the subordinates. In the linguistic
model, items are included in a basic category according to how closely they
approximate a prototype, but an item does not have to contain all the ele-
ments of the prototype to be a member of the set.17 Assuming that collect-
ing and handicrafts are prototypical hobbies, then a hobby involves volun-
tarily working alone at home with a few relatively simple tools to make an
object (which in the case of collectors is the collection itself) that has eco-
nomic value. Gardening clearly fits the pattern, and other pastimes such as
playing a musical instrument or raising pets come very close. The point
here is not to exclude certain activities but to describe how collecting and
crafts became central to the popular understanding of hobbies as a leisure
category.

This linguistic mutation in the meaning of the word “hobbies” was dra-
matically demonstrated in two essays published in Charles Dickens’s maga-
zine All the Year Round. In 1865 a piece entitled “Hobby Horses” leaned
heavily on the equestrian metaphor to poke gentle fun at a vast variety of
adult activities. It discussed hobbies as generally harmless but often oddball
recreations, which included re-creating historic battles with toy soldiers; fish-
ing; fox hunting; collecting art, china, and bric-a-brac; nature study; garden-
ing; friendship; moral philosophy; physiology, phrenology, and all the other
‘ologies; sickness and health; self-pity; homeopathy; social reform; religious
fanaticism; punning; talking about dreams; and giving parties. It was a ran-
dom list with a strong sense that most hobbyists were eccentric at best and in
many cases positively daft.18
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Twenty-five years later, in 1890, the magazine published a second
essay,“About Hobbies,” which abandoned both the equestrian metaphor and
the condescending tone of the first article. No longer were hobbies the
obsessions of amusing cranks; they were now highly desirable “antidotes to
ennui” that would forestall the mischief that Satan found for idle hands. The
journal had become such a supporter that it advocated “a central office for
the recommendation and distribution of hobbies to all kinds of people.” In
the meantime, it took upon itself to promote hobbies as beneficial for chil-
dren, working adults, and retired people. Although it mentioned sports,
cards, nature study, and gardening as useful hobbies, most of the article
focused on collecting. Collecting, it argued, was the best example of this
new category of leisure, and the best example of collecting was philately.
Both the general philosophy and specific language of the second article
would appear time and again over the next forty years in other writers’ com-
mentaries on leisure. The wide adoption on both sides of the Atlantic of this
position makes “About Hobbies” the de facto manifesto of the new home
leisure.19

The older notion that a hobby could be anything that caught one’s fancy
had changed to a new one in which hobbies were leisure and therefore in
explicit opposition to work. Thus after 1880 there was a growing sense of
hobbies as not only as a source of interest for hobbyists but also as a com-
pensatory form of relief. Work was hard and could hurt workers; hobbies
were fun and could heal them. “Before you fill the boiler and build the fire,
provide the safety-valve,” cautioned the Boston Youth’s Companion in 1879.
Yet at the same time, observers began to recognize that what they called
“light home occupations” also had deep similarities to “heavy” workplace
occupations.20

For hobbies to function both as an extension of and a buffer to industrial-
ism, they had to perform two roles. As an extension they needed to reproduce
the beliefs and behaviors necessary for the continuation of capitalism. As a
buffer they needed to give participants a sense of relief and perhaps empow-
erment in the face of centralized production. Not only were these two func-
tions far from incompatible, they were virtually two sides of the same coin.
Since the hobby was done at home in free time, it was under the complete
control of the hobbyist. It was, in other words, a reembracing of preindustrial
labor, a re-creation of the world of the yeoman, artisan, and independent
merchant. By the same token, because it was the re-creation of a thoroughly
capitalist world, the underlying values of that world—from market econom-
ics to the work ethic—were colonizing the home. As disguised affirmation,
hobbies were a Trojan horse that brought the ideology of the factory and
office into the parlor.
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The Meaning of Hobbies

The full extent of the hobby infiltration is unclear. A recent survey of
leisure activity, for instance, claims that people spend more time on their
hobbies than any other form of active leisure; yet it also quotes findings that
only 12 percent of men and an improbable zero percent of women have hob-
bies.21 Such contradictions are legion in studies of hobbies because there is
no common definition of what constitutes a hobby and no agreed upon way
to measure frequency of participation. Bearing this imprecision in mind, the
proportion of adults with hobbies seems to be in the neighborhood of 10 to 15
percent.22 Crafts are twice as popular as collecting, and there is some indica-
tion that blue-collar workers prefer house and car care, while white-collar
workers are more attracted to collecting and handicrafts.23 The significance
of such a small percentage of participants is further reduced by the fact that
hobbies involve only about 2 percent of people’s free time, with do-it-yourself
taking up another 4 to 5 percent. Television, in contrast, occupies a full
third.24

Nevertheless, even if only a relatively few people spend only a small por-
tion of their free time pursuing hobbies, these pastimes are fraught with
importance well beyond that usually attributed to leisure activity. In this
sense, hobbies are like sex, the amount of time spent thinking about the
activity is probably a better measure of its importance than the amount of
time spent doing it, and even those who are not doing it wish they could or
think they should. Hobbies do not just happen; they are planned, executed,
and reviewed. They involve a great deal of intellectual energy and therefore
have more significant psychological meaning than do casual activities that
may actually take up more of the individual’s free time. This assessment is
affirmed by sociologist John R. Kelly, whose own research found people
ranking hobbies low on a list of preferences, but who nevertheless concluded
that adults most valued “expressive activity in which they have invested con-
siderable effort in gaining competence.” While they “may spend more time
watching television,” he concludes, “they define themselves by and invest
themselves in more intense engagement.”25

In a series of articles written during World War II, psychiatrist William
Menninger suggested some of the ways that adult hobbies might in fact be
linked to sex. Menninger asserted that hobbies differ from other forms of
leisure because they demand an investment of interest and energy, and they
differ from work because they are pursued for intrinsic rather than extrinsic
rewards. One of those intrinsic rewards, he continued, is the legitimate sub-
liminal expression of infantile sexual pleasures suppressed by parents and
society. At the same time, however, he found that the ardent pursuit of a
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hobby often produces feelings of guilt because the hobby is symbolic mastur-
bation or defecation, and the guilt is augmented by the shame of indulging
in what most adults consider a child’s pastime.26

Without the support of any empirical or even clinical evidence, Men-
ninger burdened hobbies with a heavy load of psychological freight. His sug-
gestion that crafts are an adult extension of the creative pleasure of defeca-
tion, while collecting represents the sense of power that comes with bowel
control, remains speculative. Whether or not the source of their satisfaction
is psychosexual, studies have shown that people consider hobbies the most
meaningful form of leisure. This is what Mihaly Csikszentmihayli discov-
ered when he asked people to list the sources of their enjoyable experiences.
The one thing they found more meaningful than hobbies was work, which
Menninger and most other impressionistic observers thought lacked the
intrinsic satisfaction of hobbies.27

Scholars have assumed that hobbies could be satisfying in the same way
that work should be but never seem to imagine that work could be satisfying
in the same way hobbies are. In 1961 sociologist Georges Friedmann and
leisure historian Roger Caillois both argued that the average worker in indus-
trial society turned to craft hobbies for, in Friedmann’s words, the “sense of
achievement denied to him in his work,” and more recent leisure experts
have hewed to the same line. There is, however, a fair amount of evidence
that hobbies are more than compensatory; they can also act in concert with
jobs to provide a familiar worklike set of satisfactions in the nonwork areas of
life.28 Several studies show that, with the exception of pay, people give
remarkably similar reasons for working and for taking part in active pastimes
like hobbies. In fact, one study has actually demonstrated that professional
woodworkers find more satisfaction on the job than amateur woodworkers
get from their hobby.29 Far from compensating for workplace deficits, the
evidence indicates that hobbies and other forms of active leisure are, for all
psychological intents and purposes, voluntary and unpaid forms of work
both before and after retirement.30

The parallel psychological meanings of work and hobbies derive, in no
small part, from the similar ideological underpinnings of both activities. Both
work and hobbies involve the focused application of skill and knowledge
toward the production of a specific product. Ideally in work, but always in hob-
bies, that product is the source of pride in a job well done, which is the essence
of the work ethic. Hobbyists may bask in the approbation of others, but what
satisfies them most is their personal sense of accomplishment. This is the point
missed by left-wing critics who have argued that workers use “hobbies and
crafts” to distance themselves from consumerized and professionalized leisure.
Distancing themselves from consumerism (which may be true for handi-
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crafters but is certainly not true for collectors) is not the same thing as distanc-
ing themselves from the “capitalist mode of production,” because the ideologi-
cal superstructure of capitalism embraces much more territory than the com-
mercial marketplace. Hobbyists may be rejecting some elements of the job
and the marketplace, but they are affirming the principles of the system itself.31

In his historical study of the postwar hot rod subculture H. F. Moorhouse
describes how these hobbyists expressed the work ethic at leisure rather than
on the job. His conclusion is somewhat ambiguous. He sees how the hot-
rodders are able to appropriate the dominant capitalist ideology for their own
use and pleasure, but at the same time Moorhouse recognizes that by doing
this, hot-rodders are making the work ethic “more psychologically meaning-
ful for the bulk of the population.” The tension in Moorhouse’s conclusion
is the essential tension of hobbies; they are at once the reappropriation of the
job by workers and the colonization of the workers’ leisure by the ideology of
the job.32

Hobbyists, including Moorhouse’s hot-rodders, often fantasize that they
will someday earn a living from their hobbies, imagining that hobbies are the
perfect job. Hobbies do indeed seem to embody almost every positive ele-
ment of work except human interaction. Workers enjoy jobs that allow them
to create something, permit them to use a skill, give them the opportunity to
work wholeheartedly, and let them exercise initiative and responsibility.
Conversely, hobbies have none of the elements that people dislike most
about their jobs. Hobbies do not involve doing repetitive work, limit the
worker to making only a small part of the whole, require doing useless tasks,
create a sense of insecurity, or involve close supervision. Of all the scholars
who have written about leisure, only historian Ross McKibbin seems to have
recognized this pattern of hobbies as a form of perfect work and understood
its implications. In an article that demolishes the fragile argument that hob-
bies undermine British workers’ commitment to their jobs, McKibbin
demonstrates how hobbies mirror work. He shows that even where the work-
ers’ hobbies did not involve specific work skills, they “had all the characteris-
tics of work: indeed that is their fundamental quality.”33

From their beginnings in the nineteenth century, American hobbies had
a symbiotic relationship with capitalism. As leisure activities they had to dis-
guise their affirmation of the work ethic in the clothing of pleasure and, for
the most part, segregate it from the taint of commercialism. Nevertheless,
even when it appeared to be critical of the industrial process, the hobbies dis-
course built ideological consensus. For example, writing in 1955, hobby
author Horace Coon acknowledged the stultifying nature of contemporary
work and wrote that hobbies could “be an escape from your boring job.”
Calling crafters “rebels” against industrialism, Coon descried the dehuman-
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izing impact of modern work and urged his readers to act in small but explic-
itly critical ways to free their souls from hegemonic industrialism. His critical
comments, however, must be viewed in the context of the book as a whole, a
book entitled Hobbies for Pleasure and Profit. Coon revels in consumption,
suggesting that a woman who feels her husband is spending too much
money on his hobby could “always retaliate by a much more extravagant
hobby of her own,” and he goes into great detail describing how hobbyists
could turn their avocations into money-making propositions. The final result
is a book whose criticisms of industrialism are more than balanced by its cel-
ebration of market capitalism and the work ethic.34

The inherently conservative meaning of hobbies struck a particularly
responsive chord in the cold war environment of the 1950s. In 1954 commen-
tator Russell Kirk, one of the leading intellectuals of the postwar right,
believed that in order to reduce “the menace of the proletariat,” working
people should pursue leisure that upheld traditional family values. Although
he did not call his ideal workers’ leisure “hobbies,” he did say that “one form
of leisure is to turn from our accustomed work to another sort of work, equal-
ly productive, but less monotonous and employing individual skills.” Kirk
the right-wing ideologue advocated virtually the same vision as Coon the
hobby expert. For both of them hobbies were compensatory work, but con-
gruent ideology.35

From the perspective of the hobbyists, who are seldom aware of the ideo-
logical implications of their pastimes, hobbies can be either an extension of a
favorable work experience into the leisure sphere or compensation for a
sense of unfulfilled needs. Separate surveys of workers and managers have
concluded that workers perceive their avocations as “compensatory-recuper-
ative,” but managers see their hobbies as closely related to their work. There
is little sense of what workers actually mean when they tell investigators that
their hobbies are or are not related to their work, but Simon Bronner’s
impressionistic analysis of wooden chain-carvers may help put the social sci-
ence studies into a more human framework. “Unlike the factory, it was the
task, not the time, that mattered here,” observed one of Bronner’s infor-
mants. Bronner saw his chain-carvers as “old men crafting meaning,” and the
meaning they were crafting was the meaning of work. Many of them were
professional woodworkers whose factory jobs deprived them of the opportu-
nity to complete an entire piece, but at their work benches, free of the time
clock, they could choose their own projects and work unsupervised from
beginning to end. “Chain carving is hard work, all right,” says one, “but it is
work you want to do.”36

If a hobby is a job you want to do, then it would seem natural for hobbyists
to dream about turning their pastimes into their jobs. The long tradition of
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published advice on how people can transform their avocations into voca-
tions is explored in some detail later in the book. There is, however, also a
certain amount of tension between the hobby as leisure and the hobby as
work. Hobbies may reinforce the culture of capitalism, but they are not work
because they are voluntary and not normally a source of income. Once col-
lectors subordinate the meaning or beauty of an object to its value, or crafters
begin to measure their projects by the price they will fetch when sold, they
compromise their hobbies’ purity by making them too businesslike and
undermining the sense of freedom that distinguishes work from leisure.
Unlike passive leisure, which has no end-product, productive leisure gener-
ates the seeds of its own destruction. To remain hobbies, productive pastimes
must produce items of value whose value remains secondary.

The “Threat of Leisure”: Hobbies in the New Century

Despite the dramatic growth of commercial entertainment after the turn
of the century, active home-based leisure flourished. Hobbies were able to
grow in part because they were not competing with other forms of leisure for
a fixed block of free time. The expansion of leisure activities was the direct
result of a decrease in work hours. Although the United States lagged behind
other industrial nations in the pace of workweek reductions, typical industri-
al workers had eight hours more free time per week in 1920 than they did in
1900. The Saturday half-holiday, which would not become widespread until
the 1920s, made its first appearance in the Progressive Era, limited at first to
the summertime, when it enabled workers to participate in newly popular
outdoor activities.37

The broadening of leisure options was accompanied by a narrowing in
the definition of “hobby,” which increasingly took on the modern meaning
of a productive pastime. Most commonly, collecting was considered a
hobby, although handicrafts, gardening, animal raising, and music were also
frequently mentioned. The older sense of the word, that is, as some ‘ism or
‘ology ridden compulsively by a “crank,” made only an occasional appear-
ance in the Progressive Era, such as the watch collector who defensively
claimed in 1913 that his activity could “never be regarded as a mere idle
hobby” since it was educational.38

Mocking hobbyists would prove to be a perennial amusement for out-
siders, but after 1900 hobbyists began to poke fun at themselves. Thus the
joking became gentler and took on an undercurrent of pride, tempered by a
certain self-consciousness. Essayist Arthur C. Benson defended his own
musical and artistic hobbies and others’ craft hobbies by saying, “there is no
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reason why one should not amuse oneself by doing a thing badly, if one can-
not do it better.” The claim that productive hobbies were a good thing even if
the end results were something less than expert could be made because peo-
ple were beginning to realize that the public attitude toward hobbies had
become generally positive. “Hobbyists, who may have nourished a sneaking
suspicion that they were objects of mild raillery to the rest of mankind,”
noted the first annual report of the Hobby Club in 1912, “suddenly realized,
through the columns of the newspapers, that their fads were regarded benev-
olently by their fellow citizens, were even endowed with a certain element of
civic righteousness.”39

The Hobby Club, which published this self-congratulatory assessment of
the public mood, was a short-lived organization composed of approximately
forty-five upper-class New Yorkers who were engaging in something of a self-
fulfilling prophecy. First they generated news coverage of their events, then
they used those stories as proof of their own acceptance as hobbyists. Like
other men’s clubs of the period, the Hobby Club was a purely social organi-
zation, but in this case formed around the common interest in collecting.
Members met together at occasional formal dinners where one of their num-
ber would give a talk on his avocation. In 1912 the New York Times gave the
Hobby Club an illustrated two-page spread in its magazine, headlined
“Well-Known Men with Hobbies—And Proud of It.” The headline reflected
the undercurrent of ambivalence toward hobbies, but this type of spotlight
gave them the legitimacy that could only be bestowed by financiers, corpo-
rate presidents, and Columbia University professors.40

William Schnitzer, the treasurer of the club and a Wall Street broker, felt
the country was in the grip of a “hobby mania,” and it was his belief that
every boy and every businessman should have a hobby. He had less hope for
women, noting that “it is a singular fact that comparatively few women have
been successful hobby riders.”41 However, Schnitzer overestimated the
extent of the “mania” just as he underestimated the participation of women.
Hobbies do not appear to have made any significant inroads among blue-col-
lar workers whose leisure time was still quite limited nor, from the limited
data available, among the population in general.42 And his dismissal of
women ignores the central role they had in the development of craft hobbies
from at least the 1830s. Nevertheless by equating the growth of hobbies with
the growth of collecting among businessmen, Schnitzer was indicating how
hobbies were becoming socially approved by those who controlled cultural
definitions of appropriateness.

To become an appropriate pastime for businessmen, hobbies had to shed
the old stigma of eccentricity and define themselves as consonant with the
attitudes and behavior expected of middle-class men. In doing so, the hobby-
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ists of the Progressive Era constructed an argument that yoked, however
uncomfortably, the apparently contradictory concepts of leisure and the
work ethic. As leisure, hobbies were perceived as compensatory and sup-
posed to provide surcease from work. “What, you have no hobby?” asked the
author of a 1913 article. “In these days of drive, push and worry how can you
recreate yourself without the aid of a hobby?” These rhetorical questions
were based on the premise that hobbies literally restored energy depleted by
the job.43

Similar arguments could, of course, be made for almost any pastime, so
hobby advocates needed to distinguish between the revitalization that came
from pursuing hobbies and that which might proceed from some other
leisure activity. Reading the newspaper and attending the theater were no
match for hobbies in reducing stress because thoughts of business could easi-
ly intrude in those activities, explained a 1909 editorial in the Independent,
but since a hobby was an activity that really interested its participant, the
mind focused on it exclusively. This refocusing of interests, explained the
writer, “takes the blood away from that portion of the brain usually occupied
with business cares and by transferring it to another set of cells gives the first
set a thorough opportunity to rest.” In other words, the hobby was an active
rather than passive form of leisure that helped overcome “morbid subjec-
tivism,” the root cause of neurasthenia and psychasthenia brought on by “the
sufferer thinking far too much about himself, and particularly about his
mental states.”44

These arguments, couched in the psychotherapeutic language of the
period, recognized that hobbies involved mental activity that was analo-
gous to work but directed to a different end.45 The hobby was refreshing
not so much because it was different from all work but because it was dif-
ferent from the hobbyist’s usual work. In fact, hobbies might even be remu-
nerative, and in any case would always be enriching and uplifting.46 It was
true, admitted a hobby enthusiast in 1907, that hobbies deprived one of
leisure, but those whom the gods hate, he reminded his readers “lead a
long life of leisure.”47 The new role of hobbies as work-leisure was neatly
captured by the Scottish commentator Samuel Smiles who observed,
“Hobbies evoke industry of a certain kind and at least provide agreeable
occupation. . . . Even a routine mechanical employment is felt to be a
relief by minds acting under high pressure: it is an intermission of labour—
a rest—a relaxation, the pleasure consisting in the work itself rather than in
the result.”48

Once recognized, the worklike elements of hobbies contributed to their
continued inroads among businessmen in the 1920s. Prohibition America
liked to think of itself as a land of sobriety, hard work, and the free market,
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and without the influence of alcohol, warned one hobby advocate, Ameri-
cans would look at their meaningless leisure and “know unmistakably when
we are bored.” Sober, and perhaps bored, businessmen were told they need-
ed to supplement their regular work with leisure that provided balance with-
out dissipation. “The businessman who after a hard day at his office steps
into a small, well appointed carpenter shop at the rear of his house and
wields a hammer and saw is maintaining a healthful equilibrium,” explained
a health magazine. Hobbies “are recommended by psychiatrists as a cure for
nerves, or whatever it is that makes the patient bored with himself and the
world,” noted the New York Times, and a commercial journal said that “one
good hobby is worth several pounds of pills so far as the health of the busi-
ness man is concerned.”49

Another group of hobby advocates argued that since factory jobs had
stripped work of importance, leisure was the only way to produce meaning in
life. They relocated the job-centered work ethic to free time and announced
a new “leisure ethic” that made self-fulfilling leisure an end in itself rather
than a balance to work.50 Perhaps more damningly, there were those who
cast doubt on the meaningfulness of white-collar and even entrepreneurial
work. The author of the first general hobby book for adults said that “the
average day at business . . . lacks the mental stimulus to keep a man going
full speed ahead.” But, he concluded, all traces of ennui disappear when the
man enters his workshop. Promoters of the leisure ethic, however, were a
minority, and even liberal commentators reminded their readers that the
qualities promoted by leisure “cannot take the place of others, equally desir-
able, which can be secured through work activities alone.”51

Work was still too central to most people’s lives to take a backseat to
leisure as a central life interest, even if it did seem less meaningful than it
once was. Hobbies were one way to bridge the gap by bringing the ideology
of work into the area of leisure. It was probably true, observed Henry Ford,
“that the Devil finds work for idle hands to do” but, he said that men who
spent their weekends working constructively around the house returned to
work refreshed not dissipated. Hobby advocates like Ford recognized that
productive leisure not only balanced work but reinforced it. A hobby,
explained a letter writer to the New York Times, could be “idealistic and spiri-
tual” in the sense that it allowed the participant to enjoy the sense of accom-
plishment that came from making progress toward a self-determined goal.
Advising against studying at home after work, an author in Harper’s recom-
mended instead that lawyers and businessmen “learn to do one modest little
hobby well” and thus become an expert “without losing the amateur touch.”
Hobbies were the happy medium that acknowledged the work ethic without
corrupting free time with real work like studying.52
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The 1920s also witnessed a widespread use of “celebrity endorsements” to
promote hobbies. Continuing the pattern begun by the society gentlemen of
the Hobby Club before World War I, well-known businessmen and heads of
state were used as examples to help scrub away any residue of disrepute that
may have clung to people who invested too much time, energy, and money
in something other than their work. Not everybody got the word, however,
and some people continued to be embarrassed about their hobbies, likening
them, in the words of sociologists Robert and Helen Lynd, to “an heretical
opinion, something to be kept concealed from the eyes of the world.”53

Where the burghers of Muncie may have seen heresy, others saw opportu-
nity. Once they had achieved a position of social acceptability, hobbies
could be used not only to relieve work but to enhance it. “It was not altogeth-
er by accident that, nearly a dozen years ago, I formulated a policy of encour-
aging every executive in our headquarters plant and branch offices to have
hobbies,” wrote one sales manager in 1926, and he then went on to explain
how hobbies helped his salesmen build rapport with customers. Using hob-
bies to further business interests breached the wall between work and leisure,
and advocates insisted it was “ethical to play on a prospects’ hobbies” only if
the discussion were genuine not manipulative. When salesmen could
assume hobbies as an icebreaker with clients, fears of heresy do not seem
very realistic. Hobbies had entered the mainstream.54

As early as 1883 the New York Times had approvingly reprinted a piece
from the London Saturday Review that promoted collecting as a suitable
occupation for retired businessmen. The article said collecting was a better
pastime than playing cards because the hobbyist had to develop technical
expertise and meet the challenge of completing sets. Problems of retirement
would not become a major subject in the hobby literature until the depres-
sion, but an article in Nation’s Business in 1928 acknowledged that the best
retirement was not one in which the retiree did nothing but one in which he
took on a new career. The writer suggested public service or hobbies, each of
which was perceived to be a functional substitute for a job and essential to
keeping the retired businessman mentally and physically sound. Otherwise
he was in danger of emulating former president Calvin Coolidge who could
think of nothing to do but sit in his basement and watch the handyman shov-
el coal into the furnace.55

The nascent discussion of retirement leisure reflected a broad concern
with “the worthy use of leisure” that informed almost all analyses of free-time
activities in the 1920s. Although the National Education Association had
been concerned with “education for avocation” as early as 1908, it coined
this particular catchphrase in 1918 when it drew up “seven cardinal princi-
ples of secondary education.” Point number five, “education for the worthy
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use of leisure,” became a dominant theme in educational thinking.56 Shorter
work hours prompted Columbia University president Nicholas Murray But-
ler to declare: “Guidance in the right use of leisure is vastly more important
than what is now called vocational guidance.” “Why waste time teaching city
children how to work,” asked Arthur Pound, a widely quoted prophet of
automation and increased leisure, “when their chief need is to know how to
live?” The caveat about Satan’s use of idle hands was amplified in the 1920s
by an ongoing criticism of commercial leisure. The world was a dangerous
place to the child who was simply allowed to “run along and play.” “The
street playground with its menace of traffic, the vacant lot with its often
vicious companionships, the roadhouse or the promiscuous movie or the
news stand, with their degrading influences” were all waiting to snare the
idle child.57

Since, as one educator stated in 1924, “all the wrong and sin of the world
is committed during our leisure time,” and conversely, “nobody gets into
trouble when he is at work,” the challenge was to keep children busy. Short
of a return to child labor, the solution to keeping children (and adults) prop-
erly busy was to teach them to use their leisure time constructively. The
police chief of San Francisco attributed an outbreak of crime in 1922 to the
“wrong use of leisure.” A growing chorus of leisure reformers called not only
for more parks and playgrounds but also for more hobbies as a mischief-free
use of spare time. “In education the hobby is encouraged where once it was
frowned upon as a waste of time,” reported the New York Times.58 Fifty years
earlier hobbies had been widely opposed as a waste of time; now they had
become a panacea for the ills of the new leisure. Hobbies would serve a
threefold purpose: “the useful employment of an otherwise idle hour, the
acquisition of valuable knowledge, and [the creation] of worthwhile friend-
ships.”59 Every discipline from the liberal arts and the sciences to the voca-
tionally oriented manual arts began to justify itself as a source for hobbies in
adult life. By the end of the decade industrial arts teachers began to com-
plain that the rigorous technical skills once taught in general shop had
degenerated into “recreational activity.”60

Educators’ preoccupation with the “threat of leisure” inevitably spread to
the general population and proved to be a powerful tonic for the growth and
acceptance of adult hobbies. It was their duty, said one earnest Texas educa-
tor, to teach “the working class to use their increased hours of leisure time in
the betterment of home conditions and in the development of higher social
and moral impulses.” Pointing to the growing observance of a half-holiday on
Saturday and the widespread adoption of a forty-four-hour week (and calls for
a seven-hour day and five-day week) a teacher-preparation textbook of the
period told its readers that modern industrial work was soul-deadening and
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that workers could only be restored through “the proper use of the leisure
which our intense devotion to productive activities has made possible.”61

Despite the effort of educators, hobbies did not achieve complete accep-
tance in the 1920s because the term itself remained ambiguous. It was used
both as a synonym for any leisure activity and as a label for a particular kind
of productive, solitary pastime.62 Broad-based surveys, in which respondents
were asked to name their hobbies, elicited a wide spectrum of leisure activi-
ties including literally hundreds of different pastimes and interests; passive
leisure was always more popular than productive. “All hobbies are not laud-
able ones, nor beneficial to their possessors,” wrote the Literary Digest in
1923, “vicious habits, wasteful pastimes, harmful indulgence, criminal
wickedness may become a veritable hobby and lead to ultimate disaster.”
The article concluded that adults should make a hobby of their work and
reserve leisure hobbies until retirement.63

“Here’s a Job You Can’t Lose”

The end of prosperity and the sudden, unwanted increase in forced
leisure during the depression elevated hobbies from a casual pastime to a
broadly sanctioned category of leisure activity crucial for preserving the work
ethic in the absence of work. The economic crisis crystallized the concept of
hobbies and produced a movement that gave them universal legitimacy as
part of the repertoire of good-things-to-do when there was nothing to do.
Municipalities, schools, and businesses sponsored hobby clubs. The media,
including newspapers, magazines, and radio, regularly focused on hobby
activity, and several national organizations emerged to promote them for
children and adults.

Lacking even a crude estimate of hobby participation before the depres-
sion, we cannot compare participation in the 1930s with previous decades,
and it is possible that the great hobby craze of the 1930s was as much the
product of media hype as an actual reflection of changes in leisure activity.
However, one extensive survey of five thousand people taken in 1933 found a
sharp, self-reported increase in less-expensive home-based activities and a
corresponding decrease in commercial leisure. In addition, this survey found
that more people increased their participation in hobbies than in any other
household leisure, and they did so more intensively. Despite the reported
increase in hobby participation, however, this survey and others discovered
that hobbies fell far down on both children’s and adults’ lists of favorite pas-
times. Most people said they wanted physical pleasure and relaxation, not
the mental stimulation of hobbies.64 Although the figures are rough, it would
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appear that somewhere between 10 and 15 percent of children and adults reg-
ularly participated in hobbies (solitary, home-centered, productive leisure)
during the depression, a figure that closely approximates estimates for more
recent years.65

Rather than reflecting a broad shift in leisure patterns, the increased use of
the term “hobby” was part of a strategy that bestowed authoritative approval
on collecting and crafts. While “hobby” may have emerged as a natural lin-
guistic category in the late nineteenth century, in the depression it became a
fully developed ideological construct used to distinguish between “good” and
“bad” pastimes. A group of self-professed experts surfaced in academia and
journalism to join the hobbyists themselves in a lively discussion over the def-
inition and merits of hobbies. The development of an animated discourse on
hobbies by a group of people with a shared set of perceptions established a
value-loaded vocabulary with which to frame the discussion. Even when they
disagreed among themselves as to specific interpretations, their use of com-
mon themes delineated the parameters of the issues and thus helped to fix
the meaning and privileged status of the category if not its contents.

In the depression, both the unemployed and the underemployed needed
to fill the hours that had once been devoted to work. Those who had full-
time jobs may not have had more leisure, but they usually had less money,
so they too needed ways to occupy nonwork hours that were less expensive
than commercial entertainment. The specter of idleness, problematic in
the best of times, became deeply threatening in a nation with bonus
marchers, Hoovervilles, and radical politics. Hobbies provided a safe way to
absorb the sudden surplus of leisure, and hobby advocates made relatively
little distinction between their advice to children and adults. They recom-
mended hobbies for both groups for the same reasons—they allowed partic-
ipants to use a variety of skills and attitudes that would make them more ful-
filled and more productive. Like the work-relief programs favored by the
New Deal, hobbies preserved and developed job skills and prowork values
outside the private-sector job market. Even organized labor, which had
spent the previous fifty years seeking to replace work time with free time,
abandoned the drive for shorter hours in the 1930s in return for acknowledg-
ment of the right to work. In this context, hobbies served to confirm the
legitimacy of a worldview that favored more work over more leisure by turn-
ing leisure into work.66

“Here’s a Job You Can’t Lose,” promised the title of a popular magazine
article in 1933. The title declares that a hobby is a job and that, in some
unstated way, a person engaging in a hobby is in fact working. Yet because
the hobby is a job that can’t be lost, it is a unique form of work from which
the least desirable elements of a real job have been banished. In the depres-
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sion, ironically, one of the worst aspects of work was the possibility that it
might disappear. Hobbies avoided that risk and afforded their riders (the
equestrian metaphor was still in wide use during the 1930s) the promise not
of eternal leisure but of eternal work.67

Some hobby advocates in the depression recognized the intermediate
quality of their pastimes and sought to define them as a golden mean that
embodied the benefits of both work and play but without the drawbacks of
either. Free of the compulsion of work, yet safe from the temptations of idle-
ness, hobbies allowed one to be righteously leisured. Austen Fox Riggs, one
of many new leisure experts, said a hobby “resembles work, but its spirit is
that of play; it stands half-way, one might say, between the two and it may be
the offspring of either.” Rather than an offspring of either work or play, it is
more accurate to view hobbies as an offspring of both; a child of two fathers
who inherited the freedom of play and the discipline of work. A “true
hobby” has to contrast with the hobbyist’s regular work, has to produce some
recognizable product, and has to have an element of difficulty, explained a
physician at the end of the decade.68 This sense that a hobby had to be com-
pensatory and productive at the same time meant that when asked their hob-
bies people were more likely than in the past to single out productive
leisure.69

Like a grim joke, experts had set up the “problem of leisure” during the
prosperity of the 1920s only to have the punch line delivered by the Great
Depression. Enforced leisure turned out to be the unwanted culmination of
half a century of pressure for shorter working hours. “Yesterday belonged to
the worker. Tomorrow belongs to the wise users of leisure,” announced
Columbia University professor Walter B. Pitkin, whose best-selling book Life
Begins at Forty was a protracted attack on the work ethic. Even before
Franklin D. Roosevelt took office, the New York Times was calling for
increased cultivation of handicraft hobbies, to absorb free time.70

The establishment of the National Recovery Administration and its maxi-
mum-hour codes only increased the sense that leisure forced on people by
the depression would be codified by the state. Leisure experts saw the univer-
sal five-day week as a precursor to a shorter work day, with the most opti-
mistic predicting five- and even four-hour days.71 The depression was a man-
ifestation of overproduction, in the view of many contemporaries, and the
solution lay not in increased consumption but in reduced production
through less work. Unemployment was thus the unfortunately rude intro-
duction to a new world of mandatory leisure for which people had to develop
constructive pastimes.72

Leisure was deadly, cautioned the experts. So long as he was employed,
wrote one white-collar worker, he was fine, but he had never learned to do
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anything productive in his nonwork hours. Now that he was out of work, he
complained, “My life is dull and drab and always on the verge of becoming
vicious. Would to God I had something creative to do.” In a sense, the unem-
ployed were prematurely retired, a fact not lost on the leisure experts who
promoted hobbies as the best way to prepare for part-time leisure while work-
ing and for full-time leisure when unemployed or retired. The alternative to
hobbies was death warned a widow whose husband had been driven to take
his own life by the monotony of retirement.73

Hobbies became a compensatory panacea for both the mental and physi-
cal stresses of modern life. The National Safety Council advocated them as a
way for people to retain their “mental balance” when “life or business seems
to be going wrong.”74 Beset by pressure on the job and off, people needed a
safety valve to save them from the otherwise inevitable explosion:

A Professor wise with searching eyes
And nine letters aft his name
Says worldly toilers are but boilers
In life’s scheme-heating game.
Our daily “pep” on which we step
He likens unto steam
But says this sage, we shun the gauge
That shows a bursting seam.
A pop-off spout, he’s figured out,
A thing unique and nobby,
Thru which to vent our steam unspent—
He calls that thing a hobby.75

The proper pastime, doctors assured their patients, would make them
“more mellow and contented” and thus lower their blood pressure. “Hobbies
are better than pills for many ills of mind and body” wrote a physician, and
they were touted as cures for “undesirable complexes,” for “neurasthenia and
psychasthenia,” and for “Americanitis,” the functional and nervous disorders
that came with the intense American lifestyle. According to Dr. Josephine L.
Rathbone of Columbia University, hobbies could cure the dread “curse of
the age,” residual neuromuscular hypertension that occurred when “fatigue
toxins” accumulated faster than they could be slept off.76

Since most hobby activities were by their very nature solitary pursuits, one
hobby advocate recommended them as a way to help isolated people forget
their loneliness.77 Nevertheless, proponents liked to stress that hobbyists
would also be making themselves more interesting and joining a preexisting
circle of friends when they took up their new avocations. Both arguments
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had their origins in the therapeutic model of hobbies. “Do you know a per-
son who is so bubbling over with enthusiasm that everyone around him
catches the kindling spark?” asked one article: “Have you noticed how inter-
esting he is, how easily he attracts friends? Would you like to know his
secret?” The secret, of course, was a hobby.78

In addition to touting hobbies as a cure for depression and loneliness,
hobby advocates of the 1930s were unanimous in their contention that hob-
bies were an antidote for juvenile delinquency—and for adult crime as well.
“You will rarely find a man who has a hobby getting into trouble,” observed
Hobbies magazine. In fact, it said that crime and gangsterism “could be
reduced to a minimum and probably wiped out entirely, were every boy
encouraged early in life to pursue some kind of hobby.” A survey taken by
the Welfare Council of New York in 1935 concluded that 80 percent of boys
and 90 percent of girls had unsatisfactory leisure lives.79 Continuing a theme
begun in the 1920s, teachers sought to educate their students in the “worthy
use of leisure time,” arguing that it was not Latin and higher mathematics
that children needed to learn; these had become the “real frills.” “The essen-
tials today,” explained a professor of education, “are music, health educa-
tion, industrial and fine arts and training in wholesome recreation, for these
are demanded by the age of leisure.”80 Unable to find either full or part-time
work, young people without hobbies spent their time “hanging around the
corner drugstore, the pool-hall, and worse places.”81 With hobbies, however,
the child would learn the rewards of hard work and the value of neatness,
would develop special knowledge, and would keep out of mischief.82

It is difficult to know how widely schools heeded the call for teaching
hobbies, although evidence indicates there was certainly an increased aware-
ness of the issue. Schools and colleges opened “hobby halls,” sponsored
hobby clubs and shows, and included hobbies in their shop and home eco-
nomics courses.83 The support of the school system for hobby education was
paralleled by an increasing focus on hobbies in various scouting organiza-
tions that sought to involve entire communities in the hobby movement.84

The drive to promote hobbies spread beyond the educational establish-
ment to include municipal governments, business, and several private orga-
nizations, the combination of which gave the new movement unassailable
legitimacy. The National Recreation and Playground Association, which
had added “Recreation” to its name in 1911, dropped “Playground” in 1930
and as the National Recreation Association of America took an active role in
advocating for adults the same kinds of leisure opportunities it had previous-
ly promoted for children. One of its basic principles held that “every man
should be encouraged to find one or more hobbies.” Under the association’s
influence some municipalities began to sponsor hobby clubs and other
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recreational activities for adults. In 1933, 430 cities had handicraft programs,
more than any other form of recreation except sports. Municipal recreation
commissions, school systems, and sometimes the federal government spon-
sored classes and clubs at “lighted schoolhouses” that adults could attend in
the evening.85

While there were exceptions, businessmen in the 1930s were much less
eager to show off their hobbies than they had been in the 1920s.86 Rather
than trumpeting their own activities, businessmen preferred to sponsor com-
pany hobby shows and encourage hobbies in company publications. Busi-
ness hobby shows were often competitive in nature with the firm offering
prizes for the best entries in various divisions.87 Arguing that manual skill
hobbies made better and more productive workers, the president of a Massa-
chusetts steel company proposed the “intensive development and encour-
agement of home talent by putting it on a competitive basis.” He suggested
that company contests could be expanded to local, regional, and finally
national hobby competitions.88 Businessmen, like government and educa-
tion leaders, understood the benign nature of hobbies and served as directors
of hobby shows in the same way they might for any other noncontroversial
charitable activity.89

Despite the misgivings of Otto C. Lightner, the conservative publisher
who founded Hobbies magazine in 1931 and did not think unemployed peo-
ple had earned the right to have hobbies, the unemployed were a major
focus of hobby advocacy groups. The National Homeworkshop [sic] Guild
was started in 1934 in Rockford, Illinois, as a local effort to have unemployed
men with home workshops make toys for charitable organizations. By the
end of 1935 more than 150 clubs throughout the country had joined the
guild, although its original purpose had been set aside and it became an
organization for home improvement hobbyists.90 The most prominent of the
depression-era hobby organizations was the Leisure League of America.
Formed in 1934 in New York City, the Leisure League announced its inten-
tion to publish pamphlets on more than seven hundred different hobbies
that would enable people to “bring out their submerged powers.”91 Lament-
ing the increase in passive leisure, the league sought to promote the produc-
tive use of the “new leisure” by flooding the country with its hobby publica-
tions, which included Earnest Elmo Calkins’s influential introduction to a
wide variety of pastimes The Care and Feeding of Hobby Horses.92

The Leisure League’s publicity campaign contributed to a swelling host
of prohobby advocacy groups that, by the end of the decade, had expanded
from schools and businesses to the mass media and a hobby book club.93 In
1934 William Randolph Hearst Jr. personally oversaw the establishment of a
“hobby department” in his New York American. The editor of the new sec-
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tion, Marion Cole, subsequently became the host of a radio network show on
which she interviewed famous people about their hobbies.94 Despite Cole
and an earlier radio show on NBC in 1933, the undisputed star of the genre
was Dave Elman.95 Out of work, deeply in debt, and grieving over the recent
death of a young son, Elman began to search for a hobby that would divert
him from his troubles and save his sanity. He became so intrigued with the
hobbies he studied that he imagined a radio show to “tell the troubled world
how to dispel gloom by making better use of its spare time.” He sold his car,
borrowed money, and launched his program, Hobby Lobby, in 1937 without
commercial support. After a rocky start, he signed on a sponsor and by 1939
was reaching 155 stations with a weekly program that was still broadcasting in
1947.96 Elman’s emphasis on hobbies that could help other people may be
the reason why social service and volunteerism appeared so frequently on
hobby lists of the late 1930s and early 1940s.97

The broad-based depression-era support for the movement grew out of a
widely shared sense that hobbies, particularly handicrafts and collecting,
embodied socially sanctioned values. Nevertheless, the leisure aspects of
hobbies still seemed to conflict with their worklike qualities and the instinc-
tive assumption that leisure should balance work led to advice that empha-
sized the difference between the two. “A person engaged in any task needs
relaxation of an opposite nature to the occupation for which he earns his
bread and butter,” suggested Hobbies magazine, while the New York Times
proposed that “dramatists push wheel hoes, and farmers push fountain
pens.” Yet even as they were giving this compensatory advice, writers were
suggesting that hobbies developed skills that made people more effective
workers.98

The contradictory tone of the hobby literature arose because the hobby
professionals were confused by the worklike nature of hobbies. Ultimately
they surrendered to the obvious; the solution to meaningless work on the job
is to find meaningful work off the job, explained the National Education
Association. Men and women who learned hobbies, it reported, were given a
new lease on life.99 Hobbies were held out as the contemporary expression of
that mythical golden age when all workers were independent artisans who
took pride in the products of their labor. The final product might not be per-
fect, but the producer could be proud, hold it up and say, “An ill-favored
thing, but mine own—and not so bad at that.”100

Children and adults alike were told that their hobbies could train them
for a job, no small promise in a time of unemployment.101 “Parents need
have no fear of hobbies as a waste of time,” counseled a professional engi-
neer, because children will only pursue those hobbies they enjoy and “it may
be the start and guide to a successful life work.” A survey of more than three
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hundred Iowa high school students found that 44 percent of them thought
their hobbies might turn out to be their occupation.102 While such expecta-
tions may have been unrealistic, they did indicate that, at least in the
teenagers’ minds, hobbies and jobs could be fused. Newspapers and maga-
zines promoted the same belief by running profiles of people who had
turned their hobbies into vocations. Show your wife this article about hob-
bies that grew into businesses “when she complains that you are wasting too
much time with your stamp collection,” suggested Nation’s Business, the
magazine of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. “If you are bored with your
job but in no position to tell the chief what you think of him and walk out,”
advised the magazine, “look around for a hobby [and] you may be able to
grow an honorarium in your own back yard.”103

Relatively few people were in a position to turn their hobbies into jobs,
but many more could turn their job skills into hobbies. Hobby shows indi-
cate, for example, that both architects and blue-collar workers were likely to
have pastimes that were closely related to their regular jobs.104 And the one
genuinely systematic survey that compared hobbies and work concluded
that men who held “constructional” jobs (i.e., made things with their hands)
were more than twice as likely as men who held nonconstructional jobs to
have constructional hobbies.105 As an escape to the perfect job, hobbies
could reproduce the skills as well as the attitudes and values of the workplace
and provide an unexpected answer to the question posed in the old hobo and
IWW song, “How the hell can I work when there’s no work to do?”

Productive Leisure and Prosperity

Having no work to do was the least of anybody’s problem during the full
employment brought on by the war. Free time was at a premium and pro-
ductive leisure surrendered to war production. Hobbyists conceded the pre-
eminence of the war effort and fought a half-hearted rearguard action,
reminding people that even in wartime it was okay to take some time out for
leisure.106 The decrease in free time may have reduced the necessity for and
participation in hobbies, but the great hobby crusade of the 1930s had done
its job too well for the fad to disappear with the end of the depression. The
fundamentally conservative message of hobbies—set goals and work hard to
achieve them—remained valid in both the civilian and military environ-
ment. Members of the armed forces appear to have received minimum sup-
port for their hobbies during the early part of the war, but toward the end, as
discussed in more detail later, both the army and navy supported hobby pro-
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grams for armed forces personnel and used them as part of their rehabilita-
tion programs for wounded servicemen.107

Prewar dreams of a four-hour day in a four-day week vanished with postwar
prosperity. Whatever their other differences, organized labor, the business
community, and the federal government had forged a de facto alliance that
rejected the surplus production explanation for the depression and instead
focused on the need for more consumption, which called for more work and
higher wages.108 If the prewar predictions of vast new leisure were unfulfilled,
the 1950s were nevertheless a decade of stable eight-hour days and five-day
weeks, up roughly five hours a week from the depression low, but down about
the same amount from the highest war years.109 One could still find anachro-
nistic voices predicting brave new worlds of leisure brought on by technologi-
cal efficiency and worrying about the constructive use of leisure time, but the
general tone of the 1950s was one of acceptance of the forty-hour week.110

Buoyed by military support at the end of the war and meshing easily with
the conservative cultural environment of the 1950s, hobbies retained their
image as socially acceptable leisure. Popular hobby writers sought to encour-
age participation with wild claims that two-thirds to three-quarters of
teenagers had hobbies, or that virtually every adult had at least one and prob-
ably several hobbies. Scholarly interest in hobbies, however, decreased so we
lack any systematic surveys of participation. Popular Science magazine
declared photography, stamps, music, model making, and home workshops
the five most popular hobbies in 1941. The magazine supplied neither defini-
tions nor statistics to back up its assertion, so the claim is essentially another
piece of anecdotal evidence for the centrality of collecting and crafts among
those who pursued hobbies.111

Although the number of hobbyists does not appear to have changed after
the war, there does seem to have been a further refinement of the meaning of
the term in popular usage. While sometimes the word was used casually to
refer to almost any pastime generally recognized as “wholesome,” collecting
and handicrafts continued to be the activities most commonly referred to as
hobbies.112 There is no reason to think that fewer people were participating in
socially sanctioned pastimes such as athletics, amateur groups, and music,
but by consensus usage, these activities were consigned to categories other
than hobbies.113 With the possible exception of gardening, the leisure catego-
ry of hobbies had been functionally distilled to collecting and handicrafts.114

As prototypical hobbies, collecting and handicrafts were indisputably soli-
tary pastimes. Hobbyists could, and to some extent did, form clubs where they
could trade techniques or objects, but the primary activity took place at home.
Even grandiose claims for hobbies’ benefits to the family, community, and
nation were predicated on their benefits to the individual.115 Prime among
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these benefits was the compensatory balance hobbies provided to the stresses
of everyday life. Psychiatrist William Menninger said that “successful profes-
sional men,” should “set aside their cyclotrons, computations and composi-
tions to take up manual work after hours.” Academics agreed with practition-
ers that the yin and yang balance between work and hobbies had to be main-
tained. A University of Southern California sociologist wrote: “Quiet hobbies
are needed for people living or working in noisy surroundings; outdoor hob-
bies for people working indoors, and vice versa; active hobbies for desk work-
ers; lively hobbies for people working at routine tasks; varied-activity hobbies
for people living a dull and monotonous life; headwork hobbies for people
engaged in handwork, and vice versa.” The American Medical Association
recommended that men take up hobbies for high blood pressure and other ills
caused by the daily pressures of business, and physicians prescribed them for
menopausal women as a way to stay busy and young. The belief in the medical
efficacy of hobbies was so deeply embedded that an otherwise objective acade-
mic observer could baldly state in 1952 that “a lack of hobbies is a very danger-
ous sign, and a man who loses all his hobbies should see a doctor about it.”116

Hobbyists themselves accepted the idea that their avocations counterbal-
anced the stresses of work because they involved neither compulsion nor
extrinsic review. An informal survey of sixty-four chemical industry execu-
tives in 1954, for example, found that while sixty of them either gardened or
engaged in handicrafts, the executives perceived their pastimes in terms of
contrast. As indoor white-collar workers, they explained that they sought out-
door and manual hobbies. Similarly, typical respondents in a 1952 survey said
they enjoyed their hobbies: “because I’m not obligated in any way; I can start
and stop when I wish,” and “No responsibilities to worry about. Spontaneous
interest in hobbies.”117

Like fishing and golf, both of which can also be very serious forms of
leisure, hobbies produced a genre of commentary that poked fun at the pas-
time, or more commonly poked fun at the hobbyist. In order to justify work-
like leisure, hobby humor subverts its “workness” by denigrating the product.
The humor applies business principles to leisure and finds that hobbies do
not meet minimum marketplace standards; they lose money. Such self-depre-
cation affirms the underlying ideology. The hobbyists laugh at themselves
because they do work that does not pay, but that is okay since hobbies are not
really work and are not supposed to turn a profit. The difference between a
hobby and work noted one hobbyist was that the outcome of the hobby had
no profound consequences: “No reputation is at stake, the security of your
livelihood is not threatened. You are not competing with anyone. Not even
your dignity need suffer.” He gave the example of a man who buys a thou-
sand-dollar machinist’s lathe and ultimately makes a fifteen-cent part to fix
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the washing machine: “Completely triumphant, you cover up the lathe, leave
the mess to clean up later and leap youthfully up the stairs to announce that
the washer is running again.” Then, he said, “you announce, ‘that machine
just paid for itself again!’ ”118

The hobby humorists were defensively proud of their foolish activity, but
nonhobbyists were defensively guilty about their lack of it. “Yoo-Hoo, Satan,
I’m Idle,” wrote Hildegarde Dolson in the New Yorker as she recounted a
miserable visit to a friend who dragooned her into helping refinish a piece of
furniture. The only consequence for her was a bad back that left her “burn-
ing up with occupational therapy.” She admitted, however, that she suffered
from a “guilt complex” because her leisure activities were reading mystery
novels and returning old beer bottles. She understood that nonproductive
pastimes did not carry much weight on the scales of ideology.119

Returning old beer bottles presumed emptying new ones, and in a social
environment preoccupied with the issue of juvenile delinquency, hobbies
retained a prophylactic reputation. Hobbies kept young people off the streets
where they hung around unproductively “whistling at girls and making
senseless remarks to passers-by.”120 Educators’ rhetorical and programmatic
dedication to hobbies remained undiminished in the postwar period, but stu-
dents still preferred passive to active leisure, and sports to either collecting or
crafts.121 A study of high schoolers’ participation in hobbies in Houston in
1948 found that only a third of the girls and less than a quarter of the boys had
a hobby—and those elevated figures were reached only by including read-
ing, dancing, and some sports in the definition of hobbies.122 Undeterred by,
or unaware of, their low level of success, hobby advocates maintained a
steady stream of articles from the war through the early 1950s promising chil-
dren an apparently unwanted opportunity for creativity and promising par-
ents that the youngster with a hobby “would not be ‘aimless’ or ‘underfoot’ ”
since “hobbies teach and discipline.” With that sort of agenda it is a wonder
that any children at all took up hobbies.123

Schools and colleges continued previous commitments to hobbies by
sponsoring clubs and courses, but the most highly visible expression of pub-
lic support for the hobby movement was the large number of hobby shows
that often featured both children and adults.124 The phenomenon began in
the depression, rose sharply in the early 1940s, and then tailed off in the mid-
1950s. The tensions caused first by the depression and then by the war were
collective in nature, and the interest in exhibits may have grown from hobby-
ists’ desire for confirmation that their solitary pastimes were appropriate
behavior. Sponsored by schools, businesses, and private organizations,
hobby shows were a form of public display that linked the hermitic world of
hobbyists with the outside world that legitimated it. Between 1941 and 1954
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in New York City alone, large hobby shows were held under the auspices of
the New York Stock Exchange, the Union League Club, various government
agencies, the New York Real Estate Board, and the New York Medical Col-
lege. Two organizations that have left little trace of themselves, the Hobby
Guild of America and the American Hobby Federation, appear to have been
instrumental in the hobby show movement. The Hobby Federation began
sponsoring shows in New York City in 1935 and continued at least through
1954, and the Hobby Guild actively participated in other shows during the
period and tried, without apparent success, to create a national federation of
hobby clubs in 1952.125

The matter-of-fact language of published reports on hobby shows attests
to their wide acceptance, although there was an understandable tendency to
focus on the odd, rare, and extreme as a way to liven up the stories. Journal-
ists seemed particularly fond of models constructed from multiple thousands
of toothpicks. Ultimately, however, the hobby shows were demonstrations of
the prosaic rather than the exotic. The great and the small created and col-
lected not the great but the small. Executives and janitors, students and
housewives showed off their own photographs and drawings, not fine art.
They displayed collections of cigar bands, old bottles, and campaign buttons,
not rare porcelains. Prizes were usually awarded for the best presentations, so
the shows represented the competitive aspect of the business world, but at
the same time they could dissolve the normal structure of authority so that
the powerless could triumph over the powerful. It was reported that all
employees of the Solar Aircraft Company in San Diego “enjoyed the joke”
when for four years amateurs won photography awards and members of the
firm’s photography department “did not even rate an honorable mention.”
Nor did they care “if the supervisor’s or the department head’s wife happens
to lose out to the stock clerk’s daughter.” With this carnivale-like quality
hobby shows allowed an inversion of social roles that confirmed both the
democratic and meritocratic elements of American society. If the clerk’s
daughter had sewn a better quilt than the manager’s wife and won a prize for
it, then by implication the manager had won his job over the clerk because
he too was better at it. And where the genuinely amateur beat the profession-
als at their own game, a much rarer and more problematic situation, it was
perceived as “a joke.”126

Retirees played a prominent role in both the corporate sponsored shows
and in a parallel series of senior citizen hobby shows.127 The New York City
welfare department featured displays of retired people who took part in a
hobby program to give them “some activity to replace the loss of the work
day.” “I go to work to keep away from work,” said one retired model builder at
a New York hobby show. In a world where there were no established activi-
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ties for older people, specialists latched onto the one form of work that even
retired people could do.128 “There can be no better bulwark against the tedi-
um of nonemployment than the pursuit of some interest,” advised the Satur-
day Review in a column advocating adult education for the elderly. The
author suggested that the amateur scholar might “not only draw delight from
his study . . . but may indeed well add to the sum of knowledge.” By propos-
ing that the retired hobbyist could add to the sum of knowledge, the author
was stressing that retirement hobbies were not merely like work; they were
work, with a measurable and valuable product. The product became a com-
modity when the elderly were told that they could use their hobbies to earn
supplemental income. Better Homes and Gardens ran a story urging people
to develop a hobby while they were working that would allow them to con-
tinue working after they retired. Such a hobby will make you feel and look
younger, promised the article, “and if your pension will be small, a craft may
augment your income.”129

The campaign to involve retired people does not seem to have created a
very large body of elderly hobbyists. A study in Indiana done at the end of
the 1950s concluded that seniors (like working people and children) pre-
ferred passive and social activities to hobbies. Aside from gardening, which
was done by 40 percent of the small sample, constructive hobbies (sewing
and woodworking) were done by less than a quarter, while less than 10 per-
cent collected. Nevertheless, their lack of hobbies was a major source of
frustration for many retired people who did not do hobbies but wished they
did.130

For Fun and Profit

Before World War II most hobbyists and hobby advocates had tiptoed
around the awkward truth at the heart of their pastime: since hobbies were
worklike, under the right circumstances they could become work and cease
to be leisure. To be sure, there was a long tradition of amateur collectors
drifting over into dealing and hard-pressed home crafters trying to sell their
products, but it was only after 1945 that the control of hobbies passed from
amateur to professional hands. The conceptual awkwardness of the past
evaporated as the center of hobby activity shifted from education, govern-
ment, and employee recreation programs to companies that made hobby
supplies and hobby shops that sold them for a profit.131 There were still
large, even expanding, numbers of crafters who worked in the traditional
mode, but what made the postwar hobby world new was the intense com-
modification of the process. As companies increasingly made profits from
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hobbyists, hobbyists felt increasingly comfortable making profits from their
hobbies.132

The obvious commercial connections of postwar hobbies created an envi-
ronment in which contemporary commentators could do what they had
never done before, acknowledge the ways in which hobbies duplicated work.
In 1953 Harper’s Magazine editor Eric Larrabee was the first to point out that
hobbies had developed in the nineteenth century in response to industrial-
ism. The Protestant ethic required that leisure be both “pointless and pro-
ductive. It had to be pointless,” he said, “or it would be indistinguishable
from work; it had to be productive,” he continued, “or it would be bad for
one’s character.” The two forms of hobbies that had most closely met these
criteria in the past, he noted, were crafts, which developed manual skills, and
collecting, which recapitulated the process of scientific discovery. In the
postwar world, Larrabee argued, the “time-killing” quality had disappeared
from hobbies and they had turned “deadly earnest.” Some, like do-it-your-
self, had a practical purpose; others, like golf and tennis, were extremely
expensive. In either case they were too serious to be taken lightly and had
more in common with work than with play.133

Larrabee described, as had no one before him, the common roots of work
and hobbies. Prior to the 1950s, commentators often warned hobbyists away
from exploiting their pastimes for monetary gain for fear of corrupting the
leisure. After the war, however, the cat was out of the bag, and nobody seemed
too terribly upset. “Let’s not kid ourselves,” wrote a management consultant in
1954, “the purposeful hobby is work; and it results from a viewpoint that con-
siders this work worth-while.” It was fine, she said, for work skills to spill over
into hobbies, and she saw no problem if hobbies happened to make money so
long as that was not their sole purpose.134 Compensatory rhetoric fell away,
and a new generation of hobbyists embraced work-leisure congruence right
down to the retail level. Profitable Hobbies magazine, first published in 1945,
marked the emergence of this new subset of hobbyists. Earlier concerns about
the insidious influence of profit evaporated so completely that the phrase “for
fun and profit” became an advertising cliché. This new group of hobbyists
deemphasized freedom, the very essence of leisure, in favor of enjoyment,
which became the major criterion by which hobbies were judged.135 The par-
ticipant was still a hobbyist first and an entrepreneur second, but there was no
conflict between the roles. As one Profitable Hobbies author explained, “The
person who has hit on something that makes money invariably finds life inter-
esting, and the person who has found something that makes life interesting
can usually figure out a way to profit financially from it.”136

Hobbyists did not have to make money from their pastime, but publica-
tions such as Profitable Hobbies Handbook and Handicraft Hobbies for Profit
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increasingly focused on doing so.137 While the activity might continue to be
enjoyable, it stretched the definition of leisure to apply it to conduct that
qualified as a business expense and that was not done voluntarily but
because “you must now deliver the goods.” Yet writers quite deliberately
incorporated new “professional hobbyists” into their definitions. “If these
people are doing such work for pleasure then you can call the activity a
hobby,” said one in 1955. The journalists and hobby apologists who were try-
ing to have their cake and eat it too (or at least trying to sell the cake to a
gullible public) wrote about making money from a hobby, but those who
took their advice seriously quickly recognized the contradiction. A model
railroad enthusiast who stopped assembling kits and started manufacturing
them was extremely successful. However, he said, the decision to go com-
mercial “was when a perfectly good hobby went out of the window. We soon
found that there is no such thing as a hobby-business. To pay off, it has to be
your business and the other fellow’s hobby.”138

The contradiction could be minimized by making the hobby-business
part-time. If the hobbyist were not dependent on the income then some ele-
ment of freedom could be maintained. Postwar magazines were full of dis-
play and classified advertisements that jumbled together hobbies and supple-
mental at-home businesses. The advertisements promised “big money in
spare time,” “make extra money, learn at home,” and often let the hobbyist
choose the objective: “make candles for a profitable business or fascinating
hobby,” “photography for pleasure or profit,” “sewing for pleasure and prof-
it.” And, of course, there were ads for craft supplies and collectors items;
those that did not mention profits ran side by side with those that did. The
target audience of these magazines appears to have been working-class and
lower-middle-class people who were either very unhappy with their regular
jobs or who felt their living standard being eroded by inflation.139

Mixed in with the hobby-oriented advertisements were offers for making
money at home by stuffing and addressing envelopes, raising hamsters, or
breeding worms, all of which indicate that at one end of the spectrum the
idea of hobbies blended smoothly into the shady world of schemes designed
to enrich the promoters much more than the participants. Indeed, the clas-
sified advertising section of Profitable Hobbies magazine, optimistically
called “The Hitching Post, Where Hobby Riders Tie Up for Profits,” not
only ran ads for people selling supplies and ideas to hobbyists but also ads
from hobbyists who apparently could find no other outlet for their dolls,
shell jewelry, pin cushions, paperweights, and recipes than to try to sell
them to other hobbyists.140

The unrealistic expectation that hobbyists would buy each others’ home-
made wares indicates a much more limited market for hobby products than
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implied by the for-fun-and-profit literature. In fact, relatively few people
actually tried to make a living from their hobbies. When Profitable Hobbies
polled its readers in 1950, it discovered that only twenty-two of the fifteen
hundred people who responded to the questionnaire pursued their hobbies
exclusively for profit. Roughly two-thirds hoped to make some money, but a
third had no such expectations even though they were subscribers to a maga-
zine whose purpose was to promote money-making hobbies. The idea of
profiting from hobbies seems to have appealed mostly to older, homebound
people who wanted to earn a little “pin money.” Although the percentage of
people who made money from their hobbies was a minority, the popularity
of the concept of profitable hobbies points to a further blurring of the line
between work and hobbies in the postwar world.141

Earning income from a hobby confirmed its worklike nature and, by
extension, the compatibility of hobbies with the dominant capitalist ethos.
Those hobbyists who began to make their living from selling their products,
from supplying other hobbyists with raw materials, or from teaching hobby
skills to novices had obviously moved beyond even the most indulgent defin-
ition of hobbies as leisure. Nevertheless, some hobbyists clung to illusions of
lost innocence, such as those in a Milwaukee hobby club who barred profes-
sional dealers, even while admitting as “bona fide hobbyist[s]” members who
sold their wares.142

The commercial hobby culture of the 1950s may have made hobbies less
pure in some sense by openly tying them to the marketplace, but hobbies
had always traveled on a track parallel to work. The postwar environment
gave participants the option to acknowledge the deeper meaning of produc-
tive leisure by making amateurs more of a mass market and making the prod-
ucts of leisure more obvious commodities. Functionally, the role of hobbies
did not change. They remained a way to learn and confirm the basic work
and market values of the dominant ideology; there was just a little less dis-
guise in disguised affirmation.
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Collecting
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The systematic accumulation of man-made objects simply to
possess them may be as old as human manufacturing itself. Recent archeo-
logical evidence indicates that people made and collected nonfunctional
stone tool points as early as 4000 b.c.

1 If this is the case, stone-age cultures
had their own Franklin Mints producing objects that mimicked functional
items but had no purpose other than to be collected. Assuming they were
made to be bought, sold, and traded in the Neolithic marketplace, these pre-
cursors of the Christmas plate mark the beginning of the parallel collecting
economy. Unlike the mainstream economy, which deals with goods and ser-
vices that have some use in everyday life, the collectors’ economy deals with
items whose functionality, if any, is irrelevant.

There are, roughly speaking, three kinds of collections: primary collec-
tions made up of objects made to be collected such as baseball cards; sec-
ondary collections composed of items originally made for other purposes
such as postage stamps; and intangible collections in which the things col-
lected are not actually possessed such as bird-watchers’ “life lists.” Primary
and secondary collectors, who are my main focus here, operate in the parallel
economy. Intangible collectors do not. They may waste money, but they will
never make any.2 The parallel economy of object collecting mimics the real
economy in both ideology and practice. Primary collectibles, which exist
only in the parallel economy, are isolated from the world of everyday produc-
tion and use. Unlike other collected objects, which have a life cycle dis-
cussed below, primary collectibles move directly from the maker’s hands to
the collector’s, and from there into the hobby market where they are bought,
sold, and traded. Most collectibles, however, are secondary, that is they pass
through one or more intermediate stages before they become collector com-
modities. This is true for art, antiques, manuscripts and books, coins, stamps,
autograph documents, and most dramatically for common manufactured
items from buttons to beer cans. Even collectors of natural objects such as
seashells produce collectibles by the act of collecting. Whether they collect
primary or secondary, natural or manufactured goods, hobbyists often create
a leisure world every bit as ruthless as the business marketplace.3

The Collectible Object2



The Origins of Hobby Collecting

The collecting of art, antiques, coins, and books all have ancient origins,
and the first U.S. collectors were either rich people emulating European pat-
terns of conspicuous consumption or amateur scholars interested in objects
for reasons divorced from their economic value. In both cases, their motiva-
tion and methods of collecting place them outside the hobby category in the
sense I am using it here.4

The man who probably deserves the title of “first American hobby collec-
tor,” William Buell Sprague, was in many ways a transitional figure between
earlier amateur scholar collectors and later market-oriented hobbyists. A
Presbyterian minister who eventually held pulpits in Connecticut, Massa-
chusetts, and New York, Sprague collected autographs strictly as a hobby. In
1816, when he was twenty-one years old, Sprague met George Washington’s
nephew, Bushrod, who allowed him to take fifteen hundred of the first presi-
dent’s letters from the family papers. With that running start, Sprague
launched his career as the original American autograph collector.5

Initially, with only one collector, there was no American autograph mar-
ket. Sprague did not have to buy documents because nobody else wanted
them. Most people seem to have been more than willing to provide this man
of the cloth with samples of their own signatures and those of others for free.
Starting about 1830, additional collectors began to appear, and eventually
quite an active market developed for both historical and contemporary auto-
graphs. The number of dead people’s autographs was fixed, and they could
be obtained only through sale or trade. Cooperative live people, however,
could produce a constant supply, and all through the second half of the
nineteenth century “autographmaniacs” followed Sprague’s lead by besieg-
ing important people for their signatures on letters and in autograph albums.
Sprague, who amassed close to a hundred thousand autographs in his life-
time, never bought a single item and sold only two. He did, however, trade
liberally with other collectors. Mostly he traded one document for another,
but one fellow clergyman “glad to be rid of this bundle of old letters,” pro-
cured a guest sermon in return. Thus Sprague participated in a barter market
even as he eschewed cash transactions.6

Because he was the pioneer autograph collector there were no estab-
lished structures for arranging U.S. autographs, and it fell to Sprague to
develop a method for ordering his new hobby. It was he who conceived the
autograph collectors’ holy grail, the “signer set” of all the names on the Dec-
laration of Independence, as well as signature sets of all the generals of the
American Revolution, the framers of the Constitution, and so on for various
other combinations of early American figures. Unlike primary collectibles,
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which are often deliberately created in sets, and many manufactured sec-
ondary collectibles, such as stamps and coins, which fall into obvious group-
ings, autograph sets require a greater leap of imagination on the part of the
collector, and Sprague’s approach set the pattern for future generations of
collectors.7

Sprague’s career as a collector embodies a number of themes that mark
the collecting hobby as a whole. First and foremost, it was a “career,” begun
as a young man and continued through retirement; Sprague pursued it with
the same dedication and enthusiasm as his regular profession. Coincidental-
ly, but most appropriately, Sprague was a Calvinist minister, an ideological
descendent of the divines who had established the fear of idleness. By mak-
ing his leisure a career, Sprague could avoid any hint of idleness, and by col-
lecting items of historical importance he could further justify his activities as
educational and socially useful. Like any modern businessperson he brought
structure and order to his activities; in his case actually creating the struc-
tures from scratch. Although Sprague avoided the cash market of the auto-
graph commodities that he was instrumental in creating, he nevertheless
actively competed and negotiated with fellow collectors in a most business-
like way. However, preaching not collecting was his business, and Sprague
recognized that his love of collecting transcended the bounds of convention-
al behavior. It was, he said, a “mania” and a “ruling passion.” As a man who
collected almost a hundred thousand autographs, and close to that many
early American religious pamphlets, Sprague was indeed obsessive. He
donated the pamphlets to various libraries but could not bear to part with
autographs during his own lifetime.8

While the objects that Sprague collected had little to do with the Industri-
al Revolution, his systematic, or “scientific,” approach was the prototype of a
pattern that would be adopted by others of his generation as they began to
collect the emblems of industrialism. Stamp collecting, which is discussed
in some detail below, was the first and most important of the collecting hob-
bies tied directly to intentionally insignificant manufactured products. Like
Sprague, collectors of manufactured items developed expertise, created arti-
ficial sets that they then tried to complete, and by doing so constructed a sec-
ondary market for items originally created for another purpose.

Collecting and Mass Production

While stamps set the pattern for the collection of industrial ephemera
and remained the long-term favorites, for about thirty years, from 1873 to the
turn of the century, they were challenged in popularity by chromolitho-
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graphs. In 1880 Arthur’s Home Magazine suggested that “there is scarce a vil-
lage into which this fashion has not penetrated—the fashion of collecting
bright chromo cards, business or otherwise, and pasting them into a scrap-
book.” Chromos were full-color pictures printed on card stock and used as
advertisements, premiums, and greeting cards. Collecting chromos became
so popular that, like bubble gum cards of the next century, the premium
became more important than the product it was promoting, and printers
began producing them for direct sale. Taking their cue from the way people
collected stamps, some distributors created sets so collectors would have to
buy their products multiple times in order to fill a series.9

Collected mainly by children and women, chromos were valued mostly
for their beauty and, like stamps, mounted in albums, or more specifically,
in the scrapbooks that women had been making since the beginning of the
nineteenth century. Unlike stamp albums, organization took second place
to aesthetics and sentiment in scrapbooks. “Everybody possesses, or has
possessed, a scrap-book of some kind or other,” noted a hobby writer in
1883, and she lauded the pastime for the way it enabled the makers to
reflect back on their personal histories. That was why, she said, “the gen-
uine scrap-book has no legitimate arrangement. Into it goes promiscuously
all that interests, amuses, or strikes us,” so that jelly recipes and quotations
from Tennyson would appear side by side. The scrapbooks were thus
miniature museums of the collector, filled with personal odds and ends
that appealed to the compiler’s sense of beauty or sentiment. With an
established tradition of mounting pressed flowers, leaves, watercolors,
drawings, etchings, and other printed pictures in albums, it was natural
that the new color chromos would become mainstays in late Victorian
scrapbooks.10

In 1881 dialect author Kate Crombie described how rustic Aunt Ruth was
bitten by the collecting bug. While visiting her cousin in town, she was
impressed by a niece’s album of four hundred “business cards” that included
“floral cards, and pictures of little girls and boys, all dressed up as harnsome’s
dolls, and flowers and landscapes. . . . there was puzzle cards, and shadder
cards, and comical cards of every description.” “I had ketched the fever, sure
enough and had got it bad, too,” she admitted as she went off to buy soap
flakes, coffee, ice cream, men’s collars, starch polish, and a host of other
unnecessary items to satisfy her collecting urge. Later, humiliated at having
been so foolishly caught up in the craze, she wondered, “Is it possible t’any
body else was ever sech a fool as I’ve ben to-day?” Her niece assured her she
was not unusual, and admitted to having once spent fifteen dollars (more
than an average worker’s weekly wage) for unneeded items in order to get
cards. On the last day of her stay, Aunt Ruth visited city hall to see a card
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show that featured collections of more than a thousand cards, where prizes
were given for the largest and best collections.11

The chromos in Crombie’s short story were not fully commodified col-
lectibles because there was apparently no market for collectors to buy, sell, or
swap them. They were, rather, quasi commodities that represented the real
commodities whose sale they encouraged. Chromos were, however, the first
example of primary collectibles, items with no practical value that were cre-
ated in order to be collected. Souvenir spoons, a somewhat more expensive
early version of the primary collectible, were popular from the early 1890s to
about 1920. Chromos came free, yoked to some normally useful product.
Souvenir spoons, on the other hand, were made to be sold outright. They
had local scenes embossed on their handles and bowls, and were available in
cities throughout the country. Places too small to warrant their own could
buy spoons with generic scenes and engrave the town name locally. Travel-
ing salesmen seem to have started the spoon collecting fad, and manufactur-
ers capitalized on the idea by bringing out “apostle spoons” for Christmas
and historical and literary commemorative spoons to appeal to nontraveling
collectors.12

Unlike chromos and spoons, most Victorian collectibles were secondary,
that is, they were manufactured for another purpose. For example, buttons,
both older handmade and newer manufactured ones, were widely collected
in this country perhaps as early as 1840. There is little evidence of a market
among hobbyists for chromos, spoons, and buttons probably because women
were major collectors and they generally tended to avoid the market ele-
ments of the pastime. The obvious exceptions were male-oriented chromo
cards distributed in cigarette packages. The cigarette cards were avidly col-
lected by boys and some men who bought, sold, and traded them, as they did
several other tobacco-related products including cigar bands and the small
metal or wax tags attached to tobacco tins and bags.13

Cigar bands, which like cards were printed by the chromolithograph
process, were first used in the middle of the nineteenth century as a cigar
decoration. The most elaborate were embossed and required as many as
twenty-two separate printing runs to lay down all their colors, leading the
New York Sun to comment in 1888 that the “label is often better than the
cigar.” The literal truth of this flip remark was confirmed a few years later
when the collecting mania reached such proportions that the printers
transformed the secondary to primary by selling unused bands directly to
collectors. Author A. E. Hotchner remembered always carrying blotter
paper in his pocket to preserve the cigar bands he found in the gutter as he
made his boyhood rounds in depression-era St. Louis. Some of the bands
were sufficiently rare to warrant following smoking men down the street
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waiting for the opportunity to retrieve the precious decoration from a dis-
carded butt.14

In one sense, the Victorian collecting craze was unexceptional since peo-
ple were merely doing what they had always done. Whether for “instinctive”
or cultural reasons, patterns of collecting were deeply established in Western
society, and the availability of inexpensive industrially produced objects
made it easier for more people to participate. Yet the ubiquity and uniformity
of manufactured products distinguished them from intrinsically unique
objects like art or seashells, and collecting them signaled a new relationship
between people and things. In the preindustrial economy of scarcity there
was a simple logic to saving and even creating rare objects and then imbuing
them with value greater than their practicality. Whether jeweled Easter eggs
or Kwakiutl coppers, culturally privileged singular objects become signs of
wealth, status, and power. Saving the rare is commonsensical; saving the
common seems nonsensical. Even while the plethora of cheap goods under-
mined the traditional sentimental and economic worth of the individual
object for most people, it somehow made other people want to gather and
display some of the least intrinsically valuable products of the system, things
that were made to be given away or even things that people had thrown away.

The absurdity of collecting inherently low-value products disappeared
when collecting became a process that turned garbage into gold (or some
reasonable approximation thereof). This wonderful alchemy took place
through the magic of the marketplace, and for that reason collecting found
easy acceptance in an era that conflated God’s law of hard work with nature’s
law of survival of the fittest. Although its origins predated both industrialism
and capitalism, collecting came into its own in an industrial capitalist world.
Industrialism produced a multitude of objects to collect and capitalism cre-
ated an ideology for doing so. The same cultural changes that underlay the
emergence of hobbies as a category of leisure made collecting the premiere
example of hobby activity. Collecting was productive leisure that satisfied the
need for free-time activities that emulated work both in form and meaning.

“Collecting stands midway between sport and trade,” wrote book collec-
tor Gabriel Wells in 1920; “it is too serious for sport, and too playful for trade.”
Wells’s characterization of collecting captures the tension inherent in doing
something for fun that has the obvious characteristics of business. It was,
however, this tension that gave collecting its special appeal. Stamp collect-
ing, explained the editor of a small collectors’ journal, “offers ready escape
from the rush and worry of mundane existence, reveals historical, geographi-
cal, political, heraldic and zoological facts in an incomparably interesting
manner, and sometimes leads to the discovery of rare specimens and conse-
quent financial gain.” It was the prefect pastime for a capitalist culture—fun,
educational, and potentially profitable.15
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Markets and Museums

Collectibles transcend their commodity status because collectors consid-
er them interesting objects in their own right; therefore people who collect
for the intrinsic qualities of the object can exist outside the market. In the
early 1950s, for example, Charles R. Lamb had more than six hundred bot-
tles of sand, from as many different worldwide locations, neatly lined up in a
special case in his study. Because he gathered sand systematically, Lamb
was in a different category from the apocryphal pack rat who collected
string in a box carefully labeled “too short to save.” On the other hand,
unlike William Sprague, whose pioneer autograph collecting led the way
for others with whom he could trade, plain sand was unlikely to ever
become part of a market system. The object of Lamb’s collecting was too
common and that of John and Donald List too rare. In the late 1930s, the
Lists began collecting iron “pigs” (casts) from old stone blast furnaces in
Ohio. Their carefully sorted and labeled collection won them local admira-
tion, but nobody else followed them, so they remained outside the market
system.16

The List brothers created a private museum, and in some sense most per-
sonal collections are private expressions of the public activity of museums. In
both museums and private collections sets of objects are removed from cir-
culation and displayed in specially constructed environments.17 Museums
privilege the aesthetic, the historic, or the associational characteristics of
objects over their market value, but even museum objects have not been
completely decommodified since they can still be deaccessioned for trade or
cash. Whatever their personal motives for collecting in the first place, serious
collectors acknowledge this bifurcation between commodity and collectible
when they convert their private collections to public museums, giving up the
right to reconvert their collections into money and opting instead to immor-
talize their names by binding them to the collection.

The very origins of museums lay in the collections of natural and histori-
cal “curiosities” by men and women in the Renaissance who stored them in
“curiosity cabinets,” many of which were built for display as well as preserva-
tion. Heterogeneous collecting retained a genteel legitimacy into the nine-
teenth century. An 1871 short story has a minister’s daughter describe her col-
lection “of fossils, and shells, and petrifactions, and curiosities, from all parts
of the world.” As late as 1912 a book of boys’ hobbies included a section enti-
tled “How to Form a Home Museum”; the museum would contain natural
objects, exotic and historical human-made artifacts, and old prints.18

The shift from promiscuous accumulation to more systematic collecting
of everyday objects did not reduce collectors’ desire to show off their prizes.
Household display cabinets were standard in collecting circles, and the more
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ambitious small-scale collectors turned their collections into tiny museums
open to the general public. After World War II a growing interest in collec-
tions of manufactured items culminated in full-scale public museums like
the Strong Museum in Rochester, New York, and the Lightner Museum in
St. Augustine, Florida, where collections of shaving mugs and toys could
receive the same kind of curatorial attention and public admiration that
were once reserved for art and rare books. While such collections may be of
greater historical than aesthetic interest, their enshrinement in major muse-
ums provides additional social legitimacy for the collector of ordinary objects
and, of course, greater value to such objects.19

Until well into the twentieth century, the term “collector” was reserved for
collectors of fine art, antiques, or rare books, which is to say for people of some
wealth. In 1883 the London Saturday Review urged collectors to specialize,
warning that no person could become an expert on all the things that could be
collected, which included “ivories, bronzes, embroideries, Elzevirs [rare
books], pictures, scarabs, gems, porcelains, coins, etchings, and so on.” It
seems unlikely that the “and so on” was meant to encompass manufactured
everyday items. Thus when it commented on the “whimsical” holdings of
American collectors in 1890, the New York Times focused on people who col-
lected the then-unfashionable Baribzon School of French art. If buying Corot,
Rousseau, and Millet were not amusing enough, the Times did throw in a few
paragraphs about rare books and a couple of genuinely odd collections of his-
torical hats, chairs, and architectural ornaments, but nothing manufactured.20

The collector’s menu expanded a bit after 1900; nevertheless, stamps,
coins, books, prints, Indian relics, and European antiques continued to be
the norm.21 Distinctions were somewhat arbitrary, and new items joined the
list of legitimate collectibles piecemeal. By the late 1860s everybody had rec-
ognized the stamp collecting subculture, although collectors of chromos,
postcards, and spoons were ignored until the twentieth century. If there were
people collecting mass-produced items like porcelain toothpick holders,
glass bottles, or streetcar transfers, they were not afforded the title “collector”
until the 1920s at the earliest.22 In a 1928 satire of antique collectors, Kenneth
Roberts made fun of people who collected old scissors and iron thumb
catches but completely dismissed the possibility that anybody might collect
“old tin cans, old lobster buoys, and old egg crates.” Yet within a generation
even they had become fair game. By 1941 the concept of collecting had
broadened sufficiently for a textbook on leisure to list more than 150 items,
including a variety of nineteenth-century manufactured and printed
ephemera, as appropriate targets for the would-be hobbyist.23

Even while the boundaries of collecting were expanding, there was, and
continues to be, a distinction between the collecting of unique high culture
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objects and the popular hobby of collecting manufactured goods.24 Matters
of taste, class, and specialized knowledge of the collected object, what Pierre
Bourdieu has called “cultural capital,” all contribute a rough and shifting,
but nevertheless clearly understood, status hierarchy among collectors.25

Real as those distinctions may be, they are subsumed in the transcendent
ideological similarity that binds both high and low collecting into a single
category.

Just as stamp collecting paved the way for collecting all manner of mass-
produced items, it also transformed the meaning of “collecting” from con-
spicuous consumption to hobby. By the time of the First World War, “hobby”
and “collecting” were sometimes used as synonyms. The wealthy New York
gentlemen who founded the Hobby Club in 1911, for example, were all col-
lectors. Even though not one of them collected mass-produced items, not
even stamps, they nevertheless embraced the hobby appellation. The identi-
fication of hobby with collecting deepened during the great hobby boom of
the depression. In 1931 St. Nicholas, a children’s magazine, wrote that there
were “many boys and girls who have formed a taste for pursuing some kind of
a hobby” and then went on to list a variety of items that could be collected;
no other kind of hobby was even mentioned in passing. By the same token,
O. C. Lightner’s Hobbies magazine founded in 1931 was limited to collecting,
as were the hobby shows the publisher underwrote in both Chicago and New
York. Readers of another, more upscale depression-era hobby magazine, Avo-
cations, showed a distinct preference for collecting over handicrafts.26 While
the wealthy continued to collect more traditional objects, the numerous
hobby exhibits routinely displayed items that were, in the recent sense of the
word, “collectibles,” that is, odd objects of mass production such as keys,
cigar bands, and campaign buttons.27

The only objective difference between traditional collecting and hobby
collecting is the value of the collected objects, although a great many subjec-
tive differences flow from that. An object that is worth tens of thousands of
dollars is going to be taken much more seriously than one worth tens of dol-
lars. Value, of course, is established by the interaction of supply and demand,
and the fact that art, the most traditional of collectibles, is handmade and
therefore unique, means that the available quantity of any given object is
one. There are exceptions to this rule such as limited edition prints or multi-
ple casts of statues, but at some point an excessive supply reduces the value of
an object enough to remove it from the category of art no matter how beauti-
ful it is. When Joseph Alsop says that aesthetics are as important in collecting
art as in creating it, he is condemning those who collect only for value. Alsop
admires those “courageous and discerning collectors who have seen beauty
where no others saw it and have therefore made aggressively unfashionable
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collections.” Alsop’s unacknowledged premise is that others will eventually
recognize the courage and discernment of the collector, since the collection
that remains forever unfashionable will be forever obscure. A collector’s fore-
sight in collecting the unfashionable is recognized only when the collection
is no longer unfashionable, which is to say when it has become valuable.28

Because of its cost, traditional collecting was and is done only by the
wealthy; it is inevitably an act of class distinction no matter how aesthetically
motivated. Even the formalized exchange of valuable objects in an auction
becomes a performance of class difference or what anthropologist Arjun
Appadurai calls a “tournament of value.” Appadurai stresses the gamelike
quality of the auction in which the elite “define themselves as such by agnos-
tic speculation upon a restricted corpus of signs.”29 It is, however, not so much
the game as the price of admission that allows art auctions to define status. A
rural auction of household goods is not fundamentally different from an auc-
tion at Sotheby’s except that a Louis XV commode is going to command a
much higher price than a side table from the 1950 Sears catalog. Each formal-
ized, some might say ritualized, exchange of value takes place among a group
of people who confirm their membership in a collecting subculture through
their participation in the auction; the major difference is that the purchaser of
the Sears table could not afford the French antique and the purchaser of the
antique would not want an example of mass-produced furniture.

Collectibility and the Life Cycle of Things

Objects made to be collected such as chromos and Christmas plates have
only limited rarity and thus only limited value, although that value can be
enhanced by deliberately limiting the number of items produced. Once pro-
duction has ceased, they become, like any other collectible, an artifact of the
marketplace. The purchase of an item to add it to a collection is the act that
creates the item’s value. While the difference between spending ten dollars
and ten thousand dollars is profoundly important in terms of creating social
distance, it is of very little difference in terms of bestowing the quality of col-
lectibility on the object itself. Generally speaking, a thing is collectible when
there are fewer of them than are desired by people willing to pay for them,
and when there is sufficient knowledge in the market so that multiple people
can attempt to acquire them. “In any form of collecting,” noted book collec-
tor Reginald Brewer in 1935, “it is obvious the thing you acquire must be
both rare and desirable. Rarity alone is insufficient, for there must be others
equally desirous of making it theirs.”30
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Thus before 1969 there were people scattered about the country who col-
lected old beer cans, each of whom apparently thought he was the sole play-
er in a one-man game. Such collectors could acquire their cans for free off
the street, from dumpsters, landfills, and similar sources. Although they were
being collected, the beer cans were not collectibles since even cans that
were old, rare, or both had no market value. In this sense collectibles are like
lawyers: some towns are too small for one, but no town is too small for two.
The beer can collectors’ world changed in 1969 when a St. Louis newspaper
ran a story about a local collector, bringing him to the attention of five other
men who had also collected in isolation. They formed the Beer Can Collec-
tors of America in 1970 and in less than a decade had thirteen thousand
members worldwide. The economic status of pre-1969 beer cans was that of
any easily acquired object. This means that economically, although not psy-
chologically, what young children and eccentrics do when they gather string
or stones is not collecting. We impute economic value only to those things
that we want and cannot have except through the exchange of something
else of value.31

In the case of the beer cans, the unused object has a certain minimal
value as a beverage container and once used has no value; it is literally and
figuratively garbage. If, however, a sufficient number of people should desire
to obtain this garbage, then the can once more acquires value. At that point
the can has undergone two rather dramatic transformations: first, from being
a low-value commodity to being no-value garbage, and second, from being
no-value garbage to being a high-value (compared to its original worth) col-
lectible. Or as Krzysztof Pomian puts it, the use-object has now become a
sign. As a sign, the collectible’s meaning has nothing to do with its original
purpose; it now signifies particular metaphysical elements of the culture. In
this sense, according to Jean Baudrillard, a thing cannot be both used and
possessed. A New York Times writer grasped this essential principle in 1879
when he attacked violin collectors who bid up the prices of beautiful instru-
ments just to keep them out of the hands of competing collectors. The end
result, said the Times, was to deny them to “men of moderate means who
need them for the purpose for which they were made.” When is a Stradivar-
ius not a violin? When it is a collectible.32

Anthropologist Igor Kopytoff refers to these kinds of transformations as
part of the “cultural biography of things.” A thing created for one purpose
and having some value for that purpose becomes the desired object of collec-
tors and thereby gains value as a commodity of a very different kind. The
excess of demand over supply creates, in Kopytoff’s terms, singularity. Kopy-
toff’s description of the life cycle of a common-object collectible is strikingly
similar to Joseph Alsop’s discussion of the difference between patrons and
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collectors. A patron commissions an artist to paint a picture for a particular
purpose, while a collector acquires available paintings. The commissioned
painting is the first kind of commodity, that is, one produced for a specific
use, while the collected painting is the second kind, one wanted for its singu-
larity rather than its intended function. While paintings may not go through
the “garbage” stage of life, the cycle of taste certainly will relegate many
commissioned paintings to something very close. Consider, for example, the
demand for thirty-year-old portraits of suburban families done by obscure
and marginally talented artists, and then compare that with the demand for
similar paintings done by even less technically skilled eighteenth-century
limners. Self-serving portraits of unknown people from the mid-twentieth
century can be bought cheaply by the square foot, but similar, if rarer, pic-
tures that are two hundred years old, are highly prized and priced to match.33

There is, then, no single life path to the condition of collectibility. Most
are secondary collectibles that started their lives as functional commodities,
ranging from cheap beer cans to commissioned art, and are transformed into
collectibles by the market. Some are primary collectibles, born to be collect-
ed. These too can range in value from trading cards to huge canvases by suc-
cessful artists. But no matter what their origins, collectibles are ultimately
the product of the market culture of capitalism. This is one example of the
inexorable process of commodification that Kopytoff recognizes when he
writes of the depersonalizing of objects under the onslaught of a money
economy.34

The Object and Personal Identity

A collectible is an object that somebody wants for a collection. It is an
object for which there is a market and, while collectors have regularly com-
plained about the corrupting influence of the market, few reject it as a way to
obtain objects. A numismatist argued in 1877 that misstrikes should not be
collected because they were nothing but ugly errors. “Instead of looking for
the beautiful, in fine clear impressions of specimens of the art,” he com-
plained, “much time and money seems to be spent in searching out poor and
imperfect specimens” just because they were rare. Like the numismatist who
wanted only beautiful and fine coins, the couple in a 1932 short story refused
to sell a pornographic snuffbox they found in a recently purchased desk. “It is
a funny, stupid business,” the husband explains to his wife, “this being born a
gentleman. Now I could buy this, I suppose, and be a patron of the arts with-
out question. But imagine selling it, and getting bread and butter from the
proceeds.” They could not, and did not, violate their principles of good
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breeding for money but clearly had no objection to the principle of buying
and selling collectibles.35

While they may vary in their emphasis, they are rare collectors indeed
who do not take at least secret pride in the value of their collections. Since
that which is costly is also socially significant, collectors identify with their
collections, which is why the fictional couple could not sell that which they
never would have bought; a pornographic snuffbox was not who they were.
The common phenomenon of identifying with the collection transcends the
market and yet is linked to it. For the living collector the collected thing is
infused with importance by the market that in turn can make it harder to
sell. Thus one book collector who had made a particularly astute purchase
just before the depression could have sold it for a substantial, and very oppor-
tune, profit in the depths of bad times. Yet he found “the very fact that it had
become so scarce and was in such great demand, clothed it with a desirabili-
ty far greater than the temptings of a handsome profit.”36

When they die, collectors can seek immortality by donating their collec-
tions to a library or museum and stipulating that the collection be kept
together, an eternal proxy for its creator. Thomas Addis Emmet gave his col-
lection of American autographs to the New York Public Library on the con-
dition that his albums remain intact. Each was prefaced with his photo-
graph, which he hoped would forever be “a silent pleader” of his wishes. Lest
some future curator doubt his seriousness, the prefaces also contained the
threat that should the collection be disturbed he would do whatever was in
his power from the hereafter to “burden the conscience of the vandal who
disregarded my wishes.” Rather than preserving the corpus of the collection,
book collector A. E. Newton sought to scatter his bibliographic genes widely.
He expressly declined to consign them to “the cold tomb of a museum” and
requested instead that “they shall all be dispersed under the hammer of the
auctioneer, so that the pleasure which the acquiring of each one of them has
given me shall be given again, in each case, to some inheritor of my own
tastes.”37

In 1897 Robert Chambers wrote a short story in which a butterfly collector
identified so closely with his rarest specimen that he took on the insect’s
name, calling himself the Purple Emperor. The lepidopterist eventually
murdered a rival who threatened his status by also acquiring a specimen of
Apatura iris. A common variant of that tale has a collector discover that there
is a second copy of an item he owns and thought unique. The collector
searches for, finds, buys at great price, and then destroys the duplicate. The
desire to be the possessor of a unique item is, in the opinion of many collec-
tors, the underlying motivation for the hobby since it makes one the object of
envy, and to be envied is a sign of success. It is not enough to merely have
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more money than others; money is, after all, undifferentiated. The money
must be converted into something unique that others want. At the beginning
of the depression, when many people were worrying about where their next
meal might come from, book collector William Dana Orcutt suggested that
“thrills are difficult to secure when a man is once a multimillionaire, but to
become the owner of a rare literary item, coveted by all the world, perhaps
supplies a something that is lacking even in the successful merger of great
industrial organizations.” Fellow bibliophile Reginald Brewer, also writing
in the 1930s, concurred. “If we approach the matter with an honest heart and
truthful tongue,” he said, “we cannot avoid the admission that the desire to
collect is founded on pure pride of ownership—the privilege of possessing
something that your neighbor has not, or that you know is owned by only a
few others in the world.” The singularity of the collection bestows singular
identity on the collector.38

Singularity and Sets

Singularity has two distinct but inseparable qualities. First, uniqueness
makes the object valuable in the marketplace. Second, that monetary value
gives the item the power to confer psychic value. Possession of the unique is
every collector’s dream because the singular object makes the collector
unique, the object of envy, and the owner of an item of uncontested value.
There are, however, two very different modes of singularity, each of which in
turn has two subdivisions. The first kind of singularity is the most straightfor-
ward; the object is physically unique or extremely rare. Every handmade
object is, to some extent, unique, and those handmade objects created as art
or intended to express the personal vision of the creator are very deliberately
different from all other items of the same genre, whether created by that
artist or others working in the same style. Value for handmade objects is
therefore additionally dependent on quality as judged by experts who help
guide the market. Machine-manufactured objects, on the other hand, are
functionally identical, and since they are mass-produced, uniqueness is an
accident of history or occasionally an accident of production as in the case of
misprinted stamps. While they are being produced there is no possibility of
rarity for things that are being made by the thousands or even millions. For-
tunately for the collector, mass-produced items are intentionally ephemeral.
Even the most expensive manufactured products, like automobiles, are
made to be discarded, so that while singularity is not built in as it is in art,
scarcity is. Mass-produced items are supposed to become garbage; art items
are not.
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The second mode of singularity is more complicated because it has
nothing to do with either the appearance or the number of the item extant,
but rather has to do with the history, or provenance, of the collectible. The
most common objects that have been owned by the great or famous some-
times command premium prices even when there would otherwise be no
market at all for, say, an old baseball glove. Expert documentation is
absolutely necessary to authenticate that the particular item was used by
Babe Ruth, or to take an example suggested by Richard Mitchell, that a
penny has indeed accompanied an astronaut to the moon, otherwise it is
still just worth a penny. Even then, however, there is no guarantee of a mar-
ket. In 1929 the New York Times puzzled over the fact that a first edition copy
of a Dickens book, of which there were many, had sold for sixty-five hun-
dred dollars while the actual desk on which Dickens had written it, of
which there was only one, brought only twenty-five dollars. A second kind
of historical value comes not from contact with the famous but from the
personal history invested in an object, although such items are not col-
lectible in the usual sense of the word since there is no market for them
beyond the person for whom they have meaning. For you, the locket your
mother wore at her wedding cannot be replaced by one exactly like it. For
anybody else the two would be interchangeable—except, of course, if your
mother were famous.39

As early as the sixteenth century, items owned by famous people found a
special place in collectors’ curiosity cabinets. Like the religious relics they
emulate, these secular relics can take on varying degrees of importance so
that even those items not directly used by the famous can attain a certain
amount of associational value. An antique cup drew particular attention in
1913 because it “has come down to us from the hand that held the hand of
Washington.” By the same token an early collector of playbills explained in
1905 that it was not mere rarity that determined a bill’s value but also its indi-
rect association with a famous event. For example, a program distributed at
an actor’s last performance before his sudden death or accident or the last
performance in a theater before it burned down would enhance the impor-
tance of the item.40

Even for those items that have no particularly exotic provenance, history
plays an essential role in the creation of collectibility. Because of the differ-
ent ways in which art objects and manufactured objects acquire singularity,
each has a unique relationship to history. With the special-case exception of
stamps and coins, manufacturing defects do not bestow collectibility on
mass-produced items; only the erosion of supply that occurs with time can
do that. Except for limited editions, no currently produced item can be col-
lectible because it is readily available; therefore all manufactured col-
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lectibles are tokens of the past. In her perceptive theoretical analysis of
objects, On Longing, Susan Stewart maintains that collections are given
authenticity by the past. The collection, however, is not a prisoner of the
past, she says, because it is able to transcend history with classification,
which creates “order beyond the realm of temporality,” and order is indeed
the soul of collecting.41

In 1909 W. A. Laughlin wrote a poem for the Collectors’ Journal in which
he told of buying a pack of cigarettes and casually tossing its chromo card
into the muddy street. Unmindful of the danger, a “dozen urchins” pounced
on the picture, one of whom was run over by an oncoming carriage. The boy
was rushed to the hospital where he remained unconscious for several days.
Finally, he came out of his coma, and pulled the writer, who had been visit-
ing him regularly, close to his bed and said:

I found yer picture—my! ‘twas wet,
But just the kind that I collect;
It’s worth a broken leg to get
A card that just makes up one’s set.42

Completing a set is so closely identified with collecting that it stands as a
virtual definition of the hobby. In 1932 educator Walter Durost explained
that if an object “is valued primarily for the use, or purpose, or aesthetically
pleasing quality, or other value inherent in the object . . . it is not a collec-
tion.” On the other hand, if the object is valued because of its relationship to
other objects “such as being one of a series, part of a whole, a specimen of a
class, then it is the subject of a collection.” Sets or series grow naturally out of
the process of classification, which is the sine qua non of collecting. Classifi-
cation is the process by which things are both distinguished from and linked
to each other. Unless collectors are truly megalomaniacal, like Sir Thomas
Phillipps who thought he could acquire one copy of every book in the world,
they have to learn how the collectibles are similar and how they are different,
sometimes down to the most minute distinctions such as watermarks or serial
numbers.43

These distinguishing characteristics are what bind the collection to histo-
ry; they do not, as Susan Stewart avows, allow the collection to transcend
history. Stewart argues that placing objects in post hoc categories strips them
of history. “Coins and stamps,” she writes, “are naturalized by the erasure of
labor and the erasure of context of production.” While this argument might
apply to the rare collectors who do not care about the origins of their items,
most collections are built explicitly on categories constructed around histor-
ical qualities. When, where, why, how, out of what, and by whom an item

collecting74



was made determine its place in the collection. Far from being independent
of or transcending history, classification is usually dependent on it. The
examples of antiques that Stewart herself uses to demonstrate that it is “nec-
essary to obliterate the object’s context of origin” in order to construct what
she calls a “narrative of interiority” are in fact distinguished by historical
period and maker. They are handcrafted and may or may not have been
made to look different from other members of their category. Thus they
might be deliberately unique works of applied art, or they may have
achieved their status by accident of survival, but in either case their history is
vital to their collectibility.44

Even eclectic collectors are not anarchic accumulators. If they are col-
lecting antiques, they are not collecting stamps, or books, or the signatures of
famous people—or if they are they would certainly not consider those dis-
parate objects parts of the same collection. Predicting in 1910 that “the day of
the collector of more catholic taste is surely coming,” a china collector reck-
lessly kicked over the traces of convention and suggested that people could
collect not only mugs or pepper boxes but both, or even teapots as well. In
collecting circles, unbridled eclecticism can be narrow indeed. The very
concept of eclecticism denotes deviance from a more widely agreed upon
pattern. Collectors create categories and seek out only those objects defined
by the categories; that is how collectors know they are collectors and not
mere pack rats. “Things have an entity which constitute their identity,”
explained book collector Gabriel Wells in 1920, “and they have fringes which
constitute their differentiate. It is these fringes which fasten themselves upon
the fancy.” By ordering these fringes, collectors make categories, which in
turn make rarities. Except in the case of the hermitic collector of the other-
wise uncollected object or the obstinately aesthetic collector who considers
sets “an unfortunate confusion between what is rare and what is beautiful,”
categorization is an artifact of a market.45

In 1887 the New York Times observed that the French distinguished
between collectors and “collectioners.” The former had a pastime, the latter
an obsession. For the Times writer, systematic organization and the making
of sets was the hallmark of the obsessive form of collecting: “When the col-
lector of buttons has given proof of his mania by gathering many buttons,
and of method in his madness by making for his buttons a classification, sci-
entific or empirical, he is by right a collectioner.” The nominal subdividing
of collectioners from collectors never took place in the United States, but the
concept was ever present. Stamp collectors, in particular, created organiza-
tional taxonomies to demonstrate that theirs was a “scientific” pastime.
Those, like a depression-era philatelist, who broke the canonical structure
and collected by pictorial subject rather than country of origin, risked being
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read out of the fraternity of true collectors for assembling “a scrap-book
rather than a stamp collection.”46

The arbitrary imposition of structure gave the collector the basis on
which to develop a “science,” and creating a systematic taxonomy of sets was
prerequisite to establishing rarity. Sets gave meaning to what might other-
wise be a random accumulation, and serious collectors often sought an ever
finer sieve with which to refine their sets. The novice print collector hopes to
procure a complete set of a master artist, explained a collectors’ journal in
1889. He does, but in the process realizes that there are run-of-the mill prints
and proofs, so he decides that he must have a set of proofs, but then he dis-
covers that there are first states and that some strikes are better than others
and so forth and so on, creating for himself a series of ever rarer sets. Experts
cautioned that real collectors needed to create sets even where it was difficult
to do so, as with antiques. An antique collection “should indicate the pur-
pose of the amateur to possess representative examples of different periods of
factories, or the varying and progressive styles of the designers and makers,”
explained one such specialist in 1921.47

The set was the scorecard. Collectors had to impose some pattern on their
acquisition so they could know not only what they had but also what they did
not have. Creating an arbitrary series so that one could then fill it is, no
doubt, odd behavior in the eyes of those who do not share the hobby, but it is
how the game is played. Describing himself and other philatelists, psychia-
trist William Menninger said that the “chief satisfaction” of a stamp collector
is taking his “mass of unsorted, unarranged stamps” and arranging them in a
systematic order. Menninger acknowledged that “the feeling common to
many collectors that they must ‘complete the set’ ” was “technically compul-
sive,” but he found it harmless and admitted “most of us greatly enjoy the
planning of our collection, its arrangement and rearrangement.”48

Menninger found satisfaction in imposing order on a small corner of the
chaotic world of manufactured goods. By doing so he symbolically affirmed
continuing human mastery over factory production, and hobby collecting
was, above all, a choreographed interaction with the artifacts of industrial-
ism. The mode for this behavior was established by the first American hobby
collector, William Sprague. Although Sprague’s autographs were not manu-
factured objects, he treated them more like postage stamps than old masters.
As industrialism democratized collecting through mass production, the
organizational model established by Sprague was repeated with other
objects. Machine-made collectibles became ubiquitous, both primary col-
lectibles such as chromolithographs and secondary collectibles such as
stamps could be organized into sets, traded in a marketplace, and be legiti-
mated through public display. Because they were made to be discarded,
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manufactured goods could become secondary collectibles as their numbers
decreased through attrition. The resulting singularity meant that even an
everyday item could ultimately possess uniqueness—the ultimate desidera-
tum of any collectible—and by owning this singular object the collector
could share in the specialness of the collected object.
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Just as collectors create new meaning for objects by collect-
ing rather than using them, objects can create new meanings for collectors
by transforming them. Collectors are not merely people who accumulate
objects, but those who accumulate them in a particular systematic way that
necessitates the development of specialized knowledge. The application of
that knowledge is what distinguishes collectors from noncollectors. Even
though collecting is usually perceived as a beneficial activity when it is pur-
sued in moderation, collectors are frequently viewed with suspicion by oth-
ers because the desire for possessions often seems to take possession of the
collectors themselves. Just as the chain that binds the slave to the slaveholder
also binds the slaveholder to the slave, the relationship between object and
owner is fraught with ambivalence, which make collectors one of the most
complicated types of hobbyists.

Developing expertise is the almost inevitable first step in becoming a col-
lector, and it is what gives the hobby its reputation as educational. Collect-
ing, said one apologist in 1922, “presupposes some knowledge of the objects
collected, some desire to know all one can about them.” By concluding that
“one might as well poke fun at a university as to poke fun at one who collects
intelligently,” he was explaining why parents and teachers were among col-
lecting’s most enthusiastic advocates. The process of dividing and then sub-
dividing objects into collectible sets requires people who have developed the
special knowledge that allows them to correctly categorize the objects and,
by the same token, distinguish between the authentic and the counterfeit. In
traditional areas of collecting, like art, experts may be formally educated pro-
fessionals, but most collecting experts are either dealers (who often begin as
collectors with surplus items) or experienced collectors who have accumu-
lated their knowledge through practical experience. In 1864, for example,
the process by which a pioneer collector of hymn books developed his spe-
cialty was held up as an example of the acquisition of all human knowledge:
“Somebody is drawn by innate taste or outward accident toward some
minute unknown specialty. He takes it up first, perhaps, as a whim, and fol-
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lows it afterward as a solid pleasure and serious pursuit, and by and by the
world gets the benefit of his researches.”1

Since most collections start casually with a gift or an idle purchase that
catches the buyer’s fancy, the original set is broad and new objects are readily
available. The novice collector quickly discovers, however, that finding addi-
tional examples is too easy and therefore no fun. To make the game chal-
lenging, the collector needs to learn increasingly more obscure subcate-
gories. Writing in 1949, a glass collector said that the growth of the hobby
had led some devotees to fear “that the field may soon be exhausted, and
may not, in consequence, offer the same opportunities for pioneering.” The
fear seems to have been less that the supply of glass was becoming exhausted
than that there was a decreasing opportunity to develop original expertise.
“Many new patterns remain to be listed,” wrote the author reassuringly,
“many unclassified forms are yet to be uncovered.” Collectors who became
ever more deeply enmeshed in the technical minutiae of their hobby were
indeed following the developmental path of academics, learning more and
more about less and less; they might eventually reach the level of book col-
lector Henry Bradshaw of whom it was said: “He never forgot a specimen of
type which he had once examined; a single page, or even a tiny fragment of a
page, would often enable him to name the book to which it belonged, its
printer, and its date.”2

Collectors who were developing expertise in an established field could
consult books and attend meetings, but the pioneer had to be an autodidact.
On a trip to Liverpool in 1894, an English traveler met an American who
improbably claimed to have collected three tons of scissors, most of which
had been owned by the crowned (and presumably well-shorn) heads of
Europe. The American bragged that he was the only scissors collector in the
world, a fact the Englishman earnestly hoped was true.3 Assuming this
eccentric Californian wished to collect his scissors systematically, he would
have had to determine how many and what kinds were made, when, and by
whom, as well as document whose royal hairs or needlework had been
trimmed by them. Since there were no other scissors collectors, rarity would
not have been correlated with value. Nevertheless, as a highly motivated solo
collector he could amass enough expertise to define both technical (who
made them, and how) and associational (who owned them) categories, and
proceed in a career of lonely but highly systematic collecting.

There is a natural progression in the hobby careers of collectors toward
specialization and its associated expertise, which leads to a much more ratio-
nal, that is to say, business-like approach. Experts on Bakelite buttons or Vic-
torian hair wreaths have the satisfaction that they have mastered an arcane
body of knowledge that is an intellectual extension of the collection itself.
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Humorist Michael Berry noted the prevalence of these self-taught experts
who insist on giving you “a highly technical discourse on the history and the
endless varieties of netsuke,” assuring you that he or she “is one of the out-
standing authorities in the field.” Philippe Jullian has argued that collecting
is “the revenge of wounded ambition,” by which he means that frustrated
middle-class people accumulate large collections as compensation for fail-
ures to be more successful in their regular work. This may be true, but it
ignores the meaning of expert collecting for the successful person, and miss-
es the ideological congruence altogether. Collectors like William Men-
ninger did not use stamps as a substitute for career fulfillment. It was, rather,
an example of work patterns colonizing leisure. To systematically, if volun-
tarily, study the minutiae of a subject and then apply that knowledge in a way
that can measure success in dollars and cents is to work at play.4

The development of expertise confirms Robert Stebbins’s observation
that serious leisure participants are characterized by careerlike dedication to
their pastimes; increasing knowledge is one of the differences between a
career and a job. Psychiatrist Frederick Baekeland recounts the example of a
highly focused businessman “for whom the demands of work take prece-
dence over almost everything else except collecting, which seems to serve
him as a vicarious emotional outlet.” But at the same time he notes that the
collector “has in effect, converted collecting into a second career.” The busi-
nessman was pursuing his hobby with the same single-mindedness, and
applying the same ideology, that he normally reserved for business. Baeke-
land wants to emphasize the ways in which collecting can provide creative
alternatives to work and an outlet for individuality. Yet the examples he pro-
vides demonstrate surface distinctions built on structural similarities.5

The Joy of the Hunt

By establishing sets, collectors create rarity, and by creating rarity they
establish the need for expertise. Expertise and sets are linked in a dynamic
relationship, with more complex sets requiring a higher level of knowledge,
which in turn allows for the creation of more arcane sets. The upward spiral
of expertise and rarity feeds off the competitive joy of the hunt. Speaking of a
fellow book collector in 1932, Holbrook Jackson said he “tracked down
mighty tomes with the infallibility of a Red Indian hunter; he followed the
scent of a lurking specimen of palaeotypography with the persistence of a
bloodhound,” and because he pursued his prey scientifically, “he added
knowledge, observation and inference, to instinct, marking down his game
before he started on the chase.” Since they are experts, collectors know what
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they are looking for before they find it and suffer the letdown of success
when they do. In 1926 Carolyn Wells described her search for the only book
she needed to complete her set of Whitman’s publications. She defined her
series; she developed her expertise; and she tracked her quarry until she
found it. Her elation, however, quickly turned to despair. “An incomplete
collection is a thorn in my flesh,” she lamented, “and a complete collection
is a bore.”6

Almost without exception, collectors embrace the hunting metaphor
and acknowledge that pursuit is as important, and sometimes more impor-
tant, than possession. In 1926 book collector John Winterich suggested that
collecting had its origins “in the brain of that dim ancestor who one morn-
ing, in pursuit of the day’s food supply, discovered a joy in the hunt itself
which was something apart from consuming the quarry.” A turn-of-the-cen-
tury essayist who dismissed collections because “acquisition seems to rob
most things of their intrinsic value” nevertheless accepted collecting
because of the recreational value of seeking an object. Some years later a
British collector-dealer made the same point when he wrote, “I would
rather be a collector than the owner of a collection.” He urged coin collec-
tors to sell their collections, switch specialties, and begin the hunt anew: “I
feel the chase is more worth while from at least the non-pecuniary point of
view than the actual kill.”7

The joy of the hunt is based on the emotional response elicited by the
process of search and discovery. A lepidopterist described his “hot anxiety”
when a new butterfly sailed into view: “the all but unbearable excitement
when the longed-for quarry appears.” Butterfly collecting is, of course, a form
a real hunting with live prey, but the same author used similar language to
describe the “intoxicating hours” he spent when he found an unexpected
treasure trove of rare books in a widow’s attic. Collecting chroniclers Dou-
glas and Elizabeth Rigby characterize the collector about to achieve the
object of his hunt as having “the glint in the eye of a savage about to spring
upon his victim.” “Your breath quickens, your heart misses a beat and you
feel hot and cold all over,” was how one book collector described the adrena-
line rush of victory.8

The frequent and intense use of the hunting metaphor locates collecting
in an established set of traditionally masculine images. Yet the language was
frequently used by female collectors. It is not clear if they were simply borrow-
ing the dominant vocabulary or if the hunting language was a way to empha-
size that they could play the collecting game by the traditional male rules—at
least where they were permitted to. Women were virtually excluded from
some collecting communities, such as stamps, coins, and books, but seem to
have outnumbered men in autograph collecting and dominated collecting of
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“female” objects such as dolls and dishes. In 1916, when Agnes Repplier
described an autograph hound as “the wily hunter, stalking his game through
coverts dim and mean” and concluded that “the pleasure of possession is pref-
aced by the keener pleasure of the chase and by the supreme joy of outwitting
a stupid world,” she used the masculine pronoun and decidedly masculine
imagery but is as likely to have been referring to a woman as a man.9

Hunter-collectors of both genders saw themselves as playing a game, and
they understood Grantland Rice’s famous dictum: “It is not whether you win
or lose, but how you play the game.” However, like most players they pre-
ferred to win. Collecting prints “is as much sport as fishing, securing the
prize more fun than owning it,” noted collector John Ramsay in 1947. Ram-
say, however, did not lose sight of the goal, “In the game of collecting, it is
always fair to take advantage of the other fellow’s mistake,” he claimed,
although he admitted “robbing widows and orphans is poor sportsmanship.”
Robbing widows and orphans is an activity traditionally ascribed to landlords
and unscrupulous investment advisers, and by using that phrase he was com-
bining the language of sports and business.10

Elaborating on the idea of competitive collecting, a 1915 essay in the Lon-
don Times noted that while some people were solo collectors, most preferred
to have at least one rival to defeat and even steal from. “Collecting is a
game,” the essayist said, “and stealing is not a breach of the rules.” Even the
most honest men are seduced by the game “so that they come to regard steal-
ing as only a bold and skillful kind of collecting” (see fig. 3.1). The author
goes on to describe the hobby as a simplified and reduced model of life in
which the rules, and therefore the results, are clear, if morally ambiguous. In
fact, ambiguity is the essence of the analysis. The piece calls collecting a
game, yet says stealing and forging (cheating) are understood as parts of it.
The author says it is easy to determine if you have won, but concedes that
most people set the rules up so they can never win. By acknowledging the
competitive aspect of the hunt, the essayist has grasped the deeper meaning
of collecting. Like life, it is activity governed by a code of behavior; some
rules are externally imposed and some come from within, but all are subject
to change. Although it only obliquely alludes to the economic elements of
collecting, the essay nevertheless sets up a classic description of a leisure
activity as a form of ideological spillover.11

The collected object is the prey, but with very few exceptions, it is an
inanimate object, incapable of defending itself against those who wish to
possess it. The real opponent is not the prey but those who own it or would
like to own it. In 1917 Outlook magazine explained that “the cautious bar-
gaining with the dealer or the feverish competition of the auction sale” were
the real joys of collecting since they could lead to “the pleasant feeling of
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figure 3.1 A sardonic commentary on collecting ethics by Booth Tarkington shows a collector 
shoplifting antiques. (Reprinted from Kenneth L. Roberts, Antiquamania [Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
Doran, 1928], 229.)
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superiority on discovering that some less well-informed collector has been
taken in.” Psychologist Ruth Formanek describes collecting as a search for
prey in which the collected object is “a symbol of one’s aggression and
prowess.” For men in particular, the image of the hunt as both a search for
game and a form of game imbued collecting with an air of masculinity that
legitimated it as an expression of superiority in a Darwinian world. The
underlying aggression common to both hunting and competitive games is
also, of course, an integral element in marketplace dealings. On a strictly
economic level, buying low, with at least the option of selling high, is the pri-
mary measure of success in the free market.12

Psychiatrist Edmund Bergler has argued that male bargain hunters, who
are commonly perceived as “passive-feminine” types, are in fact practicing a
form of aggression in which they take pleasure in outwitting the dealer who
is a surrogate for a “bad mother.” Bergler’s speculative Freudianism assumes
this aggressive pattern is uniquely male, but a woman collector in 1926
explained “the joy of a collector is showing off his books to other collectors,
hoping to make them green with envy.” She had begun collecting only when
she was told that all the most desirable editions of a particular author had
already been bought up. She did not care about the soul of the book, she
said, only the body. In fact, she did not even particularly care about the body;
what she cared about was the challenge of finding books that others said
could not be found and the pride of having done so.13

Collecting autographs from living people was one form of the hobby in
which the prey could escape on its own. Although women were active auto-
graph collectors, males appear to have been more aggressive. Seeking auto-
graphs was, in the title words of a 1925 reminiscence, “A Boy’s Hunt for Big
Game.” Male collectors were extremely proud of the various postal ploys
they used to pry signatures out of reluctant celebrities. When simple requests
went unanswered, they turned to “invitations in which the RSVP loomed
large, letters claiming kinship, threatening suit, sending gifts or newspaper
clippings, [and] inquiring about allegedly mutual friends.” Rebuffed five
times by Vachel Lindsay, in his sixth request a collector challenged the poet’s
masculinity saying he “understood that his wife did not permit him to send
his signature.” Lindsay rose to the bait and sent his autograph. Six requests
was a small-bore assault compared to the sixteen letters with which Seymour
Halpern bombarded aviator Charles Lindberg, all to no avail until he enlist-
ed the assistance of Lindberg’s father-in-law, New Jersey senator Dwight
Morrow. Unable to get Benito Mussolini’s autograph, but successful in get-
ting one from Pope Pius XI, Halpern challenged Il Duce to match the Pon-
tiff’s generosity, which Mussolini did only after an Italian attaché had
authenticated the Pope’s signature.14
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Since the pleasure of collecting was more in the search than the seizure,
collectors could make a sharp distinction between capturing the object
directly and buying it in the marketplace, or worse yet, having it bought by
an agent. As early as the 1880s famous people were charging autograph
hounds for their signatures, causing one collector to conclude that once “a
price is set upon an autograph, its value to the true collector is gone. It is the
difficulty of acquisition that lends zest to the occupation, and directly that
difficulty can be overcome by the mere exchange of dollars and cents it
degenerates into a matter of trade.” Yet even this collector acknowledged that
no serious collector could avoid the marketplace altogether, but at the very
least collectors were supposed to do their own negotiating.15 In an extended
bit of doggerel about car manufacturer Walter Chrysler’s coin-bank collec-
tion, Norman Sherwood wrote:

He hunted far, he hunted wide—
He had me hunting—also you
And the “big shots”—who run the Chrysler “outfit”
He had them hunting too.16

If Chrysler indeed sent his minions out to find banks for him, it would
have been a logical move for a man who sat at the apex of a large corporation
all of whose employees existed to do the president’s bidding. Moreover, he
would have been acting in the tradition of wealthy collectors who used
agents to collect art and antiquities. Nevertheless, Chrysler would also have
been violating the spirit of the hunt as it was understood by most collecting
hobbyists. The true book hunter “must hunt the books himself and not by
proxy, must actually undergo the anxiety, the fatigue, and, so far as purse is
concerned, the risks of the chase,” explained Holbrook Jackson.17

The Shame of Collecting

Despite both its behavioral and ideological congruence with work, col-
lecting among adults is not an unconflicted pastime. Warranted or not, col-
lectors have cultivated a self-deprecating attitude of beleaguered victimiza-
tion. In 1912 Adrian Hoffman Joline, a member of New York’s exclusive
Hobby Club, observed that “the hapless being who confesses that he is an
autograph collector receives the most general condemnation.” Joline said
that if he collected “all the ill-natured and abusive things ever written or
printed about autograph collectors,” he would have to hire the Metropolitan
Life Building to hold them. In fact, despite their self-mocking complaints,
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there has been surprisingly little serious criticism of collectors. A rare exam-
ple in 1902 called collectors bores who were obsessed by their objects and
riven with jealousy of other collectors. Most criticism of collecting, however,
has its origins with the collectors, not with their critics. While Joline spoke of
“confessing” that he was a collector, as though the hobby were a sin or a
crime, the transgressions were mostly in his mind because he, like so many
of his fellows, seems to have been burdened with a guilty conscience.18

Gardener Teall, a collector of art objects, wrote in 1920 that “your true
collector may often maintain reticence” in order to remain “undisturbed by
the merely idle curious” and avoid “the skepticism of those who measure the
sanity of their fellows by the canons of their own irrevocable and undeviat-
ing limitations.” Teall’s was a particularly arrogant expression of an other-
wise widespread reluctance of collectors to go public. Sociologist A. D.
Olmsted argues that the collectors’ shame or embarrassment stems from
their sense that they are violating cultural expectations about the rational,
work-oriented use of time. His argument is a sociological version of psychia-
trist William Menninger’s observation that “many persons pursuing a hobby
exhibit an unusual modesty or reticence in referring to it and may even pre-
sent an apologetic or shamefaced attitude when questioned about it.” Like
Olmsted, Menninger attributed this reserve to the belief that “play and
recreation are forbidden as a waste of time and demoralizing,” although he
locates the source of the guilt in the collector’s parents not society. Men-
ninger goes on to link the solitary vice of collecting with the solitary vice,
masturbation. This connection seems deficient on two grounds. First, seri-
ous collecting is much closer to rational, worklike behavior than most other
forms of leisure and is more encouraged than discouraged both by parents
and by society at large. Second, people have very few reservations about dis-
cussing other much less rational and work-oriented leisure such as travel or
watching television.19

No doubt much collectors’ secrecy is no more complicated than experts’
reluctance or inability to talk to the untutored about their areas of expertise.
We assume that everyone understands sports or movies and feel free to open
discussions about them, although the same might not be true for stamps or
buttons. There is, in addition, the quality of solitariness that is part of the
common understanding of a hobby.20 If one goes about talking with people
who have nothing to offer either in the way of objects or expertise, one is
infringing on the solitude or sanctuary quality of the pastime.

Granting these two straightforward reasons for collector reticence, there
is still too much anecdotal evidence of shame or guilt to be dismissed. Col-
lectors do seem to feel some psychological discomfort with their hobby,
which mirrors a sense of discomfort that members of the noncollecting pub-
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lic have with them. If collecting is actually more consonant with capitalist
values than other forms of leisure, why should it generate this psychological
tension in both participants and observers? Why should people feel ashamed
or guilty about activities that emulate universally praised behavior and that,
at the same time, reinforce the ideological underpinnings of that activity? It
may be, as I discuss in greater detail later, that collecting emulates not only
the approved but also the dubious aspects of market capitalism. Thus if the
collectors or their critics see their activity not as educational and rational
capital formation but as speculation, then collectors might feel embarrassed
about partaking in an activity that produces wealth without producing social
value. Olmsted seems to imply this when he calls the collecting of mundane
objects like baseball cards controversial since they “have little use-value, but
considerable exchange value.” Whatever real function they may serve in the
efficient allocation of resources, speculators are popularly seen as parasites,
and that is a label most people would gladly forego.21

Additional discomfort may arise from the very fact that collecting is nei-
ther clearly work nor clearly leisure. It seems to cross categories, and as
anthropologist Mary Douglas has explained, we are most uncomfortable
with those things that violate our sense of categorical order.22 Collecting is
pretend work. It is work effort being applied to nonwork ends, and therefore
neither collectors nor society can be quite sure if the collector is working
hard or playing hard. In collecting, and perhaps in some other serious leisure
activities as well, work has spilled out of its boundaries. It is no longer safely
contained within the factory or office walls, bound by the clock to socially
and legally prescribed hours. It threatens to take over the leisure sphere and
thereby recolonize a part of life that has only recently been wrested from it.
Thus the very aspects of collecting that make it popular and generally
praised also set up a paradoxical fear of the hobby. It mimics business and it
mocks business. It reinforces the ideological foundations of market capital-
ism and it threatens to undermine the foundations of leisure. This does not
mean that every collector is going to be torn by unresolved psychological
conflicts between commending capitalism and containing it, but it does
explain why there may be ambivalence about those pastimes that promote
the work ethic as well as those that negate it.

The Psychology of Collecting

So long as it is done by children, or in moderation by adults, collecting
raises few objections and much support. When, however, collectors begin to
focus the kind of attention on their hobby that is supposed be reserved for
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work, both the hobbyists and the public become uncomfortable. Serious col-
lectors recognize that their hobby strikes outsiders as abnormal. “Crazy?
Well, mebby I be; leastwise, if some folks that thinks so are sane, I’m willin’
to be the other thing,” an artifact collector argued defensively in 1910. Col-
lectors and noncollectors alike acknowledged that taken too far the hobby
became a disease. The main character in an 1876 Mark Twain short story
makes the mistake of suggesting that his uncle take up a collecting hobby.
The older man does so and is soon caught up in a “raging fever.” The uncle
quits work and turns an “elegant leisure into a rabid search for curious
things.” He creates a series of what he believes to be unique sets (cow bells,
brickbats, flint hatchets, and stuffed whales) but each time discovers that
there is one other collector who owns the last object he needs to fill his set
and who will not sell at any price. Ultimately the older man exhausts his for-
tune and mortgages his estate to collect echoes. “The Canvasser’s Tale” is
not vintage Twain, but it does capture the fear that the benign hobby con-
tains the germ of a dangerous disease.23

In 1906 John Walker Harrington wrote a light piece (the vast majority of
references to collecting as a disease are humorous) that he titled “Postal
Carditis and Some Allied Manias.” In Harrington’s pathology the ravages of
“cranko-organisms” led to the “faddy degeneration of the brain.” Likewise
the New York Times described William M. Schnitzer, a founding officer of
the Hobby Club, as having been “infected with the bacillus” of collecting.
Identifying collecting with disease draws attention to the behavioral symp-
toms while absolving the collector of responsibility since a disease is not
something one contracts voluntarily. Barton Currie, a book collector who
wrote in the 1920s and 1930s, constantly referred to collectors as madmen
whose disease was “beyond the reach of medicine, surgery, or even meta-
physics.” Currie said the germ of bibliomania was like the germ of love, it
turned responsible people into victims of their emotions. It is not clear why
any given collector preferred the negative and passive image of disease to the
positive and active metaphor of hunting, but the two were never used togeth-
er. E. R. Pennell recognized that she had a choice between viewing her
cookbook collecting as a sport, which is what one expert she cited called it,
or as a “peculiar malady,” the characterization of another. She chose the sec-
ond, concluding that her behavior had been the result of the “deadly
germ.”24

Collecting as a somatic malady brought on by a pathogen was a popular
image for people spinning humorous stories of compulsive behavior. Howev-
er, the idea that collecting was a psychological malady was both more wide-
spread and sometimes more serious. Everyone understood that there was no
collecting germ, but it was less obvious that there was no collecting mental
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illness. It took police and sanitation workers nineteen days in 1947 to dig
through the refuse to find the bodies of Homer and Langley Collyer in their
New York City apartment and an additional five months to clear out their
twelve-ton collection of newspapers, pianos, toys, rugs, and auto parts. Linda
Belle Titus Knox, a wealthy Chicago widow who married her gardener and
with him proceeded to fill eight houses with Indian blankets, glass, books,
china, antiques, pewter, copper, costumes, and beads was certainly eccentric
and may have been crazy. But what of run-of-the-mill collectors? “He
thought I was mad, of course,” said a collector of ship models in a 1927 short
story, “and as a matter of fact I was. Every collector is that and worse!”25

Exactly where self-indulgence ends and mental illness begins is not
clear. Recently, psychiatrist Werner Muensterberger has suggested that seri-
ous collectors are attempting to compensate for an unquenchable desire.
Like an opiate, each new acquisition brings real but temporary relief and
thus primes the collector to seek yet another object to ease the pain. For the
bibliophile who had become a bibliomaniac buying just one book was “like
the first secret dram swallowed in the forenoon,” the first step down the slip-
pery slope to dissipation. Reformed addicts always remembered the thrill. In
1863 John Hill Burton described book collecting as a “malady” of youth
that, like billiards and roulette, could be overcome but that the collector
would always recall “with fond associations to the scenes of his dangerous
indulgence.” Another book collector in the 1930s confessed to having
“repented, sinned, struggled, and fallen.” To be sure, his language of sin,
like the vocabulary of disease, was used playfully; yet underlying the humor
was the deeper understanding that the collector was, in the words of a turn-
of-the-century hobbyist, “frankly selfish,—not to say greedy,” one of the
seven deadly sins.26

On the more benign side, descriptions of collecting could fold together
mental disease and sin and then praise the activity as beneficial, as the New
York Times did in 1900 when it called collecting a “mania” complete with
“symptoms” and “ravages.” It then quoted a collector who used the biblical
description of the road to perdition to describe her entry into the hobby:
“Broad is the path and easy and pleasant is the way which leads to the state of
a chronic collector.” Nevertheless, the article presents the pastime as
“delightful” and “educating” if somewhat preoccupying. Reflections on col-
lecting danced along a fine line, mixing allusions to physical disease, mental
disorder, and moral turpitude, usually but not always, in a spirit of playful
good will. Beware of “the effect of antiques on the collector’s mind,” warned
a character in a 1926 short story, “they ruin it . . . the morals go, too, and then
all the rest.” The analytic confusion arose from the fact that, more so than
most hobbyists, collectors could and did go over the edge and there was
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always that large gray area of people who were probably too sane to be com-
mitted but not sane enough to be released.27

A depression-era psychiatrist who advised people to “be glad you’re neu-
rotic” noted that collecting hobbies allowed one to replicate the self-cen-
teredness of infancy. Classic psychosexual theory sees the roots of collecting
in the anal stage of infant development when children become aware of and
then learn to control their excretory functions. The emotional satisfaction
that is achieved in bowel control is transferred in later life to the accumula-
tion and ordering of objects. “All collectors are anal-erotics,” psychiatrist
Ernest Jones claimed in 1912, “and the objects collected are nearly always
typical copro-symbols.” Jones thought coins, stamps, and books were substi-
tute feces, as were birds’ eggs, and less obviously, butterflies. Although not
explicitly anal-erotic, Menninger also locates the origins of collecting in
childhood experience when he suggests that resentment over being forced to
share as part of the socialization process lies behind the adult’s collecting
activities. Unlike the child who has to share in order to earn parental love,
the adult collector can “keep as part of himself, with full social approval, cer-
tain objects in which he can make an emotional investment,” a feeling that
itself might be related to anal retentiveness.28

Whether or not its origins lie in the frustrations and pleasures of toilet
training, in a desire to exercise childish selfishness, or as discussed below, in
the erotic possessiveness of adult males, there does appear to be a collecting
personality type. Usually labeled “obsessive-compulsive,” such people are
orderly, methodical, systematic, thorough, conscientious, rigid, clean,
uncertain—and have an inordinate fondness for collecting things.29 The
obsessive-compulsive label is so closely associated with collecting that there
are those who make it the definition of a true collector. Psychologist William
Cahill, for example, acknowledges that people might be motivated to collect
for profit, aesthetics, historical appeal or even because they enjoy the social
interaction with other collectors, but such people are not “true” collectors
says Cahill. True collectors are “those who derive a sense of satisfaction from
acquiring and possessing objects; they have a need for completeness, for clo-
sure; they pay a great deal of attention to details and they are quite systematic
in their collecting activities; they are continually seeking to enlarge and
improve their collections, and they feel somewhat compelled or driven in
this quest.”30 Anecdotally this personality type is associated with stereotypi-
cally fussy bachelors who cannot bear to have anybody else sharing their
space or their things.31 The objects themselves become friends, if not lovers.
Speaking in 1918 of an unmarried New York collector of antique furniture,
glass, china, lacquered trays, silver, pewter, silhouettes, tinsel pictures, and
tea caddies, a writer admiringly described them as “his friends and compan-
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ions—companions who do not worry him with their troubles or with good
advice about his health, but with which he holds constant and satisfying
converse.”32

Collectors may understand their activity as a hunting game but psycholo-
gists tend to see it as a search for love, although sometimes the two quests
seem to merge in the analysts’ minds. Frederick Baekeland says finding a
wanted work of art is like falling in love. Freud himself argued that collecting
was a way to substitute what one could get for that which was unobtainable:
immortality or love. By saying “every collector is a substitute for a Don Juan
Tenerio,” Freud was excluding Don Juan from the circle of collectors of
objects but tacitly acknowledging him as a collector of women. Pioneering
psychoanalyst Karl Abraham was a bit less predatory, but his point was identi-
cal when he said that the value the collector places on the object “corre-
sponds completely to the lover’s overestimate of his sexual object,” and he
concludes that collecting among bachelors (in the 1920s) was a surrogate for
sex and thus “a bachelor’s keenness for collecting often diminishes after he
has married.”33

Perhaps the most elaborate and speculative psychological description of
the collected item as an object of erotic desire comes from philosopher Jean
Baudrillard, who has suggested that collecting “derives its fullest satisfaction
from the prestige the object enjoys in the eyes of other people, and the fact
that they cannot have it.” This feeling in turn leads to a “powerful anal-sadis-
tic impulse that tends to confine beauty in order to savor it in isolation.”
Assuming, like so many scholars, that only males collected, Baudrillard
notes that a collector would no more lend a collectible than he would lend
his wife. Then reversing the object’s gender, he says the collector identifies
sexually with it and that loss or damage would constitute symbolic castration.
“When all is said and done,” he concludes, “one never lends out one’s phal-
lus.” There is, in Baudrillard’s scheme, a cycle of jealousy. The collector is
jealous of others who have what he wants, and he wants others to be jealous
of what he has. It is not enough for him to be the dog in the manger, he must
be the top dog in the manger who deprives all the others of access to the
objects of their desires.34

Collectors speak of their love for their collections, but they want more
love than can be provided by one lover or even by two or three. They collect
love, not chastely and monogamously like Don Quixote, not even promis-
cuously and serially like Don Juan, but rather like a caliph with a harem of
beautiful women that are all simultaneously his. The charm of a series, as
Baudrillard has observed, lies in the fact that it is “bounded by intimacy
[that is] bounded by seriality.” Collecting actual women, however morally
problematic, at least eliminates the conflict that so frequently arises when
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the collector finds he loves his collection more than his spouse. “More
wives hate collections than say so,” noted Arnold Bennett in 1924, because
the collection had become an additional wife. “Sometimes,” observed Ben-
nett, “the woman is the principal wife; sometimes she comes second to the
collection.”35

This conflict is sardonically noted in a popular bumper sticker whose first
line announces, “My wife said, ‘it’s either fishing or me!’ ” The second line
resolves the crisis with only a touch of regret: “Damn, I’m going to miss that
woman.” Charles Dickens related just such a case in which a wife, driven to
distraction by her husband’s clock collection, gave him an ultimatum; it was
either her or the clocks. He chose the clocks. In this case, however, the gen-
tleman missed “that woman” so much that he agreed to leave most of his
clocks unwound so she would return home. The great, and greatly eccentric,
English book collector Thomas Phillipps inverted this situation by desper-
ately searching for a second wife with an income large enough to support his
compulsive book buying. And in the same vein once removed, in 1886 a
wealthy collector agreed to his son’s marriage only when her family gave him
a ceramic piece he desired.36

In fiction as well as fact, males’ collections regularly surpass wives as
objects of affection. The eminent book collector A. S. W. Rosenbach wrote a
short story in 1917 that used the language of adultery to describe a collector’s
attempts to hide his acquisitions from his wife. Despite his best efforts, he
said his wife would regularly catch him “flagrante delicto as I would stealth-
ily remove my beloved from its brown wrapping-paper; or catch me napping
with a first edition that she was sure she had not seen before.” He resolved to
divorce her but could think of no grounds. She solved the problem by divorc-
ing him “on the grounds of infidelity,” because he loved his first folio of
Shakespeare more than he did her.37 As the poet Eugene Field observed,
books were perfect wives, compliant and faithful:

Prose for me when I wished for prose,
Verse when to verse inclined,—
Forever bringing sweet repose
To body, heart and mind.
Oh, I should bind this priceless prize
In bindings full and fine,
And keep her where no human eyes
Should see her charm, but mine!38

During the depression, novelist Radclyffe Hall wrote of a man who stole
a Leonardo da Vinci statuette and willingly spent four years in prison, beg-
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garing his family, for the pleasure of having briefly possessed it.39 Hard
times raised particular concerns about obsessive collectors who would sacri-
fice their families and even themselves for the inanimate love objects.
Although collecting was one of the many hobbies promoted during the
1930s, commentators seemed acutely aware that collecting could become
an end in itself and thus work against the very values it was thought to
embody. Rather than promoting economy and savings, it could become the
vehicle for financial ruin. Rather than cementing the family around home-
based hobbies, it could tear the family apart emotionally while destroying it
economically.

The warnings, like so much that dealt with the pathology of collecting,
tended to be light hearted, but the pattern was nevertheless clear; the col-
lectors (usually husbands, but sometimes wives) were in danger of putting
their families at risk. Pearl Eley Seal complained in verse about her hus-
band who ignored her, their children, the leaking roof and plumbing, as
well as other family crises to spend all his spare hours on his gun collection.
Grace Sharritt protested that her husband’s hobbies were using up the
money she needed for a new hat, and Kenneth Roberts wrote in 1930 that
“as long as there are bills to be paid or children’s clothes to be bought,”
wives will never be able “to sympathize whole-heartedly with the over-
whelming emotion that fills their husbands’ breasts when they are confront-
ed by something rare and beautiful.” On the other side of the gender divide
in 1935 Frank Farrington discovered that despite a strict budget adopted to
curb his wife’s antique buying habit, she had been ignoring the butcher
bills in order to surreptitiously fill their spare room with what he considered
junk. Harriet Pinkham, a Minneapolis glass collector, wrote how she “cuts
down on the groceries, electricity and gas, / Wears old clothes, darns her
socks—to buy a piece of glass.”40

The emphasis on displaced aggression and sexuality in the psychological
commentary on collecting, along with its emphasis on male hobbyists, mir-
rored cultural assumptions about the business world. As long as those feel-
ings remained under control, collecting was perceived as a positive activity.
However, when they interfered with the family, or with business itself, what
had been leisure became mental illness. Roy Tinney, a gun collector in the
1930s, described how gun cranks would cross the line, not only scrimping
on personal expenses but also becoming too preoccupied with their hobby
to take advantage of business opportunities. While collecting might model
work, it could also interfere with it and thus move into the realm of the self-
destructive behavior exhibited by a book dealer who was so obsessed with
his volumes that he was happiest when a customer left his shop empty-
handed.41
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The Benefits of Collecting for Adults and Children

Because collecting can shade over so easily into deviant behavior, the
snares of the hobby and the foibles of its followers have attracted considerably
more comment than its benefits. Nevertheless, collecting never lost its repu-
tation as a form of beneficial leisure, not the least, ironically, because it was
thought to contribute to mental health. Of course, those who praised the
mental health benefits of collecting had to take pains to distance themselves
from the image of the obsessed collector. Writing in 1924 Arnold Bennett
insisted that “the collecting instinct is not quite so unusual, abnormal, or
absurd” as some critics claimed, and “still less is collecting usually a form of
madness or mania which entitles its devotees to a place in a lunatic asylum.”42

As an aid to psychological well-being, collecting was usually treated as a
specific example of the generic good that came from having a hobby. Thus it
was not so much that collectors were actively acquiring particular objects as a
part of a series but that they were hobbyists spending their leisure time in a
productive fashion that made the activity laudable. Addressing the Rochester
Numismatic Association in 1914, Harry Earl Montgomery said that “a man
with a hobby is too busy to be unhappy and has no time for ennui or the
blues.” “It will make no difference what hobby you adopt,” he told his audi-
ence, “but a hobby you must have if you are to find health and happiness.”
Even a hobbyist who used the disease metaphor, calling collecting a “mania”
that is “not only infectious but practically incurable,” recommended it for
“its healing way with nervous wrecks and despondent businessmen.”43

Used to spending their time in a productive capacity that they found psy-
chologically satisfying, businessmen and professionals became uneasy, that
is to say bored, when they had time on their hands. Collecting struck many
such people as an appropriate way to fill those leisure hours. Although they
did not always make a clear connection between the activities and values of
the hobby and those of work, the congruency was clearly implied. For exam-
ple, magazine collector Harry Kossove reported in 1946 that his friends won-
dered why he, a businessman, was a collector. His response was that “a hob-
byist is a man or a woman who wishes ‘to get away from it all’ and have some-
thing to make him or her so self-sufficient that hours of leisure never hang
heavily.” Self-sufficiency is a key element in the capitalist work ethic, and
Kossove’s picking it out as a rationale for collecting suggests an instinctive
linking of work and leisure. Traveling salesmen, who were the first systemat-
ic collectors of souvenir spoons, felt the burdens of leisure more acutely than
most because they were relegated in their time off to hotel lobbies or even
less reputable gathering places of idle men. Collecting became for them a
way to occupy their spare hours gainfully and take advantage of the fact that
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they could systematically search a much wider geographic area than the run-
of-the-mill collector tied to a stationary job.44

To some extent, the willingness to privilege collecting over other leisure
activities spilled over into a willingness to pass judgment on the type of col-
lection as well. In the eighteenth century, Samuel Johnson had praised col-
lecting in general but warned against “accumulating trifles” as a way of seek-
ing distinction. Obviously Johnson thought the inherent virtue of the object
transferred to the owner and an accumulation of trivial items endowed nei-
ther the items nor their owner with any prestige. William P. Brown, the edi-
tor of an early collector’s journal took the same tack when he wrote in 1870:
“Only those things which have a historical or scientific interest are worth
preserving; some display their folly by gathering useless rubbish—the latest
novelty we have heard of in this line, was the sale at auction in Paris of a valu-
able collection of warming pans.” In the mid-1930s, a period when hobbies
were enjoying almost universal approbation, the author of a general advice
book on leisure dismissed people who collected “such enigmatical treasures
as those composed of paper matches or different brands of pins or various
other meaningless oddments.” So obvious was the meaningless of such col-
lections that the author gave no explanation as to why they were less worthy
than stamps, although the implication was that they could never be worth
much money.45

The desire to distinguish between good and bad collected objects mir-
rored the desire to separate good leisure from bad. Experts were always will-
ing to provide neophytes with rules to assist them in self-improvement. Since
so many self-styled leisure authorities promoted collecting as not only educa-
tional but also as a way to prolong life and make a man “a better husband,
father, business man and citizen,” it stood to reason that what was so benefi-
cial to adults would apply even more importantly to children.46

Sometime in the late seventeenth century Cotton Mather’s son Samuel
went through his father’s extensive library and cut out all the printers’
emblems, which he pasted in a scrapbook. Cotton willed his collection to
Samuel indicating either that he had eventually forgiven his son or that he
wished to continue to punish him by making him live with the mutilated
books for the rest of his life. If indeed Cotton forgave young Samuel’s misbe-
gotten excursion into childhood collecting, it may have been because he
understood that between the ages of nine and twelve, most children go
through a collecting phase. In fact, collecting behavior among children has
been the object of more systematic study than any other form of hobbies.

In 1891 pioneer child psychologist G. Stanley Hall reported a survey of
several hundred teenage boys that found all but a few had collections of
stamps, coins, marbles, or a variety of other natural and manufactured detri-
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tus. With admittedly scant data, Hall concluded that girls were less apt than
boys to engage in collecting. Hall’s impressionistic conclusion was disproven
a decade later by Caroline Frear Burk who examined the collecting behavior
of more than twelve hundred California children between the ages of six and
seventeen and found that more than 90 percent of them went through a col-
lecting phase around the age of ten. Girls collected more, not less, than boys,
but they preferred to collect items of sentiment and beauty like picture cards
and seashells, while boys concentrated on stamps, cigar tags, and birds’
eggs.47

Burk’s conclusions about children’s collecting behavior are dramatically
illustrated by the early collecting career of A. S. W. Rosenbach whose uncle,
a Philadelphia book dealer, introduced him to book collecting in 1885 when
he was nine years old. Two years later he attended his first auction and bid
twenty-four dollars for an illustrated edition of Reynard the Fox. The auction-
eer extended Rosenbach credit and, noting the young collector’s pleasure,
commented that he knew bibliomania ran in families and could start at an
early age but Rosenbach was the first baby bibliomaniac he had ever seen.
The eleven-year-old Rosenbach combined the “instinctual” collecting of the
preadolescent child with the competitive drive of male collecting to exhibit
a childhood “mania” that was the mark of those who took their hobby too
seriously.48

Burk’s and subsequent investigations substantially confirmed William
James’s assertion that there is an “instinctive impulse . . . to collect
property.”49 Intrigued by rodent and bird behavior, and eager to demonstrate
which form of collecting was “a worthy use of leisure time,” a spate of studies
in the 1930s attempted to distinguish among hoarding (of necessities like
food), accumulating (of items for sale or reuse), collecting information (such
as bird-watching), and “scientific” collecting (acquiring objects to fill a
defined series or set).50 These and more recent studies suggest that the child-
hood collecting instinct might be a response to the realization that there is a
finite supply of desirable goods, and those who suffer an acute sense of child-
hood deprivation are prone to neurotic adult collecting or hoarding.51 For
most people, however, the desire to collect declines rapidly after puberty.52

While the childhood propensity to collect may be developmental or
instinctual, the adult support for the hobby has been purely cultural. Col-
lecting fit the adult world’s idea of what children should do in their spare
time because it emulated adult conduct and seemed to develop skills and
attitudes that were consonant with the prevailing ethos. In 1922 a cranky let-
ter-writer to the New York Times acknowledged that childhood collecting
might instill useful information, but said, “There is not a shadow of evidence
to show that order or neatness transfers from a cabinet of insects to the care of
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the clothing, or from a stamp collection to the writing of letters, or from a
coin collection to keeping one’s room neat and orderly.” He was, of course,
correct; there was no such evidence, but that did not stop everybody else
from asserting the global benefits of collecting—especially for boys.53

In 1940 Popular Mechanics published plans for “The Boy’s Own Room
and Museum” (see fig. 3.2). How such rooms promoted appropriate behavior
was explained a couple of years later by an exasperated mother whose son’s
collections prevented his room from being properly cleaned. She suppressed
her own instinct to throw out his seashells, miniature dogs, glass ornaments,
stones, and Indian objects because she recognized “the boy has the begin-
nings of what it takes to get along in this world—interest in surrounding
things and ability to sustain that interest.” Instead she bought him a display
bookcase, mounted a plaque over it that said “Denny Kelsey Museum,” and
satisfied both his need for collecting and hers for cleanliness.54

The idea that collecting nurtured positive attitudes shows up as early as
1830 when Godey’s Lady’s Book suggested that children be taught to build
pasteboard trays “divided into compartments for the reception of the genera
and species of shells.” This activity, advised the writer, will “lead young per-
sons to habits of order and arrangement.” Catharine Beecher concurred.
Writing in 1855, she recommended “the collecting of shells, plants, and
specimens in geology and mineralogy, for the formation of cabinets.” She
said she had seen boys collecting and cleaning shells “with a delight border-
ing on ecstasy” and predicted that if parents would only set the course for
their children, the youngsters would soon develop a taste for the collecting
hobby. Antebellum advisers suggested collecting readily available natural
objects, although they were not insensitive to the harm of collectors’ depre-
dations. In 1833 Lydia Child told girls that artificial eggs would look much
prettier in Easter baskets than if “they had been real eggs stolen from a poor
suffering bird.” By the twentieth century, stamps, chromos, cigar tags, and
other manufactured goods had become increasingly popular collectibles “in
a world grown somewhat anxious about conserving wild flowers and wild
bird life.” Nevertheless, collecting birds’ eggs apparently remained wide-
spread among boys even after the practice was outlawed by the Migratory
Bird Treaty of 1916. As late as 1933 a hobby writer was urging boys not to col-
lect birds’ eggs and nests (and tobacco tags) because they were worthless.55

Adults assumed that collecting aided children in three ways. First, col-
lecting taught children organization skills. Second, it promoted knowledge
about the collected objects. Third, collecting developed bargaining skills
and a practical understanding of the marketplace. The qualities of organiza-
tion and knowledge were self-evident; they were what distinguished collect-
ing from accumulation. “One who simply accumulates odds and ends and
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figure 3.2 Popular Mechanics illustration of an ideal boy’s room takes collecting and model building
for granted as appropriate youth activities. (Reprinted from The Boy Mechanic [Chicago: Popular
Mechanics Press, 1940], 10. Copyright the Hearst Corporation. All rights reserved.)
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stows them away in a corner is not a collector,” warned a 1941 textbook. “A
real collector will take great pains to see that each specimen is carefully clas-
sified and understood.” Learning itself was thought to be a form of collect-
ing, so collecting objects was part of the process of collecting information.
“When you are busy making, let us say, a collection of butterflies and moths,
your mind too, is storing away a collection of its own,” wrote Hildegarde
Hawthorne in 1921. Stamp collecting in particular was seen as a painless way
to acquire useful information since, as one expert explained in 1928, it “leads
to excursions into geography, history, natural history, and art far more inter-
esting than the dry study of these subjects.” Natural objects, associated with
recognized sciences, and stamps, because of their diverse geographic origins
and historical iconography, were the collections most often recommended
for children. There was, however, a broader sense that “once a child starts
collecting stamps or toy banks or miniature porcelain animals, the very act of
collecting becomes an education.” Perhaps collecting was an education, but
studies showed there was no positive correlation between collecting and suc-
cess in school, and there may have been a negative one.56

The third presumed benefit of collecting was the cultivation of market-
place values and skills. “The kind of objects gathered count for nothing,”
claimed an educator in 1919; “it is the activity itself that is essential to the nor-
mal development of a child.” He went on to explain that “the tot of two years
when he starts to collect, has entered the first business enterprise of his life,”
and it has “the power to mark him a success or failure when he comes to his
life work as man.” Writing in 1883 Mary Blake told mothers that collecting
provided them with “constant favorable opportunities for training children,
morally as well as mentally.” If her boy (all her examples concerned boys)
took advantage of another child “by exchanging a worthless United States
stamp for a valuable foreign one,” the mother had a chance to “give him some
forcible advice about common honesty.” On the other hand, if her son were
on the short end of such an exchange, she said it would teach him “to be
more careful in his bargains and not to believe everything that is told him.”
Her general conclusion could not have been more specific: “Boys who have
learned to be both honest and wary have made a good beginning in their busi-
ness education.” Not every Victorian advice-giver agreed that the game of
business was worth the candle of marketplace morals. In her encyclopedic
advice book Queen of the Home, Emma Churchman Hewitt warned against
the dangers of collectors “swapping” because the practice fostered “two very
undesirable characteristics—a desire for gain and a discontentment with the
article possessed.” Hewitt worried that swapping would teach boys to “ ‘drive a
sharp bargain’ with those younger or more innocent than themselves” and
predicted that such dishonesty in childhood boded ill for the child’s future.57
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Both Blake and Hewitt agreed that collecting taught boys the techniques
and values of business. They did not agree on the desirability of this conse-
quence. Hewitt realized that her anticompetitive position might lead some
fathers to complain, “You would have my son a ‘molly-coddle’! I want him to
be a man!” Her response was a classic statement of the contradictions
involved in having “queens of the home” raising boys for the jungle of busi-
ness: “The true man is the one who is taught from his earliest infancy to
respect the right of the weak, be it in business or pleasure.” She recognized
the widespread feeling among men that driving a hard bargain was an act of
manliness, and her response reflected a desire for a much gentler market-
place. In the 1930s, as had been the case in the past, girls were cautioned to
avoid the market altogether: “Collect only what interests you. Do not buy
simply because the books are first editions,” explained “Book Collecting for
Girls” in 1937, “or because you expect to sell them for a profit.” By the 1950s,
however, the gender distinction faded somewhat and parents were advised
that “with a collecting hobby, the child has a good chance of learning about
human nature and even economics, in the swapping and barter that adds
spice and is part of a healthy competition.”58

The collecting propensities of children and the subsequent trading activi-
ties, especially among boys, struck most observers of children’s hobbies as
commendable and less problematic than adult collecting. Children were
never warned about the danger of compulsiveness, nor were there stories of
boys and girls neglecting their other obligations in favor of their hobbies.
While some observers saw a threat to morals in the temptations posed by
marketplace trading, most applauded the lessons learned. For boys, collect-
ing was practice for the life of business, and even for girls, it brought organi-
zational skills and valuable knowledge.

Men, Women, and the Gendered Object

Collectors themselves acknowledged, and surveys confirmed, that no
form of collecting among either adults or children was the exclusive territory
of one gender, which is not to say there were no differences. Those differ-
ences, both real and perceived, are almost all artifacts of the way that collect-
ing modeled the market economy. So pervasive was the conflation of men,
market, and collecting that it has been difficult for most observers to even see
that women were collecting, albeit in a style that was different from men.
Most scholars consistently refer to collectors with the male pronoun. In part
their gendered language reflects the convention of the generic male pro-
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noun, but the rarity of references to women also stems from a more profound
division in the structure of collecting.

Take, for example, the comparatively recent work of psychiatrist Freder-
ick Baekeland who, in seeking to understand the preponderance of male art
collectors, attributes the lack of women collectors to the contradictions of
maleness in contemporary society. Not only are men biologically excluded
from the creativity of reproduction, says Baekeland, but they are also discour-
aged from aesthetic expressions, such as adorning themselves with clothes,
jewels, or other decorations. Collecting, he concludes, is one of the few
socially permissible ways for men to do what is more widely available to
women. The collection itself is both the symbolic child of the barren man
and an aesthetic expression that allows the man’s taste to invade the tradi-
tional female realm of the household. Finally, since art collecting involves
items of value pursued and collected in an aggressive fashion, all these femi-
nine qualities are expressed with a competitiveness that legitimates them as a
male pastime. Baekeland’s analysis would be considerably more convincing
if he had addressed widespread collecting patterns of women, collecting
behavior that he excludes because the collected objects are not art, are not
aggressively collected, and are not objects of value. Therefore in some sense
they do not exist.59

When scholars do mention women, it is usually to explain why they are
not collectors. Sociologist A. D. Olmsted, for example, cites four modern
studies that find 85 to 95 percent of collectors are men. Olmsted attributes
this preponderance of males to female socialization, which privileges rela-
tionships over things. Olmsted does not mention, although it hardly seems
irrelevant, that all the collected objects in the studies he cites (stamps, guns,
and baseball cards) are traditionally associated with men. Had the investiga-
tors surveyed collectors of dolls, buttons, or Christmas plates, they would
have undoubtedly discovered a very different gender mix. There have always
been women collectors of “male” objects, and there have been, since at least
the nineteenth century, female collectors of “female” objects such as chro-
molithographs and low-cost antiques. In the last twenty years the trend
toward female collecting seems to have mushroomed with the manufacture
of primary collectibles by companies like the Franklin Mint. The fact does
remain, however, that until quite recently collecting of both handmade and
manufactured objects was dominated by men.60

Students of childhood behavior have noted that while both girls and boys
collected, boys were more likely to collect representations of the male world
such as cigar bands and arrowheads or items that had been commodified like
stamps and marbles. Girls on the other hand tended to collect representa-
tions of the female world such as dolls, flowers, and valentines. Birds’ eggs
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were male-collected despite both their biological femaleness and their beau-
ty, presumably because the collecting process was akin to hunting. Although
books had become collectors’ commodities among adult males, girls were
much more likely to collect them than boys but apparently for their senti-
mental rather than their economic value.61 The gender segregation of col-
lectibles was by no means complete, for example, two-thirds of the boys Burk
surveyed collected “cigar tags,” but so did almost a quarter of the girls. On
the other hand, a third of the girls collected “picture cards,” but so did 9 per-
cent of the boys. What Burk found at the turn of the century has been con-
firmed by modern studies that show men identify with objects symbolic of
power, while women are attracted to aesthetic and emotionally meaningful
things.62

Not only did boys and girls collect different things, they collected them in
different ways. Burk discovered that boys were much more likely than girls to
pursue the collected objects aggressively. They hunted, traded, bought, and
sold, while girls were more often the passive recipients of gifts. Moreover, she
found “boys show more sense of classification than girls, and girls exceed in
decorative and miscellaneous arrangements.” These gender-specific
approaches to collecting may be why a 1918 study found an inverse correla-
tion between girls’ success in school and the number of their hobbies; only
the boys’ aggressive and systematic market-oriented collecting reproduced
attitudes valuable for schoolwork. In 1928 Dorothy Sayers had her aristocrat-
detective Lord Peter Wimsey tell his nephew that book collecting was “a per-
fectly manly pursuit. Girls, he said, practically never took it up, because it
meant so much learning about dates and type-faces and other technicalities
which called for a masculine brain.” Whether or not Sayers was being sar-
donic, the sentiments reflected the widely held beliefs that men collected
differently from women.63

Two qualities distinguish men’s collections; they are valuable or they are
explicit tokens of maleness—or both. Certainly, it has been easier for men’s
collectibles to become valuable because historically men control the wealth,
and therefore the value of their collections may be as much a cause as a con-
sequence of their desirability. We need not resolve this chicken-and-egg
conundrum to recognize that men have almost always judged their collec-
tions in terms of monetary value and that they understood the ability to buy
cheap and sell dear to be a sign of prowess. A 1928 study in Kansas found that
at almost every age between nine and sixteen, boys were twice as likely as
girls to collect things for sale. Girls’ sentimental collecting passed with child-
hood, but “with boys the interest in collecting seems more genuine than
with girls and tends to persist through the years,” explained one female
authority in 1933. Men recognized financial value and sought to develop it,
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but women lacked “this eager and exhilarating passion,” wrote another
woman collector. That was, she said, because “the natural impulse of a
woman is to get rid of things. The natural impulse of a man is to hold on to
them.”64

Book collectors in particular have perceived women as the enemy, none
more so than the poet Eugene Field who in 1896 described heaven as a place
full of books but devoid of women. Women, he said, want food and love, but
male collectors spend both their money and their emotions on books. Biblio-
phile Vincent Starrett conceded that book collecting was not a rational
expenditure of funds and that “wives are eminently practical and they
instinctively recognize the futility of the collecting habit, save as it has to do
with such practical items as silk patches and bits of ribbon.” Starrett was right
insofar as most women stayed out of the self-aggrandizing cycle of male col-
lecting: things are collected because they are valuable; things are valuable
because they are collected. The only women collectors taken seriously by
men were those who collected on men’s terms. Those whose hobby was aes-
thetic or sentimental were stealth-collectors who simply disappeared from
the historical radar. Pioneer autograph collector William Buell Sprague
expressed typical ambivalence about dealing with women in the collectors’
marketplace. Sprague did not like to buy or sell, but he was willing to trade
items with other hobbyists including a few women who were among the
finest of early autograph collectors. Writing in 1845 of one particularly com-
plicated trade with a woman, Sprague confided, “I do not much fancy this
sort of trading, especially with a lady, but I suppose the fact of having made
one regular bargain need not stand in the way of being courteous & even
generous afterward.” To Sprague, courtesy and generosity were the norm for
dealings with women and incompatible with business-like transactions.
Even though they were among his most regular collecting companions,
Sprague was not able to find a comfortable ideological place from which to
deal with women.65

In 1921 the New York Times quoted a French publication to the effect that
women could never be serious collectors even though some “assume the
appearance of collectors.” The French author said he had the same indul-
gent respect for them that one had for “children devoted to a hard game
beyond their strength.” Although the Times gallantly defended American
women’s collecting perspicacity, it gave no actual examples of collecting
among women in the United States. In fact, other sources from the era indi-
cate that women indeed avoided objects that had been commodified in mar-
kets dominated by men. While some women collected art, stamps, coins,
and books, they were a small minority. In 1939, when the Ladies’ Home Jour-
nal suggested that women could become more charming and beautiful by
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taking up hobbies, the magazine’s beauty editor recommended they collect
greeting cards, theater programs, bells, fans, buttons, maps, trays, historical
dresses, dolls, earth from different places, “pictures of places you would like
to go,” spoons, and phonograph records. A similar article a decade later sug-
gested the same sorts of items with only the faintest hint that any of these
objects might appreciate in value. While there was an organized, if minor,
market for buttons by the end of the depression, all the other objects men-
tioned by these two articles are classically female, that is, they were objects of
beauty and sentiment not commodified collectibles with a full secondary
market.66

The history of button collecting is a history of the ambivalence of female
collecting. As decorative items buttons met the primary requirement of
female collecting; they were pretty. The first U.S. button collectors were girls
who, in the Civil War era, put together “charm strings” of 999 buttons.
According to custom, the thousandth button would come from the man they
would marry.67 Charm strings of buttons were exemplary of women’s collect-
ing. The items were gathered for aesthetic and sentimental reasons and were
displayed as expressions of beauty not wealth. There was, furthermore, no
attempt to collect in a systematic, or what men liked to call a “scientific,”
way. Those women who did display their buttons in an organized fashion cre-
ated their own categories. Some buttons were grouped according to materials
(all glass buttons), others by subject (all buttons with a face), and some by
even more whimsical categories such as filling a map of the U.S. with repre-
sentations of the different states (corn in Nebraska, elk’s horn in Wyoming).68

Except for a brief attempt in 1902 to organize a military button club, the
hobby remained female, amorphous, and highly personal until 1939.69 Then
a book by Polly de Steiguer Crummett successfully started a move to bring
business-like rationality to the hobby and, not coincidentally, to broaden its
appeal to men. Otto Lightner, the publisher of Hobbies, “The Magazine for
Collectors,” which ran a large number of button advertisements, published
Crummett’s book and sponsored annual button shows in his home city of
Chicago. The National Button Society was formed the same year, and while
attempts to include large numbers of men in the hobby failed, Lightner and
Crummett successfully imposed the postage stamp model of market-driven
collecting on the hobby.70 Crummett expressed the hope that her book
would stimulate additional volumes “perhaps dealing with only one type of
button, possibly only with a single button, even as the 1851 U.S. postage
stamp had a substantial volume written about it, dealing with its numerous
variations.” The books that followed created enough of a market environ-
ment to remove buttons from the “feminine fad” category and give them the
legitimacy of “antiques in miniature.”71 The foreword to a 1949 book on but-
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ton collecting pleaded, “Don’t dismiss button collecting, please, as a femi-
nine vagary” and, in an attempt to purge buttons of their problematic associa-
tion with female clothing, noted that prior to 1820 some of the fanciest but-
tons were made for men’s clothes.72

The button boomlet sparked by Lightner in 1939 did alter the way women
collected them. They increasingly accepted the market model for the hobby,
although business-like references to value were always balanced by leisure-
oriented justifications based on pleasure and aesthetics. For example, in 1948
Pat Norwood explained that she collected buttons because they let her meet
with like-minded people and developed an appreciation of beauty, typically
female qualities. At the same time she pointed out that rare buttons were
escalating in price, some selling for as much as fifty dollars. The commodifi-
cation of buttons in the World War II period marked a turning point in
women’s collecting in general. Postwar discussions of collecting were much
more likely than prewar articles to characterize women as collectors rather
than as enemies of collecting and to include at least some reference to the
value of their collections.73

Parody as well as serious commentary reflected the new status of postwar
women’s collecting. The same kind of facetious exaggeration that had so
long characterized descriptions of obsessed male collectors now began to
appear with women as well as men as the butt of the humor. A 1954 piece
told of a certain George Twiller who spanked his wife with a folded copy of
Happy Hobbies when she augmented her collection of “pearl buttons, glass
buttons, wooden buttons, [and] leather buttons,” with the copper rivets from
his fishing jeans. The divorce judge sided with the wife. The author con-
cluded the piece by noting that his own wife had replaced most of their fur-
niture with broken down antiques, including a four-poster bed complete
with its original straw mattress, which she got in exchange for his “collec-
tion” of fishing rods. He hoped to find a more sympathetic divorce judge
than George Twiller’s.74

Despite a closing of the gap after 1939, the difference between men’s and
women’s collecting remained. There is a rich body of psychological litera-
ture that suggests collecting fills anal-erotic, romantic, aesthetic, competi-
tive, creative-procreative, aggressive, and obsessive-compulsive personality
needs, most of which seem to have affected men more than women since
men are always the objects of the studies. Whichever of these meanings col-
lecting has had for any given collector, they have almost always been
expressed in a manner consonant with the prevailing social-economic ideol-
ogy. Male collecting has operated from its beginnings through a marketplace
that involved almost all the elements contained in the buying and selling of
nonhobby commodities. Even those scholars trying to tease out the nature of
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collecting’s psychological attraction regularly couch their explanations
either in market terms or in language easily reducible to market terms such
as hunting, desire, possession, control, and order. Thus the collector who
enters into the collectibles marketplace at any level is taking part in a special-
ized performance of capitalism. To the extent that the economy has been
historically controlled by men, and to the extent that collecting mirrored the
economy, collecting has been perceived as a male activity. It was not that
women did not collect but that they did not collect in what were perceived as
important ways. Just as female consumption was granted less importance
than male production in the marketplace, sentimental collecting was subor-
dinated to economic collecting in the leisure sphere. The specific patterns of
collecting may have varied from fairly passive consumerism to extremely
elaborate speculation, but however it was played out, collectors experienced
their pleasure in a context that is both a product of and a producer of the ide-
ology of market capitalism.
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Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai has argued that modern
society requires two separate kinds of knowledge, one for production and one
for consumption, and it has been suggested that collecting is a model of con-
sumption. This may have been the case historically for women, but for men
in the past, and increasingly for both genders in the present, collecting
seems to be more about the accumulation of wealth than the consumption
of commodities. Since collectors do buy things, there is obviously a parallel
with the general process of consumption, but unlike normally purchased
items, collectibles are not consumed, and it is for this reason that the process
is more akin to capital accumulation than to expenditure. Just as crafts are
the ideological expression of the work ethic, collecting is the ideological
expression of the free market. It replicates and confirms the legitimacy of
risk-taking in a market milieu. English politician Augustine Birrell argued in
1905 that collectors were immune to the lures of communism because “no
habits are more alien to the doctrine of the Communist than those of the col-
lector.” Early leaders of the Soviet Union recognized the truth in Birrell’s
comment as they struggled with the problem of stamp collecting. While the
Soviet government wished to sell stamps abroad for their cash and propagan-
da value, it worried that stamp trading at home would promote speculation
and other capitalist behaviors that would undermine proper socialist values.1

The Rules of Virtuous Collecting

The marketplace is both the mechanism of and a threat to the collecting
hobby. Except for intangibles and purely sentimental items, objects are
obtained through and disposed of in the market. Item for item trades take
place within the symbolic economy of collecting, but buying and selling
move the transaction from symbolic to real. Cash dealings are business, and
for some collectors that alone makes them detrimental to the hobby. Only
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once, reported book collector Andrew Lang in 1910, did he ever “fall from
virtue” by selling one of his precious books. To have done so regularly would
have reduced his avocation to “a mere trade,” and another collector of the
same period said he strove to “keep his pleasure from sinking to a business.”2

In 1927, when an executive boasted that his stamp collection had risen in
value, he was told by a coworker that he had the “wrong attitude” and that
his financial orientation was “sordid.” The collector defensively replied,
“don’t worry over my having the wrong attitude towards my hobby,” and
went on to assure his colleague that he would enjoy what he did just as much
“if the market had gone off, and the collections were not worth a dollar.”3

The value-laden phrase “wrong attitude” expressed a nearly universal
ambivalence among collectors who were torn between measuring their col-
lecting success in dollar terms and the fear that their hobbies might become
another form of work. Yet measuring success in dollar terms was a major
source of the hobby’s pleasure because it was the way one kept score in the
game of collecting. “My sport is book hunting,” wrote A. Edward Newton in
1918, “I look upon it as a game.” Newton knew he won the game when he saw
a book he owned listed for more than he paid for it, even though he had no
desire to sell. He loved his books more than money, but he used the money
to track his standing. There was no desire to escape the calculus of the mar-
ketplace since there was no reason the price of pleasure could not also be an
investment. In 1880 the editors of the American Journal of Numismatics
reprinted, with cautious approval, a piece called “The Profit of Collecting.”
In essence, the article praises the collector who lives a frugal life and sacri-
fices personal amenities so that he can increase his collection, which in addi-
tion to bringing him pleasure, can be sold “at his death or before it . . . for
such a sum as will materially add to the resources of his family.”4

By the 1920s references to collecting as a form of capital appreciation had
become almost reflexive. “Everybody collects something nowadays,” pro-
claimed a 1924 guide to the hobby. “The difficulty is to find something that
no one else is collecting and to gather up a collection that will not only give
pleasure and be an enterprise,” it continued, “but also will some day, if needs
demand, fetch more than the modest sum already expended.” The writer
assumed that there would be a buyer for “something no one else is collect-
ing,” but even collectors who knew better could not resist boasting. In 1928
book collector A. Edward Newton called books a worse investment than
stocks and suggested that book collectors laugh at sellers who tell them “such
and such a book is a good investment.” Go to a banker when you want to
invest, he advised in that year before the great crash, go to a bookseller when
you want to be extravagant, and “be satisfied when the game is called to get
your money back.” Yet this exposition of sobering realism about collecting
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was preceded by numerous examples of his own and others’ economic tri-
umphs in the book trade. He told of selling his early collection of first edi-
tions for enough to build a summer cottage, cited people who doubled their
money in a year, described pieces bought for three pounds in England and
sold for eight thousand dollars in the United States a few weeks later, and
one that doubled its value literally in the wink of an eye at an auction.5

The depression appears to have done little to dampen the profit motive
among collectors. On the contrary, hard times sharpened people’s appetite
for forms of investment that might do better than the falling financial mar-
kets. Book collector William Dana Orcutt cited ever-increasing prices for
rare books “even during periods when the country is suffering from industri-
al depression and Wall Street prices are steadily declining.” Traditional col-
lectibles remained the favorite investments of those who wanted profit as
well as pleasure from their hobby, and experts regularly assured the neophyte
that “he is likely to have something that will retain much of its value even in
bad times” and that “it may prove a safer investment than the more usual
stocks and bonds.” In a more adventuresome vein, the New York Evening
Post suggested collectors consider Victorian antiques because, having
exhausted the supply of antebellum antiques, collectors were bound to turn
to the “erstwhile despised knickknacks and objects d’art” of the Victorian
era. Anticipating the successful magazine of the 1950s with a similar name, a
dealer in Los Angeles began publishing a newsletter, Collecting for Profit, in
1931. It offered lists and “money making information” on old books, auto-
graphs, and printed ephemera.6

On the eve of World War II, collecting and investment had become indi-
visible and spread well beyond the standard objects. British essayist Harold
Child noted in 1939 that cigarette cards “are now coveted, collected, classi-
fied, catalogued, and commercialized by grown and serious men.” Soon, he
predicted with more prescience than his humorous tone intended, there
would be Ph.D. dissertations on “cartophily” and tobacco stock would rise in
value along with the cards “unless some dastard should start selling cigarette
cards without cigarettes.” The assumption of economic appreciation that
had once been reserved for art, fine antiques, coins, stamps, and books was
now applied almost unselectively to the residue of contemporary civiliza-
tion. In 1943 book collector Jake Zeitlin recommended that people begin
saving ephemera including war toys and comic books. Speaking of his ten-
year-old son’s reading habits, he noted astutely, “Whatever I may think of the
comics, I know that a set of Superman may well bring this heir of mine a mid-
dling fortune by the time he is my age.”7

Yet profit was still the serpent in the garden of collecting. Remembering
his idealized youth, coin collector Conway Bolt claimed that in that golden
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age (around 1913) “no collector ever attempted to corner the market,” but
times had changed, and the generosity of the past had been replaced with
people who were eager to “get rich quick.” The pertinent word here is
“quick.” Most collectors welcomed the gradual gain in the value of their col-
lections when it occurred as an incidental benefit of collecting. It confirmed
both the collector’s acumen and the legitimacy of capital appreciation in the
real world. Windfalls were something else again. Collectors accepted and
even dreamed about windfalls that came about naturally, which is to say
accidentally, but decried those that were contrived by unscrupulous collec-
tors or dealers.8

The first kind of windfall can be likened to buried treasure: nobody owns
it because nobody knows its exists, and the collector finds it by accident. “In
the breast of every collector there dwells the hope that some day he or she, as
the case may be, will find something of great value in some unexplored hid-
ing place,” wrote one stamp collector in 1931. After World War II, as the mar-
ket for paper ephemera and mass-produced consumer goods grew, the possi-
bility of finding Treasures in Truck and Trash, as the title of a 1949 book put it,
increased dramatically. Folklorists have suggested that American tales of
buried treasure emphasize that it is still out there to be found, but if it is
found it will bring bad luck because it is unearned. As modelers of the mar-
ket, collectors were more willing than storytellers to accept unearned
income. Nevertheless, even collectors distinguished between legitimate and
illegitimate gain. If the treasure were found as a result of the collector’s exper-
tise, it was generally okay. Buying with the intention of selling quickly, how-
ever, was speculation and violated the spirit of the hobby; manipulating the
market, of course, fell completely outside the pale of acceptable behavior.9

An 1866 tale by T. S. Arthur illustrates a number of these points. The pro-
tagonist, Mr. Henry, “a true lover of art,” purchased a painting “from a real
appreciation of its excellence; but, in doing so, he expended a larger sum
than he could well afford.” In the same sentence Arthur establishes that the
collector’s motives are pure but that the process of collecting has had nega-
tive economic consequences. Not only does the painting turn out to be too
large for his parlor, but Henry discovers he needs the five thousand dollars
for business. A friend suggests that Henry exhibit the painting and charge the
public an admission fee. Unwilling to prostitute his picture Henry agrees to
donate the proceeds to a charity but has second thoughts when the public
proves willing to spend three hundred dollars a week to see the painting.
Angry at having been caught in a moral dilemma of his own making, Henry
consoles himself with the thought that the exhibit might produce a buyer
because “when it becomes known how largely the exhibition has paid, its
ownership will be regarded as a good speculation.” Given a choice between
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gentlemanly scruples about the purity of collecting and practical considera-
tions based on the cash nexus, the marketplace easily triumphs.10

Henry’s attempts to manipulate the market, that is, drum up an interest in
his painting, are all fairly straightforward and aboveboard. However, a cou-
ple of confidence men have a more elaborate plan. One of them plants a
negative review of the painting in the local paper and uses it as the basis for a
low-ball offer, knowing full well that “the Academy” is raising a special sub-
scription to buy the painting. Once the swindlers get their painting, they
plant a corrective article, but are stymied when the directors of the Academy
become aware of the machinations and refuse to buy from the con artists.
Stuck with the painting, they agree to sell it back to Henry at a loss, and
Henry in turn sells it to the museum for enough to cover his costs.11

By buying beyond his means and coveting art too grand for his station,
Henry had displayed a form of collecting hubris for which he paid through
psychological discomfort with the art and a great deal of inconvenience. He
was an honest businessman who, in essence, did not know his place. The
crooks, of course, lost money for their marketplace dishonesty. The entire
episode reflects Arthur’s sense that collecting was a pastime fraught with dan-
ger because of the way it interfaced with the market. So long as a collector
kept within his budget and bought out of love, not greed, it was a worthwhile
pursuit, but when pride tempted the collector to reach beyond his means, or
avarice tempted the speculator to manipulate the natural rule of the market,
the consequences could be serious. The marketplace was the ultimate
arbiter of things both economic and moral.

Arthur’s moralistic assessment of the collecting pastime was widely shared
by those who felt the collecting game, like business itself, was good because
all participants played by the same rules. However, the desire to win tempted
people to cheat and, morality tales not withstanding, collectors often felt that
a tainted victory was preferable to none at all. Scottish scholar and poet
Andrew Lang wrote a morally ambivalent parable in 1886 in which he told of
a fictional fellow book collector, Thomas Blinton, whose passion for collect-
ing corrupted him to his core. He loved books as commodities but not as lit-
erature. He coveted his neighbors’ books, begrudged the good fortune of fel-
low collectors, and rejoiced in their failures. He took advantage of ignorant
sellers and kept money from his wife so he could invest it in books. “Greedy,
proud, envious, stingy, extravagant, and sharp in his dealings, Blinton was
guilty of most of the sins which the Church recognizes as ‘deadly,’ ” wrote
Lang. Blinton then has a Dickensian dream in which he is carried away in
bidding against the devil for rare books, cannot meet the bill, and watches
his own collection go under the hammer to satisfy his debts. Blinton was no
Scrooge, nor was Lang a Dickens. “If this were an ordinary tract,” he writes,
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“I should have to tell how Blinton’s eyes were opened, how he gave up book-
collecting, and took to gardening, or politics, or something of the sort. But
truth compels me to admit that Blinton’s repentance had vanished by the
end of the week.” A mere miser like Scrooge could be reformed, but a collec-
tor valued his volumes more than his immortal soul.12

The avaricious Blinton might as well have been a dealer, for dealers were
often pictured as collectors gone bad. A gentleman, said book collector Bar-
ton Currie, could never become a dealer without acquiring “shabby, ques-
tionable habits.” Since it was generally assumed that dealers were unscrupu-
lous commodity mongers who loved profit more than beauty, they were
often depicted as the legitimate butt of collectors’ schemes to cheat them out
of their wares. Unethical transactions that would have been condemned
under any other circumstances were condoned when aimed at dealers.
Charles Rowed, for example, gleefully told the tale of a buyer who com-
plained to an immigrant dealer that a statuette of Admiral Nelson had only
one arm, and the ignorant shopkeeper thinking it broken lowered the price
by two-thirds.13

Book collector and dealer A. S. W. Rosenbach wrote a short story in 1917
in which a poor collector is about to spend his last dollar on a coveted vol-
ume. Before the sale is consummated, however, a much richer collector
comes into the shop and offers the dealer ever-increasing amounts of money
until the dealer reneges on his promise to sell to the first man and takes an
extravagant sum from the second. The poor collector subsequently manages
to join the rich one on a train trip to Chicago, fills his head with libelous sto-
ries about the dealer to make him think he had been cheated, and steals the
book by switching it with a similarly wrapped tract, “A Sermon on Covetous-
ness.” Moreover, the poor collector apparently lives happily ever after with
his ill-gotten gains, proud of having besmirched the reputation of the dealer
and stolen a book that had been legitimately sold to another person. This is
no ordinary cautionary tale; it is a fable without a moral, and since it was
written by an active collector, at best the message is, “be careful about taking
advantage of others lest you become the victim.” At worst, it is a confirmation
of the Darwinian world of the hobby marketplace where guile is pitted
against money and the victors go home with the spoils.14

Douglas and Elizabeth Rigby noted fifty years ago, in what is still the
finest overview of collecting, that “the collector bent upon his game of get-
ting the best for as little as possible seldom feels bound to consider the ethics
of the case” and that when “it comes to pitting his knowledge against a
stranger’s innocence he can put Machiavelli himself to shame and be proud
of it.” Baser instincts did not always prevail, but they were always there. In
one of a series of popular short stories about collecting in the 1920s, Horace
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Vachell had an elderly spinster ask a collector if a Ming vase she owned were
worth twenty pounds. “A horrible temptation assailed him,” wrote Vachell,
because “no philosopher has yet ventured to set forth the ethics involved in
buying and selling rare porcelain. Collectors themselves, with rarest excep-
tions, hold the opinion that it is lawful to buy in the cheapest market and to
sell in the dearest.” In this case, however, the collector, who was after all
English and a gentleman, overcame the temptation and told the spinster the
vase was probably worth two thousand pounds. Some real-life collectors
extended the same courtesy to elderly widows but when dealing with less vul-
nerable owners had no compunctions about taking advantage of them.
Wilmarth Lewis, on the other hand, remembered as “one of the great
moments of my collecting life” paying a book collector’s widow eight cents a
volume for 250 selected books. “We all had twinges of conscience,” he admit-
ted, “but what collector can resist a bargain?”15

Taking advantage of supposedly informed dealers was less problematic
since in that game the players were ostensibly more evenly matched. In 1927
antique collector C. R. Clifford recounted a rather elaborate story that illus-
trates the difference between taking advantage of the naive and the knowl-
edgeable. Clifford’s friend and fellow collector Bill Lovell had purchased a
barrel of items from a farm auction for a dollar. Since Lovell did not know
what he was buying, the transaction was more a lottery than anything else
and Lovell could not be accused of taking advantage of the seller. To his
delight he found a number of relatively valuable items, including an iron-
stone platter that he offered to sell to Clifford at fair market value. Clifford
complained because the price was so much higher than Lovell had paid.
Lovell responded that it had taken him twenty years of trading to gain the
knowledge to recognize the difference between junk and antiques. “Ain’t I
entitled to cash in on my superior knowledge? What’s the good of an educa-
tion if you can’t profit from it?” he asked. Clifford paid, took the platter
home, and discovered that the old cloth in which it had been wrapped was a
piece of printed chintz worth about five times what he paid for the platter.
When Lovell complained that the cloth was not part of the deal, Clifford
made him eat his own words: “Ain’t I entitled to cash in on my superior
knowledge?” In the marketplace of collecting, expertise is power and strate-
gically exercised power produces a victory symbolized by the trophy of the
acquired object—measured by the difference between its fair market value
and the price paid. Beating a worthy foe was preferable to stealing from wid-
ows and orphans, but the ethos of collecting was the ethos of the market—
both caveat emptor and caveat venditor.16

Susan Stewart has argued that in contrast to crafts, collecting “mimes the
seriality and abstraction of postindustrial modes of production.” In fact, col-
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lecting as a hobby embraces two forms, one that looks back to a preindustrial
era and the other grounded solidly in the industrial world. Collectors of
handmade objects, whether new or old, are imposing a rational business-like
order on objects that represent an archaic mode of production; thus the
preindustrial past is linked with the industrial present. Perhaps even more
importantly, collecting of handmade objects creates serial structure and clas-
sificatory sets of items that originally were unique and probably distinct from
other things in their class. On the other hand, those who collect manufac-
tured products are combining the business-like hobby of collecting with the
equally rational and efficient mode of mass production. They are, however,
doing so in a way that creates uniqueness where there was a previously undif-
ferentiated mass. Thus collectors of the past order the disordered while col-
lectors of the present differentiate the undifferentiated. Both processes are
vital to creating the specialized market economy in which collectors
operate.17

Stamp Collecting: Commodifying the Ephemeral

Stamp collecting and industrial capitalism in the United States emerged
simultaneously in the mid-nineteenth century. England issued the first gov-
ernment postage stamp in 1840 and other nations quickly adopted the idea.
The United States printed its first official stamp in 1847, but it was preceded
by “provisionals” issued by local postmasters. The collecting of these tokens
would become not only the prototypical form of collecting but the prototype
hobby as well. Stamp collectors were acutely self-conscious of the ways in
which their activity mimicked real-world commerce. They appropriated the
language of the commodity market and used it to both praise and criticize
their leisure activity. As a form of disguised affirmation, stamp collecting was
congruent with capitalism but in a way that provided a sense of relief from
work. The author of a 1954 introduction to philately suggested that the hobby
could boost “the lagging ego of the average American adult,” who would
“find compensation for a mediocre performance in his life’s work in outstand-
ing accomplishments in the charmed world of philately.” But the author’s
idea of compensation consisted on the one hand of building monetary value
in a collection and on the other of the possibility that “the common man”
could “triumph over the exceptional man through sheer philatelic ability.” In
other words, the meaning of the so-called compensatory activity was drawn
straight from the overarching ideology of competitive capitalism.18

The hobby’s ideological meaning was not present at its creation; it took
approximately twenty years for stamp collecting to become a male-dominat-
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ed, market-oriented pastime. Women and children were the hobby’s first par-
ticipants and their interest was more aesthetic than economic. Stamp col-
lecting initially attracted middle-class women because they had the most free
time and were always looking for light occupations to pursue at home. Less
than a year after England issued its first postage stamp, an English woman
was advertising for stamps with which to cover her dressing room walls.
Other women of the same era used stamps to decorate work boxes and
trunks. As late as 1880, well after stamps had become commodified by a sec-
ondary market, Godey’s published a design for a “postage stamp table,”
explaining to its readers that, “rare postage stamps are gummed to the top.”
By the turn of the century, however, the idea of using stamps as decorative
devices had become so absurd that philatelic journals made jokes about
stamp wallpaper.19

What may be thought of as the “aesthetic phase” of stamp collecting
came to an end around 1860 by which time the Boston Daily Advertiser
could note that stamps were developing differential values so that “amateur
stamp brokers” could get hundreds of common European and American
stamps for just half a dozen rarer Mauritius or Hawaiian stamps. Having rec-
ognized the transition from art object to marketplace commodity, the author
concluded that although “this elegant and curious ‘mania’ is now chiefly
indulged in by young ladies,” it would not be too long before it would “take
possession of the more mature portion of mankind.”20 His prediction was
coming true even as he wrote, and once men displaced women as stamp col-
lectors the very essence of the hobby changed. As additional countries adopt-
ed postage stamps, collecting spread until it reached fad proportions in
Europe during the early 1860s mirroring the market capitalism of the post-
bellum era.21

The transition from aesthetic to market collecting was reputed to have
received a boost from the unlikeliest of transactions. In 1871 a frequent writer
on collecting reported that “timbrophily” (an early alternative to “philately”
as a designation for “scientific” stamp collecting) had its origins in trading
canceled stamps to “heartless Hindoo parents” in return for “the little babes
they are accustomed to sacrifice before their idols.” The writer explained
that the “barbarians” coveted these tokens either as offerings to their gods or
as decoration. The result, he said, was a “change in the economy of canceled
stamps,” whereby counting houses saved stamps that they gave to poor boys
who used them as tuition for charity schools who in turn gave them to mis-
sionaries in India to rescue babies before they were set afloat on the Ganges.
This exchange of stamps for infants was doubtlessly a nineteenth-century
urban legend, but it embodies the change in meaning of stamps. Here it is
the heathen Hindus (not English ladies) who desire the stamps for aesthetic
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purposes and the rational Europeans who use their value in the marketplace
to rescue innocents from the crocodiles’ jaws.22

There are no reliable historical figures or even good guesses about the
number and composition of stamp collectors. Documentary evidence, how-
ever, indicates that boys continued to constitute an important segment of the
stamp collecting population, but women and girls appear to have retreated
from the hobby quite early. In 1871, when stamp collecting was contracting
after the stamp “mania” of the 1860s, an American stamp paper defensively
argued that the “fever” was not subsiding and that “not only boys are in our
ranks, but prominent men and ladies of all classes are numbered with us.”
The reference to “ladies” may have been more a social convention than an
indication of female participation (“boys” were not paired with “girls”), since
almost all other sources from that period make it clear that males had come
to dominate the hobby. Commenting on the rapid rise and fall of stamp
clubs in the 1880s, for example, a Denver stamp paper said there were three
kinds of associations: “those composed altogether of quite young boys; those
composed of men and youngsters who have nearly reached manhood; and
those composed of both the former.”23

At first glance, the transition to male domination seems curious because
philately was morphologically similar to collecting chromolithographed
advertising trade cards, which was popular among girls. Like chromos,
stamps were initially valued for their aesthetic qualities, but unlike commer-
cially produced trade cards, the officially printed stamps came to be regarded
as “important.” Not only were they issued by governments, but they also had
some intrinsic value (at least when uncirculated), and they depicted serious
events, places, and people rather than the sentimental and humorous
themes that appeared on the chromos. Most notably, however, stamps lent
themselves to systematic collecting. It was easy to create conceptual sets but
not too easy to complete them, and thus a market for desired stamps
emerged. The markets in which they were traded were called bourse, like the
French stock market, and it was men, of course, who could properly engage
in the rough-and-tumble of commodity trading.24

While they were being excluded from the bourse, women were being
given a central role in the emporium. This division of labor with men as pro-
ducers and women as consumers is reflected in the distinction between col-
lecting stamps and collecting trade cards. Stamps were commodities with
market value that made them both symbolic and real capital; thus they were
collected by men. Chromos, on the other hand, were commercially printed
advertisements for commercial products given away for free to promote end-
user consumption—printed tokens of women’s roles to be collected by
women. Ellen Gruber Garvey has argued that the mass-produced chromos
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not only stood for, but also embodied, the essence of postindustrial con-
sumption. The girl collectors of these artifacts, says Garvey, were “apprentice
shoppers, entering the discourse of consumption and learning to converse
within it and respond to its conventions and imperatives.” Not surprisingly,
the girls tended to arrange their collections according to aesthetic or narra-
tive principles, rather than the “scientific” classifications favored by the male
stamp collectors. The girl’s album or scrapbook symbolically reproduced her
ideal world of the beautiful objects she could hope to buy.25 The boy’s stamp
album, on the other hand, was less expressive and therefore less symbolic.
The classificatory arrangement of stamps by country and year was an explicit
acknowledgment of the existence of discrete sets with real market value.
Unlike the chromo scrapbook, the stamp album was both a catalog and a
repository of wealth. Thus even in their collecting hobbies, men produced
and women consumed.

The commodification of stamps occurred early, but not completely. Even
for men, stamps were not simply economic units. They assumed a commodi-
ty value because men desired to create collections of them, but men desired
to create collections because the stamps had aesthetic, historical, or educa-
tional value and because their collections could be organized into a series of
increasingly more difficult stages. Thus stamp collecting embodied an inter-
nal tension in which the stamps were simultaneously desired for their mar-
ket value and for an intrinsic quality. By having both psychic and market
worth, stamp collecting could function as a metaphor for the free market: a
voluntary and pleasurable activity that trained boys in the techniques and
values of commerce and that confirmed the legitimacy of the market econo-
my for adult males.

The attractiveness of stamps was their most problematic quality, because
the appreciation of beauty was thought to be a feminine attribute. In the
1890s, at about the time the chromo collecting craze was peaking, there was
a brief flurry of activity by and about women stamp collectors. Although
much of the attention appears to have been the doing of a small group of
articulate female philatelists, their complaints of exclusion were sufficiently
serious to cause at least one stamp paper to devote a special issue to them.
The editor assured his readers that women were not relegated to gender-seg-
regated auxiliaries in the association he represented but were given full vot-
ing and office-holding rights in the Philatelic Society of America. Be that as
it may, the women collectors brought a very different set of assumptions to
the hobby. Explained one male collector, “When to us, a stamp only repre-
sents so much money expended in its purchase, the philatelic female will
weave a wondrous web of sentiment around it.” It was simply assumed that
“women love and enjoy bright colors and artistic pictures even more than

Constructing a Collector’s Market 117



men do” and would appreciate the opportunity to place their stamps in
albums in “whatever novel and artistic designs they may devise.”26

The question of how to arrange stamps in an album was in fact a visible
symbol of the meaning of the collection. “To put a lot of stamps into an
album, beginning with the smallest value and following it with the next
higher value may do very well for a miserly collection,” explained one
woman collector, “but to arrange a collection of stamps to be attractive, as
well as valuable, takes the fertile mind of a woman.”27 To women, the stamp
collection, like the trade-card collection, was a medium through which they
could express their creativity; it was not a compendium of economic value.
“Collecting stamps for mercenary ends is not the true object of this science,”
wrote Mame A. Keene in 1894. The proper object was the “accumulation of
such a collection as will satisfy his or her desire,” and she reminded her read-
ers “that it will be far more gratifying to arrange such a collection artistical-
ly.” Maud Charlotte Bingham described in proud detail how she grouped
some of her stamps in abstract designs and others in shapes appropriate to
their categories: “The War departments were hinged on the pencil outline of
a monster siege gun, the Agriculture departments on the outline of a plow,
and the Justices on the tall outline of Justice standing on a foundation of her
stamps.”28 Finally an unnamed woman collector in Chester, Pennsylvania,
like the first woman collector who festooned her dressing room with stamps,
used “rare stamps in fine condition” to decorate “articles of bric-a-brac in her
boudoir.”29

This careful gender distinction between monetary and artistic value was
no Victorian anomaly. In the twentieth century women were pioneers in
“topical” collecting, that is, collecting according to pictorial subject matter
rather than according to chronological-geographical origins. Unwilling to
conform to the standard “scientific” taxonomy, Fay Jordan, a collector in the
1940s, amassed forty albums of nothing but violet-colored stamps, including
an example of the legendary “Post Office Mauritius.”30 In the 1930s Esther
Schlosser, a professional stamp dealer, was encouraging other women to form
stamp clubs while warning them not to turn the club meetings into “minia-
ture Maxwell Streets” (an open-air market area in Chicago). The club mem-
bers, she said, should “stress the classical beauty of stamp collecting and not
commercialize the club so much as to make it distasteful to the genuine phi-
latelist.” Thus even a woman who was making a living buying and selling
stamps rejected the market model as appropriate for women and instead
emphasized the “romance” in stamps, “the long journeys they have taken, the
messages they have carried [and] the pictures on the stamps themselves.”31

The market model, which underlay stamp collecting from its earliest
days, militated against female participation because both men and women
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perceived dealing as inappropriate feminine behavior. While the give-and-
take of the marketplace provided stamp collecting with a masculine busi-
ness-like aura, and the possibility of a real “find” gave it a speculative piquan-
cy, something more was needed to justify philately as a hobby. Although
men almost never commented on the aesthetic or romantic aspects of
postage stamps, some of the qualities embodied in those two categories were
included in the much-touted “educational” benefits ascribed to stamp col-
lecting from its very earliest days.32 Unlike aesthetic creativity, which was
purely feminine, education was a positive good for both sexes. A female col-
lector in the 1890s promised that collectors’ “artistic tastes would be cultivat-
ed and developed by a study of the beautiful designs and colors” and that
“their education would be broadened by a research into history, mythology,
natural history, science and art.” A male collector of the same era argued
“that philately teaches history, geography and biography to a certain extent.”
How else, he asked, would one learn where Cundinamarca and Nowanug-
ger were? How else indeed! By emphasizing the more rational virtue of edu-
cation over the more feminine one of beauty, the men were able to fit the
noneconomic benefits of the hobby into a grand scheme that was compati-
ble with the mechanics of the free market.33

A study in the 1930s confirmed that adolescent and adult collectors did in
fact know more about history and geography than noncollectors, but that was
not enough for collectors; they wanted it be an antidote for dissipation as
well. In 1871 a New Jersey stamp paper claimed that philately was not only a
“pleasant pastime” but also a “useful labor.” Stamp collecting kept young
men at home and occupied minds that would otherwise have been idle, said
the paper, going on to remind its readers that “an idle mind is the devil’s
workshop.” While occupying the idle mind, stamp collecting also absorbed
the idle dollar that might otherwise have been spent on social vices. The
“few pennies” expended on stamps were better spent there “than at a billiard
table, or at the bar” concluded the same writer. A contributor to an 1892 edi-
tion of the Eastern Philatelist, who candidly signed himself “Blue Nose,”
recounted the sad tale of his descent from his clean philatelic life style into
drinking, smoking, and gambling after he left his small-town Nova Scotia
home and fell under the evil tutelage of a big-city roommate. Fortunately he
was saved from his life of debauchery when he discovered that two of his fel-
low clerks were collectors and began to spend his evenings working on
stamps with them. In the company of these untainted young men he was
“gradually weaned from any desire” to smoke, drink, or play cards.34

Some stamp collectors claimed that more than just fraternal alliances
could come from pursuit of their hobby. Despite the fact that few women par-
ticipated in the supposedly democratic fellowship of stamp collecting, there
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was still some sense—perhaps hope is a better word—among men that stamp
collecting could improve their success with the opposite sex. If there were
ever a poor pastime for meeting women, it had to be the male-dominated
world of stamp collecting, yet the stamp press carried a surprising number of
pieces in which stamps were the vehicle through which men came to know
women more intimately. Such fantasies were augmented with true stories of
meeting attractive young women by discussing stamps with them and with
suggestions that single men invite their women friends to stamp activities.35

The calls from a few men and women to include more women in what
was in fact the stamp fraternity highlight the male character of the pastime.
Even sympathetic men characterized women collectors as “elderly maidens”
who accumulated vast quantities of valueless stamps or as well-meaning but
hopelessly ignorant mothers trying to understand the arcane philatelic refer-
ences of their sons. Eva Earl, one of the most outspoken women collectors of
the late nineteenth century, complained that the old established philatelic
societies had a “taboo” on women and pleaded for the newer regional stamp
groups to open their doors to women.36 An optimistic woman collector had
predicted in 1894 that there would be a “Ladies Philatelic Weekly Official
Organ of the Ladies’ Philatelic Circle of America” by the turn of the century.
In fact, no exclusively women’s stamp clubs developed until the great hobby
boom of the 1930s, and even they were apparently short-lived.37 (See fig. 4.1.)

Arguments for the social benefits of collecting could not completely
obscure the recognition that philately could become a shameful disease.
From its very beginnings in 1842 when Punch referred to stamp collectors as
“Knights of the Spit-upon,” satirists made fun of the single-minded pursuit of
stamps.38 A turn-of-the-century collector retold in rhyme how he “used to
scoff and laugh and sneer, / At those who begged or borrowed or stole / The
postage stamps they craved with all their soul,” but who then himself
“chanced to get one, then two, then three” and concluded, “It’s catching,
like measles, sir, you see.”39 Along with the joking tone that marked so much
of the material about stamp “fiends” and stamp “mania,” there are also indi-
cations that some, perhaps many, collectors were genuinely embarrassed by
their pastime. In 1887 when a Colorado collector laid out some rules for
assuring successful stamp clubs, prominent among them was the require-
ment that club officers be willing to admit that they were stamp collectors.
“An officer, or for that matter a member of a society is of little account if he is
ashamed of being a stamp collector, or of being known as one,” he warned.
Writing in 1893 of his youth, a southern philatelist told of how he would go
off on a trip to collect, but he added, “I did not inform my employer what my
object was on my vacation, as I had a dread of telling him I was a stamp col-
lector, fearful lest I should lose my job.”40

collecting120



figure 4.1 Portrait of the Minneapolis Women’s Philatelic Society in 1939. (Reprinted from
Charlotte Matson, “Minneapolis Women’s Philatelic Society,” Hobbies 44 [May 1939]: 67.)
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To combat the negative implications of having a hobby, when that word
still meant an unhealthy preoccupation, early male collectors attempted to
transform stamp collecting into a “science.” The neologism “philately” had
been concocted in France in 1864 to give the hobby a scientific cachet, and it
was used by those who stressed the technical elements of the activity.41

Throughout the late 1860s and 1870s rationalized stamp collecting was
known as the “French School,” and the French approach was firmly estab-
lished in the United States in the following decade.42 True philatelists, wrote
an American stamp paper editor in 1887, were “those who scientifically col-
lect, classify, and arrange stamps.”43 Science was an adult, and a male, activi-
ty, and by extension, so was scientific leisure. Collectors in the nineteenth
century referred to their hobby as a “science” so routinely that they began to
use “science” as a synonym for stamp collecting.44

The aspects of stamp collecting that proponents deemed “scientific”
included a variety of technical skills and knowledge having to do with water
marks, perforations, engraving, and other physical properties of the stamps
themselves. Certainly the prolific Eva Earl would have horrified scientific
purists when she wrote of the pleasure she found in “cleaning the backs [of
her stamps], the brightening up of their faces, mending little tears, adding
here and there, a missing perforation.” Scientific stamp collectors cared not
about appearance but about two kinds of authenticity. First, the stamp had to
be authentic in the sense that it was not a counterfeit, and second, its condi-
tion had to be authentic, that is not repaired or artificially enhanced. Authen-
ticity was important because a genuine and undoctored stamp had more
value in the marketplace than a copy or a repaired item. The idea of scientif-
ic stamp collecting was thus closely linked to the market—an aspect of the
hobby that men took much more seriously than women like Eva Earl.45

The value created by systematically filling sets with authentic stamps
sometimes erased the line between work and play for stamp collectors.
Beginning stamp collectors could salvage stamps from envelopes, but once
past the novice stage no collectors could realistically hope to build their col-
lections from scavenging. They had to turn, enthusiastically or reluctantly,
to the marketplace, which at first was actively opposed by postal authori-
ties.46 Government hostility to the informal curbside bourse initiated by
French children in the late 1850s and English children in the early 1860s
prompted police harassment of the traders:

When sudden a gruff voice is heard,
That all the thronging bevy stirred,
I turned, and fix’d my eyes upon
A bobby! crying—“Stamps, move on!”47
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Government opposition was not limited to the street corners. Post office
clerks resented the unorthodox use of their inventory and were, like the
police, annoyed by the horseplay of the boys trading near their buildings.
Until the 1890s postal authorities not only refused to cooperate with stamp
collectors, several governments, including those of Canada and the United
States, actually made it illegal to exchange or sell uncanceled stamps at
more than their face value. This uncooperative attitude underwent a dramat-
ic about-face after 1894, when Portugal realized that a collected unused
stamp, especially one with a high face value, represented pure profit. Until
the turn of the century, however, stamp collecting operated independently
of governments through full-time dealers as well as casual street markets.48

When treating their stamps as commodities, collectors tended to adopt
one of three models, each of which reflected a different perception of the
marketplace. “Merchants” sold or traded their stamps either to fill their own
collections or to make a modest profit on each transaction. “Investors”
focused more on the increase in the value of their stamps over time than on
the trading activity itself. Both the merchant and investor models assume
that the collector was interested in enhancing his own collection and that
profits, if any, were an incidental benefit. However, the “speculator” placed
lucre before leisure. Unlike other collectors who “won” by completing their
sets, the speculator won by striking it rich.49

The merchant model held particular fascination for the nineteenth cen-
tury, especially as it operated among children. It seems that many boys, once
they discovered that there were profits to be made in selling their own sur-
plus stamps, recognized that they could make even more money by reselling
stamps they had bought for that express purpose. Collector Dick Flint
described how, as a boy, he visited the office of a stamp dealer and was shown
stamp journal advertisements placed by private individuals. A rock collector,
Flint was motivated to use an ad to sell his duplicate minerals, and then,
intrigued by his success he traded a series of items that eventually got him
about two thousand stamps. In order to save money on advertising Flint start-
ed his own stamp paper, which he used to trade for free ads with other stamp
papers. Flint’s story was more elaborate than most, but by no means unique.
Disposal of duplicates, which were inevitable for boy collectors who regular-
ly bought large unsorted lots by mail, was the beginning of active participa-
tion in the stamp market.50

Boy dealers were the bane of the hobby. Their limited capital and their
propensity to ignore their commercial obligations prompted a good deal of
criticism from adult dealers, many of whom published the stamp papers in
which the small-time retailers ran their advertisements. Nevertheless, collec-
tor Guy Green had some kind words for boy dealers whom he characterized
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as “a unique and in some respects admirable feature of fin de siecle philate-
ly.” Boy dealers, said Green, are just like adult brokers except that they deal
“with the rise and fall of stocks writ small.”51 Observers instinctively used the
stock exchange metaphor when describing this category of collectors, recog-
nizing it for what it was, a nascent commodity market being born on the
streets (as had the stock markets themselves).52 A poem entitled “A Strange
‘Change” that appeared in an English stamp journal sometime before 1869
portrayed a group of boys in Birchin Lane trading stamps with all the enthu-
siasm of stock brokers:

“Who’ll give a Turkey for a Pole?
You see the envelope’s quite whole.”
“I’ll take a Swedish for a Cape:”
“If I’m a monkey, you’re an ape.”
“A Pole’s worth more than any Russian.”
“One old Dane’s worth a set of Prussian,”
“I want a Sandwich for a bear:”
“Why, that is not one-half as rare.”53

Lest the analogy be lost on the reader, the scene was being observed by a
broker who himself has just sold out his own shares on the “ ‘Change.”
“Philo.,” a contributor to a number of western stamp papers in the 1880s was
particularly enamored of the trader image. His short story entitled the
“Bluffton Stamp Collectors’ Society” opened with a scene of fourteen
“bright boys” between the ages of ten and eighteen bartering stamps in a way
that “resembled a miniature board of trade, only the articles bartered for
were postage stamps instead of corn, and wheat, and pork.”54

The stock exchange analogy is useful because it describes how the stamp
collectors themselves used the investor and speculator categories. Investors
were the more common and less controversial group since appreciation of
value was incidental to their reasons for collecting. They bought for fun but
took comfort in the knowledge that the money they spent could be recouped
if necessary. “I collect stamps because I realize that some day I too will be an
old man,” wrote J. W. Longnecker in 1937. Collecting would provide him
with something to do when he retired, and he expected that the stamps he
was buying aggressively in 1937 could, if necessary, be traded for his “daily
bread” when his income fell after retirement. Buy one of each kind, do not
speculate in duplicates, counseled a writer in 1898, “I have seen too many
booms collapse.” Those who bought in anticipation of a continued run up in
prices found that “the biter has been bitten,” but buying carefully and hold-
ing on would prove to be “much more safe and a better investment than
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money in the bank.” The implication here was that if one bought only for
one’s own collection and did not hoard duplicates against an increase in
price then one was not speculating.55

By the hobby boom of the 1930s, speculating in duplicates had not only
become routine, it was implicitly encouraged by the U.S. post office depart-
ment, which churned out commemoratives at an unprecedented rate. Col-
lector in Chief Franklin D. Roosevelt and Postmaster General James A. Far-
ley worked together to encourage the hobby, and neither man exhibited an
overly refined sense of ethics when it came to stamp collecting. Roosevelt,
who was as much an accumulator as a scientific philatelist, would take
stamps from any source willing to give them to him, and Farley was none too
punctilious about distributing specially autographed unperforated sheets to
friends. The New Deal speculative boom, however, was merely the culmina-
tion of a long, if not always glorious, tradition. More than thirty years earlier
S. A. D. Cox had written, “I am not as a general thing in favor of speculation
of any kind, but if one must speculate, let him speculate in as safe a thing as
possible.” He said, “if one exercises care in selecting and buying there is no
danger at all of a loss.” Stamps, crowed the article’s title, were “Good as
Wheat!”56

When Cox casually equated stamps with wheat he was explicitly acknowl-
edging what most collectors took for granted: stamps were a commodity.
Cox’s insistence that they were safer than other commodities was a collec-
tor’s, or perhaps a dealer’s, self-serving hyperbole. Unlike other commodities,
canceled stamps had no intrinsic value, and their price depended entirely on
the continuing growth of stamp collecting as a hobby. Writing in the panic
year of 1894 one collector optimistically insisted that “philately to-day rests
upon a sound commercial basis” but then admitted that this was true only
because of the “enormous accessions to our ranks in the near past.” If collec-
tors wanted to maintain the value of their stamps, he warned, they had better
make sure their numbers continued to increase. Because they were useless,
stamps were entirely artifacts of the market: collectors wanted stamps
because they were valuable, and stamps were valuable because collectors
wanted them. During the depression a business writer told a banker who had
just sold a stamp for ten thousand dollars that he understood the supply but
could not fathom the demand. “I do not understand that either,” confessed
the banker, but he added as though it were sufficient explanation, “young-
sters start collecting stamps and multimillionaires pay for them.”57

The speculator’s dream was to discover the stamp the multimillionaire
was willing to buy. It was a dream of finding buried treasure. All the collector
needed was knowledge of which stamps were rare—and some luck. Stamp
history is replete with accounts of great finds, many of which involve rescu-
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ing stamps from the garbage.58 Curiously there were almost no factual arti-
cles in stamp periodicals about people actually finding a rare stamp on an
old envelope in a trunk, but there was a lot of wishful thinking.59 Philatelists
had less of a reputation for exaggeration than fishermen or golfers; neverthe-
less there was at least a minor tradition of telling tales of great finds:

The philatelic liar sat
Within his cheerless den,
And told weird tales of startling finds
To calm, attentive men.
He told of trunks that he had found
Just brimmed and running o’er
With stamps that gaze of mortal eye
Had ne’er beheld before.60

Rather than lie like the old codger in the poem, almost all the stories of
hidden philatelic treasure were admittedly just that, stories in stamp papers
and magazines that fed the dream without pretending they were anything
but fiction.

A fairly typical story in an 1893 edition of the Southern Philatelist com-
bines the investor and the buried treasure themes. The central character, a
twelve-year-old girl named Sarah, wins a stamp album for being the best
geography student at school. Although her gruff Aunt Sally would have pre-
ferred a crochet hook or silver thimble, Sarah explains that stamp collecting
will teach her geography, history, value, and neat habits. Despite Aunt Sally’s
complaints about the waste of time and money, Sarah builds a large collec-
tion but is unaware of its value. When Aunt Sally loses her life savings in the
stock market and is about to lose the house, Sarah quits school to go to work.
Her first day on the job she sees an advertisement from a New York man who
will pay four hundred dollars for a “well filled stamp album.” Sarah sells her
album, pays off the mortgage, returns to school, and gets an apology from
Aunt Sally. Sarah collected stamps because she enjoyed them, not because
she wanted to make money. Moreover, she rationalized the process to her
aunt by stressing the educational rather than the economic benefits of the
hobby. Sarah was neither a speculator nor a merchant but an accidental
investor untainted by the market who found treasure when she expected it
least, but needed it most.61

The impure hope that one might strike it rich was the guilty truth of affir-
mation that hid beneath the disguise of leisure for all but the most casual col-
lectors. “Like some of my collector friends, I try to kid myself that the finan-
cial value of my stamps is not an animating motive,” said a collector in the
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1950s, but he admitted, “few things please me more than to find a marked
increase in the catalog value of a stamp or set.” Even writers who toed the
official line could reveal the deeper economic truth. In 1925 Jack O’Donnell
wrote that the only “real dyed-in-the-wool philatelists” were those who col-
lected for “research” and the “rich memories of history and art.” However,
his entire Saturday Evening Post article concentrated on the risks and
rewards of the stamp marketplace. The piece opened with the story of a high
school student who used a gun to try to rob a dealer of stamps he could not
afford to buy. It went on to talk of obsessed philatelists who would not sell
their collections even though they were starving, of collectors who became
dealers, and of people who found “buried treasure” stamps. Nowhere did the
author write about education or aesthetics.62

The contradictory message of O’Donnell’s article was, in fact, the contra-
dictory message of stamp collecting as a hobby; it was leisure that was depen-
dent on the market. The market of stamp collecting not only modeled the
real world, it was the real world. Stamps were real commodities exchanged
for real money. Therefore, the hobby not only taught the values of thrift and
investment, it also held out the temptation of cheating and stealing. The
young collector will “soon find that few pursuits present a wider field for will-
ful fraud than philately,” warned a turn-of-the-century writer, especially for
mail orders. Collectors who ordered “approvals,” that is stamps sent to poten-
tial buyers that they were supposed to purchase or return, could substitute
inferior stamps for the ones removed from the approval sheets. For their part,
purchasers frequently complained that they did not get fair value for money
they sent to mail order advertisers.63

Because stamps were mass-produced items of historically recent vintage,
having a large number of identical and equally valued stamps was quite pos-
sible. The problem for collectors was to determine what that value was.
Stamp catalogs, which included retail prices for all known issues, were first
produced in Europe and the United States in the early 1860s. Even with pub-
lished prices, however, the value of a stamp varied with its condition, which
was, to some extent, a subjective matter. More important, there were highly
specialized areas of stamp collecting that were not normally covered by the
catalogs, and the catalog prices themselves were only an approximation
based on the previous year’s sales. Thus the expert who attended sales and
auctions, read some of the dozens of stamp papers that existed at any given
time, and stayed abreast of the changing fashions in stamp collecting was in
a position to recognize value in an item that would appear uninteresting to a
neophyte or “layman.”64

In 1898 a collector felt compelled to warn veterans not to take advantage
of rookies they were introducing to the hobby. If the younger collectors

Constructing a Collector’s Market 127



“should happen to unearth some rare specimens,” he wrote, “do not under
any circumstances, ‘exchange’ with them, and thus secure for your own col-
lection a few good specimens—at the cost, nine times out of ten, of a recruit
to our ranks.” Stamp collectors, unlike antique collectors who reveled in
relieving ignorant rubes of their valuable possessions for a pittance, at least
made a public show of not practicing theft by expertise. When an unrepen-
tant rebel in a 1934 short story would not sell his Confederate stamps, a
northern collector conspired with a southern collector to sweet-talk the
owner. The old man was so flattered that he offered to give his fellow south-
erner any envelopes he wanted. While the two collectors had no compunc-
tions about stroking the older man’s ego, they were not willing to take advan-
tage of him financially and insisted on paying him a fair price for the items.65

The stories and warnings about ethical conduct in stamp collecting
embody the tensions inherent in the hobby. All transactions were exercises
in the essence of capitalism. The participants had to weigh issues of individ-
ual knowledgeability and honesty, and of market value in both the short and
long run. These issues in turn had to be balanced with the noneconomic ele-
ments of stamp collecting. The tensions existed both within the marketplace
aspect of the hobby and between the marketplace and the psychological
aspects. There was no way to resolve them. In fact, there was no need to
resolve them, since it was those tensions that made stamp collecting so popu-
lar. The pleasurable elements legitimated stamp collecting as leisure. Yet the
myriad ways in which the hobby paralleled real life gave it another kind of
legitimacy. By mimicking the roles of the essential middlemen of capitalism,
it recapitulated and affirmed the dominant ideology. Stamp collectors pro-
duced nothing of concrete value themselves, but their mutual demand for a
finite supply of stamps made their hobby the perfect free market metaphor.
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If, as the prototypical example of collecting, philately
adhered to most of the commonly understood hobby and marketplace val-
ues, then antique collecting was the wild card that violated, even parodied,
as many conventions as it followed. Antique collecting was a hobby, but one
in which it was difficult to constitute sets, hard to store the objects; one in
which women participated on a par with men, in which genuine aesthetics
competed with mere rarity; and one where the ethical transgressions usually
condemned by stamp collectors were raised to a piratical art.

As a subset of art collecting, antique collecting has deep European roots,
and Americans have always sought fine European items to decorate their
homes and display their wealth. Collecting American antiques on the other
hand, is a relatively recent phenomenon and one that more neatly fits the
definition of a hobby, both because its cost can be quite reasonable and
because the collector can engage in the hunt for objects in the field as well as
in the dealer’s shop and auction house. There are scattered references to
people collecting old American furniture in the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, but almost all those collectors were interested in the
objects for their associational value. Thus an affidavit attesting to the purport-
ed fact that a particular wineglass had crossed the Atlantic in 1657 and had
been used by George Washington guaranteed its importance independent of
its aesthetic properties. A catalog of “arts, relics, and curiosities” displayed at
the Brooklyn Sanitary Fair, which raised funds for the relief of Union soldiers
during the Civil War, included objects that had been owned by William
Bradford, Miles Standish, John Hancock, and George Washington.1

The objects displayed at the Brooklyn fair were part of a New England
kitchen exhibit. Essentially a restaurant embellished with miscellaneous old
objects and staffed by volunteers in period costumes, this, and other kitchens
like it, raised both money for relief and awareness of the material past. There
were at least seven such kitchens at sanitary fairs in 1864.2 The interest in
colonial kitchens disappeared at war’s end but was revived ten years later at
the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition by Emma Southwick, who ran her
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“New England Farmer’s Home” (also referred to as the Old Log Cabin and
the New England Kitchen) as a commercial enterprise. Like most nine-
teenth-century fairs, the Philadelphia Exhibition was much too involved in
celebrating the industrial present to waste much time looking at the past.
Southwick’s kitchen not only served as a dining area but also as an instructive
contrast to a modern kitchen next door. Its fireplace, candlesticks, spinning
wheels, cradles, and other colonial objects served to show how far America
had come in a hundred years. Other centennial celebrations in the North-
east also featured early American household furnishings in more historical
and less commercial settings than Philadelphia. The exhibition in Salem
divided its furniture display into three chronological categories; “period of
discovery,” “colonial period,” and “revolutionary period,” the first attempt to
organize American antiques on other than associational grounds.3

Within two years of the centennial, a backlash against the excesses of Vic-
torian design led to the country’s first genuine antique boom. Although high
Victorian style still had a good twenty years of life left, the early inroads of
colonial-inspired simplification affected both the production of new furni-
ture and the collecting of old. In 1878 Clarence Cook published The House
Beautiful, an American exposition of the reformist design philosophy of
Charles Locke Eastlake who, like John Ruskin and William Morris, advocat-
ed a return to simpler preindustrial styles. Cook railed against modernism in
all its forms, attacking central heating, gas illumination, and indoor plumb-
ing along with overstuffed Victorian upholstery. The book’s illustrations of
early American furnishings, coupled with the interest sparked by the centen-
nial celebrations, prompted the manufacture of colonial-style “centennial
furniture” in the 1880s.4

Collectors realized that if people were willing to buy facsimiles of old
American pieces then the originals would be even more desirable, and the
search for genuine American antiques began. The first antique store in the
United States to carry American furniture appears to have been opened in
New York City sometime in the 1870s.5 The vast majority of collectors in those
salad days of American antiques gathered their booty directly from the hedges
and ditches where most of it had languished through several generations of
Victorian mass production. In fact, it was considerably cheaper to buy a castoff
from a farmer’s yard then to pay a cabinetmaker to construct a reproduction.
Cook notes that “a polite internecine warfare has for some time raged
between rival searchers after ‘old pieces,’ and the back country is scoured by
young couples in chaises on the trail of old sideboards and brass andirons.”6

A composite illustration in an 1878 edition of Harper’s Weekly showed that
all the characteristics that would continue to mark American antique collect-
ing were present at its birth (see fig. 5.1). Buyers are depicted as both men
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figure 5.1 An 1878 illustration from Harper’s Weekly reflects the postcentennial
interest in American antiques and the collectors’ willingness to buy pieces of dubi-
ous quality. (Reprinted from A. B. Frost, “The Rage for Old Furniture,” Harper’s
Weekly 22 [November 16, 1878]: 917.)
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and women; most items are American-made; dealers are unscrupulous; and
collectors are naive. The most prominent panel pictures a matron and her
adult daughter in the shop of a dealer who is showing her an old grandfather
clock. It is surrounded by smaller cuts in which the buyers are mostly men; a
man carrying off a small spinning wheel from a country home, another man
talking to a farm wife who is telling him that she has no old clocks to sell, and
a doltish fellow looking at a smashed up chair and being assured by the own-
ers “if you put new Legs, a Back, and Seat on that, it will make a lovely
Chair.” The acerbic commentary continues with a picture of a dilapidated
cupboard with an auction lot number pinned to its side and with a scene in a
shop were several workers are busy manufacturing “veritable antiques.” It
concludes with a huge crowd of more than a hundred well-dressed men and
women clustered outside a rundown farm house and is captioned: “A Rumor
having spread that an old Lady on Long Island has some old Chelsea China,
a few Collectors go down to see it.”7

The nascent American antique movement, generated by the Philadel-
phia exhibition, was given a substantial boost by the Chicago Columbian
Exposition of 1893. Although the exposition is most famous for its beaux-
arts White City center, many of the state buildings were built in colonial
styles and prominently displayed a variety of American crafts. Even Emma
Southwick and her Log Cabin Restaurant were back with another iteration
of the colonial kitchen. These exhibits sparked an interest in craft produc-
tion and drew attention to historic products. By the mid-1890s demand for
American antiques had increased sufficiently to support what seems to be
the country’s first exclusively American antique dealer in Wethersfield,
Connecticut.8

The practice of combing the New England countryside for quaint items
had become common enough by 1895 to make it the subject for fiction. In
her short story “A Righteous Bargain,” Alice Brown tells of a slightly senile
mother and her daughter who reject the offers of a slick Yankee trader for
their coverlets and clocks. However, when the daughter leaves to sell butter
in town, the dealer buys the items from the befuddled old lady who is subse-
quently mortified at having sold her prized possessions for nine dollars.
When the daughter’s offer to buy back the items is refused, she steals them
from their storage place and vows to fight any attempt to retrieve them. Faced
with such obstinacy, the dealer declines to press charges and leaves the
women with their heirlooms. Besides being an acknowledgment of the pop-
ularity of antique collecting before the turn of the century, this story high-
lights several common themes in collecting Americana. First, collectors
sought commonplace as well as fine items. Second, the desirable items did
not have to be very old; the coverlets in the story had been made by the
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mother. Third, dealers were unprincipled, but country folk were not com-
pletely helpless. Finally, both sexes participated actively in the hobby. The
dealer was male and the intended victims were female, but the women were
quite capable of defending themselves, and the story seems to have been
aimed at a female audience.9

Creating Provenance: Museums and Wealthy Collectors

American antiques were given the imprimatur of legitimacy by a series of
museum directors who, around the turn of the century, began to mount seri-
ous displays of Americana as art. The pioneer of this movement was Charles
Presby Wilcomb who operated yet another colonial kitchen, this time in the
Golden Gate Park Museum in San Francisco in 1896. Wilcomb’s kitchen,
however, was not a theme restaurant but a serious attempt to re-create an
authentic New England kitchen. Other curators mounted shows and pub-
lished catalogues that inspired a new generation of collectors to appreciate
the aesthetic and technical accomplishments of American artisans. The cul-
mination of this trend was the 1909 Hudson-Fulton exhibit at New York’s
Metropolitan Museum of Art, which brought together silver and furniture
from all over the Northeast. The Hudson-Fulton show was the first profes-
sionally curated exhibit of American antiques at a major American museum,
and the Metropolitan purchased many of the objects in the show for its per-
manent collection. Guides to American antiques such as Esther Singleton’s
fully illustrated, two-volume Furniture of Our Forefathers contributed to the
movement by showing vernacular styles along with the work of fine cabinet-
makers such as Chippendale and Hepplewhite.10

The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s decision to begin buying Americana
prompted a dozen of the most serious collectors of American antiques to
form the Walpole Society in 1910. Like the Hobby Club of New York, which
was founded the following year, the Walpole Society was composed of
wealthy amateurs, some of whom had become experts in the emerging field
of old American household objects. Unlike the short-lived New York Hobby
Club, the Walpole Society flourished, nurturing the careers of collectors
who would go on to create the American Wing of the Metropolitan Museum
of Art in 1924. The success of that project prompted the fine arts museums of
Boston and Philadelphia to install permanent American displays of their
own. The creation of the American Wing was one of a series of events that
fed the great American antiques craze that continued through the depres-
sion. In addition to the museum exhibit, the boom in Americana was
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encouraged by the business career of Wallace Nutting, the collecting mania
of Henry Ford, and the parallel activities of John D. Rockefeller Jr. At the
same time, Henry Francis du Pont was bidding up prices of American
antiques in order to furnish his family home in Delaware, but since Du
Pont’s activities were private until 1929, they did not contribute directly to the
broader public interest in American antiques.11

In 1904 Wallace Nutting, a forty-two-year-old Congregational minister in
Providence, Rhode Island, had a nervous breakdown and retired from the
pulpit. He moved to Southbury, Connecticut, where he opened a studio that
produced hand-tinted photographs of domestic landscapes and quaint interi-
ors. What started as a hobby burgeoned into a minor industry that, at its
height, employed two dozen colorists. In the years between 1905 and 1917
Nutting’s studio turned out tens of thousands of hand-colored photographs,
all ostensibly signed by the photographer and aggressively marketed as repre-
sentations of good taste. Many of the interiors, complete with costumed
models, were shot in his Southbury home, which he progressively restored to
its pristine colonial form. Nutting estimated that by the end of his career in
1941 he had produced 10 million of these nostalgic photographs, causing one
historian to claim, with as much truth as ridicule, that every middle-class
couple married between 1904 and 1930 received at least one Nutting photo-
graph as a wedding present. The mass distribution of these photographs and
their widespread acceptance as emblems of culture and refinement did
much to establish “early American” as one of the appropriate replacements
for Victorian-style architecture and interior design.12

Because he shot so many of his photographs in his own home, which he
tried to make as authentic as possible, Nutting gathered large numbers of
antiques and developed a trained eye for colonial detail. Dismissive of mod-
ern design, Nutting asked, “has any shape been devised within a hundred
years that cannot be surpassed by the shapes that went before?”13 He
answered that rhetorical question by opening a workshop in 1917 that turned
out reproductions of classic American pieces for about a dozen years. “Copy
and avoid bad taste,” was his motto, and while he admitted that “not all the
old is good,” he firmly believed that “all the new is bad.” Nutting’s love of the
American past, which expressed itself in the 1920s in a steady stream of books
and articles on old homes and furniture, was fervently nationalistic. Sturdy
American artisans of the colonial and early modern eras, unsullied by infu-
sions of aristocratic continental taste, produced the perfect furniture for
American homes. That purity, frozen in time, had to be preserved “because
the only alternative is the making of mongrel shapes.”14 A character in a 1923
short story explained that he collected old furniture not because it was Amer-
icana, but because it was America. There was no Duncan Phyfe alive in the
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1920s, he said, and nobody knew how to make a Windsor chair anymore.
“And you think without Windsor chairs there can’t be a country?” asked his
friend. “Without the kind of work that went into ‘em, there can’t,” he
answered.15

Beginning in 1926 John D. Rockefeller tried to re-create a part of that
lost land that knew how to make Windsor chairs by purchasing and restor-
ing the entire town of Williamsburg, Virginia. The Reverend W. A. R.
Goodwin, whose idea it was to transform his economically beleaguered vil-
lage into a living museum of colonial life, had originally approached Henry
Ford with his idea. Ford however was involved with a restoration project in
Massachusetts and passed on the proposal. Rockefeller, who had recently
given the French government a million dollars to restore Versailles,
embraced the concept of re-creating the colonial capital of Virginia. Like
Marie Antoinette’s peasant village at Versailles, Williamsburg was to be a
retreat “entirely free from alien and inharmonious surroundings” but with
the added legitimacy of historical restoration. While the queen played
shepherdess in the midst of aristocratic luxury, the costumed actors at
Williamsburg would play aristocrats in the midst of the democratic squalor
of the Great Depression.16

Critics have suggested that displays like those in the American Wing of
the Metropolitan Museum of Art and Williamsburg promulgated a conserv-
ative political message consonant with the values of those who sponsored
them.17 No doubt, by idealizing preindustrial America, the exhibitions cri-
tiqued the depersonalization and class conflict of the postbellum world.
They also celebrated a more ethnically homogenous America where the
Protestant ethic had not yet been secularized to the work ethic. This was par-
ticularly true for Henry Ford who idealized the preindustrial past while he
was busily generating the products that were wiping out its last small-town
vestiges. His agrarian bias and his outspoken xenophobia were complemen-
tary to, if not actually the cause of, his intense interest in American history
and its material culture. The ultimate expression of his collecting was the
Henry Ford Museum and Greenfield Village, an idyllic conglomeration of
associational and vernacular buildings that opened in October 1929. On the
one hand, it was a paean to a world that he helped destroy. A mythical small
town patched together from real buildings and filled with the commonplace
objects of everyday life brought together from all over the country (see fig.
5.2). On the other, it was a museum of technology that celebrated the very
engines of change that had wiped out small towns. Commentators loved the
irony; Ford, and the thousands who followed his collecting lead, just loved
the stuff. Writing in 1927, antique collector C. R. Clifford said Ford was “the
greatest human factor in the country-wide canvass for antiques.” Charles



figure 5.2 A real stone churn and dasher were used to illustrate a 1929 novel
that blended fiction with the interest in vernacular objects promoted by the collect-
ing habits of Henry Ford. (From Country Auction, Marion Nicholl Rawson, 241.
Copyright 1929 by E. P. Dutton, renewed 1957 by Jonathan N. Rawson. Used by
permission of Dutton, a division of Penguin Putnam.)
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Merz, an early biographer of Ford, noted that because of his collecting,
“bean pots, glass castors, and china hens for holding breakfast eggs were
brought home from auction sales in a whirl of triumph by the same ladies
who had thrown them out of their houses thirty years before.”18

Ford’s collecting career had begun in 1914 when he started personally
searching secondhand book shops for McGuffey readers like the ones he and
his wife remembered from their own school days. By the mid-1930s he had
purchased 468 of those repositories of Protestant virtue. In the meantime,
however, his tastes broadened considerably. Four years later, in 1919, he
undertook the restoration of his family home, in the course of which he
attempted to replace all the original furniture and household articles. As in
the search for McGuffey readers, Ford personally scoured the countryside
looking for just the right carpet or stove. According to William Greenleaf, who
has written the most complete survey of Ford’s collecting career, once bitten
by the collector’s bug, Ford became an enthusiastic “frequenter of farmhous-
es, attics, barns, inns, and antique shops,” for whom “the pursuit of the past,
begun for reasons of family sentiment, was an immensely enjoyable hobby.”19

It was a hobby, and although he pursued it on a scale commensurate with
his vast wealth, he was always as much an accumulator as a connoisseur. His
idea of antiques included the prosaic as well as the exotic. He said he wanted
“a complete series of every article ever used or made in America from the
days of the first settlers down to the present time.” In addition to using profes-
sional antique dealers and personal agents, Ford employed his 35,000 car
dealers and an empire of other underlings in the 1920s to comb the country
for the ultimate collector’s set, one of everything! The breadth of his interest
was truly staggering. His collecting net was fine enough to capture the small-
est object and strong enough to hold the largest. He gathered in clothespins,
inkwells, and mouse traps, along with locomotives and steam engines. And
while some of his objects had associational value, most were the everyday
items of everyday people.20

Ford’s aggressive buying bid up the price of American antiques, contribut-
ing significantly to a climate of speculation. Buyers are reported to have told
greedy dealers, “You may be able to kid Henry Ford, but you can’t kid me.”
When a character in a 1933 story balked at a piece of glassware priced at $250,
the dealer showed her an offer from Ford for that amount. “Now I don’t
mind Ford buying antiques; I think it’s awfully nice for a business man to
have an outside interest,” the buyer responded, “but if he isn’t going to buy
something I don’t see why he has to go and put it out of sight for the rest of
us.” It is estimated that by the time he died in 1947 Ford had spent more than
$10 million of his own money on the museums and in the process created a
vast new market for the trade in old everyday items.21
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In the 1920s, then, the combined influence of the commercial advocacy
of Wallace Nutting, the provenance of the American Wing, and the high-
profile collecting and restoration of both John D. Rockefeller Jr. and Henry
Ford spurred Americans into a full frenzy of antique collecting and investing
that would hardly pause even under the constraints of depression and war.
For the upscale trade, the founding of the Magazine Antiques in 1922 marked
the emergence of a body of experts, dealers, and connoisseur collectors large
enough to support a journal full of technical articles and advertisements for
rare and expensive pieces.22 Where once fine European pieces had com-
manded a premium, now similar native items were preferred. In his caustic
1928 commentary on the trade, Antiquamania, Kenneth Roberts had a man
trying to explain to his son why an American-made Chippendale chair was
worth more than a similar chair made in England. The father, of course, can
give no rational reason and is reduced to declaring, “it’s a matter of spiritual
feeling and sentimental association.” Which, of course, it was. By the end of
the 1920s all old American furniture had become associational collectibles.
Association with a particular hero was no longer necessary; simple associa-
tion with the country was enough.23

For those of modest means who could not afford Chippendale chairs, an
authentic American ambiance could be achieved by salvaging old furniture
from farmhouses. Unprincipled city slickers had been trying to take advan-
tage of what they hoped were naive country bumpkins since the Gilded Age,
but the rate of these cross-cultural encounters went up in the 1920s in direct
proportion to the increase in the kinds of items city people were willing to
collect. Back road canvassing by buyers could bring either opportunity or
unwanted intrusion to the locals. Rustics who valued their privacy could get
downright perverse when pestered by antique hunters. In 1925 a motorist
who had spotted a desirable couch on the porch of a country cottage stopped
and offered to purchase it. The owner demurred. The antiquer then visited
the cottage day after day constantly upping his offer for the piece until the
reclusive owner chopped it up and burned it to free himself of the daily
intrusions.24

On the other hand, honest country folk quickly learned that dishonest city
dealers could be forced to pay good money for old truck. Marion Rawson’s
1929 novel Country Auction describes the predatory mood among American
antique collectors in the late 1920s. Aunt Marthy Ann is liquidating her estate
and dares hope that her old things might be worth as much as two hundred
dollars. She is amazed when an honest auctioneer assures her a single chest
could bring almost half that. Aunt Marthy Ann is not sure it would be fair to
charge foolish city people so much for her old things, but she changes her
mind when, during the days leading to the auction, she is besieged by one
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group of shady characters after another, all trying to bilk the old lady out of
her goods before they are subjected to the open market of the auction. Tak-
ing advantage of her natural country friendliness, male dealers and female
decorators invade her home offering to buy valuable items at ridiculously
low prices, and when that fails, actually trying to steal them from off the
shelves and tables.25

The hunger for American antiques was whetted by the government itself.
At the end of the decade, the Bureau of Home Economics urged every fami-
ly to incorporate at least one early American room into its home decorating
scheme.26 The ethnocentric fervor of collecting Americana combined with
the get-rich-quick mentality promoted by the stock market boom of the 1920s
to produce a hobby that confirmed traditional patriotic, aesthetic, and eco-
nomic values all at the same time. The nationalism of the 1930s placed
greater stress than that of the 1920s on folk traditions, but antiques were as
fine a representation of the yeoman aesthetic as they were of the taste of
patriot blue bloods. Praising the resurgence of folk handicrafts, historian
Bernard DeVoto charged in 1938 that a decade earlier there had been “no
trace of folk art”; there had been only “the vast American curiosity shop, the
lumber room littered with ugly articles” bought by Americans “who had no
love, no pleasure, no workmanship, no skill, and no toleration for these
things.” DeVoto’s diatribe ignores the symbiotic relationship between
antiques and native handicrafts that flourished through the 1920s but cap-
tures the element of liberal approbation that overlay the same relationship as
it continued into the depression decade.27

Just as the chauvinism of the 1920s could become the folk-nationalism of
the 1930s, so the economic speculation of the Jazz Age translated easily into
the treasure hunting of the depression. Antique collecting was a hobby for all
political and economic seasons. Antiques fit nicely into the patriotism of
World War II and into the consumer sacrifices demanded by rationing.
“Antiques require no needed labor, no material is consumed and there are
no priorities in the industry,” Hobbies magazine publisher O. C. Lightner
reminded potential advertisers, and while driving through the countryside
was definitely curtailed by gas and rubber rationing, department stores took
up some of the slack by stocking antiques when they could not obtain new
furniture.28

The Transubstantiation of Junk

The collecting of American antiques necessitated a redefinition of the
term “antique.” For most Victorians, antiques were items produced by highly

Deconstructing a Collector’s Market 139



skilled European craftsmen up to the end of the eighteenth century. They
were, in other words, functional works of art, sometimes anonymous, but
often from the hand, or at least the workshop, of a named artisan. American
antiques were initially defined the same way, but the severe shortage of truly
fine American objects meant that unless the definition were broadened, the
hobby would remain out of the financial reach of most collectors. The colo-
nial kitchen movement started the appreciation of the commonplace
because, even in the finest homes, the kitchen was a place for functionality
not conspicuous display. There simply was no tradition of aesthetic crafts-
manship for the unseen tools of household production.

In the nineteenth century, even those collectors who prowled the back
roads poking in hay lofts and chicken coops were usually hoping to find
buried treasures that had once been major pieces in public rooms. There
were, however, a few prescient Victorian collectors who anticipated the
move toward collecting everyday objects. Alexander W. Drake, one of the
book-collecting founders of the Grollier Club, also collected bottles, brasses,
bandboxes, samovars, ship models, and bird cages.29 While the brasses and
samovars were probably foreign, the bottles were probably local. By the turn
of the century, pioneer catalogers like Singleton and Nutting were following
the lead of the colonial kitchen movement by including folk as well as high-
style items in their books. Henry Ford’s enthusiastic collecting of the ordi-
nary and ephemeral in the 1920s prompted the full-scale acceptance of any
old “junk” as antiques. In her wry Mother Goose for Antique Collectors, pub-
lished in 1927, collector-writer Alice Van Leer Carrick commented on the
phenomenon of infinite collectibility:

Rummage in your woodsheds,
Comb your attics clear;
Bring all your rubbish out,
The tourist season’s here!30

Taking note of the passion for junk-antiques, Ring Lardner wrote of a man
whose new wife announced, “I hate this house and everything in it! It’s too
new! Everything shines! I loathe new things!” The husband proceeds to dirty
and rumple himself, so he will not look too new, and then tells his wife he
has “a pair of shears, a blow torch and an ax” with which he was going to
antique the house, starting with the dining room table. “Junk snupper” was
the self-deprecating title assumed by the collectors of the commonplace.
First used by President Theodore Roosevelt’s wife, Edith, junk snupping she
said, “was the art of finding quaint and valuable things in junk heaps, and the
ability to get them cheap.” The term was popularized in the 1920s by collec-
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tor-author, C. R. Clifford, who described how he would buy the wallpaper
off the walls, the hinges off the doors, and indeed the wall and doors them-
selves, from appropriately old American buildings.31

So long as no one wanted it, an object was rubbish. When one, or partic-
ularly more than one person wanted it, it became a commodity, no matter
what its condition, and if enough people wanted it, it was elevated to the
status of an antique. “Here’s a simple rule for collectors: if it isn’t useless, it
isn’t a real antique,” announced the headline of a 1926 article titled “Old
Junk and New Bunk.” Neither functionality nor provenance was needed. A
fictional English butler said he was leaving his American employer because
the man refused to furnish his house with real antiques and insisted on
using “old chairs, bare and homely as a cheesebox,” which he heard had
come from a barn, and a dining table made of “old plain rickety pine” that
he guessed had come from a stable. The employer used pewter rather than
silver, substituted aged bottles for fine crystal, and enclosed his lights in
cheap-looking tin sconces. The butler was convinced to stay, however,
when the owner demonstrated that these broken down refugees from the
farmstead were not cheap but commanded sky-high prices. The high price
of old junk, explained the master, meant that only the very rich could
afford to be truly democratic by emulating the appearance of their poor
antecedents.32

Humorous references to the way that calling an object an antique could
raise its status from trash to treasure, reflected an underlying discomfort
with the concept of collectibility. Collectors needed something besides
marketplace value to justify their hobby, which they got either from the aes-
thetic or the historical value of their collectibles. There was some disagree-
ment between those who advanced an aesthetic reason for collecting
antiques and those who saw an inherent value in historicity. The aesthetes
rejected history for history’s sake. Victorian objects, for example, were so
ugly they were considered uncollectible. Writing in 1913, experts Robert
and Elizabeth Shackleton observed, “If age alone were sufficient to consti-
tute charm, the furniture disdainfully termed Victorian would now enjoy
the beginning of a collecting vogue.” It would never happen they said,
because “they are based on bad taste and the absence of distinction and
beauty.” At the popular hobby level, however, the adage “age before beauty”
ruled the day. Fewer than fifteen years after the Shackletons rejected Victo-
riana as uncollectible, people were collecting Victorian women’s handi-
crafts, and by 1930 Victoriana had become an established category of Amer-
ican antique collecting. Walter Prichard Eaton also disdained Victoriana
but admitted, “I too collect junk.” It is not beautiful, he said, but “it actually
hurts me to see any object once made and used by my ancestors go to obliv-
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ion, and because to save it and have it around reminds me constantly and
pleasantly of the past.”33

Once collectors agreed that age alone bestowed historical meaning,
writers began to speculate about what current everyday items might be
tomorrow’s antiques. Such maunderings almost always turned out to be
more prescient than parodic. In 1930 the president of the Collector’s Club
suggested that future collectors might seek out cigarette lighters, fountain
pens, ink bottles, coffee percolators, alarm clocks, and even radios. In 1941
the New York Times published a remarkably similar list, musing that in a
hundred years such mundane, and decidedly unaesthetic, items as auto
horns, electric clocks, cameras, radio sets, cigarette lighters, cocktail shak-
ers, bifocal glasses, and coffee percolators might be on the block at antique
auctions.34

The privileging of history over style had its practical side. It meant that
many more items and categories of items were available for collecting and
more objective criteria such as age and rarity could replace subjective aes-
thetics as a basis for value. Factual information was obviously much easier for
the amateur to master than the shifting subtleties of aesthetic connoisseur-
ship. There was, moreover, a sense that the collected object created a direct
connection to the past. Although an anonymous colonial bed might not have
the same panache as one on which George Washington slept, at least some-
one of George Washington’s generation had slept on it, and that historical
nexus could never be present in a reproduction.35

The best of all possible collectors’ worlds was achieved, of course, when
age and beauty were combined. This was done most easily by equating the
past with beauty and the present with ugliness. If the aesthetic could be
absorbed into the temporal, then almost any old thing could be admired for
its appearance and any new one disparaged. “We cannot become familiar
with the furniture designs of the eighteenth century without having a better
argument against the shortcomings of the furniture that is made and sold
throughout the land today,” wrote Charles Messer Stow in 1934, and the
same held true for silver and glass. Like Wallace Nutting before him, Stow
saw the preindustrial era as a golden age of design permanently destroyed by
the coming of machines. The excesses of mass-produced Victorian furnish-
ings left a legacy of respect for early American products that derived as much
from how they were produced as from what they looked like. A 1927 collec-
tors guide explained that the quest for American antiques was more than a
craze because collectors had come to understand “the beauty of early Ameri-
can craftsmanship. It is a tried and sturdy beauty, beaten out of copper and
lustrous silver by honest Colonial smiths, or stitched bit by bit by the skillful
fingers of Colonial maids and matrons.” Clearly the authors were concerned
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more with plain than fancy wares and were fabricating an argument that not
only legitimated the commonplace as collectible but also linked age and
craft with beauty.36

Economic Value and Ethical Values: The Price of Honesty 
in the Antique Market

Like stamps, coins, books, and fine art, antiques lent themselves to specu-
lation because there was a formal market of dealers and auction houses that
catered to collectors. The first American dealers in the late nineteenth cen-
tury were unique less for their service than for their inventory, since wealthy
Americans had collected and traded old European objects since the colonial
era. As was the case with other collectibles, the antique object had both sub-
jective and objective value. Subjectively it appealed to the collector’s sense
of taste or history. Objectively it was worth a specific amount of money deter-
mined by the marketplace, and even the noncollector could turn a lucky
find into ready cash. Once the Americana excitement of the 1920s commodi-
fied everyday objects, a much larger number of people could be made part of
the collecting culture, or more precisely, the collecting economy, even if
they were not collecting themselves. Alice Van Leer Carrick held that “col-
lecting is the one respectable form of gambling,” an understanding that she
expressed in her Mother Goose parodies:37

Old Mother Hubbard got up from the cupboard,
And lifted her voice in a paean,
Crying, “Ho, my good Rover, our lean days are over!
We’ll sell this for pure Jacobean.”38

By the same token, however, the collector could be hoist on her own
petard.

Mary had a little lamp
When lamps were quite passé;
She gave a junkman twenty cents
To take the thing away.39

Mary then became a collector, realized she had given away a prize,
tracked the junkman down to his “vast estate” and asked how she could get it
back, “Go sell your house and summer camp! / the junkman quick replied.”
Old Mother Hubbard who got rich from her cupboard and Mary’s junkman
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who got his estate from other people’s discards were both creatures of the
market who had no other interest in antiques than their price.40

Even though prices fell during the depression, the underlying dream of
making a killing on some hand-me-down in the attic continued to pull non-
collectors into the antique orbit. Although set in 1901, Thornton Wilder’s Our
Town was written in 1938 and expresses the continuing lure of antiques as a
form of buried treasure. Julia Gibbs tells her friend Myrtle Webb that a dealer
from Boston had come to their New Hampshire town and offered her $350 for
her grandmother’s highboy, which she had almost given away. Myrtle urges
her to sell it and Julia says she would if she could use the money for a trip to
Paris. Whatever aesthetic, historic, or sentimental attachments Julia may have
felt for the furniture it was clearly secondary to the piece’s cash value. Every-
day items such as shaving mugs, mustache cups, porcelain knickknacks, and
other forgotten bits of Victoriana were worth good money, advised a writer in
1930. His point was not that such items were beautiful, historical, or even old,
but that other people wanted them, so collecting them was an investment.41

The value of antiques was fickle. Even before the crash, changing tastes
or the discovery of a large number of fakes could undermine the price of
once valuable items.42 Wallace Nutting noted that antique prices fluctuated
with “the condition of the stock market and the east wind and the goodness
of dinner.” Two-dollar items could sell for $15,000 and $27,000 items could
sell for $270. Money made could also be money lost and, as with all specula-
tive bubbles, the inflated prices of the 1920s burst in the 1930s. Nutting
reported that in the mid-1930s some American antiques were selling for less
than 10 percent of their precrash prices. Nevertheless, his advice was to buy
currently unfashionable styles that were sure to appreciate in the years
ahead. Other experts pointed out that antique prices had fallen less than
stocks and since nobody was making any more antiques, people who could
should buy since prices were sure to rebound.43 Not always! As late as the
mid-1950s, Duncan Phyfe furniture was still selling for a fraction of its 1920s
prices.44 Unmindful of the dangers, dealers and collectors in the 1950s were
once more talking about antiques in market terms. Senator Margaret Chase
Smith assured her readers that antique collecting was not only a relaxing
hobby but also a good investment that serious collectors could look upon as a
source of retirement income.45

Antiques could also be a job for the present since one could move easily
from buying to selling. In 1900 the New York Times explained that most seri-
ous collectors were men, because women only held items briefly before sell-
ing them; they were really merchants, not true amateurs. The Times article
points to one of the more unexpected aspects of the hobby: women were
prominent and almost fully equal participants with men. The richest collec-
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tors and the upscale dealers were mostly men, but high-profile women
experts like Esther Singleton appeared early and continued to play signifi-
cant roles in antique collecting. Presumably because antiques were original-
ly “female items” of interior furnishing, women were accepted without
much fuss by male collectors. Women could move seamlessly from decorat-
ing their homes, to collecting, to dealing on a par with men.46

Like other collectors, antiquers were often conflicted by the opposing
forces of leisure and investing. Mr. Cobb was a fictional expert collector who
advised others about the value of their purchases. A banker by trade, Cobb
found that his constant advising was fouling his leisure time, which “echoed
the harsh sounds of business” with “the brisk patter of dollars and cents.”
Cobb concluded he could not fight reality and became a full-time dealer, but
not a happy one. The innocent joy of admiring old objects had been irrevoca-
bly destroyed. Henry Pitt, on the other hand, the main character in a 1931
short story, parlayed the antique expertise he developed as a hobby to get a bet-
ter job in an auction house. The authors disagree about the meaning of turn-
ing an avocation into a vocation, but they agree that it was not hard to do.47

It is particularly appropriate that the second character should find his
hobby-related calling in an auction house, since auctions, like stock markets,
epitomize capitalist performance. The seller and buyer come together in a
formal arena where the outcome sets a benchmark for the true value of the
antique. Collectors Robert and Elizabeth Shackleton felt that the auction’s
confirmation of their own valuation of an item was even more important
than the “tingle of the contest and the thrill of triumph” in making the win-
ning bid. When the Shackletons bid, both they and the seller knew what was
at stake. High-priced antique auctions had an air of gentility and a presump-
tion of honesty. The boom in commonplace items meant, however, that
many collectors and most dealers obtained their antiques at small country
auctions, which were neither genteel nor necessarily honest.48

The excitement of the bidding and the hope of finding an overlooked
treasure made local auctions a particularly enticing combination of enter-
tainment and speculation, especially during the 1920s. While the prices paid
at Sotheby’s might establish a benchmark for high-end antiques, prices at
country auctions were more open to manipulation, which meant nobody
could ever be quite sure of the real market value of an item. What was the
true value of an item to the seller when the dealers who were bidding had
conspired to keep their offers down and then to divide the ill-gotten spoils
among themselves after the auction? What was the true value of an item to a
buyer when the auctioneer implied that a piece of furniture was a colonial
antique when it was really a Victorian copy?49 Nobody knew, and despite the
constant warnings, few seemed to care. It was true that the lure of the auc-
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tion could be financially devastating, but if that occurred one could always
follow the lead of the impecunious man in another of Van Leer Carrick’s
poems:

And when he found his purse was flat
With all his might and main
He had an auction of his own,
And filled it full again.50

The auction established a market price through a somewhat atypical
three-way negotiation that occurred not only between the seller and the
buyer but among the bidders as well. More commonly, price negotiations
were bilateral, and in those situations there was even greater opportunity for
one side to take advantage of the other. As is still the case, Americans were
more reluctant than their European contemporaries to engage in bargaining
on the retail level.51 Rather than dickering over the value of an antique,
Americans seem to have preferred misdirection, misrepresentation, and out-
right chicanery. At its most benign, such tactics could amount to no more
than buyers feigning disinterest in what they really wanted or deprecating the
quality of an item.52 For their part, sellers could undertake relatively mild
ruses, such as hiding good pieces in dark corners so their buyers would think
that they had “discovered” something, or failing to enlighten buyers who
thought a piece was something it was not.53 Dealers, at least those who popu-
lated the literature of antique collecting, did not consider it their responsibil-
ity to educate the buying public, especially if the public thought it was
pulling a fast one on the dealer.54 It was in such doubly dishonest exchanges
that the felonious heart of antique dealing lay. Out of the public spotlight of
the auction floor, honesty sometimes appears to have been a commodity as
rare as a genuine Paul Revere bowl, and the justice of the deceitful deceiving
themselves was too rich an opportunity for writers of contemporary fiction to
pass up.

How often life imitated art is unclear, but if there were any correlation
between fiction and fact, antique collecting was a hobby replete with temp-
tations to lie and cheat, if not actually steal. In the early part of the century
Americans were regularly treated to tales of double-dealing on both sides of
the Atlantic. Horace Annesley Vachell’s fictitious English antique dealer,
Joseph Quinney, who tried to maintain a semblance of honesty, was not
above considering a scheme to turn six antique chairs into a dozen by
pulling them apart and then combining them with new parts. He then com-
pounded his dishonesty by buying his own semifakes at auction to create
proof of their value. A canny farmer in a 1907 story casually mentioned that
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he had a closet full of plates similar to one that has just been auctioned at a
high price. Antiquers rushed to his house and snapped up the dishes at bar-
gain prices. Having second thoughts, one of the purchasers asked, “Didn’t
you say those dishes were old?” “I never said nothing, except that they were
like the plate that feller had on the piazza,” answered the seller. “You folks
said they was old, and I thought you’d ought to know, so—”55

Both true and tall tales of antique fakes are notable for the glee with
which they were told. While nobody actually condoned lying about the ori-
gins of antiques, there was a clear sense that the uneducated buyer was a
sheep to be fleeced, and no sympathy would be lost on the naïf who took
home a reproduction thinking it an original. The great antique boom of the
1920s brought with it an equally great boom in fakes. New pieces could be
made to appear old, and poor-quality old pieces could be improved. All it
took, said antique author Kenneth Roberts, was a few dollars worth of clear
pine and a manure pile in which to bury the new piece for a couple of weeks.
Creative counterfeiters lined drawers or wrapped items in old newspapers, or
left dated letters in pieces to mislead the unwary. Clumsy items, explained
another expert, could be made graceful with a little judicious turning and
carving. “Hushabye, Baby, on the tree top,” wrote Van Leer Carrick,
“Daddy’s below in Ye Chippendale Shoppe, / Gouging and sawing and
patching with glue, / Making old furniture where there was new.” The col-
lapse of antique prices in the 1930s appears to have slowed the fake antique
industry somewhat, but in 1931 Hobbies magazine could still print a joke in
which the first furniture maker asks, “That bookcase isn’t an antique is it?”
and the second one replies, “No, but another day’s work and it will be.”56

In most commercial transactions each side assumes that the other is
informed and that the item being sold is what it appears to be. While such a
presumption held among better dealers and auction houses, there was a
broad fringe of both buyers and sellers with larceny in their souls. Perhaps
only the trade in horses and used cars has been more rife with dishonesty
than the buying and selling of old household furnishings. It may be an over-
statement to say that the antique trade operated on a presumption of dishon-
esty, but it does not seem too much to assert that fraud was more common in
antique collecting than in any other major hobby.

The temptation to take advantage of a less knowledgeable seller or buyer
was endemic in all forms of collecting. Neophytes either learned the field
quickly or were soon relieved of their stock or their cash. Antique collecting
was different because many of the collectibles were owned by untutored sell-
ers. Dealers had the advantage with stamps, coins, books, and art (including
fine antiques), since there was little likelihood of truly valuable pieces being
owned by people unaware of their worth. Stories of great finds kept buyers
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ever hopeful, but the field had been raked for so many years that nobody
really expected to discover an overlooked treasure. With American antiques,
however, the field was new and self-renewing. Until World War II, collectors
could realistically hope to find decent examples of preindustrial Americana
owned by people who did not know their market value. Furthermore, after
Henry Ford legitimated collecting industrially manufactured items, the age
of collectibility was being constantly pushed forward so that almost anybody
could fancy him- or herself a collecting pioneer and begin to collect almost
any item that was no longer in production. For the first generation of any
such collection, buyers thought they were getting great bargains from igno-
rant sellers, and sellers thought they were getting great prices from addled
buyers willing to pay for other people’s junk.

Before 1945 the country was still sufficiently rural, communication still
sufficiently incomplete, and a clear sense of American antiques still suffi-
ciently vague that both buyers and sellers thought they could take advantage
of each other. Unlike the stamp literature, which was full of admonitions
and cautions about dishonest dealing, the literature of, and presumably the
participants in, antique collecting delighted in stories of unfair marketplace
dealings. Women and men alike, in fact and in fiction, boasted of taking
advantage of others. “I myself am probably not a true collector,” noted one
antiquer, “for your true collector must be willing to thieve, lie, steal, flatter,
cajole, and demean himself for the sake of an acquisition, whereas I can
bring myself to do only some of these things.” The Shackletons assured their
readers in 1913 that there was no culpability in picking up a bargain from a
person who did not appreciate the item and who “would far rather have a
modern atrocity.” They justified such trades as acts of artistic and historic
preservation, since the owners would otherwise “break it or throw it away or
dispose of it for a trifle to the next person who happens along.” The Shackle-
tons did, however, warn against trying to “beat down” prices, said that collec-
tors should not “take advantage” of owners, and even extolled the “distinct
delight” in overpaying for a prized piece of furniture when the seller needed
the money for survival. They condemned the immoral exploitation of needy
and unsophisticated owners even while they condoned paying low prices to
ignorant sellers without ever suggesting how the buyer could distinguish
between the two.57

C. R. Clifford, a collector whose “junk snupper” articles appeared regu-
larly in the Saturday Evening Post through the 1920s, also advised collectors
to exploit the seller’s ignorance. He reasoned that buying a thousand-dollar
piece of Staffordshire pottery from a Vermont farmwife for $5 was like scor-
ing a round of golf under par, striking oil, or being dealt a royal flush. Yet he
specifically warned against the common ploy of pretending to buy many
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items, paying for a few, then walking off never to return, because it angered
sellers who then refused to deal with other collectors. At the same time, how-
ever, novelist and collector Booth Tarkington was explaining how one could
offer to buy a calf for $350, then ask for the hooked rug hanging on the line to
keep it warm. Paying the farmer an extra $2 one would announce, “Very
well. I hereby purchase the rug; and upon second thoughts I find I have no
definitely pressing need for the she-calf at this time.”58

Tarkington also suggested substituting an inexpensive new item for a valu-
able old one. The idea that the natives could be bamboozled out of their
valuable holdings with a few shiny modern trinkets had great appeal, and
even serious advice-givers had no compunctions about recommending the
technique.59 Writing about the summer hunt for antiques in 1937, Margaret
Jones Peterson suggested that motorists who spotted some desirable piece
worm their way into the farm with a feigned need for a glass of water and
only casually bring up the issue of “the little mahogany stand on the back
porch” that “would be parted with merely for the price of a new oak one.”
Peterson justified taking advantage of the owners’ ignorance by assuring her
readers that in such a free exchange the morality of the marketplace meant
that both parties were satisfied with the transaction, otherwise it would never
have taken place. The fact that one of the parties had the advantage of spe-
cial knowledge did not trouble her at all. Occasionally the farmers were
depicted turning the tables on the antique hunters by salting their premises
with new items that appeared old in the context.60

The issue of marketplace ethics became more complicated when the
collector was trading with a professional dealer and expertise was assumed
all around. Each of the complex variables that contributed to an item’s
value, such as age, provenance, condition, and so forth, presented an oppor-
tunity for one side to gain an advantage. Most of the literature focuses on
dealer ploys, but collectors did not enter the fray unarmed. Kenneth
Roberts reminded his readers in 1928 that dealers were often as unsure of
their ground as collectors and that a strategically placed contemptuous
laugh would remain with the dealer “for days on end, filling him with
dreadful fear that his most cherished antique is not all that it should be.”
Roberts’s suggestion was light-hearted, but his message was not. Antiques
were not uniform commodities and nobody could ever be sure of their exact
value, so both sides could play games in the marketplace. Fiction writers in
particular were fascinated by the ethical conundrums inherent in the buy-
ing and selling of antiques. Very few of the stories allow dishonesty to tri-
umph, but all suggest that both buyers and sellers had to be very careful
because there could be no assumption of honesty on either side of the trans-
action.61
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In a 1907 short story, “The Pickwick Ladle,” two sophisticated American
collectors, Peter and Edith Wyckoff, are traveling abroad when Edith discov-
ers what may be a valuable silver ladle in a Dutch shop. The shopkeeper is
unaware of the ladle’s desirability and the wife wonders to herself: “Ought
she to tell him? He was so punctiliously honest with her!” Honest dealing,
however, could not be expected to beget honest dealing—certainly not from
antique collectors. Both she and her husband withhold information from the
shopkeeper. The story’s author is torn. He does not want his characters to
profit from misinformation, but as collectors he recognizes that they would
delight in having used their expertise to obtain a bargain. He sets up a similar
dilemma in a later story with the same characters when he has Edith inadver-
tently make a substantial profit selling a set of china whose cost she overesti-
mated to a fast-talker who tells her they are part of his family’s estate. Her
feelings of guilt are assuaged when Peter reminds her that she acted in good
faith and that the man was most assuredly a dealer who will be able to resell
the dishes at a profit for himself. The protagonists emerge untainted, but the
cautions about the corrupting influence of the marketplace are played off
against the pleasures of turning a profit. “I don’t know as you realize it,” says
an antique dealer in a 1931 short story, “but this bein’ honest in my line of
business is a darned complicated job.”62

Collectors sometimes strayed from the straight and narrow, but the deal-
ers described in collecting literature were almost always willing to misrepre-
sent their wares or take advantage of less-knowledgeable sellers. In 1923 The
Lure of Amateur Collecting recounted the story of a “Jew dealer” who
attempted to buy some valuable chairs at an unfairly low price. He boasted
of his prospective conquest to a chance acquaintance who bought the chairs
at a fair price before the dealer could finalize the sale. Not incidentally he
was able to sell them at a profit, proving that his honesty was both gentle-
manly and good business. Other fictional buyers displayed somewhat more
questionable values when they sought to bring errant dealers to justice. The
protagonist in a 1907 short story, for example, discovered that he had bought
a repaired piece of porcelain that had been represented as perfect. The
buyer gave the dealer the choice of having his dishonesty exposed or buying
back the piece. The dealer, of course, chose to buy it back only to discover
that the new owner demanded twice what he had paid for it. Apparently
blackmail in the pursuit of justice was no crime in the shadowy ethics of
antique collecting.63

Writers recognized that women were prominent collectors but usually
cast them as victims who were rescued from unscrupulous male dealers by
other men. Joseph Hergesheimer, who wrote more than a dozen pieces
about antique collecting during the 1920s, credited his female characters
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with a bit more guile. In his 1926 short story “Collector’s Blues,” he generally
undermines gender stereotypes. The primary victim is a man who thought
he knew more than he did about old glass and wasted his fortune on a large
number of fakes and a handful of good pieces. After his death his destitute
widow hatches a plot with the help of an honest dealer to sell back the bad
glass to one of the most notorious of her husband’s suppliers. By feigning dis-
interest in selling and letting him see a few of the genuine pieces, they lure
him into buying the whole estate sight unseen for a very high price.64

The Hergesheimer story brings together many of the major themes in
antique collecting, although it deliberately leaves out some others. Most
notably missing are industrial-era antiques. As in all Hergesheimer’s stories,
the objects in “Collector’s Blues” predated 1830 and were not part of the
enthusiasm for manufactured Americana prompted by Henry Ford. Also
absent was the widespread appreciation of unsophisticated pieces. Colonial
vernacular pieces were as rare as manufactured goods in his short stories.
Nevertheless, more than a dozen stories in the Saturday Evening Post that
included long and fairly detailed descriptions of Chippendale, Hepple-
white, and other high-end antiques were indicative of the widespread inter-
est in antique collecting in the 1920s. These, however, were not stories of
beautiful objects, nor were they stories of people who possessed beautiful
objects. They were stories of people possessed by the objects or by the desire
to possess them. Relationships with things competed with, and usually won
out over, relationships with people. Lying, misrepresentation, market manip-
ulation, and general moral turpitude motivated the characters. And even the
heroes, as in the “Collector’s Blues” story, engaged in subterfuge to right
wrongs done to them.

If hobbies were a leisure expression of workplace values, then antique col-
lecting brought men and women alike into the most ethically questionable
arena of the business world. Unlike stamp, coin, and book collectors,
antique collectors had no informal code of honor. Stamp collectors warned
against exploiting the uninformed; antique collectors developed it into an
art. Antique collectors carried their duplicity over into negotiations between
ostensibly informed participants as well, with buyers and dealers constantly
trying to mislead each other. This phenomenon is all the more noteworthy
because antiquing was one of the few areas where women participated as the
equals of men. The pattern was not due to the presence of women since it
did not exist in the more exclusively female collecting hobbies, such as but-
tons or dolls. But neither did the presence of women appear to ameliorate
the dishonesty.

The peculiar market dynamics of antique collecting probably stemmed
less from the kinds of people who participated than from unique opportuni-
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ties the field presented. From the latter part of the nineteenth century until
World War II, there were probably more vulnerable naive participants in
antique collecting than in any other hobby. As early interest in fine pieces
was augmented by a newer desire for vernacular and manufactured items,
the number of potential owner-victims grew proportionally. The first several
generations of collectors who had the chance to steal candy from babies did
so and generated a fairly elaborate discourse of justification for it. Even after
the attics and basements of rural American had been emptied, antique col-
lecting continued to offer numerous occasions for dubious dealings. The
complexity of the items themselves meant they were more difficult to evalu-
ate than most other kinds of collectibles and, by the same token, easier to
misrepresent or counterfeit, both of which people believed were widely
done.

Whether it was the highly organized stamp collectors with their albums
and published price guides, or the wild and woolly antique collectors who
played by the law of the jungle, collecting hobbyists made a business out of
their leisure. Since it was a hobby, the business activity of collecting could be
isolated from the economic tides of real life to perform its role as a metaphor
and model. For most collectors the hobby illustrated the truths of the capital-
ist ideology without actually putting the hobbyist at risk. In this sense, col-
lecting functioned effectively as disguised affirmation. The disguise, howev-
er was not only transparent enough to reveal the hidden truths, it could be
ripped aside altogether. Because the dollars involved were real and the value
of the objects could become substantial, the serious hobbyist ran the risk of
the spillover leisure spilling back. Serious leisure could not get more serious
than a hobby with uncontrollable real-world consequences.
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Section 3

Handicrafts
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Like collecting, handicrafts hide their affirmation of capital-
ist values in the disguise of leisure. Crafting, however, has been less likely
than collecting to shed its cloak of leisure and seriously impinge on the real-
world economic status of the hobbyist. Unlike collectors who celebrate the
financial aspects of their hobby, leisure crafters have been as likely to admit
that they lost money as they have been to claim that they saved money on
their pieces. Crafters, of course, end up with a product that could be sold,
and doing so sometimes has created a problem since it blurred the line
between hobby and business. Nevertheless, by its very nature crafting subor-
dinates trade to production. A thing cannot be sold until it is made. Collec-
tors let somebody else make it for them; crafters make it themselves. Where
collecting reproduces the ideology of the free market, crafting is an affirma-
tion of the work ethic.

Affirming the work ethic is not the same thing as affirming work. In fact,
crafting often functions as an explicit critique of both the atomized factory
and the sterile office by re-creating the ideal artisanal environment. Hobbyist
workers choose their own projects, acquire their own materials and tools,
work at their own pace in their own space, and create a whole object from
start to finish. The freedom with which they operate, and the pride in the
product of their efforts distinguishes the hobby from work, but crafters are
making a commodity, and that makes their pastime consonant with the dom-
inant ideology. Not only do crafters work in a socially prescribed way at their
leisure, the product of that leisure work is almost always a representation of a
similar object in the commercial world. Needlework, household decora-
tions, models, do-it-yourself furniture—the crafter makes all these things to
be like similar items made by machines. Both the process and the product of
handicrafts carry a double message about the meaning of the modern work-
place: production is good, but the circumstances in which it occurs are not.

Handicrafting, like collecting, has the charm of complete freedom. Work-
ing alone and out of love for the process, crafters create an object where
there was none before. Collectors’ close ties to the marketplace may tempt

Crafts, Tools, and Gender 
in the Nineteenth Century

6



them to cheat, but crafters are not lured to violate broader social values. The
handicrafter evokes the mythical purity of the preindustrial artisan, which is
why partisans in the Progressive Era could use crafting to create the profes-
sion of occupational therapy to cure the ills of industrial society. Generations
of handicrafters have followed the advice of occupational therapists and
undertaken this work as a form of authentic leisure that carries none of col-
lecting’s implications of mental illness. Wooden chain carvers in the South,
for example, uniformly saw their craft as a source of both physical and men-
tal health. When asked if working two hours a day for more than year on a
single chain was “a sickness, a malady?” one carver replied, no, it was a relief
and a reaction against the tedium of his factory job.1

Despite the faith that both participants and mental health professionals
have placed in the soothing effects of handwork, crafts have received nothing
like the kind of close analysis that psychologists have given collecting.
Although studies have shown that handicrafts are more popular than collect-
ing, they do not present the same kind of ideological contradictions. Schol-
ars are attracted to the paradoxical, the conflicted, the apparently inexplica-
ble, and it would seem that the pleasures and rewards of handicrafts are too
apparent to warrant much attention. Not only are there no psychological
analyses of crafts, but there are precious few other kinds of scholarly investi-
gations either. What empirical evidence we do have about crafts is, for the
most part, incidental to broader investigations of leisure as a whole.

A variety of postwar studies have consistently shown that blue-collar work-
ers replicate on-the-job skills and attitudes in their leisure time, a particularly
straightforward example of spillover leisure.2 Both the physical skills and the
values necessary for success at work are carried over by these men into their
leisure time, and their work experience makes them especially appreciative
of the well-made object, on the job and off.3 Despite its similarity to work,
the craft leisure of skilled workers does, of course, have its compensatory ele-
ments; all leisure does. Assembly line workers interviewed for one study, for
example, disliked their jobs, yet they ranked handicraft hobbies as one of
their favorite pastimes (behind only television and sex—in that order),
because crafts they said were “more stimulating than my job.” Crafting
appears to be no less popular among employed women than men, and stud-
ies show that female blue-collar workers prefer leisure that gives them con-
trol and a sense of completion, exactly the same kind of satisfaction that
crafting affords blue-collar men. Male and female workers alike sought
leisure that provided them with the meaning they felt was missing on the job,
but they did so through activity that was a better job than their job.4

Both men and women employees perceive craft hobbies as a perfect job,
freely started and freely stopped, controlled from beginning to end by the

handicrafts156



worker, and resulting in a product that reflects the skill and imagination of
the hobbyist. For workers satisfied with their jobs, this perfect job is part of
the integrated pattern of their lives and validates both the skills and the val-
ues that have made them successful at their vocations. For the dissatisfied
worker the hobby is an escape into the job they wish they had. It is compen-
satory but compensatory in a way that affirms the dominant ideology: work is
good.

Women and Crafts

For most of the nineteenth century, public leisure was a man’s world.
Women’s leisure, like women’s work, remained in the home, but the leisure
grew as the work shrank. Women still had the ultimate responsibility to feed
and clothe their families, but increasingly that was done by purchasing fin-
ished or semifinished products. Urban and suburban women grew neither
food nor fiber at home, and for middle-class women, servants, commercial
laundries, and an efficient school system took over jobs that had once been
wifely duties. Relatively few working-class and almost no middle-class mar-
ried women worked in the industrial economy.5 Cut off from the new cen-
ters of economic productivity, women developed a distinctly female culture
that gave them preeminence in home-oriented activities such as child rear-
ing, running the household (including the purchasing of family goods like
food, clothing, and housewares), and religion, even as the amount of time
and effort needed for many of these tasks was shrinking.

The house was a “haven in a heartless world” not only for men escaping
from the jungle of work but also for women. The larger world, complained
Eliza Woodworth in 1865, was full of strangers who “incessantly misunder-
stand you” and “judge [you] in severe fashion.” “Well you have a refuge—
your home,” she assured her readers; “there slander is not received against
you. There no one thinks of laughing at you.” Your family knew you and
loved you unconditionally and provided sanctuary from competitors and crit-
ics. The new culture of domestic segregation produced its own set of values.
While not anticapitalist or anti-industrial in any explicit sense, this female-
dominated ideology opposed expressions of male aggressiveness that seemed
necessary for success in a Darwinian business environment. The lack of syn-
chrony between the ideology of the household and the ideology of the work-
place was real, and nothing here is intended to deny the widespread attempts
by Victorian women to quarantine the home from the harshness of work.
The isolation, however, was not complete; there was leakage in both direc-
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tions. Female secretaries began to bring familial values to the workplace, and
concomitantly the ideology of business appeared in the household.6

“It is impossible to watch a number of women without being struck by
their general indifference to rules and contempt for regulations,” wrote an
esteemed group of behavior experts in 1896, “unless they have been brought
into contact with the laws of business life, which govern both sexes alike.”
Their point was illustrated by the profligate husband in an 1857 short story
who rejected his wife’s request that they rationalize their home by keeping
track of their expenses, declaring, “I never had an ‘expense book’ as you call
it, since I was born. Books are bothers enough at the office.” Hobbies (and
perhaps other home activities that remain to be explored) served to intro-
duce women and children to those “laws of business life” without forcing
them to leave the sanctuary of the home.7

There may have been good reason for middle-class Victorian women to
apply business efficiency to the economic administration of their house-
holds, but there was very little incentive to rationalize their use of time, since
for them time was not a scarce commodity. The eighteenth-century situation
in which a wealthy young woman might dedicate five hours a day to accom-
plishments such as sewing and drawing remained unchanged well into the
following century.8 In 1876 a young bride from the “upper circles of society”
was said to have had every care “scrupulously lifted from her shoulders by a
doting and unwise husband, and beyond dressing for dinner, and attending
to morning calls, she seemed not to have a duty in existence.”9 The wide-
spread availability of servants to middle-class housewives created a need for
ways to fill the hours of the day. Farm women, poorer women without ser-
vants, and those with very large families had no problem keeping busy, but
for substantial numbers of middle-class women the temptation to do nothing
was an everyday reality.

To avoid the sin of idleness, women, no less than men, were regularly
urged to use their time productively. “Make it a rule, therefore, never to
allow yourself to be idle,” cautioned a Boston father to his daughter in 1834.
“If you once form an industrious habit, you will never afterwards be able to
content yourself in a state of inactivity.”10 Likewise, a poet in Arthur’s Home
Magazine advised her readers:

There’s no enjoyment
In the employment
Of killing time;
Such hours of leisure
Are without pleasure,
And dull life’s prime.11
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Idleness was a snare, and having fun was suspect unless it prepared the
participant for even greater productivity. Writers were particularly fond of
Aesop’s parable of the bow, which if left strung would lose its elasticity. Relax-
ation was necessary but only to increase efficiency. “The legitimate end of
amusement is not answered in mere gratification,” the same Boston father
advised, “but in refreshing and invigorating the powers for the more success-
ful discharge of duty.” Unfortunately, it was not at all clear just what consti-
tuted a young lady’s duty.12

For many of the wives and daughters of prosperous men, duty and leisure
were hard to distinguish. Since before the Revolution, these women, who
formed America’s original leisure class, had been using handicrafts to fill
time. An exasperated husband complained in 1758, “We have twice as many
fire-screens as chimneys and three flourished quilts for every bed. Half the
rooms are adorned with a kind of futile pictures which imitate tapestry.” In
addition he noted his wife had created boxes full of knit garters and was pass-
ing on these dubious skills to her daughters.13 Artistically deficient eigh-
teenth-century mothers unable to teach their daughters could send them to
craft schools for instruction. In Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and
Charleston men and women set up private academies to teach what would
later be called hobbies to the daughters of the wealthy. Young ladies with time
to fill could learn quill-work (making pictures out of rolled paper and small
objects glued to a framed background), wax-work (making models of flowers
and fruit out of wax), painting on glass, featherwork (making pictures by glu-
ing feathers to a background), Japanning (lacquering small wood or papier-
mâché objects), embroidery, and drawing.14 Artistic crafts continued to be a
standard part of the curriculum at female seminaries in the nineteenth centu-
ry, and for those who lived too far from seminaries, itinerant teachers traveled
the hinterlands bringing craft instruction to isolated ladies.15

Handicrafts created chores for girls who would otherwise have had none.
They provided, explained one writer in 1834, a “method of occupying time,
which may lead to practically industrious habits.” Two books published in
the 1830s at the very dawn of the American Industrial Revolution, recom-
mended just such unnecessary chores. The American Girl’s Book and The
Girl’s Own Book were filled with small craft projects that would provide mid-
dle-class girls with something to do when there was nothing to do. The pro-
jects in The American Girl’s Book, reprinted in 1834 in Godey’s Lady’s Book,
emphasized making reticules (handbags) but also included such classic craft
items as pen-wipers, matchboxes, needle books, and pincushions. The sec-
ond book reduced the stress on needle skills by introducing projects involv-
ing basket weaving, paper folding, and the preservation of natural objects
such as leaves and butterflies.16
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Crafts were used to train girls in work habits they could use to produce
more crafts when they became women. The low cost of servants meant that
even families that considered themselves poor, like the Marches of Little
Women, often had a maid to do the heavy cooking and cleaning. “An hour or
two, each morning,” explained a housewife in an 1856 short story, was all that
was necessary to keep the house in shape. The rest of the time she kept her-
self amused with her knitting, her music, her drawing, and her garden. In
1831 Godey’s referred to women crafters as those “condemned to do what
they please all morning” and recommended several craft projects to usefully
fill the time. The alternative was to “lie on the lounge all day, en dishabille,
with not a thought for anything but myself, that ‘I would not, if I could, be
gay.’ ”17

Frances Trollope was appalled by the idleness forced on urban wives
when she traveled through the United States in the late 1820s. Those living
in boarding houses who did not even have to do their own shopping or super-
vise the cooking were particularly at a loss for activities to keep them busy.
Trollope described them as leaving the breakfast table to return to their
rooms and admits, “as to what they do there it is not very easy to say; but I
believe they clear-starch a little, and iron a little, and sit in a rocking-chair,
and sew a great deal.” So vital was craft work in keeping women busy that
Trollope concluded, “the plough is hardly a more blessed instrument in
America than the needle.”18

Since they were unnecessary, women’s crafts were not work, but because
they simulated work they were clearly preferable to lounging around and
complaining about the lack of a gay life. An idle mind, warned Godey’s, “like
the garden of the slothful, will be overgrown with briars and weeds.”19

“When God created Adam,” explained “Aunt Sophronia” in an 1879 advice
book, “he created also a business for Adam; he did not make him a gentle-
man of leisure.” The same held true for Eve, and Aunt Sophronia suggested
strongly that her two nieces take over some of the servants’ jobs such as keep-
ing their rooms clean and doing some serious sewing. The girls, who spent
their time reading, napping, receiving gentleman callers, and doing fancy-
work, did not quite seem to have gotten the message since they responded,
“Sometimes when we have been actually working for a fair, or festival, or
preparing for a party, we have really enjoyed ourselves: possibly, it was
because we were busy.” Aunt Sophronia was fighting a losing battle. The
most she could hope for was nieces who took their hobbies seriously. “We
recognize how many hours there are in every day which, in ordinary lives,
are not spent in the active pursuit either of business or amusement, and
which must be filled up in some way,” wrote Janet Ruutz-Rees, the author of
Home Occupations, one of the first hobby books for women. Her solution
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was a series of “light occupations” such as handicrafts and collecting that,
along with sewing, could keep Victorian women safe from idleness.20

All the “light occupations” in Ruutz-Rees’s book were productive hob-
bies. She had sections on leather work, tissue paper ornaments, making wax
flowers and fruit, painting and frame making, stringing beads, assembling
scrapbooks, and collecting. They were, said the author, good things to do
because they provided “valuable knowledge acquired in the pursuit of some
favorite ‘hobby.’ ” Ruutz-Rees put “hobby” in quotes, as though she were not
quite sure that it was the right word to apply to these pastimes. In fact, she
seems to have been the first author to use the word in its modern form. Writ-
ten in 1882, her book is one of the earliest concrete expressions of the new
Victorian leisure category of hobbies. All Ruutz-Rees’s “home occupations”
were handicrafts or collecting. People would continue to label other kinds of
leisure “hobbies,” but the appearance of this book confirms that productive
leisure-time activities that one did alone and at home were being thought of
as a discreet category called hobbies.21

Needle Crafts: Plain Sewing

Needlework was, of course, the craft most associated with women and the
one most used to fill what might otherwise have been idle time. “There is no
occupation so essentially feminine, at the same time so truly ladylike, as needle
work in every branch, from the plain, useful sewing that keeps household and
person neat and orderly, to the exquisite, dainty fancywork that adds beauty to
every room,” observed S. Annie Frost in 1881. As Frost indicates, there were two
kinds of needlework: plain and fancy. Although embroidery was always consid-
ered fancywork, the distinction was based less on technique than on product.
Practical needlework was called plain and was invariably praised, while artistic
and decorative items were deemed fancy and often criticized as the fruits of
idleness. In Little Women, Mrs. March tells her newly married daughter not to
be ashamed of housework, remembering that she herself, as a wealthy young
bride “used to long for my new clothes to wear out or get torn, so that I might
have the pleasure of mending them; for I got heartily sick of doing fancy work
and tending my pocket handkerchief.” Comparing several marriageable
young ladies, a man in an 1882 short story observed, “Cicely has more practical
knowledge than the pair of them! True she can’t sing airs from the last opera,
nor do crewel work, nor paint high art cat-tails and sunflowers . . . but she can
knit and darn, sew, cook, make cheese and butter, and all that sort of thing.”22

Before 1850, which is to say before the widespread distribution of sewing
machines, there was a constant supply of “white work” to keep middle-class

Crafts, Tools, and Gender in the Nineteenth Century 161



women busy. The parlor workbasket, sitting next to a window chair where
the light was good, held an endless stream of shirts, bed linens, underclothes,
stockings, mittens, and other unembellished sewing waiting to be stitched
when there was time to sit for a little while. Like the workbench, which was
the home handyman’s first undertaking, the workbasket was one of the most
popular projects for needle women.23 One could buy an elaborately com-
partmentalized worktable with a variety of pull-out and fold-down surfaces,
but most women used a portable basket, which in itself was no minor affair.
Catharine Beecher enumerated more than two dozen distinct categories of
items that belonged in a well-supplied workbasket. These included a dozen
different types of needles each with its own separately colored wax lubri-
cants; coarse and fine scissors; an emery bag to clean pins and needles; and a
lump of chalk for drying damp hands, before one even got to the thread,
yarn, cloth, and buttons.24

As one of the few ways they could earn money on their own, there were
always plenty of poor women willing to take in plain sewing, just as they
took in wash.25 Unlike washing, however, sewing was imbued with the mys-
tique of femininity and all women were urged to do it themselves. Women
who “hired out” their white work so they could have more time for activities
they enjoyed more became objects of public criticism.26 In these circum-
stances, even plain sewing took on hobbylike characteristics. The spread of
the sewing machine after 1850 made the situation more complicated
because sitting at a machine was incompatible with the traditional homey
image of mother clicking her knitting needles in the twilight as she talked
over the day with her family. In 1853 Godey’s complained that the sewing
machine had made plain work too efficient and that much of it had been
banished from the parlor. However, the magazine assured its readers, there
was still plenty of plain handwork that needed to be done, and women
should disregard the tradition that prohibited them from sewing underwear
in the presence of men. “No well-bred gentleman would scrutinize or
inquire into the exact shape or purpose of any article a lady might be
engaged upon,” it said.27

Plain hand sewing (and knitting) posed no problem for women. It was
something that had to be done, unequivocally a chore, but one that allowed
women to sit and chat with friends, family, or even suitors, while not wasting
time. Knitting in particular lent itself to simultaneous working and leisure.
An expert knitter could knit “blind,” that is without constantly looking at her
hands, so she could work and talk, or even read, at the same time. Women
who had mastered this trick could, in a Calvinist sense, have their cake and
eat it too. E.B.D., who wrote regularly for Arthur’s Home Magazine, recog-
nized that women who took a few minutes out of their day to sit and read
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might feel guilty “that they are wasting time which might and ought to be
otherwise employed.” They could allay that guilt “if they could call in the
aid of the knitting-needles to keep them company, and have a comfortable
consciousness that, even as they amused and rested themselves” their work
was progressing.28

Plain sewing could also justify socializing. In 1867 a group of young house
guests confined by inclement weather gathered in the parlor to talk and sew.
“Please wait,” asked one, “until I get my work. The sight of eight other pairs
of busy hands makes me fidgety while mine are idle.” Having established her
work ethic bona fides, she “tripped upstairs, returning in two minutes with a
little papier-mâché ‘Ladies’ Companion,’ furnished with a dainty set of
implements of feminine industry with which she proceeded to hem a piece
of linen.” So powerful was the exculpatory effect of sewing that in the later
nineteenth century sewing in groups became a standard way for women to
get together without having to bear the social or psychological burden of
idleness. Sewing circles met regularly in the afternoon to make clothes either
to be given directly to the needy or to be sold to raise funds for some worthy
charity. A couple of hours’ sewing was followed by tea, which functioned as
“a school for scandal and gossip.” There the participants could snipe about
the lack of preserves for the bread, or argue over whether their proceeds
should go to “a school for the colored sect,” “the Sons of Temperance,” or in
a dig at one of their number, to the “Old Maids’ Consolation Society.”29

Quilting parties were the most traditional form of socialized sewing, one
to which men were sometimes invited (see fig. 6.1). Quilts were usually per-
ceived as forms of fancywork, and quilting was recommended as the leisure
one might indulge in “when all the new garments are made, and mending is
an abomination.” By the 1880s, in the era of the crazy quilt, patchwork had
become an obsessional fad prompting some women to masquerade as dry
goods dealers to get silk sample books from textile manufacturers as a way of
adding to their store of patches, while others raided the jacket linings and
handkerchiefs of their fathers and brothers. For the scavenging makers of silk
crazy quilts, sewing had become a pure hobby, a game in which the search
for scraps was as much a part of the fun as the construction of the quilt. The
sewing machine had made mass-produced clothing readily available and
transformed needlework from a source of work to a source of leisure.30

Needle Crafts: Fancywork

Until the invention of the sewing machine, “the drudgery of the kitchen
was succeeded by that of the work-basket, whose pile of shirts and small gar-
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ments seemed never to decrease,” wrote Jenny June in 1866. Not a moment
of time could be afforded for the gratification of any simple fancy, even in
ornamental needlework,” because women had to work “far into Saturday
night” on “the necessities of the plainest work . . . and the inevitable weekly
collection of family mending.” Mechanization eliminated plain sewing and
knitting as a core female experience, thereby transforming fancywork from a
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figure 6.1 This drawing of a quilting party in 1849 shows crafting being used
both to build bonds among women and as an opportunity to socialize with men.
(Reprinted from T. S. Arthur, “The Quilting Party,” Godey’s Lady’s Book 39
[September 1849]: frontispiece.)
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problematic time waster to a leisure-time expression of the womanly arts. As
early as 1847 Godey’s warned that a woman might feel “superannuated-like,
and laid upon the shelf,” when she first saw “a worsted stocking get up and
knit itself.” However, it assured its readers, real fancywork would never be
taken over by machines. Some women who had shunned fancy needlework
might be tempted to sew ruffles, tucks, and braids with their new machines,
but most women abandoned plain sewing to machines and embraced fancy-
work not as a chore but as an art used “rather for the garnishment of homes
than upon trappings for the person.”31

Medieval and Renaissance aristocrats had done embroidery and other
forms of artistic needlework as a way to keep busy, and that tradition contin-
ued into the early modern period in Europe and America.32 A poem in 1830,
for example, unfavorably compared women who spent their time drawing,
painting, or playing music with the woman:

Who cheerfully warbles some rustical ditty,
While plying the needle with exquisite art.
The bright little needle—the swift flying needle,
The needle directed by beauty and art.33

The reference to “beauty and art” suggests that the poet was referring to
fancywork like that described in an 1860 short story. “We had pretty transpar-
ent shades on the windows, and over them embroidered white curtains that
fell in long, graceful folds to the floor,” explained the bride of her new home.
“I had embroidered the curtains in my leisure moments, and they were very
pretty. The piano and table-covers were my work, too—crimson cloth, braid-
ed heavily. I had also knitted tidies for the rocking-chairs, and worked the
covers for the piano-stool and two pretty ottomans.”34

Except for the knitted tidies, most of the items in this list of accomplish-
ments were probably embroidered. Ultimately there were very few surfaces,
either household or human, that some hobbyist did not cover with decorated
cloth. Tablecloths, lambrequins (hangings over doors and windows), floor
rugs and mats, mats for bureau tops, chair backs, screens, panels, furniture
pillows and cushions, pincushion covers, washstand backsplashes, and of
course, women’s and girl’s clothing were all embellished with wool or silk
patterns.35 Not all fancywork was embroidery, but all embroidery was fancy-
work. Its aristocratic heritage made it attractive to haute bourgeois women
for whom it was a sign that they had the time, taste, and skill to master non-
functional pastimes. “Clad in a pure muslin wrapper,” the protagonist in an
1866 story idled away an afternoon, “her plump hands, small, white, and
firm, as only those of a healthy, youthful blonde can be; busied diligently,
but not rapidly, with the alluring mazes of a large square of worsted embroi-
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dery, the favored daughter of nature and fortune leaned back in her sewing-
chair and counted her stitches in satisfied patience, and thought such pleas-
ant, unexciting thoughts as suited the hot day and her quiet mood.”36

Just as machines made plain work less necessary, they made embroidery
easier, so that by the mid-nineteenth century, needlework historian Rozsika
Parker notes, “Embroidery and femininity were entirely fused, and the con-
nection was deemed to be natural.”37 In 1804 a German printer began pro-
ducing patterns on graph paper that could be easily transferred to the
embroidery canvas. To make matters even more convenient, producers
hand-colored these “Berlin patterns” so the embroiderer knew what color
thread or yarn to buy, and the canvases were marked with a grid of colored
threads to make it easier to count squares. After 1850 women could purchase
canvases with the pattern and color applied directly on the cloth eliminating
the need to transfer the picture from paper.38 The lazy or unskilled embroi-
derer could buy “Berlinwork” or “needlepoint” with the patterns already
completed, so that she only had to fill in the monochromatic background.
The end result was that any woman who had mastered the basic embroidery
stitches could produce a creditable piece of work.39

In the 1860s manufacturers introduced perforated cards that could be sub-
stituted for the canvas. Instead of cloth the hobbyist bought a piece of
punched cardboard with the colored design printed directly on it, and then
filled in the design by threading the yarn through the prepunched holes.
Obviously, stitched cardboard could not be used for most of the traditional
embroidery projects like clothes, furniture coverings, and pillows, which
demanded a flexible matrix. Instead a whole new category of rigid projects
emerged that provided women with some of the same constructional oppor-
tunities wood provided for men. Among the most popular were cards with
religious, patriotic, and romantic mottoes on them, which after they were
sewn, could be framed and hung on the wall. In addition, almost any of the
projects described below, such as card boxes, bookmarks, baskets, wall pock-
ets, and the like, could be made out of the perforated cardboard decorated
with wool or silk.40

Embroidery, and its bastardized offshoots, were a microcosm of Victorian
crafts. Technology transformed a traditional artisanal activity by making it
faster, easier, and more accessible to a mass market with free time. There was
no pretense that the hobbyist stitching a pious motto for the parlor was emu-
lating a tradition of female artistry. She was doing something very much of
the moment. She was playing a craft game that demanded no artistic ability
and only a modicum of sewing skills. Like the paint-by-number pictures and
precut furniture kits that would be popular in the next century, Berlinwork
and perforated card projects depended on machines but created the illusion
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of skill so that the hobbyist had a sense of accomplishment, and something to
do to fill idle hours.

Like all hobbies, fancywork exploited the discomfort that middle-class
people felt when time lay heavy on their hands. Not everybody, however, was
impressed, and advocates had to develop an argument to justify the activity.
Because of its historical connection to aristocratic women, embroidery con-
veyed a sense of putting on airs. “There are many amongst the daughters and
sisters of farmers and tradespeople whose minds never seem to expand
beyond the narrow female routine of dress, gossip, fancy needle-work, novel-
reading, and a smattering, it may be, of bad French and atrocious music,”
warned Godey’s, which was itself a major purveyor of embroidery patterns.
The article criticized women who whipped out “useless embroidery” at the
first appearance of company while they carefully hid “the heap of undarned
household stockings or family ‘white work.’ ” When a certain Mrs. Foster, a
farmer’s wife, wished to raise her daughter’s place in society she sought to
teach the young woman how to play the piano, sing Italian songs, and do
crewel-work, which her down-to-earth husband dismissed as “that foolish,
useless crochet.”41

Fancywork was decorative and therefore useless. It offended traditional-
ists who wanted women to attend to their (plain) knitting and activists who
wanted them to attend to the cares of the world. An Oregon feminist com-
plained that when women spent all their time on fancywork “men falsely
imagine that the women of the land are content to do nothing else,” while a
church worker said of a piece she was shown, “To me, it is red with the
blood of murdered time! It is criminal for any mortal being to waste so many
of the hours the Lord hath given for His work in such folly as this.”42 “You
know there is such a thing as busy idleness,” a mother reminded her daugh-
ter when she refused to sew on a button for her brother because she was
more interested in working on a “lamp mat.”43 Since fancywork was unnec-
essary, doing it was ipso facto an exercise in leisure, so both the process and
the product became signs of frivolity, and their absence signs of application.
Speaking favorably of his female bookkeeper, the shop owner in an 1868
story said, “no surreptitious novel, or equally contraband needlework ever
nestled in her drawer or pocket, to be produced when the overlookers back
was turned.”44

Everybody agreed that fancywork was, in the words of Miss Leslie’s 1831
Girl’s Book, “occupation for play hours.” One observer in 1875 warned
women not to set a deadline for fancywork because to do so “is to make labor
out of what should be recreation.” It was, however, a special kind of recre-
ation. Like all other hobbies, fancy needlework mitigated, even if it did not
eliminate, the destructive impact of leisure. Lydia Marie Child, no lover of
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needlework, nevertheless allowed that it was better for girls “to tear up large
pieces of cloth for the sake of sewing them together again” as patchwork
“than to be standing round, wishing they had something to do.” Forty years
later “A Lady” writing in Arthur’s used virtually the same language to defend
fancy needlework, saying that it was “better to do that than sit the whole
evening long with hands totally unoccupied,” which was the charge leveled
against men. Men “have no resource but striding up and down the room,
like a bird that beats itself to pieces against the bars of its cage,” wrote a
defender of needlework in 1863. “While you are simply looking on and
admiring, balancing the scissors in your unoccupied hands, or rifling and
deranging the contents of your companion’s work-basket,” she charged, “the
work is progressing.” Fancywork may have been less commendable than real
work, but it was certainly more meritorious than the devilry of idle hands.45

Female Crafts: The Origins of the Handicraft Hobby

While experiencing one of American literature’s most famous deaths,
Beth in Little Women spends her final weeks on Earth making mittens, nee-
dle-books, dolls, pen-wipers, and scrapbooks for neighborhood children.
Beth’s leisure was forced upon her by illness, but healthy women also
claimed the right to spend spare time crafting, especially if they could, like
Beth, unselfishly give the crafts away. “My conscience says that even I have a
right to amuse myself for ten, fifteen, thirty minutes a day. I pick this up
while I am waiting for my husband to come to supper—at no other time,”
explained a fictional wife, and besides which, she was making a gift for her
husband.46 “It need be only the idlest of idle hours that are given to fancy
work,” one writer assured women, “and yet a great deal that is charming and
useful can be created.” The writer listed the sorts of things she had in mind:
“gay bunches of wax leaves and flowers,” chair coverings and pillows, “cun-
ningly contrived lamp screens,” “warm lounge blankets,” wall portfolios to
keep household papers, and “small but tender gifts which no money could
be spared to buy.” As this list of worthwhile leisure projects makes clear, the
term fancywork applied not only to ornamental needle projects but also to
all marginally useful but highly decorative handicraft projects.47

The Ladies’ Hand Book of Fancy and Ornamental Work, published in
1859, listed fifty-one categories of crafts. Forty-one of them involved needle-
work, including, among others, appliqué, bead work, braiding, lace work, tat-
ting, and netting, in addition to the usual embroidery and knitting. However,
it also included directions for projects that involved painting on glass and
using tissue paper, wire, and pine cones. The book is fairly typical in its casu-
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al combination of needle and non–needle crafts. It was not the technique
but the purpose that drew these activities together. The “work” sections that
appeared regularly in women’s magazines had little to do with work in the
conventional sense. They were collections of projects that included needle
arts and nontextile crafts. In 1830 and 1831, for example, Godey’s Lady’s Book
published directions on how to make small boxes, workbaskets, flower
stands, card receivers, and whatnots (decorative containers for odds and
ends) from sheets of pasteboard; suggestions on making plaster casts of coins
and small antiques; tips for painting on glass and on velvet; instruction on
Poonah (making stencils to apply heavy color in an Indian style); and a rather
improbable set of instructions on assembling a glass box with cloth ribbon.
Forty-five years later, in just one typical issue, there were plans for a cane hot
plate, a case for crochet materials with embroidered decorations, a stamped
leather traveling case, a cardboard and silk cigar case in the shape of a Chi-
nese pavilion, a footstool with an embroidered cushion, a knitted knee cap or
warmer, a jet bead hair ornament, crochet wool boots, and an embroidered
coin purse.48

Looking back from a late Victorian perspective on earlier craft hobbies,
Lucy Maynard Salmon referred to them as “idle labor which is unproduc-
tive,” necessary only because women could not work outside the home and
most housework was done by servants. The same fastidiousness that kept
women inside the home limited the kinds of crafts they could do. Com-
menting in 1854 on the seashell flowers that were sold as souvenirs at beach
resorts, Godey’s admitted they were pretty, but warned they were “scarcely
adapted for ladies’ work; the plaster, stiff wire, rough colors, and actual hard
work, being matters by no means fitted for ‘Delicate and dainty fingers!’ ”
By the same token Graham’s Magazine ruled out serious painting for
women since bringing “all the paraphernalia of oil painting” into the house
was not “advisable or convenient.” Violating their own cautions against
messiness, magazines did publish directions for making plaster and sulfur
casts, and wax modeling, which was not much neater. For the most part,
however, Victorian-era craft suggestions steered away from techniques that
involved a lot of heating, mixing, smells, or spills, although a certain
amount was inevitable since even the simplest glues and pastes had to be
concocted at home.49

Craft publications occasionally suggested that women might carve in a
variety of softer mediums that resembled wood, ivory, and metal, but did not
require large cutting tools or hammers.50 Because of the weight of the tools
necessary to work it, wood itself was conspicuously absent from Victorian
women’s craft projects. Cardboard functioned as female wood, and the only
real wood ever recommended for women’s crafts was from salvaged cigar
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boxes, which could be cut with a sharp knife and pierced with a gimlet and
awl, just like cardboard.51 Graham’s Illustrated Magazine tried to promote
the “elegant and useful art” of making “papier-plastique” building models.
Papier-plastique (not to be confused with the messier papier-mâché) was
nothing more than gluing together model buildings from uncolored card-
board. The magazine praised this craft because it was clean. It was less messy
than painting and leather modeling, and the crafter did not have to touch
“the various pigments, balsams, plaster-of-Paris, moulds, &c., used in the
manipulation of wax fruit [or] the powders, patterns, leaves, and other expen-
sive adjuncts, required by those who work in wax flowers.” Nor, it should be
added, would the hobbyist expose herself to paralyzing toxins used in color-
ing wax models.52

The construction of papier-plastique building models never caught on,
but the cardboard medium was literally the foundation of women’s three-
dimensional craft projects. Cheap and readily available, it could be cut with
scissors or a small knife, punched with a light awl, joined with paste or yarn,
and most of all, it could be covered with all the same items used to make pic-
tures. The very first projects published in Godey’s in the 1830s included card-
board boxes decorated with painted pictures and glued-on ribbons, and for
the next seventy years, books and magazines described a myriad of cardboard
objects. The majority were containers; they included boxes, baskets, what-
nots, pouches, pockets, reticules, small cabinets, and little stands designed to
hold visiting cards, playing cards, sewing items, hair, matches, flowers
(including flowers made from paper, wax, and seashells), waste paper, clip-
pings (from sewing), “poudre de riz” (rice powder used as a cosmetic), toilet
articles, writing materials, jewelry, and unspecified household junk. Once
they had made the cardboard framework, the hobbyists covered it with cloth,
paint, alum, or most often, colored paper, which in turn was festooned with
decorations composed from the usual menu of shells, pebbles, feathers,
quills, leaves, and so forth. Noncontainers such as shrines, fire screens, and
thermometer holders, were also constructed from cardboard and decorated
with paint, stitchery, and, for those with limited artistic ability, with a variety
of pasted-on pictures.53 (See fig. 6.2.)

Women and girls had been gluing printed magazine pictures, postage
stamps, and cigar bands on objects since they had become readily available
before the Civil War. Women’s spontaneous use of printed material sparked
the commercial production of “potichomanie” pictures that were made to
be cut out and glued to the inside of glass vases and jars. The spaces between
the figures were filled in with oil colors and the result was supposed to resem-
ble Chinese porcelain.54 Cut and paste got even easier in 1864 with the
invention of “decalcomanie,” preprinted pictures and designs that could be
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transferred directly from paper onto a variety of surfaces including “crockery,
china, porcelain, vases, glass, book-cases, folio, boxes, lap-desks, ribbons,
dresses, etc.” No surface was safe from this manufactured artwork that, like
Berlinwork, prefigured the hobby kits that would become standard fare for
twentieth-century crafters. It is not clear whether an 1855 cartoon in Arthur’s
Home Magazine is making fun of the daughter following the fad or the
mother who does not understand it (see fig. 6.3).55

Fashion may have been sufficient justification for a cartoon character’s
craft work and probably all that could be mustered for activities devoid of any
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figure 6.2 Typical Victorian women’s crafts projects decorated with embroidery
and seashells. (Reprinted from C. S. Jones and Henry T. Williams, Ladies’ Fancy
Work: Hints and Helps to Home Taste and Recreations [New York: Henry T.
Williams, 1876], 171, 237.)
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real skill, but crafting flourished because advocates believed it provided
“graceful occupation, and opportunities for the display of good taste and dex-
terity in many interesting arts.”56 By the time of the Civil War, dexterity, if
not good taste, was more or less taken for granted among middle-class
women. The objects of their efforts remained fairly constant over the years,
as did the materials and techniques used to make them. In fact, in 1860
Godey’s reprinted verbatim plans for a pasteboard vase, a whatnot, and a card
holder that it had first published almost thirty years earlier.57 Crafters did not
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mamma: Why, goodness gracious, Arabella, what on earth are you making
that mess for?

arabella: Mess, Mamma!—Why it’s all the Fashion,—it’s Potichimanie!

mamma [agreeably surprised]: Oh!—I see!

figure 6.3 Pasting pictures on vases was a low-skill craft of the 1850s. (Reprinted
from “Potichimanie,” Arthur’s Home Magazine 5 [February 1855]: 146.)
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scorn novelty, and forms did vary in minor ways to reflect changing fashions
in clothing, architectural, and home furnishing styles, but for sixty years,
from around 1830 to about 1890, middle-class women enthusiastically partic-
ipated in a fairly homogeneous set of handicraft hobbies. Women’s maga-
zines and specialized books produced a steady stream of instructions for a
wide variety of “the beautiful and tasteful ornaments which afford much
employment and amusement to the ladies.”58

Victorian women approached their crafts from two directions. The first,
and less common, stressed the function of the crafted object. Thus a book
or article might feature plans for boxes, fire screens, or shrines, each one to
be made out of a different material. Such a categorization emphasized
object use, and assumed that the crafter needed, or at least wanted, a partic-
ular item. The second approach, which was more the norm, emphasized
the process rather than the product.59 The real purpose of crafting was not
to make things—most of the craft pieces were only marginally useful; the
real purpose was to occupy spare time, so hobbyists were expected to devel-
op a craft “career.” Starting as a novice whose products were hardly worth
the cost of their raw materials, the serious crafter could become increasingly
adept, proceeding through developmental stages that paralleled the appren-
tice-to-master career path of the traditional artisan. To do so meant to focus
on the skills necessary to become an expert, concentrating on techniques
peculiar to a specific medium, and thus the medium would inevitably be
more important than the finished product. If the crafter became proficient
enough for her products to compete in the marketplace, then she could, if
she chose, cease to be a hobbyist and become a professional, and in doing
so shift her concern back from process to product, but such moves were
extremely rare.

The writers of Victorian craft plans took the progression from novice to
expert more or less for granted and, unlike later craft authors, seldom divided
their projects between easy beginners’ plans and more difficult advanced
projects—with the exception, of course, that children’s crafts were always
relatively simple. Hobbyists were given instructions about the basic tools
necessary for the work and some directions about how to prepare the raw
materials. Then, without missing a beat, the authors would introduce com-
plex and difficult projects from the very beginning. This refusal to acknowl-
edge a learning curve seems to reflect either a very high level of general craft
skills among the readership of craft books and articles, or an extremely poor
grasp by the authors of the process of skill development. Given the universal
training that women received in the needle arts and the widespread instruc-
tion in the pictorial arts available to middle-class girls and women, it is prob-
ably reasonable to assume the former. Certainly many of the surviving exam-
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ples of Victorian female craft show an extraordinarily high level of skill.60

Those who had trouble mastering the intricacies of published designs
received no sympathy from those who printed them. When a less-skilled
woman complained that Godey’s did not include sufficient detail in its craft
instructions, the editor dismissed her by saying that the designs were suffi-
cient for the “good workwoman” and that “bad ones would be no better off,
no matter how long and particular the description.”61

All women’s crafts in the nineteenth century (and most in the twentieth)
were characterized by their strong aesthetic component. The most common
forms of purely artistic fancywork were pictures made out of something other
than paint, such as feathers, seeds, beans, pinecone scales, porcupine quills,
colored sand and pebbles, beads, seaweed, straw, seashells, moss, leather,
paper (both cut and rolled), or of course, thread and yarn.62 At the very end
of the Victorian era, Emma Churchman Hewitt, a prolific advice-giver and
author of Queen of the Home, defended fancywork because it could bring
“an element of beauty” into otherwise ugly and barren lives and thus
become the salvation of the aesthetically untutored. The recurrent adjec-
tives used to describe craft projects emphasized refinement rather than con-
trol or authority. Craftswomen were the source of redeeming beauty, not the
instruments of active change. For example, an 1876 advice book, Ladies’
Fancy Work, referred to its own projects as charming, beautiful, tasteful, love-
ly, ornamental, exquisite, artistic, pretty, delicate, rich, rare, perfect, fine,
and above all, elegant, but not skillful or useful. And only rarely did it com-
ment on the possible cost savings of crafting.63

The flowery hyperbole that contemporaries used to describe the beauty of
Victorian crafts was matched only by the scorn heaped on them by subsequent
generations. Victorians were not unaware of their own design excesses, and
craft supporters fought a losing battle against the ugly clutter of homemade
decorations. Brought into the parlor of a genteel but modest family, a character
in an 1870 story observed to herself, “Fancy work, too, leather and cone frames,
embroidered ottomans—that is boxes covered with worsted [Berlin] work—
and silk patch-work sofa pillow! It is not contemptible to be poor; it is to be
tawdry.” The opinion expressed by the visitor was shared by a significant num-
ber of Victorians, put off by women who had more time than either taste or tal-
ent. In 1888 a young woman asked an advice columnist if it was okay not to
make “the little nothings, ‘veritable trash’ that one sees crowding many rooms
[that] are to me simply time and material wasted.” The answer was a master-
piece of equivocation. The editor, of course, agreed that there was no point in
making “merely ornamental articles . . . that take a vast amount of time and
can be bought for very little in the shops.” However, she continued, things that
were truly useful or beautiful were well worth making.64
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Critics like Margaret Harvey recognized that much craft work was trifling,
a foolish expense, an exercise in bad taste, and a waste of time that could be
better spent learning real skills or saving souls. Yet she acknowledged that
“the world ought to be thankful that [the crafter] has something to keep her
out of mischief for awhile,” and who could deny the hardworking housewife
her “little bit of relaxation in the late afternoon or early evening?” It was true
she said that not everything started was finished and not everything finished
was beautiful; nevertheless, the process itself was beneficial because it devel-
oped aesthetic appreciation even if it failed to develop talent. In the final
analysis then, fancywork could be defended even if it were neither very use-
ful nor very attractive, since it was a harmless form of leisure that cultivated a
woman’s aesthetic sensibilities.65

The problem of what to do with the vast output of the Victorian crafts
craze was solved in part by its synergistic relationship with Victorian cloth-
ing design and interior decoration. Despite regular cautions from decora-
tors and fashion experts who warned women against the dangers of vulgar
excess, most housewives seem to have equated beauty with the accumula-
tion of highly decorated objects, on themselves and in their houses. In the
home, figured carpets and wallpaper, highly carved and curved furniture,
elaborate lighting fixtures, and similar machine-made items created a
backdrop for the handmade crafts that were set on their surfaces and hung
from their walls. Although they were made by hobbyists for their own use,
the craft objects were not, strictly speaking, private. Many of them, such as
reticules and embroidered clothing, were displayed on the maker in pub-
lic. Others, such as pillows and containers, were displayed in the semipub-
lic arena of the parlor or dining room. The women were proud of their
handiwork and sought an appreciative audience, which led to the logical
assumption that other people might also want to own the craft items they
made.

The crafter might assume that the friends and family who were so lavish
with their praise of her work might like to be the recipients of handmade
gifts. “Not the most costly present bought with money would be so highly
prized as the delicate trifle made by the fair hand that presents it,” assured
Godey’s in 1847. Husbands and beaus in particular found themselves wearing
slippers, smoking jackets, and caps; carrying cigar cases and shaving kits;
putting their watches in watch cases and their feet on ottomans, all made by
or enriched with the handiwork of their wives and sweethearts. Beth, of Little
Women, embroidered such a pair of gift slippers for her next-door neighbor,
who was so touched by the gesture that he gave her a piano.66 One W.M.F.,
properly thankful for his gift of a watch case, and properly appreciative of the
crafter’s artistic skills, rhapsodized:
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Time to me comes cased in beauty!
Perfect beauty—perfect art.
Ah, how more than simple duty
Is an offering of the heart!67

Not everybody was so delighted with homemade gifts. A young bride sur-
veying her wedding presents in an 1882 short story turned to her husband in
despair: “But oh, Jack, I have tried them all: the tidies, and anti-macassars,
and sofa-pillows and foot-rests, and ottomans, and match-holders, and
scratch-my-backs, and all! and they do look too, too hideous.” This was a dan-
gerous admission indeed to be published in Godey’s, where one had only to
turn the page to find directions for making more such objects, but the story
smoothed over the ugly truth by having the young couple put the items in a
single room where they could be appreciated for what they were, well-inten-
tioned gifts that lacked real artistic value. And old Aunt Hetty, at least, could
not understand why they had put all their prettiest things in one room.68

Selling Crafts: Fancywork and Fancy Fairs

Gifts of questionable quality might be relegated to a room by themselves,
but properly beautiful items were still required to fill the rest of the house.
“To-day the fad of the fashionable world is decorative fancy work,” observed
N. H. Snyder in 1895; “it crops up everywhere, overruns cottage and man-
sion, and whatever fashion demands must be had.” Housewives who could
not meet fashion’s demands on their own could purchase some fancywork at
shops stocked with items made by poorer women. Snyder urged wealthy
women not to do their own embroidery because it took work out of “the
hands of the women who are forced to earn their daily bread by doing
needlework.” Decorator Clarence Cook recommended that women, who
spent too much time embroidering slippers and smoking caps, turn their
skills instead to making curtains and furniture coverings for sale, using the
nascent English arts and crafts movement as a model.69

The references to semiprofessional women crafters that occurred with
some regularity after 1880 were prompted by a Centennial Exhibition display
of needlework from the British Kensington School, which provided an outlet
for the craft work of “decayed gentlewomen.” The exhibit inspired American
artisan Candace Wheeler to establish the Society of Decorative Art to sell
the handiwork of women whose crafts met its strict standards. The response
was so great—and the quality of the work submitted so poor—that Wheeler
initiated a series of Women’s Exchanges to sell unjuried fancywork. A hun-
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dred such organizations were started after 1879. Wheeler herself would go on
to work with Louis Comfort Tiffany and then start her own commercial art-
embroidery firm. Most women, however, had neither her artistic skill nor her
organizational ability, and if they wanted to test the quality of their work in
the marketplace, they could either avail themselves of the exchanges, where
they might make some money, or they could build their social prestige by
donating their work to charity bazaars.70

Often called fancy fairs, for the fancywork was their main stock in trade,
these ad hoc markets raised funds for worthy causes. Although by the 1880s
some fairs had expanded to include “wheels of fortune, grab-bags, and sugar-
coated lotteries,” most avoided the appearance of gambling and, like their
modern-day descendants, were flea markets that featured both handicrafts
and donated goods. Traditional needlework for the poor, done either in
sewing circles or alone, consisted of plain and useful pieces that could be
donated directly to the needy; a fair or bazaar, however, created an interme-
diate step that permitted fancywork as well as plain sewing to be put to good
use. Thus the charge that time spent at embroidery was time stolen from
God’s work could be turned on itself; in a charity bazaar the time spent on
fancywork was time spent on God’s work.71

Female abolitionists raised funds at Christmas fancy fairs beginning in
1834, and they were borrowing from an earlier tradition. As early as 1828,
Frances Trollope described preparations for a fair in Philadelphia in which
the wife of a professional man takes her carriage to the “Dorcas Society” (the
biblical Dorcas made clothes for the poor) where she adds her contribution
of “three ready-made pincushions, four ink-wipers, seven paper matches,
and a paste-board watch-case” to the already well-stocked shelves. The seven
women proceed to spend the afternoon sewing and talking of “priests, mis-
sions; of the profits of the last sale, of their hopes for the next, . . . of the very
ugly bonnet seen at church on Sabbath morning, [and] of the very hand-
some preacher who performed on Sabbath afternoon.”72

The items mentioned by Trollope were typical for fancy fairs in the nine-
teenth century. In 1855 Godey’s reported that one of the most frequent ques-
tions it received was “how best to contribute to the numerous fairs that are
constantly occurring in every part of the country for charitable purposes.”
The magazine said it did not have room to list all the things that could be
made but reminded readers that “whilst people purchase articles at bazaars,
in order to aid the charity, they like that their money should be spent for
something not wholly useless either to themselves or others.” In that spirit, it
suggested glass boxes for thread and toilet articles, pen-wipers, and pincush-
ions. The Sanitary Commission fairs during the Civil War, which sparked
interest in American antiques, were a major outlet for women’s crafts. Craft-
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ing for bazaars was so common that charitable intent was sometimes
assumed. “Ah, my dear, I see you are making something for the Heathen
Missionary Society Fair,” an old lady comments to a young crafter in an 1872
story. “Yes, but this article is for a ‘Home Mission,’ for the benefit of an aged
lady, one whom I know to be very worthy,” replied the young woman, who
was working on an afghan for her mother.73

Like cider pressing, corn husking, hog butchering, barn raising, and
quilting, fancy fairs were an excuse for men and women to socialize under
the cover of necessity. In this sense the bazaar was a mixed-gender extension
of the sewing circles that created their inventory. Unlike their more rustic
counterparts, fancy fairs could evolve into complexly nuanced social events
that had more in common with high society parties than with hog butcher-
ing (except if one were given to sanguinary social analogies). “Mrs.
Chester’s fair was so very elegant and select that it was considered a great
honor by the young ladies of the neighborhood to be invited to take a table,”
wrote Louisa May Alcott in 1868. Amy, the artist sister in Little Women,
agreed to tend a table, not because of the social status but in order to help
the freed slaves. Amy was, of course, slighted by the nasty May Chester but
gained her revenge when her drawings, not May’s painted vases, were all
sold, and the local gallants showed their appreciation by buying the flowers
at her table.74

The poet who wrote

Come, maids and youths, for here we sell
All wondrous things of earth and air;
Whatever wild romancers tell,
Or poets sing, or lovers swear,
You’ll find at this our Fancy Fair,75

understood that fancy fairs were a marketplace for dreams as well as for
fancywork, and romance was clearly the most important transaction for
many fairgoers. A bachelor in an 1842 story suggested to his friend they
spend an evening at a fancy fair. “You know that fancy-fairs are my aver-
sion,” the friend replied, “I don’t know anything more disgusting than to
see a room full of Misses, taking advantage of some either really or nomi-
nally worthy purpose, to exhibit themselves to the public, and to gratify a
petty and an indelicate vanity, by flirting over their pincushions and doll-
babies with any fellow who can afford an admittance shilling for the
honor.” The friend is at last persuaded to attend and naturally finds noth-
ing but dignified and graceful women selling elegant and tasteful items
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that he is only too glad to buy, while being swept off his feet and into the
multitalented hands of Miss Martha Grainger. In the 1880s Jenny June,
Godey’s social commentator, described how a woman who had been
excluded from the local ladies’ inner circle bought her way to favor by tak-
ing over full responsibility for supplying and staffing a stall at a major char-
ity fair. Not only did she round up crafts to be sold but also recruited fash-
ionable young women (including her major obstacle’s daughter) to staff it
and had special fair dresses made for the sales crew. The process, explained
June, was exactly the same as buying large blocks of tickets to other charity
events as an entrée into society.76

In theory, charity bazaars were marketplaces where value was established
by supply and demand. In practice, the social subtext dramatically distorted
the process. It is not clear, for example, whether the person who paid $150 in
the 1880s for a quilt featuring a central figure of Oscar Wilde holding a lily
and a sunflower was motivated by aesthetic appreciation (for the quilt or the
man) or by a desire to impress fair organizers.77 Certainly the “many rich
Jews [who] paid large sums for articles, without regard to their actual value”
in 1887 had nonmarket motivations.78 If the buyers were friends, family, or
swains, as they frequently were, the prices would likewise be distorted. When
Mollie failed to notice Eustis, who offered a premium for several of the items
on her table, he bought everything in sight to get her attention and declare
his love.79

Unlike collectors’ bourses, which were real marketplaces, charity
bazaars were pseudomarkets whose prices were distorted by their charita-
ble intent and sometimes by the personal relationship between the buyers
and sellers. The mixed meaning of fancy fairs made people unsure how to
conduct themselves on the sales floor. An 1869 etiquette book cautioned
buyers against “cheapening the articles offered for sale” and warned sellers
that it was unacceptable to “force articles on reluctant purchasers by
appealing to their gallantry” or to refuse to give change just because the
proceeds went to charity. Arriving at a just price thus became an exercise in
compromise between the bourse and the parlor. Mrs. Daffodil, the ingenu-
ous rustic grandmother in an 1866 magazine piece, was amazed at the out-
rageous prices assigned to the items at a fancy fair, and when a customer
balked at the cost of a pen-wiper, the old lady told him, “Too high! why, it’s
for a charity; but ‘tween you an’ I, a dollar and a half is high for that little
footey thing. Take it along for ten cents.” A fictional Dr. Robbins took over
sales duties from his wife at her booth and had a jolly time tweaking mar-
ketplace values and practices. When wealthy Mrs. Revere told him that the
price of a beautiful afghan was too high, Dr. Bob promptly lowered the
price tag from the top of the blanket half-way down. He teasingly increased
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the price on another item so that he could then knock it down to its origi-
nal list price, and when challenged on his business practices, replied, “I
am sorry to say the girls will do it, but for myself, I never cheat, I only
financier.”80

The literature’s lighthearted treatment of the market aspects of the fairs,
along with the recognition that their wares were often of inferior quality,
located women’s craft hobbies outside the serious world of real artisans and
real finance, which is to say outside the world of men. It was important that
women not lose sight of the distinction. The author of an 1856 story in Gra-
ham’s Magazine made that clear when she wrote of Mary Oswald, who had a
weakness for fancywork: “Not a new pattern of chair or slipper, not an
ottoman or couvrette, appeared in the drawing-rooms of her numerous
acquaintance, but she must begin one like it.” When her friends organized a
bazaar, Mrs. Oswald decided to finish all her half-done projects for the fair.
Despite her husband’s stern warnings about his precarious financial position,
she bought materials on credit and pressed both friends and servants into
helping her complete the items, which she then displayed at her stall with
very high prices. She returned home to be confronted by her husband who
informed her that his business, their house, and all its effects had been lost.
“The beauty of the articles on your stall has been generally noticed, and their
cost criticized,” he told her; “this has certainly hastened the crisis.” They
recovered financially, but subsequently Mrs. Oswald adhered strictly to plain
sewing.81

Gender and Tools

There was a reciprocal relationship between fancywork and the tools
used to make it. Needles, their ancillary paraphernalia, and to a lesser
extent, artist’s tools were the craft instruments used by Victorian women
and came to be identified with them. Professional tailors and upholsterers
obviously used needles, and professional male artists used brushes; ama-
teurs, however, adhered to a fairly strict gender division between heavy and
light tools. Amateur women avoided heavier artisan’s tools, and amateur
men, such as there were, avoided the tools identified with women’s work.
The tools were, of course, intimately related to the materials, which were
similarly gendered. Soft and light textiles in all their varieties were female,
while hard, heavy wood and metal were predominantly male. Smaller
house painting brushes occupied a degendered middle ground since
household painting was one area in which men and women alike felt com-
fortable.
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This gender distinction was universally accepted, and despite occasional
efforts on the part of well-meaning reformers to break down such barriers,
men understood that working with needles was feminizing, and women
avoided heavier tools as inappropriately masculine. Thus an extremely self-
sufficient spinster in an 1893 short story who dismissed men as “all thumbs
and tongue” explained how she would use women’s tools to do men’s jobs:
“While a man is calling to mind how his grandfather did things and is hunt-
ing around for the proper tool, a woman’ll take hold and put the thing
through—like enough with a hairpin.” The heavy tool rule was so funda-
mental that those who suggested violating it offered more caution than
encouragement. For example, in 1879 technical author Ellis Davidson
turned his attention to women’s crafts. He began by assuring readers that
since “the sculptor’s chisel and mallet have been wielded by the hands of
Ladies,” they could also use heavy tools for the projects in his book. Almost
immediately, however, he warned his female audience that carving tools
“will be found much too heavy to be satisfactorily wielded by the hands of
ladies.” The book continued this push and pull between telling women they
could and could not use traditionally male tools. First he described where to
find “neat little rosewood [tool] handles,” but then wrote that wood on pro-
jects should be “smoothened and its edges rounded by the cabinet maker.”
He suggested “there is no reason why ladies should not learn to use a small
hand, or a tenon saw,” but did not “wish to imply that we expect ladies to
‘plane up timber,’ ” but then again, he did think they could learn to use a
“miniature smoothing-plane to work the edges and corners of pieces they are
making.”82

Even though Davidson was an Englishman who usually wrote for men,
he was not being overfastidious in his fears of the masculinizing effect of
heavy tools. If anything, Americans were even more reluctant to recommend
breaching the tool barrier. In her 1879 advice book, Julia McNair Wright
somewhat vaguely described a chair made of a barrel “sawed into shape” and
an “hour-glass stand” made of two wooden circles nailed to either end of a
dowel. Were the women expected to do the sawing and nailing involved in
these projects? Wright did not specify, but a raft of other home decorating
suggestions from the same era left no doubt that professional craftsmen, not
women, would wield the saws and hammers in even the simplest of jobs.
Describing homemade furniture in her 1889 Home Manual, Mrs. John
Logan assumed that the frames would be constructed by a cabinetmaker,
and the woman would “paint white and varnish, then cover the seat with
embroidered or plain plush, brocade, or any material that suits the fancy.”
Explaining why picture moldings were a good idea, Clarence Cook
described the difficulties of having to call in a carpenter to hammer in the
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nail needed to hang a picture. To be fair, Cook was referring to the tricky task
of finding a stud behind an easily cracked plaster wall. Nevertheless, the
image of a housewife paying a professional carpenter to hammer in a single
nail speaks volumes about the use of heavy tools by both women and their
husbands in Victorian America. A husband took his wife to task for buying
expensive new window boxes in an 1885 how-to article. She replied that she
did not buy them but “had the carpenter make the boxes,” which she then
covered with Lincrusta (a stiff embossed fabric) and painted.83

The general rule that discouraged women from using any tool heavier
than a paintbrush was, like any cultural norm, neither absolute nor
immutable. Brass repousse, which involved hammering on metal, was
added to the standard repertoire of female craft work in the latter part of the
century, and isolated reformers regularly, if unsuccessfully, called for greater
female competence with hand tools. For example, both Beecher sisters regu-
larly urged women to become more useful around the house. Harriet
observed: “We think it would be an advantage for women to learn to use the
more ordinary tools of a carpenter—the plane, the gimlet, the screw, and the
screw-driver,” because as Catharine added, they never knew when they
might move west, where there were no mechanics for hire. In a highly
unusual expression of confidence in women’s ability to use heavy tools,
Godey’s suggested that women could also use a miter box, saw, hammer, and
nails to make wood picture frames. And Janet Ruutz-Rees thought women
could master rasps, files, mallets, gouges, and chisels to carve fancywork dec-
orations in their picture frames.84

Homemade furniture presented women with an opportunity to break the
heavy tool rule, but few seemed interested. In her history of the Victorian
parlor, Katherine Grier concludes that box and barrel furniture was com-
mon among poorer families who sought a middle-class appearance on less
than a middle-class income. They were not made in factories, but it is not
clear from Grier’s account whether wives, husbands, or local carpenters
were making these pieces. When “Mertie” gave directions for making a bar-
rel chair in 1870, she said that even though most women thought such a pro-
ject could only be made by a man, her plans could in fact “be done by any
lady who can manage a hammer and nails, and the little rough work that is
needed is within the power of any school-boy or man-servant.” While the
tone of the article was generally one of empowerment, it did assume that
structural work would be done by the “fair amateur carpenter or the village
professional,” either of whom would obviously have been a man.85

While they avoided anything heavier than a paintbrush, Victorian
women were willing to use brushes in practical as well as artistic projects.
Arthur’s Home Magazine assured its readers that there was “no reason why
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women should not be able to be independent of the house painter” for little
jobs like painting furniture, doors, or window frames. The magazine went on
to provide quite detailed instructions for “graining,” the popular but com-
plex procedure in which combs and stiff brushes were used to scratch a false
grain into layers of wet paint. While not common, painting large surfaces
and even entire rooms was not entirely outside the purview of Victorian
women. If they could not afford real carpet, women were urged to make a
floor covering out of layers of painted, decorated, and then varnished brown
paper. And one writer described a man and his wife working together refin-
ishing a wood floor.86 Nevertheless, experts usually limited their advice to
choosing colors and assumed the householder’s job was to put up with the
chaos that ensued “when the painter with his pots, the paper-hanger with his
paste, and the carpenter with his tools, revel unrebuked amid the scattered
household gods.”87

Craft Work for Men and Boys

Nineteenth-century women had their needles and paint brushes and a
culture of creativity that justified their use. No equivalent existed for men,
but none was needed since middle-class men generally avoided craft activi-
ties. Men were not discouraged so much as they were not encouraged to be
handy. Nevertheless, the tradition of male tool use was an ever-present
assumption in the discussions of craft activities.

The gender division in tools showed up clearly in the pastimes recom-
mended for boys. A few women suggested that, along with their sisters, boys
should be taught needle skills, but even advocates recognized that any boy
who did ran the risk of “being made a girl of.” If their sons were understand-
ably reluctant to take up needlework, mothers were told to encourage the
more masculine alternative of woodwork. “A Lady” writing in Arthur’s
thought it was worth the mess and noise that boys made “with knife, ham-
mer and saw” so long as they remained “contentedly within doors.” “A boy
who is not learning to use his hands is learning highway robbery,” warned a
high school principal in 1885. Catharine Beecher concurred, telling fathers
that when they provided tools and instruction for their sons to make “wheel-
barrows, carts, sleds, and various other articles,” they were contributing
“both to the physical, moral, and social, improvement of their children.” In
addition to keeping their hands from Satan’s work, there was a real sense
that the tool-using youth was acquiring practical skills. Facility with tools
could always “be made a means of support in case of adversity,” explained
the same principal, which is what several of Jo March’s students in Little
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Men did when they used their skills at carpentry and mechanics to raise
pocket money.88

In 1859 Godey’s recommended that boys be given tools just as soon as they
could be trusted not to destroy the house or themselves, and if possible, be
given a workshop as well. The workshop would ideally be supplied with “a
work-bench, and vice, and perhaps a small foot-lathe, one or two planes,
augers of several sizes, one or two chisels, saw, and hammer.” Not only would
this shop provide “an escape from the temptation of evil associates,” it would
be the source of useful objects such as ladders and boxes. Arthur’s recognized
the affinity of boys and tools when it offered a nice selection of fifteen tools in
a tool box as a premium for soliciting ten subscriptions to Timothy S.
Arthur’s children’s magazine (see fig. 6.4). Clearly, boys were expected to
continue the tradition of male mastery of tools in a form roughly analogous
to their sisters learning sewing.89

The differences, however, were significant. Girls learned both the practi-
cal and the decorative, while boy’s work was always practical. Moreover,
since fewer fathers knew or used manual skills, and since real woodwork
required a dedicated space and a variety of relatively expensive tools, boy’s
woodcraft was not even remotely as popular as girl’s needle craft. It did, how-
ever, contain the germ that would allow it to flourish even as women’s fancy-
work fell into decline; it was useful in a way that was not vulnerable to
usurpation by manufactured goods. Explaining why it was good for boys to
learn to use tools, an 1893 book described how a boy could save his family
money by taking apart a frozen lock that only needed cleaning and oiling to
be put right.90

If boys could be genuinely useful about the house, why couldn’t men?
There were certainly those who tried to convince Victorian husbands that
they should develop skills with tools, but they did so in a way that illustrates
how far men had drifted from their traditional roles as household conserva-
tors. Writing in 1869, Harriet Beecher Stowe urged the home-owning hus-
band to become a “handy man [who] knows how to use every sort of tool that
keeps his house in order.” She suggested the handyman could replace a bro-
ken window pane, solder a leaking pipe joint, attach a piece of peeling furni-
ture veneer, tighten a loose hinge screw, and patch a leaky roof. In what may
be the earliest use of the do-it-yourself phrase as specifically applied to home
maintenance, the author of an 1876 article in the English magazine Leisure
Hour advised, “If you want a thing done, do it yourself.” The author
described the tools needed to complete the same sorts of repairs Stowe men-
tioned and concluded “there is always a satisfaction in feeling that things
about us, and especially things belonging to us, are right and tight, in a
sound and serviceable condition.” For Stowe, however, household repair and
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maintenance was not a source of pride but an entirely practical affair that
would save the homeowner time, money, and the general household disrup-
tion caused by professionals taking to the shop items the homeowner could
have repaired by himself.91

Perhaps because household maintenance was promoted as practical
rather than pleasurable, men avoided it as a chore. Thus just as their wives
paid servants to do their housework, middle-class men paid craftsmen to do
theirs. Historian Faye Dudden, for example, describes a Brookline, Massa-
chusetts, housewife who regularly spoke about herself and her husband as
“working” about the house when in fact they were simply supervising hired
help. In the 1860s when Harriet Robinson annually set aside a full month for
the spring cleaning of her Malden, Massachusetts, home she had the occa-
sional assistance of hired help, but her husband, William, followed the stan-
dard male pattern and decamped for the duration. Over the years, as the
Robinsons improved their house by installing weather stripping, repapering
rooms, refinishing furniture, and putting in a new mantle (among other
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figure 6.4 Boys are shown playing with woodworking tools, which were offered
as a premium for soliciting subscriptions to a children’s magazine. (Reprinted from
“Boys! Boys!” Arthur’s Home Magazine 40 [1872] n.p. [advertising section].)
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things), according to her biographer Claudia Bushman, neither Harriet nor
William ever “lifted a finger toward household maintenance.”92

It is possible that middle-class men only a generation or two removed
from the farm may have feared a loss of status if they did manual work
around the house. Certainly having servants rather than wives do cooking
and cleaning was an important mark of respectability, yet there is no evi-
dence in the record that home maintenance was held in disdain by middle-
class Victorian husbands. It is as though the skills necessary to do day-to-day
household chores simply atrophied as men increasingly earned their livings
at white-collar jobs away from their families. Tools were not needed in
offices; sons no longer saw their fathers tending the homestead; and the tradi-
tion of manual competence faded away. The occasional adult male who took
up tools around the house was in no danger of being thought odd or unman-
ly, although he was certainly unusual.

Nineteenth-century males did so little work around the home that it is
hard to draw any general conclusions about their motivation and attitudes
other than the simple fact that work with heavy tools was an admired but sel-
dom practiced activity among middle-class men. The scattered references to
male handicrafts that do exist paint a basically familiar picture. Victorian
men, like their twentieth-century counterparts, did some light carpentry and
helped decorate their homes either to save money or to gain the satisfaction
of having created their own environment. Historian Joan Seidl has shown
that men who cooperated in decorating their Minnesota houses usually
helped decide what a hired professional would do, but a few of the more
adventuresome undertook heavier jobs such as hanging the wallpaper. In
1881 a brother and sister with “slender purses” described how they and anoth-
er couple spruced up an inherited house. The men did all the jobs requiring
heavy tools, the women all the jobs with light tools. The men oiled the wood
floor; the women papered the parlor. The men nailed up wainscoting and
cut brass stencils; the women pasted up pressed plants and stenciled the
walls. The men “turned blacksmiths and altered the [fireplace] grate”; the
women sewed new cushions and decorated pasteboard wall “placques.” The
men sawed the legs of a table into new shapes; the women painted it a new
color. The men made the frame for a fireplace screen, while the women
sewed and decorated its cover. The men and women worked cooperatively,
but with a strict sense of gender division based on the nature of the tools.93

Each of the jobs done by the men in the previous example (except per-
haps for cutting out the brass stencil) was typical of what men might do in an
interior decoration project—if they did anything at all. The Beecher sisters,
for example, did assume that some men would be willing and able “to use
plane and saw” to build the elaborate sliding wall screen they described in
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their 1869 advice book, The American Woman’s Home; at the same time they
factored the cost of a carpenter into the project, recognizing that woodwork-
ing skills were probably more the exception than the rule among middle-
class men. “If your husband or brother, or someone else’s brother, cannot be
coaxed to help you,” advised an 1888 article on making a music stand, “go to
a carpenter and get him to make you a saw-buck.” Almost every writer who
suggested that an amateur make a project appended the professional alterna-
tive, but the contrary was almost never the case. Victorian men could do
small jobs around the house, but hiring professionals was the norm.94

There are scattered indications that a few middle-class men retained the
woodworking skills that had once been widespread and that they used these
skills in hobbylike ways. In a rare example of cabinetmaking as recreational
activity, a Philadelphia physician was reported to have made an elaborately
carved trestle table in 1851 “as a pleasant recreation during his leisure
moments.” The magazine said that the workmanship “could hardly be
exceeded by the most skillful artist in ornamental woodwork,” and the
accompanying picture confirms that it was indeed an accomplished, if aes-
thetically dubious, piece of work. A more well-known nineteenth-century
doctor, Oliver Wendell Holmes, boasted to his friend and patient Edward
Bok, “Do you know that I am a full-fledged carpenter? No? Well, I am.”
Holmes then advised his friend to get a hobby that was different from his
work because “it is not good for a man to work all the time at one thing. We
doctors call it a safety valve, and it is.95

Both doctors in the previous example engaged in woodworking purely as
a relief from work, which is to say as a hobby, where the practical result was
less important than the enjoyment of the process. Thus they were an excep-
tion to the general rule that most male household work was practical rather
than recreational. Somewhat more typical was the widespread practice of
people modernizing interiors on their own when they could not afford pro-
fessional decorators (a term that encompassed a variety of craftsmen who
worked on the interior of houses). For example, around the time of the
Civil War, marble mantelpieces, which had been an obligatory symbol of
middle-class status, began to fall from fashion, and both tenants and home-
owners took it upon themselves to update their parlors.96 Such was the case
in 1883 when a young man, faced with an unprepossessing room, fixed it up
in a way that epitomized male affinity for big tools and avoidance of small
ones. He did no sewing at all; all cloth accouterments were simply draped
over furniture. However, he refinished the floor and did some interior
painting, but his greatest achievement was to remove the “common-place
marble mantel” and replace it with a home-built pine shelf and mantle
combination.97
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Men’s and women’s craft hobbies in the nineteenth century were divided
primarily by tools and secondarily by medium. Men almost never used tex-
tiles and needles, while women avoided wood, saws, and hammers; the gen-
der segregation was not total. Small projects such as light painting that were
not identified with a particular sex were sometimes done by both men and
women. Similarly, both men and women were targeted by manufacturers of
wood engraving kits. This close work, which involved carving printed
designs in wood blocks, straddled the line between traditionally male wood-
work and traditionally female craft fancywork. No hobby, however, was more
important in breaking down the wall between men and women than the
new craft of fret sawing, which combined female aesthetics with male tools
and materials.98

Fret Sawing: A Hobby for Both Genders

After the turn of the century, as electric power was introduced into home
workshops, woodworking tools got larger, heavier, and even more masculine
in character. Power confirmed the dominance of men. Curiously, however,
in the Gilded Age, both a conformation and a major exception occurred in
the general rule that women stayed away from wood and the big tools used to
shape it. The conformation was the lathe, and the exception was the fret saw.

As early as the sixteenth century, lathe work moved out of the cabinet-
maker’s workshop and into the gentleman’s craft shop. A small number of
wealthy hobbyists continued the tradition of upper-class turning in Europe
through the nineteenth century. Americans do not appear to have been
widespread practitioners of this aristocrat’s hobby, although in the 1780s and
1790s the administration of Cokesbury College in Maryland set aside time in
the evening for student recreation that included “the carpenters’, joiners’,
cabinetmakers’, and turners’ business.” The rarity of the hobby is confirmed
by an 1856 article in Arthur’s in which neighbors mistake a clerk’s hobby
lathe for an ironing mangle and a lens grinder, forcing the clerk to lead an
otherwise exemplary life so as not to raise suspicions with his atypical behav-
ior. Amateur turning may have become more common after the Civil War
when readily available treadle-driven fret saws could also be used to drive
small lathes. Most of the literature, however, suggests that fret saws were used
mainly for sawing.99

The foot-powered fret saw (also called a scroll saw or jigsaw) was an Amer-
ican invention that used the same propulsion mechanism as the sewing
machine, a flywheel driven by a treadle. The setup could also drive a lathe, a
small circular saw, and, most importantly, a drill, which was used to make
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the holes necessary to start the dozens of interior cuts in a typical fret saw
design.100 The first treadle-driven fret saw was patented in 1865 and within
ten years had become something of a fad. One contemporary source
claimed more than thirty thousand foot-powered saws had been sold by 1877,
and another that in the four years after 1874, fourteen thousand treadle saws
were sold, about half with iron frames and half made from wood.101 By the
end of the 1870s, an iron saw with lathe and drill attachments could be had
for only $8.00, and in the mid-1880s full-size iron-frame saws sold for as little
as $3.50, or as much as $22.50 (see fig. 6.5). At the lower end, the cost of a
treadle saw was surprisingly close to the $1.50 price of a handheld spring-steel
saw frame.102

Unlike sewing machines—which cost about twice as much but for which
there was an immediate use in the home—fret saws made nothing essential.
Thus they can lay claim to being the first leisure “power” tool. Handheld jig-
saws had been used by jewelers and dentists, who did particularly delicate
work, and in the mid-1870s Italian artisans popularized fret-sawn openwork
that was sometimes called Sorrento-work. Aside from the music rests on
pianos and organs, there was no established use for open scrollwork, and thus
the fret saw craze of the 1870s and 1880s was very much a problem invented to
meet an existing solution; scroll saws begat scrollwork. Contemporaries gave
credit to demonstrations at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition and other
fairs in the East for popularizing the fret saw. “Nothing in the exhibition of
mechanical processes in [Centennial] Machinery Hall had such a constant
crowd of observers as one of these sawing-machines,” reported Harper’s. More
than three thousand inlaid vases made by fret saws were sold as souvenirs.103

Unlike any other woodworking tool before or since, using the fret saw
crossed gender lines. Illustrations from the time show women working both
with handheld jigsaws and with a “velocipede scroll saw” run by a wheel with
bicycle-type pedals. Advertising for some of the larger treadle saws included
references to their use by both “boys and girls,” and the first how-to book of
fret sawing noted that “numbers of ladies practice this beautiful art, and are
really most skillful at it.” The full extent of each gender’s involvement is
unclear, but circumstantial evidence points toward substantial female partic-
ipation. The materials used, the objects made, and the light weight of the
most popular handsaws were all compatible with a woman’s hobby. The
wood was rarely thicker than a quarter inch and often as thin as the card-
board that women used in other crafts. The popular decorative wall hang-
ings and pious mottoes were sawn-wood versions of standard embroidered
fancywork (see fig. 6.6). The most popular saws were not the large iron and
wood treadle-driven machines but the much smaller and cheaper handheld
steel U-frame saws. In 1878 a writer estimated as many as 75,000 of these
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small saws had been sold in the previous four years, along with 24 million of
their easily broken blades.104

While large numbers of women may have crossed onto male turf by saw-
ing wood, men still dominated, although they did not monopolize the
hobby, as claimed by one scrollwork collector.105 In both England and the
United States projects were targeted at boys, and most manufacturers of large

handicrafts190

figure 6.5 A high-end version of the treadle-driven scroll saw with an attached
drill and blower. (Reprinted from Edward H. Moody, Catalogue and Price List of
Scroll Saws and Scroll Saw Material [Hartford, Conn.: Star Job Printing, 1884], 5.)
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treadle machines directed their advertising toward males.106 An 1885 pattern
catalog guaranteed “that a fret sawyer working industriously two hours for fif-
teen evenings will have ample time to make the article complete.”107 By set-
ting the production time in the evening, the catalog assumes male use;
women did most of their crafts during the day when the light was better and
their husbands and children were not at home. Men, but not women, were
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figure 6.6 Scroll saw pattern of the Lord’s Prayer. A virtuoso project that 
combined technical skill and traditional feminine subject matter. (Reprinted from
Raymond Francis Yates and Marguerite W. Yates, Early American Crafts and
Hobbies [New York: Funk, 1954], 133.)
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told they could use the saws to make money: “One young man we know of,
who found it impossible to obtain employment at any mercantile pursuit,
became possessed of a foot-power scroll-saw, and by its aid, produced brack-
ets, card-baskets, match-boxes, frames and other articles, to give him, when
sold, a clear profit of five dollars per day.”108

Yet this hobby in both its large and small saw versions broke down estab-
lished gender barriers in odd ways. It introduced significant numbers of
women to a form of woodworking and at the same time was the original male
craft hobby. The first American instruction book, Fret-Sawing for Pleasure
and Profit by Henry Williams, was written for men but resembled a typical
woman’s fancywork manual. It was not a book about making manly practical
things but about ornamentation that “elevates and teaches, and all such
emotions smooth the rough places of life, rendering a tribute to the light of
the home.” With its stress on home, aesthetics, piety, and genteel education,
the language of Williams’s rationale is traditionally feminine. However,
instructions for constructing machinery and references to selling products in
the market make it clear that, at the very least, men were as much an audi-
ence as women, and that fret sawing broke down gender barriers in both
directions. Women used men’s tools on men’s materials, and men did
women’s decorative fancywork for traditionally feminine reasons.109

For twenty-five years, during the last quarter of the nineteenth century,
the general patterns of craft activity, other than in fret sawing, remained fairly
rigid: women worked with light materials and tools; men, when they worked
at all, used heavier tools on wood and metal. After the turn of the century,
however, fret saw exceptionalism became the norm. That is to say, many
more women engaged in crafts that used heavier tools, and many more men
used tools around the house. The fundamental gender division between
light and heavy work would remain, indeed remains to this day, but a dis-
cernible, if slow, trend took hold that would reach its climax in the great do-
it-yourself movement after World War II.
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Victorian handicrafts fell into disrepute around the turn of
the century, but the disdain was more for the style than the process. In 1908
Agnes Repplier, a collector and leisure essayist, wrote a droll critique of her
great-grandmother’s fancywork hobbies. Great-grandma made “filigree
baskets that would not hold anything, Ionic temples of Bristol-board, shell
flowers, and paper landscapes,” Repplier reported. She messed “with
strange, mysterious compounds called diaphanie and potichomanie, by
means of which a harmless glass tumbler or a respectable window-pane
could be turned into an object of desolation.” Expressing her amazement
that the ability to create these “ornamental arts” could have been consid-
ered an “accomplishment,” Repplier noted that a central principle of Vic-
torian craft work had been “the reproduction of an object—of any object—
in an alien material. The less adapted this material was to its purpose, the
greater the difficulties it presented to the artist, the more precious became
the monstrous masterpiece.” Yet at the same time, the 1895 book Fancy
Work for Pleasure and Profit was reissued, full of instructions on how to
beautify houses with homemade “mantel drapes, screens, wall-pockets, toi-
let sets, dainty table linen, cushions, photograph holders, and all the num-
berless odds and ends that go to make up the pretty home comfort of a
room.”1

The criticism of the first author and the praise of the second were not as
antithetical as they seem. What became unfashionable was not fancywork
per se but the Victorian love of excess. Reined-in and redirected, crafts actu-
ally experienced a renaissance in the first decades of the new century.
Women continued to be mainstays of hobby crafts, but the term “fancywork”
with its feminine needlework origins faded away to be replaced by the desig-
nation “crafts,” which alluded both to the arts and crafts movement and to
the masculine “craftsman.” As crafts, not fancywork, handwork was reborn as
a pastime for both men and women in a stylistic environment that rejected
the feminine and embraced the masculine.

Expanding the Boundaries of Crafts7



The Arts and Crafts Movement and Leisure Crafts

At its least innovative, the new crafts movement did little more than modi-
fy methods, materials, or design on items that would have been instantly rec-
ognizable to any Victorian craftswoman. Pyrography, for example, was all
the rage for the first dozen years of the century. This was a new craft for
women insofar as it used a different technique (a burning pen) to draw pic-
tures on different materials (wood and leather). The objects themselves,
however, were the usual mix of boxes, whatnot shelves, bookends, wall
plaques, match safes, picture frames, taborets, and so forth, all factory-made
with the pictures already stamped on them. Some of the items reflected the
new era by being simpler in design than their Victorian antecedents and fea-
turing romantic scenes of Gibson girls and their beaus. Others, however,
were less contemporary, with illustrations of landscapes, animals, and frater-
nal crests that were virtually indistinguishable from high Victorian styles.
The wood and leather backgrounds and a burned-in picture gave pyrography
a rough outdoorsy feel that seemed to fit the new arts and crafts aesthetic, but
the hobby itself was neither art nor craft—simply another in the line of
hobby kits that started with Berlinwork and would culminate with plastic air-
plane models.2

Much of the appeal of scorched wood and leather lay in its contrast with
the fussy, overstuffed, and richly textured designs of Victorian taste and its
compatibility with newer masculine styles. As one contemporary noted,
these new looks promoted interiors in which everything was “simple, plain,
strong, and vigorous, rich and harmonious in coloring, and absolutely
uncrowded.” There were, in fact, two new looks. The first, with its emphasis
on straight lines, exposed joints, and natural materials, was generically
referred to as “arts and crafts,” but the architecture was often called “crafts-
man” or “bungalow,” and the furniture labeled “mission.” The second new
look was the self-consciously preindustrial “colonial” style, also called
“early-American” that accompanied the discovery of domestic antiques.
Pre-Revolutionary styles such as Queen Anne and Chippendale were well
beyond the skills of most home crafters to reproduce. There were, however,
more chaste forms that ranged from pristine Shaker to rustic vernacular,
which lent themselves to amateur construction and would, along with the
mission style, provide a stylistic resource for hobby crafters. Even though
mission and colonial styles evoked different historical epochs, many decora-
tors in the 1910s were willing to combine the styles since they shared an aus-
terity of design. The new styles marked the reemergence of the home as a
location of masculine identity and activity, not merely as a retreat from the
jungle of business.3
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Masculinized styles were part of the backlash against industrially pro-
duced simulacrums of finely crafted furniture. These ostentatiously hand-
made objects were part of the arts and crafts movement, which originated in
England in the last quarter of the nineteenth century from the aesthetic and
political theories of John Ruskin and William Morris. In the United States,
Morris’s ideas were promoted by Gustav Stickley, designer, furniture maker,
and publisher of the Craftsman, the de facto organ of the American wing of
the movement. Both the English and American branches promoted artisanal
manufacturing as an alternative to industrialism. The problem, wrote Caro-
line Hunt in 1903, was that the village cabinetmaker had deserted his shop
and “moved up to town and become an employee in a great manufacturing
establishment, and the housewife, having ceased entirely from producing,
has learned to content herself with buying and using.” The solution, she
said, was spreading the new arts and crafts aesthetic so that the housewife
consumer would demand, and professional artisans would make, authentic
handmade items.4

Hand manufacturing was never going to replace factory production, and
in that sense the arts and crafts movement was a quixotic crusade. However,
because craftsman-style objects revealed their structure and acknowledged
minor variations and imperfections, they were inviting to amateurs. Not
everybody was happy with the trend; contemporary critics decried the forgiv-
ing nature of the style. “We have long made a virtue of the ‘little irregulari-
ties,’ the ‘artistic accidents’ of hand work,” complained one in 1909. “Such
things may very readily become an affectation, a convenient excuse for
unskilled technique, at the hands of a worker of immature practice and expe-
rience.” Social reformer Mary Simkhovitch thought the crudities of the style
meant it had only two possible uses. The first would be to train “the deaf, the
deformed, and all those who are shut out by physical defects from the com-
mon occupations of industry.” The second was to amuse amateurs who were
also, to use Simkhovitch’s unsympathetic, but probably accurate words,
“industrially defective.” Like the handicapped, amateurs did not compete in
the labor market, and again like the handicapped the experience of hand-
work could be instructive without having to justify itself economically. For
these reasons, crafting as a hobby was able to grow while the revival of a pro-
fessional artisan class remained a utopian vision.5

Although Stickley’s primary interest was in manufacturing and social
reform, he recognized the amateur interest in the arts and crafts movement
and suggested that a “workroom” could replace the library or den in the aver-
age suburban home. The Craftsman praised homemade objects because
they brought the needs and skills of the crafter together in a product that was
“fitting, suitable, comfortable, restful, convenient, made of good materials
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with proper tools and a certain amount of technical skill,” and thus “not only
an admirable sample of workmanship, but a real bit of art.” Those who
achieved the skill level described by Stickley might try to sell their output,
and as early as 1907 there are references to “The Pleasure and the Profit of
Making Beautiful Things.” Most amateur crafters, however, did not seek
financial justification for their hobby but understood it as a healthful and
productive relief from regular work. “Hundreds of business and professional
people are learning that while the day’s toil fags brain and nerves, the
evening passed in using the hands as pleasing labor soothes the wearied body
and calms the distracted mind,” explained an article in World’s Work. Then it
evoked the charming domestic picture of “the tired lawyer or the exasperated
editor” recuperating from work by making book bindings or carving ivory
“while his wife reads aloud to him.”6

The image of a wife reading to her husband who is engaged in manual
leisure is an extraordinary one for the history of hobbies. Until the arts and
crafts movement, only women had used their hands during free time. Now,
in the first years of the twentieth century, men were being encouraged to join
their wives at the worktable as a way of undoing the ills of industrialized
labor. Any worker who was half a man, said one author in 1907, would chafe
at a system that “kept him making day after day the same parts of the same
objects.” What such a man needed was an opportunity to make something
unique from start to finish. Then he could hold it up and say, “That’s my
work, every inch of it, from original design to finishing touches. It represents
my taste, my individuality, my patience, my skill, my industry. I had a jolly
time making it and I’m proud of it!” There is no assumption in this imagined
boast that the craft object is a piece of fine craftsmanship that would find a
buyer in one of the sales rooms run by local arts and crafts societies. Its value
was psychological not economic, a fact more explicitly recognized by Madge
Jenison, another advocate of amateur crafts, who noted that “ ‘the clear joy of
creation’ is about as near to heaven as we get in this world and a man experi-
ences it when he makes a shaky table.” By acknowledging that the amateur’s
table is likely to be shaky, Jenison was one of the very first people to stress that
the value of the arts and crafts movement was not in the artful product but in
the crafting process.7

The masculine presence in the arts and crafts movement was new, but
women still dominated home crafting, continuing to use it as a buffer against
idleness. There are women, cautioned a crafts writer in 1910, whose lives are
so empty that “when the daily household duties have been attended to they
are entirely without resource.” These occupationless women were reduced
to frequenting “the waiting rooms of railway stations and large stores merely
to kill time and to watch those around them.” Like their male counterparts
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who hung around pool halls and barrooms, there was a simple solution; “if a
love for making useful things could be brought to such people their entire
outlook would be changed, and life would become more full of meaning.”8

Indications from the early part of the period are that women continued to
do rather traditional forms of household crafts, most of which involved
needlework. The products of this work were used for personal and household
decoration or, in an economic pinch, sold to raise pin money. For example, a
1904 compilation of “100 New Money Making Plans for Untrained Women”
cited about a dozen instances of women making and selling classic Victorian
craft pieces including lamp shades, shell decorations, feather muffs, and hair
ornaments. By 1910, however, fewer than half the crafts suggested in a book
for women were textile-based, and most, such as pottery, repousse, and block
printing, had a definite arts and crafts flavor. The new female hobbyist, like
the metal worker pictured on the August 1915 cover of the Modern Priscilla,
was more willing to use heavier tools on nontraditional materials (see fig.
7.1).9

Crafts in the Marketplace

As women branched out into a greater variety of crafts, they sought to take
advantage of sophisticated consumers who they hoped would “be willing to
pay a fair price for good handwork.”10 Rather than working for charity, they
could work for themselves. The most famous of the professional artisans,
people like William Stickley who made furniture or Maria Nichols Storer
who made art pottery, were indeed able to ride the new aesthetic to fame, if
not fortune. There were also appreciable numbers of people, especially
women, who never received public recognition but capitalized on the
demand for handcrafted items by operating small businesses in homemade
crafts. Some were poor women looking for a way to earn a living by working
at home, while others were middle-class women who were anxious to experi-
ment with new artistic and business opportunities. In either case, selling arts
and crafts had strong backing from Progressive Era clubwomen who support-
ed a variety of such ventures as an appropriate artistic response to women’s
roles in the new century.11

The tradition of selling poor women’s crafts, started by the New York
Exchange for Woman’s Work in 1879, continued into the early twentieth
century. In 1904, for example, the New York Exchange occupied two stores
and did a business of eighty thousand dollars per year. Women who sent their
crafts to the New York store and scores of similar exchanges throughout the
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country were not part of the new arts and crafts movement. They were tradi-
tional women with traditional women’s skills who submitted mostly needle-
work. But even poor women could not compete with factories, and in 1910 a
social worker who opened a “Home Industries Association” on the lower east
side of Manhattan as an outlet for immigrant handicrafts said she hoped that
American women would “rouse themselves to the patronage of hand-made
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figure 7.1 Idealized woman crafter of the arts and crafts era doing light 
metal work. (Reprinted from “The Craft Worker,” The Modern Priscilla 29
[August 1915]: cover.)
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work instead of the cheap machine-made stuff that is sold in the cheaper
stores.”12

Middle-class crafters tried very hard to avoid the stigma of poverty
attached to the exchanges. “Who is eligible to do craft work?” asked a 1916
article on “how to organize and conduct a home industry” in the Ladies’
Home Journal: “Any needy woman who has failed to support herself by com-
mon Labor? . . . A woman left suddenly a widow with children, who must
earn money at once to feed them? . . . Any woman who has a little knack or
skill with her hands and wants some new thing to amuse her?” No, no, and
no! These kinds of women, said the magazine, would lack either the talent
or the time to develop the level of skill necessary to become a serious artisan.
To the extent that they did become artisans, the arts and crafts movement
breached the wall between amateur and professional and created a small but
influential class of crafters who sold their wares in stores and thus brought
the economic legitimacy of the marketplace to the previously genteel hobby
of fancywork.13

By dissolving the rigid divide between amateur ladies and professional
craftsmen, the arts and crafts movement opened the door wider for profes-
sional female crafters on the one side and for amateur male hobbyists on the
other. In 1897, for example, two women in Deerfield, Massachusetts, orga-
nized a club for practitioners of colonial embroidery. Within a few years
women and men who were interested in other forms of colonial craftsman-
ship had joined the group, which called itself the Deerfield Arts and Crafts
Society. By 1905 the society was sponsoring an annual crafts fair that drew
buyers from all over New England. In addition to traditional needlework, the
fair featured weaving, handmade rugs, artistic ironwork, baskets, and hand-
carved furniture. None of the crafters was a full-time artisan; rather, they
were local townspeople who pursued their crafts as hobbies but enjoyed the
confirmation, and presumably the money, brought by selling their products
to the public. The Deerfield crafters thus crossed the traditional lines in both
directions; women sold their goods and men did hobby crafts.14

Although the number of professional crafters was small, and most of their
careers short-lived, their leisurelike work legitimated the worklike leisure of
hobbyists. In 1902 a contemporary noted the rise of a new group of “master-
hands,” each of whom “is his own designer, skilled worker and dealer—in
brief, his own employer. There are women also who are designers and work-
ers and are their own saleswomen.” In the New York City area, women ran
workshops where they made vases, carved chests, hammered copper, and
worked leather. There were probably several hundred such self-employed
crafters of both sexes earning their livelihoods by making “furniture, iron-
work, copper and brass, lace, rugs, carpets, violins, tiles, pottery, fine chi-
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naware, leather work, chests, jewelry, silverware, buckles, clasps and other
enameled ornaments, baskets, woodenware, terra-cotta vases and architec-
tural ornaments.”15

The emergence of a small but articulate group of professional crafters
marked a sea change in the way the public perceived handicrafts. What had
been a spare time activity for idle ladies, and the occasional gentleman,
became a widely admired profession with its own styles, firms, spokesmen,
and publications. Handicrafters, whether operating independently or as part
of cooperatives or companies, could never satisfy the public’s demand for
cheap products. Nor did many of them realistically hope to do so. They did
create a new appreciation for handwork and shifted the dominant aesthetic
from complex machine-produced forms to simpler designs that could be
made by a crafter, even if most of them were mass-produced in Grand
Rapids and mass marketed in the Sears and Roebuck catalog.

Social Benefits

Since it kept participants busy, and because idleness was always assumed
to be a prerequisite for trouble, crafting, like so many other hobbies, seemed
to be both a restorative and a preventative. As a restorative, supporters said it
had the power to reestablish mental harmony to those who lost their emo-
tional way. “The results of experiments made as to the effect of handicrafts on
the feeble-minded or for nervous cases have been most encouraging,” wrote a
hobbyist in 1910, and her position was confirmed by professional mental
health workers. The director of a New York mental hospital described the
benefits of “Diversional Occupation” in 1916, explaining that it not only took
patients’ minds off their troubles but gave many of them a sense of accom-
plishment and even the skills necessary to reenter the world of work. Crafts
took their place alongside collecting as a prophylactic for the ills of leisure.
“The first two steps towards delinquency and crime are generally truancy and
idleness,” cautioned a writer in the Craftsman in 1905. He invoked the stan-
dard warning of Satan’s intentions for idle hands and then described in some
detail how boys “of our better classes” who had no household chores could
be kept busy with handicrafts.16

If crafts were a cure for mental illness and an antidote for delinquency,
then they warranted being taught in school to everyone, not only to those
who planned to use them professionally. There were some scattered prece-
dents for teaching crafts to boys. Around 1800 John I. Hawkins, an English
immigrant engineer, opened what appears to have been America’s first non-
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vocational craft school in Bristol, Pennsylvania. Hawkins offered “to instruct
any students a few hours each day in the practical use of tools employed in
various kinds of manufacture,” because he believed in the “practicability of
uniting study with as much useful manual labor as would keep the body in
health.” Twenty-five years later in New York City, John Griscom started a
high school that taught “the easier parts of carpentry, joinery, casting, turn-
ing, etc.” along with traditional academic subjects.17 And in the early 1870s,
boys in Boston could attend the Boston Whittling School, an informal after-
school workshop where they used jigsaws, lathes, and “a few simple tools” to
make “brackets, matchboxes, small chests, checker boards, and such trifling
things.”18 All these institutions were isolated pioneers in what would become
the manual training movement, a pedagogical reform that sought to inte-
grate crafts skills into the standard school curriculum.

Manual training was introduced to Americans by a Russian demonstra-
tion at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition in 1876. The Russian system
used a series of progressive exercises to teach students a set of standard manu-
al skills that could then be applied to a variety of trades. Thus at its inception,
manual training was an academic substitute for apprenticeship with a specif-
ic vocational intention. About a decade later, in 1888, John Ordway, one of
the pioneers of the Russian system learned of the Swedish sloyd system and
significantly modified his approach to manual training. Although fundamen-
tally similar to the Russian model, the sloyd system emphasized the broad
developmental benefits of learning manual skills and was thus complimen-
tary to progressive educational theories of reformers like Maria Montessori
and John Dewey. Together, these two schools of manual training made wide-
spread inroads into American education. Initially, most of the programs they
inspired were vocational in nature, but the broad educational goals of the
sloyd system and an increasing interest in teaching children arts and crafts
skills created a school context in which manual training could spread to the
whole curriculum.19

As vocational training, craft classes were self-justifying. Manual training
teachers, however, wanted to integrate their discipline into the general cur-
riculum, and to do so they developed several rationales for hobbies as a social-
ly beneficial form of leisure. On a purely practical level educators rejected the
arts and crafts movement’s vision of a neo-Gothic world of artisans, but they
did believe that having students reproduce the phylogeny of craftsmanship
would help them understand “emotionally as well as intellectually the rela-
tion of man to production.” The sloyd system, noted one educator, “puts
blood and bone and energy and ambition into the most flaccid-looking
boy.”20 They argued that the muscular coordination and digital dexterity
learned in manual training would aid in general mental development.21 “It is
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the law of all human development,” explained a California educator, that
lessons transferred “from the outward to the inward, from the physical to the
spiritual.”22

Finally, many supporters of manual education saw it as a vehicle for
teaching aesthetics. “Drawing and manual training are rapidly finding their
way into all public schools,” observed the president of a midwestern art asso-
ciation in 1903; “if it could be made plain that they belong together we
would then teach arts and crafts.” Thus arts as well as crafts could help move
manual training from a form of education exclusively for troublesome, acad-
emically inferior students to an integral part of the education of all children,
including those from the middle class.23 “The purpose of this form of train-
ing is not to make carpenters, mechanics, etc., of the pupils,” explained one
shop teacher, “but to give the child an all-around development.”24 Using
these arguments, supporters were able to increase the number of manual
training programs in U.S. schools in the first decade of the century from
about four hundred to the point where, according to a contemporary source,
“some form of handwork is to be found nearly everywhere, even in small
towns and little country schools.”25

It was an easy step from the schoolroom to the home hobby. Ira Griffith,
a shop teacher and frequent contributor to Suburban Life magazine, pro-
moted the “plain, square Mission type of furniture” as both suitable for
woodworking beginners and as compatible with the aesthetic dictum that
form should follow function. “The rapid introduction of manual training
into the schools of the country is having its effect upon the home,” he wrote
in 1910, “more boys and men than ever are engaged in handicraft work at
home.” He recounted how he had learned the rudiments of woodworking at
home, holding the lamp for his father as he worked into the night, and
looked forward to a new generation of men passing skills onto their own
sons.26

Vernacular Crafts for Boys

A distinction needs to be made between the growth of home crafts for
boys in the decades after 1900 and the arts and crafts style—if not the arts and
crafts movement. There is no doubt that the movement was one of a series of
streams that converged to encourage craft instruction in the schools, but as a
stylistic influence it had to share the stage with both “Indian-pioneer” pro-
jects and useful household objects whose style could generously be called
“vernacular.” Many advocates of craft hobbies for males found aesthetics
irrelevant. As a pastime traditionally associated with females, they felt that
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handicrafts for men and boys had to appear as manly as possible, which
meant shunning even the masculine arts and crafts style.

This pattern was set in 1882 when Daniel Beard, founder of the Boy Scouts
of America, published the first edition of The American Boys’ Handy Book. As
a major evangelist for the redemptive effects of outdoor activities, Beard’s
book combined nature and handicrafts. In addition to tips on making gear for
camping, hunting, and fishing, the book contained a series of projects for toys
such as kites, boats, guns, traps, sleds, and miscellaneous small wooden items.
Beard made no attempt to encourage aesthetic sensitivity; indeed, most of the
chapter entitled “Every Boy a Decorative Artist” was about the technical
aspects of shadow pictures and photography. Beard’s books inspired a host of
imitations. In a 1919 review of how-to-do-it books for boys, Henry Lanier sug-
gested that “if a boy were to be confronted with all the manuals of carpentry
and mechanics aimed at him since the day of Dan Beard’s pioneer ‘American
Boys’ Handy Book’, he’d certainly decide that life didn’t offer enough time to
read and use tools both,” which would have been fine for Lanier, who had lit-
tle use for the purely practical nature of boys crafts books.27

Lanier criticized most of the how-to craft books not only for their technical
shortcomings but also for their refusal to promote style, concluding that poor
instructions may have been a blessing if they prevented more spool projects:
“Better, much better, that all the old spools in the world should be burned or
lie and rot rather than that a boy should feel proud of having turned them into
such aggressive stupidities as ‘spool pen-racks’ and ‘spool candlesticks.’ ” In
the true spirit of the arts and crafts movement, Lanier declares, “after all, there
is such a thing as taste and fitness even in the simplest articles of every day.”
Lanier was particularly critical of A. Neely Hall, whose children’s craft books
dominated the field into the 1920s. Unlike Beard, Hall’s idea of camping was
sleeping out in the backyard, and almost all his projects were home-based as
well as homemade, but like Beard, all his projects were oblivious to style. As
Hall noted in the introduction to a 1911 book, his plans used “old boards, gro-
cery boxes, cigar boxes, barrels, tin cans, worn-out pans and tins, pails, broom-
handles, spools, discarded clocks, broken chairs and other furniture, old hats
and clothing, stovepipe, clothes-line, screen wire, and other things too
numerous to mention.” These are hardly the raw materials of artistic creativi-
ty; they are, however, the raw materials of household practicality and thus
mark the children’s version of the nascent do-it-yourself movement.28

Although Hall provided instructions for making the usual sports equip-
ment, games, and toys, most of his designs were for practical household items,
and one book includes plans for turning the attic into a boy’s room, a project
that was just beginning to become a do-it-yourself standard. Hall’s projects,
most of which first appeared as articles in boys magazines, were quite con-

Expanding the Boundaries of Crafts 203



sciously designed to reintroduce suburban boys to mechanical skills: “The
man of today who excuses his inability to do this or that by admitting that he is
not handy, was one of the boys of yesterday who did not bother about making
kites, constructing conveniences for the house, and building boats, wagons,
tree-huts, and the like.” Unlike the Beechers fifty years earlier, Hall did not
preach the necessity of becoming a handyman; he assumed it and made it
clear that the handy boy was the father of the handyman.29

Crafts were a social good not only because they helped develop the whole
person and re-created lost mechanical skills but also because they had dollar
value. “The great majority of schoolboys have had to realize the fact that
pocket-money is not inexhaustible, and that the purchase of cabinets, book-
shelves and so forth makes sad havoc with the weekly or monthly allowance,”
observed a hobby proponent in 1912. “Now all of this can be remedied with a
little practical knowledge of sawing and planing.” In 1911 Hall wrote about a
group of six boys in Dayton, Ohio, who had set up their own firm to manu-
facture mission-style furniture, and for those who did not have the skills to
make furniture, he had a chapter on simple household “contrivances” that
could be sold door-to-door.30

Manual training had its major impact on boys who were introduced to
preindustrial craft skills that had fallen out of fashion. Girls, on the other
hand, who had maintained a handicraft tradition through the nineteenth
century found more of the same in most school programs. With few excep-
tions, manual arts training for girls emphasized needle crafts and excluded
woodworking or any other activity involving the use of heavy tools. Throop
University in Pasadena, the arts and crafts antecedent of the California Insti-
tute of Technology, along with its allied elementary and high schools, did
extend full craft equality to girls, but it was an exception. Even well-inten-
tioned advocates of women’s crafts like Hall, found it hard to imagine that
girls could really do the same sorts of projects as boys. In Handicrafts for
Handy Girls, he pointed out that “girls are competing with boys in some of
our manual-training schools [which] is proof enough that . . . any girl can
become efficient in wood-working,” but he undermined his support by sug-
gesting wooden construction be done with help from brothers and fathers.
And he always advised “a neatly put on covering of cretonne” to hide what
he implicitly assumed would be botched female woodworking.31

The Emergence of Domestic Masculinity

Left by their fathers to be raised by their mothers, Victorian boys had little
exposure to masculine values, including those necessary for success in a
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business world where many of them would be working for somebody else.
Historians of the postbellum era have suggested that male gender anxieties
induced by industrialization were resolved away from the female-dominated
home. In separate studies, Mary Ann Clawson and Mark Carnes show how
these men escaped from women into the all-male world of fraternal orders.
According to Carnes, their ritual-filled meetings provided men with psycho-
logical permission to break from the inhibiting bonds that tied them to their
mothers. Clawson goes even further, claiming that fraternalism “was an
alternative to domesticity, one that worked to preserve rather than deny the
primacy of masculine social organization.” Men’s worlds of both work and
leisure lay beyond the white picket fence. The rise of muscular Christianity
and athletics, the continuation of fraternal orders, and the emergence of the
Boy Scouts after 1900 are all indications that male groups remained an
important source of masculine self-identity into the new century.32

Along with this continuation of homosocial bonding, however, an anti-
thetical trend emerged in which men found companionship and masculine
identity inside the home. Beginning very tentatively in the nineteenth centu-
ry, this new identity took on a recognizably modern form at the start of the
twentieth with the assistance of the arts and crafts movement, the growth of
manual training in schools, and the boys vernacular crafts movement. These
trends figuratively and literally opened a door through which men could
enter their own homes to reassume the masculine role of artisan, if only in a
leisure-time environment. Long before “do-it-yourself” became a common
term in the 1950s, male householders began to take on the obligation of
repairing and improving their houses as part of the rise of “masculine domes-
ticity.” Moving from the position of a somewhat remote pater familias, the
new suburban husband was, according to Margaret Marsh, willing “to take
on increased responsibility for some of the day-to-day tasks of bringing up
children” and make “his wife, rather than his male cronies, his regular com-
panion on evenings out.” Men also began to stake out areas of activity at
home that became their particular domains. By doing so they created
spheres of “domestic masculinity.” Unlike masculine domesticity, which had
men doing jobs that had once been women’s, domestic masculinity was
practiced in areas that had been the purview of professional craftsmen, and
therefore retained the aura of preindustrial vocational masculinity. The two
concepts are complimentary, but domestic masculinity acknowledges the
creation of a male realm inside the house.33

Octave Thanet accepted both masculine roles in his Arkansas country
home. When he was in the city he preferred to be “urban and civilized,”
but in the country he was willing “to be rural and natural and primitive,
and live close to the grass.” Primitive living, in Thanet’s view, included tak-
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ing on some traditionally female tasks, such as helping out with the cook-
ing, and some of the new male jobs, which included household painting,
hanging wallpaper, putting down carpets, repairing tinware, running the
lawn mower, and laying bricks—using his wife’s pancake spatula for a trow-
el. He, however, drew the line at building a chicken coop for the couple’s
excursion into the chicken and egg business. For that, he called in a car-
penter.34 Thanet felt comfortable taking on some of the physical obliga-
tions of home ownership only when he was in the country and could play
the role of a farmer. With somewhat less justification, but no less enthusi-
asm, suburban husbands adopted the same attitudes on their quarter-acre
homesteads.

It was perhaps only a fortuitous historical accident that these new mas-
culinized homes were built in the “craftsman” style, but the image of the
craftsman, an artisan in his leather apron surrounded by the tools of his trade
and the products of his own hand was the perfect one for the new domestic
masculinity. “Any fool can write a book but it takes a man to dovetail a door,”
declared Charles F. Lummis, a romantic primitivist who, with the help of
local Indians, built his own Pasadena Arroyo home. The masculine-artisan
equivalency is central to the meaning of home-based manual skills. Histori-
an Michael Kimmel has observed that the “heroic artisan,” one of the tradi-
tional tropes for defining masculinity, needed to be recast for the industrial
age, and Mary Ann Clawson points to the artisanal imagery of the Masons as
doing just that.35 Fraternal orders, however, took men away from their homes
and allowed them to become only symbolic artisans. In the twentieth centu-
ry basement workshops kept the husband in his home and allowed him to
become, or at least try to become, an actual craftsman. Home improvement
articles in arts and crafts magazines were addressed to “the handicraftsman”
and “the amateur craftsman,” confirming the artisanal image.36 “Six months
before this book shelf was made Mr. Hartog had never handled a carpenter’s
tool,” explained the caption to a photograph of chairs and shelves in the
Craftsman, reassuring white-collar workers that their lack of workshop expe-
rience was not an insurmountable obstacle.37

The plain styles of the early twentieth century lent themselves admirably
to home construction. At the same time, however, the steady growth in
indoor plumbing, central heating, and electricity meant there were many
more household systems that needed maintenance and repair. The tradition
of hiring professional carpenters for rather simple tasks had not disappeared,
but a new group of householders was willing to do anything, including build-
ing the house itself. Companies that manufactured prefabricated bungalows
before World War I gave buyers the options of having professionals build the
houses, assembling the houses themselves, or having the shells constructed
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by others and doing the finish-work themselves. More than forty thousand
such house kits were sold in Los Angeles alone.38

Do-it-yourself has always been a movement of homeowners. While low-
income people are largely excluded from owner-occupied housing today,
that was not always the case. As Olivier Zunz, Richard Harris, and others
have demonstrated, throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
urban blue-collar workers (especially immigrants) often owned homes at
close to the same rate as white-collar workers, and an extraordinarily high
percentage of these were owner-built. Harris attributes this often ignored
phenomenon of working-class home ownership to a fortuitous convergence
of need, skill, and opportunity. In particular, cheap land on the unimproved
fringes of cities gave workers the chance to own modest cottages, especially if
they were willing to provide “sweat equity” by building some or all of the
houses themselves.39

Few middle-class men had the skills to build their own houses, but
increasing numbers of them took a hand in shaping their home environ-
ment, and in those salad days of do-it-yourself, it was easy for home mainte-
nance and improvement to be leisure since it was not expected. As a form of
relief, household work soothed troubled minds by providing men with a mas-
culine alternative to effete office work. Typically, a 1910 article entitled
“Recreation with Tools” explained that every person needed some interest
aside from daily work in order to “maintain that balance and poise—physical
and mental—which is so essential to right living.”40

Although they tended to be smaller than their Victorian predecessors,
there was a strong sense that the craftsman style bungalows so popular after
the turn of century should make room somewhere for a man’s workshop.
This “factory in miniature,” as one writer called it, would serve the practical
purpose of storing the tools necessary to do the “numerous small repairs” that
would otherwise be left undone since they were “hardly of sufficient impor-
tance for the calling in of a carpenter or a plumber.” In addition, the shop
would be the place where men could pursue messy craft hobbies without
bothering their wives.41 Men wanted their own space, and household repair
and improvement offered an excellent rationale for setting aside some terri-
tory for themselves. The kitchen was the woman’s bailiwick; the bedroom
was shared but, according to decorators writing in 1919, still considered “the
one room in the house above all others where the woman’s taste reigns
supreme.” The living room was family space, and smaller homes had fewer
libraries and dens. Where could a man turn for a physical place in the home
that was his alone?42

The problem of gendering limited domestic space faced A. L. Hall when
he moved into his moderate-size house in 1908. Hall “was given” a rear room
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on the second floor as a den. At the same time, however, he encroached on
his wife’s territory by storing his household tools in the kitchen. When Hall
found that he had little use for the den, he followed his wife’s suggestion and
converted it into a workshop for his new woodworking hobby. He equipped
the unelectrified workshop with four treadle-driven machines—a circular
saw, lathe, scroll saw, and grindstone—and proceeded to build furniture of
his own design. Hall’s wife seems to have accepted the noise and dust from
the shop, and a surprising number of other writers at the time also found no
problem in suggesting that workshops share space with living quarters. In the
long run, however, shops and bedrooms could not function peacefully side
by side, and men deserted the spare upstairs room for the newly invented
basement.43

Until the 1890s a house’s foundations enclosed an earthen-floor cellar, a
dark, damp place with access through a short exterior stairway covered with
heavy wood trapdoors. With the coming of central heating, the cellar
became the basement, a place to locate the furnace and to store the coal to
feed it. Floors were paved; more attention was paid to making the walls
watertight; and an interior staircase gave direct access from the kitchen. By
1915 water heaters, washing machines, and other household equipment had
taken up residence in the basement. This was part of a pattern in which
people chose to spend money on technology rather than floor space. With
libraries, dens, and parlors being sacrificed to water heaters and flush toilets,
the first generation of do-it-yourselfers staked a subterranean claim next to
the furnace, which was already men’s territory because of the labor neces-
sary to shovel coal and ashes. The concrete walls and unfinished ceiling of
the basement defined a new male space (see fig. 7.2). From there, genera-
tions of men would produce a steady flow of household objects and regular-
ly emerge with hammer and Stillson wrench to keep their homes in tip-top
order.44

“To go down to that little corner, after a day’s aggravating mental drains,
and make something for the house, a magazine rack, or something even sim-
pler” was just the tonic needed to rejuvenate the tired businessman,
explained a 1908 article in the Craftsman. He might also, the author added,
do “gardening, plumbing and paperhanging, and other things.” Thus even
Gustav Stickley’s own magazine folded craftsmanship and home mainte-
nance into a new form of “fun” that had previously been the work of “a duly
accredited mechanic.” In this spirit of fun, Popular Mechanics, a professional
engineering review, transformed itself into an advice magazine for home-
owning amateurs. Filled with equal parts of hobby crafts and home mainte-
nance, Popular Mechanics became the model for men’s magazines that sub-
stituted saws for sex. Firms began to offer boxed tool kits that would enable
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figure 7.2 An unusually candid picture of the less than ideal conditions in an early basement workshop
in 1910. (Reprinted from Ira S. Griffith, “Cabinet Making as a Handicraft,” American Homes and Gardens
7 [September 1910]: 345.)
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any man to realize his crafting fantasies (see fig. 7.3). These were not necessi-
ties; they were objects of desire like Hammacher, Schlemmer’s beautiful
eighty-five-dollar combination bench and cabinet that came with ninety-five
tools.45

The home craftsman who supplied himself with a collection of tools
could think about undertaking some of the furniture plans published in a
variety of shelter magazines, but despite the simplified mission style pub-
lished projects still assumed a sophisticated command of woodworking skills.
In fact, one author felt constrained to assure his readers that it was no viola-
tion of the craftsman’s code for them to have their stock cut to size at a plan-
ing mill since “there will be plenty of work remaining, so that you will have a
perfect right to claim the finished piece as of your own handicraft.” He was
certainly right about that since almost all furniture plans of the period called
for mortise and tenon joints, which the writers never bothered to describe,
taking it for granted that their readers knew how to execute one with a ham-
mer and chisel.46

For those less skilled, companies were already offering “Home Built Arts
and Crafts Furniture” kits that needed only assembly and finishing. For
$3.90 in 1907, a homeowner could buy presawn oak pieces and finishing
materials for a mission-style porch swing that, the advertisement said, would
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figure 7.3 Two advertisements for home tool kits from a 1908 edition of
Suburban Life. (Reprinted from Suburban Life 7 [November 1908]: 239, 257.)
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save 75 percent over an assembled piece. Given its location in a middle-class
magazine next to the “Amateur Craftsman” column, the advertisement was
also meant to appeal to the homeowner who wanted to participate in the arts
and crafts movement but did not have the skills or tools to do so. The
knocked-down (as they were already called) kits could have been a joint pro-
ject for husbands and wives to build together, since women continued to spe-
cialize in paint brush activities.47

The overall role of women in defining the home environment was
reduced a bit by the shift away from the Victorian interior cluttered with its
homemade knickknacks, but what women lost in traditional fancywork
they gained in nontraditional “masculine” tasks. Thirty-five years of female
scroll sawing was finally paying some dividends. As the advice author
Helen Campbell noted in 1912, “the jig-saw has done much to convince
people that girls can handle tools,” and moreover, there was no reason why
every girl could not “learn how to drive a nail properly, how to plane and
joint and all the more delicate operations of carpentry.” Such skills, she
said, would allow girls to become the person who was “handy about the
house” and do what otherwise would be contracted out to the village car-
penter. In a similar vein, Mary Edith Griswold suggested to the readers of
American Homes and Gardens that “beautiful furniture for summer use
can be made by a handy man or woman with a kit of tools which will cost
under a dollar, the only really essential ones being a T square, a saw and a
hammer.” She did add that “in the most enlightened homes a regular
work-bench is found” but clearly did not assume it to be the sole property
of the house’s males (see fig. 7.4). Griswold suggested projects for both girls
and boys, and illustrated her article with two photographs of young women
doing woodwork at a fully equipped cabinetmaker’s bench. Griswold and
Campbell’s enthusiastic endorsement of female woodworking clearly drew
inspiration from women’s roles in the arts and crafts movement, but even
then, Campbell advised her reader against physical stress, suggesting that
the reader “employ a carpenter to do any really laborious work that you
may require.”48

There is only scant evidence that either women or girls took the advice to
become more active in household construction, even in the construction of a
new form of box furniture invented and promoted by a woman. Just as the rec-
tilinear design of mission furniture made it easier for men to take up cabinet-
making, it also lent itself to the even less demanding manufacture of furniture
out of discarded packing crates. Victorian box and barrel furniture had a very
bad reputation. Barrel chairs in particular would not hold their shape once
they were cut, and the utilitarian shape of boxes had to be disguised by a thick
padding of upholstery. That was changed by the arts and crafts aesthetic and
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Louise Brigham. Brigham had become adept with heavy tools during her New
England girlhood and pursued an arts education at the Pratt Institute in Brook-
lyn. After graduating, she entered the growing field of social work, opening a
settlement house in Cleveland where she constructed her first piece of box fur-
niture to demonstrate methods of low-cost living to her immigrant clients.49
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figure 7.4 Woman in home workshop making a wooden screen frame.
(Reprinted from M. E. Griswold, “Home Made Summer Furniture,” American
Homes and Gardens 8 [August 1911]: 291.)
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Intrigued by immigrant folk arts, Brigham visited nineteen European
countries and studied at Sweden’s Sloyd Institute to better understand tradi-
tional crafts. She encouraged handwork among her clients and founded an
association in New York City to sell their products. Her greatest impact, how-
ever, was not in the area of traditional folk crafts but in a new technique that
she invented. During an extended visit to a coal mine in northern Finland,
she was housed in a poorly appointed cottage and took advantage of discard-
ed packing crates to furnish her eight rooms with box furniture. Her experi-
ence, she said, made her feel “anew the truth, so familiar to all, that work to
be of real value must be honest, useful, and beautiful, and Ruskin and Mor-
ris spoke as clearly in the arctic regions as in the settlements or studio in New
York.”50

When Brigham returned to the United States, she settled in a four-room
apartment on New York’s upper east side, which she furnished entirely with
packing crate furniture made from wood that cost a total of $4.20; this in an
era when a single piece of factory-made furniture could cost a week’s wages.
She constructed tables and chairs, desks and sofas, bookcases and plant
stands, all from salvaged wood. Brigham made no explicit claims to the mis-
sion style, but she was favorably received in the Craftsman, and her pieces,
with their right angles and uncovered wood, were clearly at home in the age
of Stickley. Her furniture looked better than traditional crate and barrel
pieces because she did not try to retain the crate’s original structure. Instead
of padding or combining already existing shapes, Brigham disassembled the
boxes, sorted the wood by size, straightened the nails, and then reassembled
the pieces in entirely new forms. The wood was still cheap, thin pine, but the
finished piece looked nothing like the original crate.51

Louise Brigham promoted her idea locally by organizing neighborhood
boys into a club to scavenge boxes and bring them back to a workshop
housed in Gracie Mansion (later to become the official mayor’s residence).
There the 115 boys produced furniture for their homes and toys for them-
selves (see fig. 7.5). The concept of box furniture received national publici-
ty from hobby writer A. Neely Hall, who included chapters on the process
in two of his books (although he neglected to credit the technique to
Brigham). Brigham published a how-to-do-it book on box furniture in
1909, and an illustrated article entitled “How I Furnished My Entire Flat
from Boxes” appeared in the Ladies’ Home Journal the following year. The
Journal article seems to imply that box furniture could be and should be
made by middle-class women, but the flimsiness of the pieces, the poor
quality of the wood, and the limited design possibilities would have been
an obstacle to any but the poorest women or to boys furnishing their own
rooms.52
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Louise Brigham’s experiments in box furniture represent something of a
breakthrough for women, not only because the technique was conceived
and promoted by a woman but also because it received publicity in a nation-
al woman’s magazine. Brigham understood that her designs would not make
any inroads among middle-class women, but in a parallel development, mid-
dle-class women did alter their role in household decorating, shifting away
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figure 7.5 Boys organized by Louise Brigham collecting boxes with which to
make household furniture of her design in 1915. (Reprinted from Louise Brigham,
“How Boys Make Furniture from Boxes,” St. Nicholas 42 [January 1915]: 241–42.)
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from the solo production of knickknacks and focusing a bit more on major
projects, which were often undertaken in conjunction with their husbands.
This was the case with W. L. Hicks, who designed and supervised the build-
ing of his house in Glen Cove, Long Island, in 1910. To furnish the house
Hicks recycled a number of old pieces of furniture, turning a bedstead into
chairs and resectioning an old table. Acting as an artistic assistant, his wife
decorated the finished pieces with ornamental carving.53

Mrs. Hicks’s decorative carving replicated the activities of a small num-
ber of professional woman artisans, but it was atypical for housewife hobby-
ists who appear to have been much more comfortable with a brush than
with a gouge. After the turn of the century women began to expand their
painting domain beyond artistic decoration to more substantial tasks. In
1917 Marion Pitcher described how a group of women got together to scrape
the old finish from secondhand furniture (there was no pretense that these
were antiques), after which they would refinish the pieces. The willingness
to undertake heavy painting began to extend to the house itself, although
here women continued to defer to men on those jobs that required working
in high places. “Women Do Not Paint” insisted a 1912 Dutch Boy paint
advertisement that showed a woman directing a professional painter work-
ing on a ladder outside her home. Because they feared alienating their pro-
fessional customers, manufacturers of building and maintenance materials
would not advertise for direct sale to the public until the do-it-yourself
boom of the 1950s, so the focus of the ad on professional painters was not
unusual.54

Despite the lack of commercial encouragement, both wives and hus-
bands began to paint the inside of their houses. Garrett Winslow, whose 1912
article may be the first to self-consciously use the phrase “Do-It-Yourself”
(capitals, hyphens, and quotation marks in the original), called on men not
to hand over the repainting of their interiors to professional decorators. Just a
month later in the same magazine, an article entitled “What a Woman Can
Do with a Paint Brush” assured readers that “any woman, indeed, possessed
of average energy and the ability to read and follow directions on a can of
paint or varnish can be her own decorator,” although it did caution that
“painting a whole house or barn may possibly be tried by the ambitious
father, but his wife, who classes ladders and scaffolds among the implements
of a dangerous trade, is undoubtedly glad to have professional labor called
in.”55 (See fig. 7.6).

By 1912, then, suburban homeowners were participating in two novel
forms of do-it-yourself. The first was done by husbands and wives together
and was an element in masculine domesticity. The other was done only by
men and was part of what I call domestic masculinity. When men and
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women undertook household chores like interior painting with rough equal-
ity, they were contributing to the degendering of the home. It seems only
appropriate that the new gender-inclusive living room be painted by either
men or women—or perhaps by both together. However, when husbands
alone took over household jobs that had been previously done by profession-
als, like exterior painting or household building projects, then they were
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figure 7.6 Housewife showing “what a woman can do with a paintbrush” in
1912. (Reprinted from Agnes Athol, “What a Woman Can Do with a Paint Brush,”
Suburban Life 15 [November 1912]: 268.)
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doing something different from masculine domesticity; they were carving
out a gender-specific role within the house—domestic masculinity. Such
activities were exclusively male, and doing them gave men a sense of special
ability that may well have compensated for some lack of masculine affirma-
tion at work. Since women were also expanding their participation in home
maintenance and repair, there was some overlap in the home improvement
sphere. Nevertheless, a sense of uniquely male household competence that
paralleled the traditional skills of the farmer and artisan would continue to
expand in the twentieth century until it blossomed into the great do-it-your-
self boom of the 1950s.

Women’s Crafts in the 1920s

The gradual diminution of fancywork crafts as a form of female leisure
continued through the 1920s. As growing numbers of young middle-class
women joined the workforce in various clerical positions, they had less need
for genteel pastimes that would involve them in productive activity. By the
end of the 1920s, 4.75 million women held white-collar positions; this was
five times the number of white-collar women in 1900. Married middle-class
women still did not work outside the home in appreciative numbers, but as
the availability of full-time servants decreased, the demands on women’s
time in the household increased. Electrical appliances that the housewife
ran herself were hardly a substitute for a live-in maid, and rising expectations
of cleanliness and child care further eroded free time. While these changes
did not eliminate the need for productive leisure among middle-class
women, they certainly made it less central to these women’s lives. Women
who wanted to could take advantage of the degendered legacy of handwork
left by the arts and crafts movement to work on household furnishings, but as
Jean-Christophe Agnew has argued, modern interiors created a world “in
which the power of purchase held sway over the older authority of personal
mementos and personal craft alike.” The pride of consumption competed
with the pride of production, making the function of women’s hobbies
increasingly similar to men’s.56

Traditionalists fought a rear guard action against the demise of fancy
needlework, hoping that women who were used to buying factory-made
clothing and linen could be lured back to the beauty of the hand-stitched
article. The Needle and Bobbin Club of New York City, formed just after
World War I “for the purpose of stimulating and maintaining an interest in
handsome fabrics, lace embroidery, weaving and tapestry,” sought to help
immigrants sell their needlework in America.57
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Middle-class publications also held out the possibility that hobby crafts
could be converted into sources of income. Needlecraft Magazine regularly
ran articles and advertisements telling its readers how they could use their
skills to earn a living sewing for others. The Dennison Manufacturing Com-
pany, which made art supplies, sponsored courses in stores that taught
women how to craft crepe paper flowers and explained that “one whole sec-
tion of the course is devoted to the money-making possibilities of this
delightful craft.” Similarly, another hobby supply catalog asked “Why not
make money on your porch?” It assured its customers that “if, in your spare
moments you make these attractive things for others, you will find that there
is a ready demand for them.” When Ray Schmidt, the kept woman in Fannie
Hurst’s novel Back Street, found that she had too much time and not enough
money, she turned to “fashionable, lucrative, and genteel” china painting to
augment the undependable income from her lover.58

In addition to craft pastimes like china painting that had remained
unchanged for eighty years, women of the 1920s could also undertake much
more ambitious projects, moving with their husbands into household mainte-
nance and improvement. Active female participation in household repair and
improvement was still considered a bit of a novelty in the 1920s, but one for
which little apology or rationalization was needed. Describing some basic
electrical repairs that could be handled by the homeowner, Arthur Wakel-
ing’s book Fix It Yourself said it would “give the man (or woman, in these
modern times) of the household such information as will allow him to go
ahead and do some of the [electrical] jobs.” And Popular Mechanics included
a picture of a woman soldering a pan in an article entitled “Soldering for the
Home Mechanic.” When women could be included in the rubric “home
mechanic,” the landscape of household do-it-yourself was clearly shifting.59

The Modern Priscilla, a popular magazine for young women, struck a
somewhat more ambivalent note in its advice book on do-it-yourself decorat-
ing. In a section describing how a “girl made for herself the furniture for an
attractive bedroom,” the book was vague about just who was doing what. Thus
the girl “had attached” bedposts to a box spring, but “she made from packing
cases a seat with bookcases at both ends.” The use of different verb forms
when applied to typical and atypical activities seems calculated not to place
inappropriate expectations on the reader, who could interpret the language in
the way she felt most comfortable. When, however, the authors talked about
painting, they took no refuge in syntax. “Do all your work in a room that is as
free from dust as possible,” they ordered, when explaining how to strip finish
with lye, and the accompanying illustrations showed a young woman in a
long smock and head kerchief going through all the steps in refinishing a desk
(see fig. 7.7). The popularity of painted furniture in the 1920s prompted a
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spate of articles on how to make the natural wood finishes of the arts and crafts
era disappear under coats of maize, apple green, and pale peach. Men were
still called on for structural alterations, but women undertook the arduous
task of taking old pieces down to bare wood and applying the new color.60

As it had for three generations, decorative painting continued to be the
most popular woman’s handicraft, and the tradition of coming up with novel
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figure 7.7 Steps in refinishing a desk as illustrated in a how-to-do-it book for
women in 1925. (Reprinted from Modern Priscilla Home Furnishing Book [Boston:
Priscilla Publishing, 1925], 215–20.)
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mediums and original applications continued. Manufacturers of paint, wax,
celluloid, and wicker supplies all provided catalogs, instruction books, and
direct sales to the consumer to keep women productively busy in their spare
time. A wax crayon firm tried to convince women that by dissolving their
product in alcohol (a product admittedly in short supply during Prohibi-
tion), they would produce a wax paint that could be applied to porcelain,
glass, metal, wood, and cloth. From waste baskets and sewing baskets to cuff
links and garters there were few things that could not be painted with dis-
solved wax. “The fact that one is unable to draw is no hindrance,” said the
company, because women could produce “scissors painting” with its printed
crepe paper, an updated version of decalcomanie, now called decalos.60

While technical skills were not dismissed, companies made sure that the
mere lack of ability would not keep a woman from crafting. With only the
faintest hint of dismay, a 1923 catalog asked home crafters “who of us is there
who does not cherish some woven thing—perhaps a braided or a knotted
rug—that some great grandparent made from a thrifty collection of patches
and trimmings in long tedious hours of hard work?” The contemporary house-
wife, however, could not be faulted for not doing the same, since “the modern
rush of life has smitten the old custom and art of rug making a cruel blow.”
The company solved the problem by supplying the would-be rug-maker with
a color-printed canvas and a special rug needle that would allow her to “easily
reproduce the old masterpieces in her leisure.” Women could produce rugs
with almost the same efficiency and creativity as workers on Ford’s assembly
line. In fact, if she wanted to make the household equivalent of the tin lizzie,
she could buy a baby carriage kit: “The carriage frame is so made that nothing
is left to the imagination of the person, but to finish it in a style and weave to
suit the individual taste.” The preliminary manufacturing had be done by
workers further down the line (in a real factory), and all she had to do was
complete her step in the process to produce a finished product.62

The House as a Form of Leisure

In her book of parodic Mother Goose rhymes, Alice Van Leer Carrick,
who reserved most of her barbs for antique collectors, did take one swipe at
crafters, and in doing so captured not only the superficiality of many handi-
crafts but also the fundamental difference between the activities of men and
women. The culminating verse of “The Attic That Jack Built” lists the wife’s
hobbies, some of which like pyrography and hammered brass, were clearly
carryovers from the arts and crafts era, but locates them in a space made by
her husband:
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This is the space all cozy and snug
Reserved for the antique-style hooked rug
That will follow the book ends hammered from brass
That followed the burnt-leather pillow cover
With Gibson girl and her heavy lover,
That followed the burnt-wood ping-pong set
The followed the hand-painted taboret
That was made by wife who went plumb daft
Over each All-America art and craft
And filled up the attic that Jack built.63

It was no mere literary conceit that had the crafts filling up the attic that
Jack built. Judging from the dramatic increase in do-it-yourself literature, the
role of men in caring for their homes grew so palpably during the interwar
years that the house was transformed from a place in which to do things to a
place on which to do things. Home improvement magazines in the 1920s
simply ignored changes in styles and continued to publish plans for straight-
lined mission-style furniture that made up in simplicity of construction what
it lacked in current fashion. Furthermore, the great antique craze of the
1920s helped by popularizing colonial styles including easy-to-replicate early-
American vernacular. A character in a 1926 short story was impressed by the
furniture produced at a southern industrial training school: “With its new-
ness lost, its edges softened, it would be a perfect example of the earliest
Colonial furniture. . . . Here he realized, primitive furniture was being fash-
ioned by primitive minds, for a primitive use.” What a “primitive Negro”
could make, so might a self-taught homeowner.64

The passing of the arts and crafts style may have slightly reduced the num-
ber of do-it-yourself furniture projects published in advice magazines, but
the shortage was more than balanced by an increase in home maintenance
and improvement suggestions. Between 1890 and 1930 the number of pri-
vately owned homes more than tripled, while mass distribution of automo-
biles in the 1920s encouraged the growth of new housing developments
beyond the confines of streetcar and rail lines. The percentage of these
homes owned by skilled workers was actually higher than that owned by pro-
fessionals, and Richard Harris suggests “that the families of male blue-collar
workers did more work within and upon the home than did those of other
groups.” Trumpeting the benefits of his forty-hour work week in 1926, Henry
Ford explained that his men “have been building houses for themselves, and
to meet their demand for good and cheap lumber we have established a lum-
ber yard where they can buy wood from our own forests.” When Rose Feld
investigated the leisure activities of steel workers who had just gotten an
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eight-hour day in 1924 she discovered that a high percentage of them were
constructing garages for the cars that the Ford workers were making.65

The smaller suburban house was becoming an arena not only of mascu-
line competence but also of masculine play. Plans for homemade labor-
savers like bicycle-driven lawn mowers, battery-run hedge trimmers, chicken-
operated hen house doors, and remote ignition switches for water heaters
filled the pages of Popular Mechanics and other do-it-yourself magazines.
While these implements may in fact have saved some time and effort if they
ever worked, they contained an element of exuberance that made them as
much playful as labor saving. When a later author titled his book Make Your
Home Your Hobby, he was drawing on a tradition that began in the 1920s
when the house itself was becoming a hobby, both the location and the object
of leisure time activity, and a source of masculine pride. Combining spillover
and compensatory elements into the overarching category of masculine skill,
Popular Mechanics said that “hobbies requiring work with hands are not con-
fined solely to those who practice callings of totally opposite character. Toil-
ers in shops and mills derive much enjoyment in doing on their little home
workbenches the same kind of things at which they are employed.”66

With this new conception of the house as a pastime came the growing
belief that maintenance and repair work could be satisfying in the same way
as more obviously creative constructive projects. The hobby label that had
first been applied to furniture-building projects in the arts and crafts era con-
tinued, of course. A wealthy businessmen could talk about “maintaining
healthful equilibrium” by working in a “small, well-appointed carpenter
shop in the rear of his house,” and a minister who said “mere idleness
brought me no rest” found relief in cabinetwork. But home maintenance
could bring the same mental health benefits. “Do It Yourself” urged the title
of the first chapter in a 1924 home repair book, since the best form of rest was
taking up a “work hobby” that would provide a sense of accomplishment and
ward off nervous collapse. Saving money and avoiding inconvenience would
remain an important reason for do-it-yourself household repair, but writers
increasingly recognized the psychological satisfaction that made household
care a satisfying hobby and not a chore.67

The shifting balance between necessity and pleasure meant that, for the
first time, how-to writers could begin to acknowledge what most home owners
had discovered for themselves: do-it-yourself did not necessarily save either
money or aggravation but could be pleasurable nevertheless. In a general how-
to article on setting up a home workshop, James Tate advised “Mr. Amateur
Mechanic” to be sure he had the tools necessary to fix a loose coffeepot han-
dle, put up a few shelves, make the screen door fit, and repair the cord on the
toaster. Tate was not advocating do-it-yourself repairs because they would save
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the homeowner money. On the contrary, he said he was addressing “the man
who gets more fun out of twenty dollar’s worth of time spent in tinkering with
tools than in paying out five to have the job done.” In other words, Tate turned
the traditional rationale for home repair on its head. It was neither the cost sav-
ing nor the convenience of bypassing professionals that mattered, it was the
satisfaction of doing it yourself—even if you lost money in the process.68

Home improvement became a major new rationale for craft instruction
in school. In 1918 the National Education Association had issued seven goals
for education, including “worthy home membership” and “worthy use of
leisure time.”69 Advocates of craft instruction combined the practical and the
pleasurable, explaining how learning to use tools prepared a boy, or “a girl,
for that matter,” with the skills to “make necessary repairs about the house”
and with a hobby.70 Experts took it for granted that boys would transfer the
skills they learned in school to useful home-based hobby projects. A. Neely
Hall prefaced the 1929 version of his endless stream of hobby books with a
quote from a Northwestern University psychologist: “A good scholastic
record is important, but a new way of carrying out ashes without getting dust
on the family washing, is just as important.” Thus the advocates of manual
training continued to see it not only as vocational training for some but as life
training for all, and an important part of that life would be the role of the
father in keeping his own home in shipshape order.71
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Leisure, which had seemed so desirable during prosperity,
became a distinct liability in the 1930s. The average manufacturing work
week fell almost 25 percent between 1929 and 1934, with more than a 20 per-
cent drop in average hourly earnings. That meant typical employed manu-
facturing workers were making 40 percent less in 1934 than they were before
the depression. Even for employed middle-class workers, there was a great
deal of additional leisure time and much less money to spend on it. “What
do you do if you’ve given up your membership at the country club and you
can’t afford a trip South and you’re too jittery over business—or the lack of
it—to sit down quietly with a book,” asked an article in a publishing trade
journal. “If you’re in fashion,” it answered, you take up a hobby such as arts
and crafts. “The whiskered old alibi, ‘If I had the time’ went out when the
New Deal came in,” explained Better Homes and Gardens. A book entitled
How to Spend Your Husband’s Leisure commiserated with the plight of the
wife of an unemployed man who had previously been at home only on Sun-
days or when he was sick, now he had “come back to the home [and] invad-
ed woman’s sphere.” The book suggested the wife help her husband start a
craft hobby, which was far better for men then “simply sitting and mulling
over their hard luck.” Many men did, creating a new class of crafters who had
more time and less money. According to the advertising journal Printers’ Ink,
manufacturers were “operating their plants days and some nights and holi-
days to supply the demand of businesses and professional men, as well as
boys, who have rigged up a workshop at home.”1

Men and boys with home workshops could make jigsaw puzzles, which
enjoyed fad popularity in the early 1930s and were selling at a rate of 10 mil-
lion per week in 1933. Die-cut cardboard puzzles captured the low end of the
market, but amateur puzzle sawyers took advantage of high commercial
prices for wooden puzzles and the newly introduced electric scroll saws to
help fill the demand for better quality puzzles. Home crafting magazines
published jigsawing instructions and patterns, ran contests for new patterns,
and provided advice on how to sell or rent the products. According to puzzle
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historian Anne Williams, hundreds of unemployed craftsmen and technical
professionals began home businesses using their design and woodworking
skills to produce puzzles for the craze. A group of unemployed men in Read-
ing, Pennsylvania, started their own puzzle company under the auspices of
the municipal recreation department, and in the spring of 1933 received an
order for a hundred thousand puzzles. While some of these puzzle sawyers
may have started as hobbyists, most of them were in it for the money; it was a
way to make ends meet until they could return to their chosen professions,
which all but the most successful puzzle makers did when the economy
improved.2

Making jigsaw puzzles for money transformed a hobby into a job. This
transition was usually less problematic for crafters than collectors. Unlike
collectors who risked disapproval from fellow hobbyists if they placed
undue emphasis on profit, crafters had to deal only with their own sense of
appropriate leisure behavior, which means they had to decide whether
their hobby was worklike relief from work or leisurelike supplement to it.
The craft literature does not dwell on the issue, but the conflict did not go
wholly unnoticed. An amateur luthier, for example, charged his friends
only the cost of materials for his high-quality violins, saying that if he did
otherwise “he could not think of this avocation as a hobby, consequently it
would lose much of its appeal.” Similarly, John Ray, a New Orleans bird
carver always gave away his carvings because he did not want to undermine
the hobby nature of this activity and because he felt that a bird carved for
“gain and not for pleasure is bound to lack the essential quality of spon-
taneity.” Nevertheless, the temptation to confirm the worth of one’s prod-
ucts in the marketplace and to earn a little extra cash, particularly in hard
times, was strong.3

Most hobby proponents in the depression perceived the transition from
full-time amateur to part-time professional to full-time professional as a rela-
tively seamless one, but at least one expert acknowledged that there was a
real distinction between a craft hobby and a craft business: the amateur
“makes what he likes; he makes it as he likes; and he spends on it as much
time as he likes,” while the professional “must remember, all the time he is
working, that time is money.” This caution was relevant to crafters who were
weighing the relative value of regular work time and hobby–work time, but
for the unemployed or underemployed spare time had little monetary value,
so most craft sales advice in the depression did not have to draw too fine a dis-
tinction between the relative values of work and leisure time. It did, however,
have to distinguish between those people whose hobbies were still mostly
leisure and those who thought they could use hobby skills to develop an
alternative income.4
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The alternative income advocates tended to be neo-Jeffersonians who dis-
liked the city, its people, and its machines. A South Carolina agricultural
engineer who had no problem with inefficient farmers being squeezed off
the land, nevertheless claimed they could make a living by producing artistic
handicrafts, such as those made by European peasants. Those actually famil-
iar with the working conditions of European artisans argued that most hand-
made goods were inferior and made under such “frightful conditions” that
“there can be but little joy in their creative work.” Such nay-saying did not
find much sympathy among craft advocates who were much more likely to
agree with the Appalachian crafts promoter who predicted that “the time will
come when every kind of work will be judged by two measurements: one by
the product itself, as is now done, the other by the effect of the work on the
producer.”5

The depression interest in professional handicrafting had a distinctly rural
bias, derived from the popular notion that country folk were purer and more
natural in their use of hand tools. In a 1935 essay entitled “The Arts of
Leisure,” Marjorie Greenbie described how an urban Jew, “Ikky Ikstein,”
used an electric light and a small aquarium to make an ugly lamp that he was
able to sell for five dollars. Ikstein thought he was on the road to riches, but
“the cold truth,” said Greenbie, “is that not one in ten thousand, making
things by hand in his leisure hours, can hit on a product which can be mar-
keted in sufficient quantities, at popular prices, to make even a minimum liv-
ing.” Greenbie, however, made an exception for sturdy Protestant yeomen
motivated by pleasure, not profit. As a supplement to agrarian self-sufficien-
cy, crafting made sense. “If you are a rural New Englander in winter, and
have a tight roof over your head, and a house banked with fir from the forest
against the winds, and a roaring fire of wood from the wood-lot, with plenty
more wood in the shed, and vegetables in the cellar, not to mention maple
syrup, milk from the cow, eggs from the hens, pork put away from the fall
killing, and apples in the barrel, and if you have an untold number of quilts
and hot stove lid to go to bed with,” then you would appreciate the value of
an extra dollar or two brought in through the sale of crafts.6

Greenbie pointed to the state-sponsored League of New Hampshire Arts
and Crafts as a model of what could be done by people with the appropriate
cultural background. The league taught “country people how to make things
which will be interesting and distinctive enough to attract buyers among the
summer people.” The New Hampshire League, with a paid director and
working in conjunction with the state board of education, used federal and
state money to send teachers throughout the state to instruct people in pot-
tery, rug making, weaving, jewelry, silversmithing, needlework, woodwork-
ing, and enameling. The handiwork of these newly minted crafters was sold
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through twenty league stores and at an annual craft fair. By 1939 the league
had seventeen hundred members, some of whom earned as much as two
thousand dollars a year from their crafts. In fact, the project was so successful
in generating additional income for part-time crafters and retired people that
it continued well into the postwar era. In 1934 there was an attempt to create a
federation of such craft guilds that would coordinate “a back to the land
movement through [craft] industry.” It failed, but was part of a broader inter-
est in folk arts and crafts that were linked to the colonial style and American
antiques.7

The folk-craft revival of the Great Depression had roots in the arts and
crafts movement but differed from it in significant ways. Unlike the earlier
movement, it was sponsored by a variety of “official” institutions that, accord-
ing to a contemporary, included “folk schools and settlement houses; Agri-
cultural Extension, Works Progress Administration and other government
agencies; educators in many places and physicians” who sought to teach peo-
ple lost indigenous crafts. Almost all the projects focused on rural residents,
mostly in the northeast and Appalachia, who had no alternative sources of
income. Thus the rural craft revival was more a relief effort than an attempt
to reform industrial capitalism. Consequently it focused on traditional forms
and created no equivalent of the craftsman or mission style.8

By the same token, the rural handicraft movement carried considerably
less ideological baggage than the arts and crafts movement. Both liberals and
conservatives could find support for their positions in the traditional Ameri-
can values expressed by folk crafts. The Daughters of the American Revolu-
tion and Pi Beta Phi Fraternity, for example, joined Mrs. Calvin Coolidge
and Mrs. Herbert Hoover in 1934 to sponsor a national tour of crafts pro-
duced by members of the Southern Highland Handicraft Guild. A complex
federation of professional and part-time crafters, the guild tried to preserve
Appalachian crafts and the way of life that produced them while helping
poor mountain folk develop skills, styles, and rational business practices that
would provide a meaningful cash flow. At the same time, New Deal agencies
including the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Works Progress Administra-
tion, the Farm Security Administration, and the National Youth Authority
worked closely with the guild, and Eleanor Roosevelt joined the two Repub-
lican former first ladies as a tour sponsor. In fact, Mrs. Roosevelt personally
financed the New York State Education Department’s Rural Homecraft Pro-
ject, which was her home state’s version of folk craft development.9

Urban and suburban crafters got virtually no support from official agen-
cies, and only how-to-do-it magazines encouraged the roadside sale of subur-
ban handicrafts. In the final analysis, except for those promoting the rural
handicraft revival, most depression-era craft advocates seemed to accept that
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few if any people were going to be able to replace their lost pay with income
from the sale of home crafts. Crafts for most people were still a hobby, but
the financial strains of the depression forced a greater awareness of the eco-
nomic elements of the hobby, emphasizing the businesslike ideology that lay
at the heart of this form of serious leisure. Popular Science Monthly, for
example, provided a log book in one of its publications because, it said, “an
orderly system for keeping track of how much time and money is spent on
each home workshop project is just as important as a neat method of storing
tools and materials.” Crafting was so serious that the magazine suggested that
one of its projects was amusing, easy, inexpensive, and would provide “a
pleasant relief from more serious home workshop tasks.” When one form of
the hobby was promoted as relief from another form, then the first form was
serious indeed. Thus, while crafting was not a substitute for a real job, its job-
like characteristics were widely recognized.10

Lifting Depression

Most publicly sponsored urban craft programs were designed to teach
people specific leisure skills so they could use their free time productively, if
not remuneratively. It was at this level that crafting and collecting merged
under the hobby rubric. When the San Diego Recreation Department
decided to hold a hobby fair in 1939, it took what recreation professionals
considered the bold move of showing crafts and collections together. Each
group had previously had its own show, but a contemporary recreation jour-
nal pointed out, “it was left to San Diego to discover how closely related the
recreation efforts of craftsmen and hobbyists [i.e., collectors] really are, and
how well the products of those efforts can be exhibited in a common fair.”
Although they involved very different kinds of physical activity, collecting
and crafting were both forms of serious leisure that embodied the same set of
values that endeared them to teachers and recreation directors. Why can’t
we, asked a recreation director, “train our children to use [leisure] in a con-
structive way instead of a destructive one? In other words, beat Satan to it!”
Because municipal craft programs taught children and adults of both gen-
ders, they provided light hand tools and heavy power tools. In areas as diverse
as Cleveland, Detroit, and Westchester, New York, recreation centers ran
programs that taught leather craft, marionette making, basket making,
embroidery, knitting, weaving, and textile printing, in addition to woodwork.
A survey taken at the end of the decade revealed that handicraft classes were
offered by the municipal recreation programs of 364 cities and that well over
a hundred thousand people participated in them.11
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Teachers and writers emphasized the sense of independence and self-dis-
cipline that crafting promoted, and the manual skills, as one shop teacher
pointed out, were useful not only in carpentry but also in surgery. Marjorie
Greenbie, the ethnocentric supporter of New England folk crafts, argued
that manual training, like Latin and algebra, was a source of “intellectual dis-
cipline” and was even more important because it also promoted “moral dis-
cipline.” Crafting, she said “brings an immediate retribution for shoddy,
insincere work. If you don’t put on a roof honestly, it leaks. If you don’t sew
honestly, the garment comes apart.” There was, in other words, an honesty in
the performance that gave the performer a sense of self-worth, a sense of
agency in a world wracked with uncertainty.12

More so than in any other period, craft advocates in the 1930s stressed the
psychological benefits of the hobby. A private school principal explained that
because teenagers were prohibited from using “the creative power develop-
ing within us to produce the ultimate miracle, a new individual, [they] must
use it to create something else—that being the only safe outlet for it.” Unlike
sports and physical exercise, which lacked an element of creativity, she advo-
cated shop work to protect youths from “morbid and degenerate practices.”
Rather than expelling an offending boy it would be better, she said, to “turn
him into a workshop (and every other boy with him), and let him hammer or
pound or chisel the pent-up feelings out of his system, and eventually satisfy
his emotions by the sight and feel of the beautiful thing he has made.”
Explicit approval of sexual sublimation such as this was rare, but creative and
procreative imagery was common. The introduction to the 1930 Home Work-
shop Manual ran through a series of anecdotes in which a man fixes a clock
his wife is about to throw away, a doctor repairs a washtub the maid had
punctured, and a father makes a two-story dollhouse for his little girl. What
tied these acts together was not any money they may have saved but the pride
of accomplishment they provoked. Bored by their regular work, unable to
“bring forth babies,” men needed something to make them feel good about
themselves. “Making things with the hands is one of the most soul-satisfying
experiences of the human race because it helps the individual to put into
concrete form his own feelings,” wrote the author of Crafts for Fun.13

The male crafter, explained Professor Edward Thorndike of Columbia
University, could compensate for the fragmented nature of modern work by
recapturing the lost craftsman’s satisfaction of starting and completing work
on a particular project. Hobby experts assured men that all sorts of psycho-
logical dissatisfactions produced at work could be remedied in the craft
workshop. A staff member of the National Recreation Association visiting
the Westchester County Recreation Center in 1932 noted that a “man was
finding relief in the Workshop from the incessant financial worries of the
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past two years. You can’t really think of stock markets and bank balances,”
she explained, when you are doing creative projects. An unhappy lawyer
turned to amateur cabinetmaking and, as the piece emerged in his hands, he
said, “I felt a more complete, lasting satisfaction . . . than I felt after winning
my first big case in court.”14 The literature of the 1930s is full of testimonials
to the palliative effect of crafting on the woes of stress, from work-generated
nervous breakdowns to marital breakups, diagnoses of terminal illness, and
retirement.15

Whereas men were psychologically threatened by work, women were
seen to need relief from mental pressures brought on by family and biology.
“If you are sick of housework, and making the same old clothes last another
season, and no chance to call your soul your own—what with having the
children under foot instead of away at boarding school? When the depres-
sion has got you down, what do you do about it?” asked Publisher’s Weekly.
“You don a smock and paint, or you seize a chisel and learn the delightful
fragrance of freshly gouged wood, or seated before a loom you watch the pat-
tern grow as you rhythmically toss the shuttle back and forth, while boredom
and restlessness fade away and financial worries gradually spell challenge,
not disaster.” Traditional advocates of women’s crafts continued to promote
the hobby as a balm for the unique vicissitudes of female life. The National
Women’s Relief Society of Salt Lake City, which recommended crafts for
“women who, having reared their family, find themselves with little to do in
their homes,” warned that “this type of woman is particularly prone to a ‘ner-
vous breakdown,’ especially during the time of menopause.”16

A Model Hobby

If mental health required a form of compensatory relief that came from
the pride in a job well done, model making was a particularly popular way to
achieve that feeling. H. J. Hobbs, a frequent writer on the benefits of hob-
bies, told Parents’ Magazine readers that, for fathers, “work-a-day strain at the
office is increasing with shorter working hours.” He recommended model
building as a way to relieve the strain because it had “the power of a sedative
in calming his nerves and diverting his attention from business worries.”
Hobbs then seemingly regretting his sedative metaphor, rushes to assure his
readers that it also “enlivens, refreshes, because it affords a vital interest.”
Continuing his paradoxical imagery, Hobbs points out that for the business-
man’s son, model building “is less a means of diversion than it is a discipli-
nary training and an everlasting game.” Hobbs pronounces the apparent
paradox of disguised affirmation without a word of explanation because he
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takes the dual nature of hobbies for granted; they are training in the form of
diversion.17

According to the Leisure League of America, which promoted depres-
sion-era hobbies, adult model makers, who were almost exclusively men,
preferred boats and trains, while boys favored airplanes. The league’s support
for model building was part of a pattern of institutional encouragement that
ranged from schools and municipalities to large corporations. General
Motors, for example, began its Fisher Body Craftsman’s Guild in 1930; the
guild awarded scholarships for the best model of the firm’s corporate symbol,
a Napoleonic coach.18 At a more popular level, historian Joseph Corn has
noted that almost every issue of Popular Mechanics in the 1930s had “a major
article on building miniature locomotives, ships, sailboats, doll houses, or
some other kind of model.”19 When rival Popular Science published plans for
boys to build a “simplified” racing schooner, the hull alone required more
than fifty complex hand-cut pieces, indicating a high level of skill among boy
modelers.20

Advocates of model boat building emphasized its inherent maleness.
Builders of display models could decorate their dens and stand by proudly
while their friends, like those in a Gaar Williams cartoon, admired their
work—although one of the cartoon characters had the temerity to ask,
“What’s it good for, Frank?” Building decorative models demonstrated
prowess with tools, but building sailing models demonstrated skill plus an
ability to make something that worked, perhaps better than anybody else’s.
In many cities, model yacht building and racing was a school-sanctioned
activity that combined shop class construction and extracurricular clubs to
race the end products. Shop teachers explained that it was “great sport” for
fathers and sons to race their school-built model sailboats, and Parents’ Mag-
azine reminded readers that father-son model building was leisure with a les-
son: “While they are working at a boat they are learning how to work.” The
stress on intergenerational male bonding must have had some success, since
the New York Times reported that quite a few of the two thousand models of
the French passenger liner Normandie entered in an international contest in
1936 were submitted by father-and-son teams.21

American men seem to have preferred sailing ship models, although
European hobbyists also built power-driven craft. The English in particular
had almost a century of experience with what they called “model engineer-
ing,” that is, working models of powered boats, trains, and farm machinery.
The advent of airplanes, however, provided a great stimulus to both repre-
sentational and functional model making in the United States. As early as
1911, there was a model flying club for Chicago high school students, but the
use of airplanes in World War I and Lindbergh’s 1927 trans-Atlantic flight
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fueled a veritable craze for model planes. At the dawn of the Great Depres-
sion, model airplanes had become a multimillion-dollar business with about
two thousand manufacturers.22 In 1930 one magazine claimed that “airplane
model building unquestionably exceeds in importance and popularity all
other avocations of American youth.” Many of these planes were “tinplate”
models and kits, that is, prestamped parts that could be assembled in the
form of famous airships like the Spirit of St. Louis and the Graf Zeppelin.
The Metalcraft Corporation alone sold $140,000 a month worth of stamped
model plane parts in 1929.23

For the most part, however, nonflying display kits took a back seat to fly-
ing models. By the mid-1930s 2 million flying model airplanes were being
built each year, about a quarter of them powered by tiny internal combus-
tion engines pioneered in the United States. Throughout the 1930s model
builders joined clubs and competed in contests under the auspices of a vari-
ety of private and public sponsors. The competitive nature of the hobby and
the functional rather than artistic principles that underlay it effectively kept
female participation to a minimum. The interest in flying models had taken
on an international flavor in 1927 when an English aristocrat had established
a cash prize and trophy for sustained flight. In the years that followed, the
Playground and Recreation Association of America ran regional flying com-
petitions culminating in a national meet in Memphis.24 The tournament
committee featured aeronautic luminaries like Orville Wright and Charles
Lindbergh, who assured model builders that they were developing practical
skills. In 1949 one “hobby consultant” claimed that innovations made by
hobbyists in the 1920s and 1930s “saved months of experimentation and
thousands of lives” in World War II.25 The claim seems unlikely, since the
rubber-powered, paper-covered, balsa wood models had much more in
common with the previous war than the subsequent one. Although an
American rubber-powered plane set a world duration record of forty-three
minutes in 1939, easily defeating gasoline-powered models, engine-driven
airplanes were the wave of the future. By the beginning of World War II,
rubber band models had disappeared from the pages of hobby magazines in
favor of plans not only for constructing the planes but also for making the
engines themselves.26

Both model ships and model airplanes were characteristic male craft hob-
bies. The constructed model was a testament to the skill of the builder, and
the functional versions could stand in for their makers in head-to-head con-
tests to determine dominance. Furthermore, model airplane building pro-
vided the sense that hobbyists were participating on the cutting edge of sci-
entific advancement. Model trains, on the other hand, could claim few of
these advantages. Trains were old technology, and there was almost no prac-
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tical way to run them competitively, although there is one report of races on
parallel sets of tracks. Trains were also much more complicated machines
than either ships or planes; a really good model train required machined
metal parts that were far beyond the skills and budget of most hobbyists. Nev-
ertheless, model trains carved out a hobby niche of their own, which includ-
ed elements of pure consumption, consumption modified by craft creativity
and pure craft. The model train hobby, in other words, was defined by the
acquired object more than the process of acquiring it and at one end of the
spectrum was closer to collecting than crafting.27

The first model trains in the early nineteenth century were prototypes
used to attract potential investors for real railroads. Crude tinplate or cast-
iron push trains appeared in the 1830s, but actual model railroading began in
the mid 1850s with clockwork and miniature steam locomotives. Very few
hobbyists attempted to build their own locomotives, and only a few more
tackled other cars. Thus model railroaders were, for the most part, con-
sumers of somebody else’s creativity. The advent of electric trains at the end
of the century merely added another factory-made form to clockwork and
steam-driven trains. Model railroading participated in the dominant capital-
ist ideology not by reproducing its values either speculatively like collectors
or productively like crafters, but as consumers. Illustrations from the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries feature not only factory-made trains and
tracks but also manufactured accouterments such as signal lights, stations,
and trestles. William Weeden, the publisher of the Youth’s Companion, tried
to subvert this consumerist bias by giving away steam-powered locomotives
as an incentive for gathering subscriptions; he explained that “America is the
land of the great railway kings and managers. Now every boy, owning one of
these engines can become President of his own railroad.”28

The Lionel company, which absorbed a number of earlier train makers in
the 1920s, dominated the ready-made American market in the depression
with its self-proclaimed “standard gauge.” Buying Lionel trains was the most
popular, but least impressive, way to be a railroad hobbyist. There was, in
fact, a status hierarchy within the train fraternity. At the top were the compar-
atively few men (perhaps a hundred in 1939) who built “live steamers” from
scratch. These were meticulously detailed replicas of both contemporary
and historical trains pulled by steam locomotives that varied in size from a
few inches to monsters that cost thousands of dollars and could haul passen-
gers around elaborate garden setups. Of course, some of these hobbyists, like
Vincent Astor who had an eighteen-hundred-foot layout on his Rhinebeck,
New York, estate, hired professional model makers rather than doing any
work themselves. Twenty years later, Walt Disney followed in Astor’s foot-
steps, first in his backyard and then in the world’s most elaborate model train
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setup, Disneyland. Somewhat less exalted than the live steamers were the
modelers who replicated the external appearance of the trains, but for the
sake of safety and cost substituted electric motors for steam engines. Finally,
at the bottom of the pyramid were the toy modelers who bought their trains
and most of their scenery ready-made and contented themselves with setting
up and running their manufactured playthings.29

Wealthy celebrities joined common people in assembling elaborate elec-
tric train sets, and truly devoted hobbyists participated in a style that took on a
collector-like compulsiveness. A San Antonio railroader is reported to have
spent eighty thousand dollars on his layout, which was housed in its own one-
hundred-by-two-hundred-foot shed, and a less affluent, but just as obsessive,
Los Angeles railroader filled his house with tracks, spent the food budget on
rolling stock, and told his wife if she did not like it she could leave. She did.
Men not blessed with fortunes, and unwilling to sacrifice their marriages,
could enjoy elaborate model layouts by pooling their resources and labor.
Model railroad clubs involved a greater than average degree of craft activity to
make the model environment, if not the models themselves. In 1937 there
were at least one hundred such clubs throughout the United States, a number
that would grow to more than a thousand by 1951. Model clubs provided men
(women and children were permitted only on visitor days) with a place to frat-
ernize and play with elaborate multiline systems such as the one in Milwau-
kee, which had more than a thousand feet of rails and two hundred cars.30

While Lionel and American Flyer were selling manufactured trains to
millions of children and adults, slightly more ambitious crafters could
assemble their railroads from kits, which had been around for twenty years.
The most elaborate locomotives could take as long as three thousand hours
to put together. Because observers tended to lump together everybody from
the most dedicated crafter of live steam locomotives to the most passive tin-
plate operator, it is hard to gauge the extent of model railroading in the 1930s.
One 1936 article estimated there were a quarter of a million model railroad-
ers, but another the same year put the number at only a hundred thousand.
In any case, model railroading had an element of the fad about it. Most par-
ticipants bought the components ready-made and did little more than assem-
ble them. But for the dedicated minority, model railroads provided an oppor-
tunity to exercise craft skills and find satisfaction in making their own toys.31

Structuring the Craft Experience

Because model railroading involved more consumption than production,
schools did not sponsor the same kinds of clubs for model railroaders that
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they did for plane and boat builders. Schools wanted their clubs to encour-
age participation in pastimes that used free time productively and taught spe-
cific skills, values, or both. Crafts obviously met these requirements, and
manual training programs (variously referred to as manual arts or education;
industrial arts, education, or science; and sometimes simply as vocational
education) were the logical source of advisers for school hobby clubs. Manu-
al arts journals increasingly carried articles on craft hobbies, and a survey of
industrial educators in Washington State found that they consistently ranked
the recreational benefits of shop instruction as more important than its voca-
tional training benefits.32 A staff member of the Philadelphia Board of Edu-
cation concluded that handicrafts offered a solution to the surplus leisure
created by the depression. He advocated a highly structured program of
school craft instruction, not only to keep children “out of mischief” but also
to build “skills and attitudes” for the rest of their lives.33 A junior high school
shop teacher wrote, “the commandment of old may eventually be rewritten
to read: ‘One day shalt thou labor and do all thy work, but the rest of the
week thou shalt use for thine own growth and development.’ ”34

In order to ensure that leisure time was used for “growth and develop-
ment,” manual training instructors extended their expertise into the general
school population and from there into the students’ homes. Recognizing
that home workshops were an effective way to promote craft skills and rein-
force values of work and creativity, manual arts teachers encouraged students
and parents to set up their own shops. “Assuming an idle brain is the devil’s
workshop,” wrote one shop teacher (once again relocating the site of Satan’s
mischief from the hands to the head), “we can alleviate the situation to some
extent at least, by keeping the boys out of pool-rooms, taverns and other
undesirable places by encouraging such a worth-while activity as provided by
the home-workshop setup.” Hobby writer A. Neely Hall described how an
eight-year-old, overstimulated from listening to the radio, was able to recover
from his nervous malady by working on models in a basement shop built by
his father. The dangers of ignoring a boy’s desire for a home workshop could
hardly be overstated; radio addiction was the least of their problems. A junior
high school instructor from Kansas warned that the parent who waited to
install a home workshop until “his or her son has been shot down for high-
way robbery, or some similar crime, has waited too long.”35

The shops proposed for boys could be as simple as a board clamped to a
chair seat or as elaborate as a four-hundred-dollar layout of power tools that
included a “drill, lathe, jig-saw, band-saw, circular saw, joiner, mortise
machine, sander attachments, metal saws, files and a router,” all of which
was improbably described as “a small cost” shop that could be “placed in one
side of the boy’s room, on a back enclosed porch or in a corner of the base-
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ment.” Vast arrays of power tools were rare, but drill presses, such as that on
the cover of a 1933 Home Craftsman magazine, were not uncommon. On a
different magazine cover, a boy is shown putting the final touches on a doll’s
bed, while his father smiles proudly around the corner. As with model build-
ing, the theme of father and son working together on shop projects was a fre-
quent one. Fathers become interested in boys craft hobbies, explained a col-
lege professor, “and the result is a father-and-son team, which makes the
shop a co-operative enterprise between the two.” Although fathers pictured
in do-it-yourself magazines give the impression of being middle class, there is
some evidence that blue-collar sons were more likely to have home work-
shops than those from white-collar households.36

Crafts were more popular among boys than collecting, but hobbies of all
kinds remained far down on boys’ lists of favorite activities. Crafting’s popu-
larity was probably not helped by its ties to school classes, to potential adult
vocations, and to household chores. Explaining why crafts education was
necessary for schoolchildren, one supporter noted that “a handiness with
tools and materials . . . can often be used to good advantage in the mainte-
nance of the home.” In fact, in 1937 a couple of industrial arts instructors
published a textbook that dispensed with all the usual creative wood and
metal work activities usually taught to junior high school boys and focused
exclusively on “household mechanics.” By teaching about plumbing, elec-
tric appliances, household masonry, maintaining windows and doors, and
applied wood and metal work, the book was training handymen, not artisans
or hobbyists. Teaching home maintenance to boys was not common, but it
does show how the creative and practical aspects of crafts were combined in
school as well as at home. Crafting a chair and stopping a faucet leak were
seen as part of a continuum of male practice drawn together by their com-
mon use of heavy tools.37

This collapsing of the creative and the practical into a single category pro-
vided a basis for the proliferation of adult home workshops during the 1930s
and for the concomitant expansion of home maintenance and improvement
literature. A variety of specialized magazines catered to home handymen
headed by the perennial leaders in the field, Popular Mechanics and Popular
Science Monthly. Popular Mechanics pioneered the category before World
War I and remained one of the most successful magazines for householders
well into the 1950s.38 Arch rival Popular Science was able to carve out a place
for itself by promoting the “National Homeworkshop [sic] Guild.” Founded
in 1932 in Rockford, Illinois, as an independent voluntary association, local
clubs held regular meetings for members to share ideas and discuss projects.
The magazine elevated the guild to national status in 1933, claiming that it
was “the best solution yet offered for the intelligent and enjoyable use of the
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increased leisure insured to everyone by the NRA [National Recovery
Administration].” Within two years the guild had 156 clubs in forty-four
states, a number that doubled by the end of the decade.39

The National Homeworkshop Guild represented a halfway point
between the Victorian period, when a relatively few men participated in
household projects as a convenient but unnecessary activity, and the 1950s,
when it would become a virtual obligation for the suburban homeowner. As
a formal institutionalization of workshop hobbies, the guild was evidence
that work around the house was neither unexpected nor commonplace.
That which is never done cannot be institutionalized and that which is ubiq-
uitous does not have to be. In other words, by the Great Depression signifi-
cant numbers of householders were working in and on their houses, but they
still felt a sufficient sense of distinctiveness to join an organization of like-
minded men.40

Class and Gender in Depression Crafts

While the economic concerns generated by the depression seem to have
prompted an uptick in male craft activity, the picture for women is some-
what less clear. A number of sources mention an increased interest in
sewing, but the evidence for that is mixed. On the one hand, manufacturers
of paper sewing patterns added low-cost lines to their catalogs and flourished
during the 1930s, an indication that women were making their own clothes
to save money. On the other hand, in her magisterial history of knitting,
Anne Macdonald devotes an entire chapter to “the thirties knitting craze,”
detailing how 10 million women took up the craft so that public con-
veyances, movie theaters, and college classrooms were filled with the soft
click of knitting needles. Macdonald, however, makes it clear that these
women were participating in a hobby fad, not substituting home production
for purchased knitwear. Similarly, in an article titled “Needlework Is Defi-
nitely BACK!” American Home magazine claimed that an increased empha-
sis on the “fruitful use of leisure” and “the general trend toward more gra-
cious ways of living” had led women to rediscover the “ ‘pickup’ work of
grandmother’s workbag.” The article described a variety of fancywork activi-
ties including embroidery, needlepoint, crocheting, rug hooking, and quilt-
ing, all of which were decorative and none of which could be considered
money-saving.41

College women throughout the country may have been knitting argyle
socks for their boyfriends, but they were not sewing their own clothes in any
appreciable numbers. The National Retail Dry Goods Association was so
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concerned with the drop in yard goods and notions sales that it launched a
pilot program in 1938 to revive interest in sewing among schoolgirls in San
Francisco. Despite the depression, it was still apparently cheaper to buy
manufactured clothes than to make them at home. A 1933 YWCA survey of
one thousand “business girls” found that only 18 percent of them sewed,
ranking it thirteenth on a long list of leisure activities. More women played
cards, played tennis, and went dancing than sewed. And from the sewing
industry’s point of view, things were worse than they seemed because in
terms of interest (as opposed to participation) sewing ranked even lower. A
sampling of high school girls in Washington confirmed this disinclination to
sew, finding that only about a quarter of them sewed in their spare time.42

In 1933 Needlecraft Magazine hopefully announced that women were giv-
ing up the “gay lights of some great city” and returning to “cook and sew as
their mothers and grandmothers did.” “Making, and oftentimes designing
their wardrobes,” the magazine said that these women were finding sewing “
‘just loads of fun,’ and a real relief from the days spent at bridge and such
diversions.” Except for knitting, there is, in fact, no evidence of any such
trend among women who played bridge in the glow of big city lights. It is,
however, true that rural women continued to sew at a much higher rate than
their urban sisters. Nearly half of a survey of rural Midwestern homemakers
listed sewing as a leisure activity. The actual percentage of sewing wives was
probably much higher since the author of the survey noted that “it was evi-
dent that some of them were uncertain as to whether or not it should be clas-
sified in this [leisure] category,” but as one respondent noted, “I am putting
here because I love to sew.” Purely recreational fancywork did not fare as
well. The author of the survey expressed amazement that fewer than a third
of the respondents did the traditional leisure needle crafts of “knitting, cro-
cheting, hemstitching, embroidering [or] needlepoint.” She suggested that
“thirty years ago a study of leisure activities of farm women probably would
have indicated that ‘fancy work’ was a hobby with practically everyone who
had any leisure.” Thus even among a group of women who were both poorer
and more used to doing craft activities in their everyday lives, needle craft
hobbies had fallen prey to passive leisure such as the radio.43

As they had for a hundred years, women continued to engage in tradition-
al female handicrafts, but their numbers may have been declining, especial-
ly among working women. A small 1934 survey of eighty-seven Cincinnati
teachers, three-quarters of whom were women, found that many of them
collected in their spare time, but none listed crafts as a hobby. Similarly in
much larger surveys, less than 6 percent of female office workers and only 10
percent of elementary school teachers engaged in arts and crafts (collecting
was not included in the latter survey). When asked why they did not engage
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in crafting, the elementary school teachers said it was because they had
never learned how to. It would seem that by the 1930s, the female tradition
of passing on craft skills from mother to daughter had largely disappeared.
Even among farm women only 21 percent of a Midwestern sample listed
handicrafts as a hobby. This was, to be sure, a rate at least twice that of
female white-collar workers but still a very modest minority of all the women
surveyed.44

Crafts, other than textiles for women and woodworking for men, were los-
ing their gender identity. Advocates who were trying to overcome the femi-
nine image of crafting took pains to degender even those books whose pro-
jects were clearly aimed at women. For example, two books, the gendered
Handicraft for Girls and the neutral Handicrafts as a Hobby contained
almost identical chapters on stenciling, papier-mâché, party decorations, tex-
tile crafts, small metal crafts, basket making, and leather working, but none
on needle fancywork. Books increasingly used gender-neutral language and
pictures so as not to alienate potential readers of either sex. By the same
token, some general craft books aimed primarily at males also avoided gen-
der-specific language.45 The greater willingness of men and women to
undertake crafts traditionally identified with the opposite sex was picked up
by Popular Science, which ran articles showing men making metal, resin,
and celluloid plastic jewelry, doing leather work, and macramé, although it
drew the line at anything involving sewing. It illustrated stories on woodcarv-
ing with women, and showed both men and women carving linoleum print-
ing blocks. Craft supply houses and popular magazines were also evenhand-
ed in their presentation of projects. While textile weaving remained a femi-
nine pastime, basket weaving and light wood projects were either shown
without models or with models of both sexes, and fifty years after it started,
fret sawing remained a hobby for both men and women.46

The eroding division between men’s and women’s crafts, along with
falling wages and unemployment, contributed to increased female participa-
tion in household improvement. While a housewife might not have thought
twice about bringing a broken appliance to the repair shop or calling the
plumber to fix a leak a decade earlier, the financial exigencies of the depres-
sion prompted a rash of how-to-fix-it articles for women. Yet the very lan-
guage of female participation was an explicit acknowledgment that home
maintenance and repair was a male world. Women who did their own repairs
continuously emphasized that their skills freed them from dependence on
men. In 1936, when Martha Wirt Davis instructed women how to hammer a
nail—and how not to hammer a screw, she stressed convenience and pride,
not cost savings. Her husband did not have time to fix a burned out iron cord
and the electrician she called could not make it until much later in the day,
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so she decided to learn how to do repairs herself. She discovered that “there
is quite a bit of satisfaction in being able to fix one’s own cords, open stub-
born windows, unstop stopped-up sinks, put new washers in leaky faucets or
replace burned-out fuses without calling for male assistance.”47

A smattering of schools picked up the theme of female independence and
began to offer exclusively girls shop classes in the mid-1930s. In 1938 J. C.
Woodin published what appears to be the first textbook on home mechanics
for girls. He explained that he hoped to “allow housewives to deal with
minor, everyday problems without having to call professional repairmen or
wait for their husbands to come home.” He wanted to instill them with “that
feeling of accomplishment, which comes with work well done, and of pride
in the ability to do the things which most women have to depend on men to
do for them.” The vocabulary of empowerment and the promise of indepen-
dence from men confirms the andric nature of home repair. Empowerment
and freedom were not exclusively male feelings, but experiencing them was
part of feeling free from males and by implication feeling male-like.48

“If You Make It, She’ll Paint It,” proclaimed a headline in the Home
Craftsman. Since “the shadow of a woman influences every man in his work-
shop,” said the article somewhat ominously, why not bring her as well as her
ideas into the workshop (see fig. 8.1). To the extent that workshops had
become an exclusively male sanctum, inviting women into the shop would
undermine the masculine meaning of the work. As the headline indicated,
however, wives were not being invited to participate in the actual construc-
tion of projects, simply to select and apply color—a job especially suited for
them since “women come equipped that way.”49

For the workshop to retain its gender-enhancing mystique it had to
remain not only a male realm but a voluntary one as well. In good times
craftsmanship was a sign of manly self reliance, but in bad times it could be a
sign of economic impotence. Thus workshop advocates went out of their way
to describe wealthy do-it-yourselfers who were motivated by pleasure not
necessity. The New York Times made a point of commenting on doctors,
lawyers, and bankers who rolled up their sleeves in workshops that some-
times took up large portions of their homes. Similarly, the Leisure League of
America explained that “tucked away in a closet of one of the swankiest of
New York’s apartment hotels there happens to be a woodworker’s bench, a
power lathe and an amazing assortment of hand tools ready, at a moment’s
notice, to make the sawdust fly!”50 (See fig. 8.2.)

Hard data on home handicrafts are scarce, but scattered surveys and
anecdotal evidence present a consistent, if incomplete, picture of a moder-
ately popular hobby that indeed drew from all classes but had a special
attraction for workers who already possessed manual skills. When more
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than two hundred adults in Greeley, Colorado, were asked what they did in
their leisure time, gardening was listed first, but “home workshop” came in
second. Whereas gardening was more-or-less equally divided by gender
and class, all of the home crafters were men, and blue-collar workers out-
numbered white-collar workers by four to one. Blue-collar workers were
more likely to have manual skills, but certain white-collar jobs also predis-
posed workers toward craft hobbies. A description of America’s first all-
male hobby show stressed that “whether the exhibitor was a surgeon or a
pipe-fitter, a contractor or a silk-hose maker, a beer baron or a minister,
each had a long-concealed desire to rise from the rank of the ‘handy man
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figure 8.1 Women in the depression were invited into the man’s workshop to
exercise their special skills with paints and brushes. (Reprinted from “If You Make
It She’ll Paint It!” Home Craftsman 2 [March–April 1933]: inside back cover.)
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around the house’ to a publicly acknowledged creator of beauty.” While
probably rhetorical rather than factual, the author’s choice of white-collar
professions was telling. She listed surgeons, contractors, textile manufac-
turers, beer barons, and ministers; all but the minister would have likely
been familiar with tools and their application. In addition to whatever ide-
ological reinforcement these crafters may have obtained from their hobby,
they were also participating in a more conventional form of leisure
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figure 8.2 Men without a basement or garage were told they could shoehorn a
shop into an apartment closet. (Reprinted from Giant Home Workshop Manual
[New York: Popular Science Publishing, 1941]: 124.)
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spillover; they were practicing the same physical skills off the job that they
had developed on it.51

An engineer at the General Electric research laboratory argued, in a clas-
sically compensatory vein, that “the average engineer turns to something
other than engineering to occupy his spare time.” Indeed, most of the engi-
neers who answered his questionnaire listed sports as their favorite pastimes,
but said the researcher, when he was not doing sports, the average engineer
was down in his cellar “in a pitch-dark cubby-hole over in a corner, develop-
ing pictures; or, just as likely, he is in front of a whirling lathe, drillpress, or
buzz saw . . . creating a piece of furniture that will call for real craftsman-
ship, or perfecting a gadget for putting out the cat and answering inconse-
quential telephone calls after he has retired.” In fact, more than half of
those responding to his questionnaire had active home workshops. In other
words, the author’s own evidence belied his conclusion. Although he
instinctively believed that engineers would not do engineering in their
spare time, he demonstrated that more than half of them did precisely
that.52

Three other surveys from the depression era confirm this pattern of
skills spillover into home workshops. One found that, regardless of
income, men who participated in “constructional” work were twice as like-
ly as those men who did nonconstructional work to have a craft hobby. A
second, rather haphazard, survey of Iowans with home workshops again
found that almost half used white-collar or blue-collar manual skills at
their regular jobs. Finally, a survey of the members of the National Home-
workshop Guild found that at least 56 percent of the 631 men (and 2
women) who replied had jobs in which they worked with their hands. This
figure is conservative since it does not include a large number of men who
listed themselves as “teachers” many of whom were probably industrial
education instructors. Thus it seems reasonable to conclude that home
crafts during the depression favored manual skill over class as a predictor of
participation. The people most likely to be home crafters were men who
used tools on the job, from white-collar engineers and doctors to blue-col-
lar craftsmen.53

Preserving and Improving the Home

Rural home dwellers, whether they were farmers or service workers, oper-
ated in a culture where tool use was taken for granted as, by extension, was
work around the house. A survey in rural Colorado found that families spent
very little money on home improvement and upkeep since most of such
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work was done by the husbands. “The father of the family is able to plaster,
paint, calsomine, put in shelves, electric outlets, and build additional rooms
as finances permit,” noted the author. Then, indicating that do-it-yourself
had much of the same meaning for rural dwellers as it did for suburbanites,
he concluded, “this constitutes a summer leisure activity.” Except for the
chapters dealing specifically with agricultural matters, how-to books for
farmers were remarkably similar to those for suburban homeowners. Even
many of the homemade furniture and gadgets suggested by rural life advisers
were interchangeable with those that appeared in popular home mechanics
magazines.54

The similarity between rural and suburban do-it-yourself reflected a com-
mon desire for cost savings and a sense of satisfaction. “I am sitting on a
home-made chair,” wrote one author, and “the greatest reward coming out
of this piece of work was the fun of making it with my own hands.” However,
he went on to point out that there was also “a dollar-and-cents moral to be
drawn” since it cost him less than a commercially produced chair.55 Under-
lying the claims of pride and practicality was a poignant sense of self-
reliance; if a man could take care of his own home and build his own furni-
ture, he had special resources with which to face the vicissitudes of life.
Although the depression drove down the price of craftsmen, making profes-
sional home improvement cheap, insecurity made even employed people
more cost conscious. “Work cannot be left to a mechanic without risk of hav-
ing a small job develop into a large one, or of being overcharged,” wrote the
author of a do-it-yourself manual in 1934. You pay a handyman a $1.50 to
install a $3.00 flower box and then pay another $2.00 six months later to cor-
rect the work of the first one, when you could have done it yourself for a dol-
lar’s worth of wood, explained another.56

The same feelings that led homeowners to believe hired help was too
expensive, even when it was cheaper, prompted a growing stress on the cor-
ruptibility of the physical environment; everything, jobs and homes alike,
was more precarious. “Contrary to popular belief,” warned House and Gar-
den, “houses don’t stand still. They either march forward or they slip back.”
Houses, like cars, needed to be maintained; the work could be done profes-
sionally if necessary but would be much more satisfying if done by the owner
himself. The quirky household hints and oddball projects that had estab-
lished the home as a hobby in the 1920s kept appearing in how-to maga-
zines—where else could one learn how to dig a planting hole with dynamite
or make a door-closer from an automobile water pump?57 The 1930s, howev-
er, subordinated novelty to a more conservative sense of the household work-
shop as a redoubt where the beleaguered homeowner could exercise those
masculine skills that enabled him to keep a very dangerous world at bay. In
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times of economic instability, money and position were transient, but practi-
cal skills gave one a sense of survivability. “If you can cook a meal, sew on a
button and use a saw and hammer, you can face almost any situation,”
observed one atypically androgynous do-it-yourselfer; “if you can’t do these
things, you may be a railroad president, but you are not a completely self-
reliant human being.”58

The sense of protectiveness that depression-era householders developed
toward their homes gave rise to a new book genre that signaled the matura-
tion of household repair and maintenance as a distinct subset of home-based
shop work. The pioneer book in this field was C. T. Schaefer’s Handy Man’s
Handbook, published in 1931 by Harper and Brothers, which proclaimed
itself to be “the first attempt to present all of the fundamental [repair and
maintenance] information in a single volume, carefully arranged for instant
reference.” Schaefer’s book differed from the usual hybrid of creative fur-
nishing projects and household maintenance hints by focusing almost exclu-
sively on home care. It explained how to maintain woodwork, hinges and
locks, ceilings, walls, floors, plumbing and wiring, and some household
appliances. The book’s popularity spawned a clone from rival publisher Lit-
tle, Brown, and by the beginning of World War II, home repair books and
home craft books had become entirely distinct categories.59

The division of do-it-yourself books into separate maintenance and craft
genres was not an indication of an equivalent distinction in the minds of
men. Most do-it-yourselfers continued to collapse both kinds of activities
into a single category. The National Homeworkshop Guild did not distin-
guish between small projects and large, between work in the house or on it,
or between the creative and the routine. The home projects it promoted
shared only the use of heavy tools. When asked what they did in their work-
shops, 94 percent of the guild respondents said they used it for “recreation.”
At the same time, however, 73 percent said they used it for “home repairs.”
The survey did not ask, and there is no way to know, whether the respondents
perceived recreation activities and repair activities as separate, but given the
way household repair, maintenance, and improvement suggestions
appeared side by side with constructive projects in the literature, there is no
reason to assume that the householders themselves made much of a distinc-
tion. The two types of activity were connected by the kind of tools used to do
them and by the similarity they held to paid labor. “The features incorporat-
ed into this book,” promised the author of the very first home-care manual in
1931, “should prove particularly valuable to the man who has his own work-
shop and makes a hobby of woodworking and home maintenance.” Not only
did the author link woodworking and home maintenance to the workshop,
but he also labeled them parts of the same hobby. Working at home with
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heavy tools could be either leisure or a chore. In fact, keeping that distinc-
tion a bit blurry meant that men could scrape and paint peeling exteriors
with at least some of the same sense of satisfaction as building a coffee
table.60

Men and boys alike resonated to the siren song of heavy tools. Magazines
and books that gave instructions on what tools to buy, how to use them, and
what to make with them proliferated during the depression. Even though
surveys indicated a relatively low participation rate, reading about craft tech-
nology appears to have surpassed athletics, sex, and violence in its attractive-
ness to young men. Two separate surveys found that Popular Science and
Popular Mechanics were the favorite reading material of adolescent boys,
exceeding both sports and pulp fiction magazines. These magazines set the
agenda for 1930s craft activity. They carried a variety of articles on crafts pro-
jects, many of which were regularly anthologized in books called “manuals”
and “cyclopedias.” Like the magazines from which they were excerpted,
these books contained an eclectic cross-section of articles ranging from
instructions on homemade tools and house maintenance tips to plans for
both simple and elaborate workshop projects.61 On the simple side, for
example, Popular Science published plans for rough shelves for canned
goods and crude bins for potatoes to go in the basement. On the elaborate
side, it also printed plans for homemade venetian blinds, which required
cutting slats, sewing tapes, and constructing pulley mechanisms.62

Less ambitious homeowners could assemble furniture kits, modernize
furniture by stripping it of decorations, or make box and barrel furniture,
which was experiencing something of a renaissance (see fig. 8.3).63 Slightly
more adventuresome crafters could turn to a second category of depression-
era do-it-yourself publications, the woodworking manual, which focused on
the male hobby of furniture making, although the books emphasized rela-
tively simple projects.64 These easy-to-make project books and articles target-
ed men with shops, the most dedicated segment of the craft fraternity.
Although the projects may not have been fine cabinetmaking, they were
exercises that produced minor trophies that attested to a certain mastery of
tools. Separate surveys of both boys and men with shops, found that they
made small household items such as shelves, bowls, and stools most often,
followed in popularity by models. Male shop owners had no interest in
designing the items they built; for them the pleasure was in the construction.
They said they wanted better plans, tools, and materials so they could exer-
cise their manual skills, and they rejected labor-saving items such as precut
furniture kits.65 In response to this demand for plans they could execute at
home, a shop teacher from New Jersey started the first syndicated newspaper
column of woodworking plans in the mid-1930s.66
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The more serious, but nonexpert, craft hobbyist found popular style com-
ing to his rescue once more. Except for outdoor furniture, such as the
Adirondack chair, arts and crafts style furniture disappeared completely in
the depression. Colonial furniture, however, remained popular. When the
price of good furniture rose beyond his budget, H. Clay Tate decided he
could make it himself (see fig. 8.4). He explained that he and his wife “select-
ed Early American as our choice because of its beauty and simplicity, and
also because it lends itself well to the home craftsman’s equipment and abili-
ty.” Tate did not even own any tools when he made this decision, but he had
taken manual training in high school and that was enough to give him the
confidence that he could build his own colonial furniture.67 Tate’s task (or
perhaps his craftsman’s conscience) may have been eased somewhat as man-
ual training teachers reluctantly began to give hobbyists permission to use
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figure 8.3 Barrel chairs, popular homemade furniture since the Victorian period,
were still being promoted on the eve of World War II. (Reprinted from Giant Home
Workshop Manual [New York: Popular Science Publishing, 1941]: 67.)
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substitutes for traditional joinery. “Although the construction shown on the
working-drawings is to be strongly recommended,” conceded one teacher-
author, “it is possible for the beginner to do a good job by using wood-screws
and nails, with a good glued joint in place of the mortise-and-tenon or dowel
type of joining.” However, many of the early American plans published dur-
ing the 1930s still assumed that the crafter could in fact execute a mortise and
tenon joint and could turn spindles and legs on a lathe as well.68

When a self-declared book of “Simple Colonial Furniture” required a
lathe for almost every piece, the situation was clearly ripe for some other style,
which could be made without heavy power tools but would be more accept-
able than disguised crates and kegs. The need was met by the arrival of “mod-
ern” furniture, a new style that, like arts and crafts furniture, had the advan-
tage of using simple forms and simple joints, but was neither stylistically passé
like mission nor historically old-fashioned like early American (see fig. 8.5).
No one was quite sure what to call modern furniture; “modern,” “mod-
ernistic,” “modernage,” “modern manner,” and “skyscraper” (although, not
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figure 8.4 Illustration of simple homemade colonial-style furniture perennially
popular among craft hobbyists. (Reprinted from Clay H. Tate, “I Made My Own
Furniture,” American Home 17 [May 1937]: 58.)
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figure 8.5 “Skyscraper-style” modern furniture featured in a home workshop plan book could be made
with simple joints that were nailed together. (Reprinted from Arthur Wakeling, Home Workshop Manual
[New York: Popular Science Publishing, 1930], 46.)
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“deco”) were all used by designers of do-it-yourself plans. No matter what its
name, its benefits for the home crafter were obvious. “Above all, modernistic
furniture is simple in construction,” promised Popular Science editor Arthur
Wakeling in 1930, “Every home worker, if he has good designs to follow, can
build decorative modern pieces quickly, easily, and inexpensively.”69 Like
mission furniture, modern furniture had no ornate decoration or curves, but
unlike mission furniture, which required mortise and tenon joints, modern
furniture used case work construction. Its joints could be butted and held
together with glue and screws or even nails. By the end of the depression,
modern furniture designs had become a mainstay of popular do-it-yourself
magazines often appearing side by side with simpler colonial pieces.70

Shops and Tools

Whether they were fixing household appliances, storing tools for home
maintenance, or making furniture, men in the 1930s took it for granted that
they would operate out of a home workshop that was their special space.
“The next time you have a few spare minutes that need not be spent in your
garden,” suggested Better Homes and Gardens in 1931, “step into your home
workshop and make a number of corn handles and bonfire forks so you will
be prepared for the next picnic.” The projects described would have not have
taken much time, much skill, or many tools. Nevertheless, the author matter-
of-factly assumed that the homeowner could step into his home workshop to
carry them out. By 1935 writers and hobbyists regularly referred to “workshop
fever” and “shopmania,” using the same sorts of disease metaphors previously
reserved for collecting.71

Plans for workshops ranged from grandiose to modest workbench-cabi-
nets that could be tucked away into a corner of the garage or basement. The
Leisure League of America suggested that basements were probably the most
practical location, but the attic was a possible alternative, if one did not mind
carrying a ten-foot plank through the house and up the stairs. The garage
could be used, although most garages were rather modest affairs recently
constructed to hold the 1920s generation of low-cost cars. Several surveys
indicate that two-thirds or more of all shops were located in basements, with
garages coming in a very distant second.72 The basement’s popularity grew as
heating systems changed. Basements had been ceded to men in the teens
because they were filled with dust from the coal bin and ashes from the coal
furnace, which it was the husband’s job to tend. With the advent of gas and
oil furnaces in the 1930s, “the dingy, dirty cellars of former times are passing,”
noted The Householder’s Complete Handbook, and women as well as men
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began to have plans for the basement. “If a man has the slightest inclination
toward a hammer and saw,” warned Julian Starr, “he should resist all dulcet-
toned suggestions that he surrender his basement or any considerable por-
tion of it to a ‘rumpus room.’ ” More than 600,000 people in six cities visited
“Castles Underground—The Cellar Reborn,” a furnace company exhibit
that showed how basements could be transformed into playrooms, dens, stu-
dios, and of course, workshops.73

Basement workshops were tokens of the husband’s new role as handy-
man. What had been convenient but voluntary householder incursions into
the realm of professional craftsmen were becoming expected, if not yet
required, exercises in manual competence. What was once a hobby of small
creative projects was now also a hobby of maintenance and repair. The
financial exigencies of the 1930s cemented the trends brought about by the
suburban expansion of the 1920s and made do-it-yourself a common com-
ponent of middle-class male activity. Homo faber had returned to the cave.
It was now in his basement and contained a workbench that allowed the
middle-class homeowner to reintegrate the meaning of work. While he
might be limited to more routine or intellectual production on the job,
now, like his forefathers, he could produce with his hands at home at a
workbench in a workshop. These terms were not mere anachronisms; they
continued to express the sense that using tools to make and repair things
was man’s work even while it was his leisure. Men and tools were bound in a
definitional loop; to be a man one used the tools, and using the tools made
one a man.

Romantics could wax rhapsodic about old saws and planes that retained
a “residue of the merit” of their artisan owners, but traditional tools were
giving ground to power tools as emblems of manliness. As early as 1929 Pop-
ular Science home workshop editor Arthur Wakeling assumed that in addi-
tion to lathes, one could find “electric drills and complete motorized home
workshop outfits . . . in any amateur shop that pretends to be up-to-date and
complete.” Wakeling was premature, but power was coming. A “tremen-
dous amount of light-power equipment has been sold to the layman for the
home work-shop,” noted one writer, and another said that power tools for
home use were “a depression baby.”74 If so, it was a small baby whose cost
was high. A medium-price motor-driven jigsaw, drill press, or lathe,
designed and built for hobbyists and sold in department stores, cost about
twenty dollars. This was 2 to 3 percent of the average gross income, a sub-
stantial investment by any reckoning. Nevertheless, the Delta company,
which had produced the very first home power tool in 1924, increased its
sales every year through the depression. In 1933 Delta published a thirty-
two-page magazine of testimonials from hobbyists almost all of whom
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“licked ‘Old Man Depression’ ” by gaining health, happiness, and income
with the firm’s power tools.75

By the beginning of World War II, shop teachers had begun to encourage
boys to acquire their own power tools, including “lathes and lathe tools;
band, jig, and circular saws; . . . drill presses; bench grinders; shapers, and the
like” (see fig. 8.6). Boys and men unable to afford the high tariff for commer-
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figure 8.6 Depression-era plans for a home workshop include built-in electric
motor that could be used to drive a circular saw, a lathe, a jointer, and a grinder.
(Reprinted from Amateur Craftsman’s Cyclopedia [New York: Popular Science
Publishing, 1937], 247.)
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cial power tools could make their own from plans in the popular technology
magazines. Popular Mechanics, for example, published make-it-yourself
plans for bandsaws, table saws, lathes, shapers, grinders, and drill presses,
which could be assembled, in the case of a bandsaw, from “standard iron-
pipe fittings, two discarded model-T Ford front wheels, a single piston from
the same car, and a few other pieces of scrap materials,” plus a motor that
had to be purchased.76

Data on the extent of power tool use by amateurs are contradictory. One
survey of home workshops in Lima, Ohio, in 1935 found that significantly
fewer than half had any power equipment at all—and much of that was
homemade. On the other hand, a poll the same year of the more serious
craftsmen who had joined the National Homeworkshop Guild determined
that almost two-thirds of them had some sort of electrically driven tool, most
commonly a lathe and circular saw. Finally, a small survey in Ohio at the
end of the decade found that about a third of home workshops had a circular
saw or a wood lathe and about a quarter had a jigsaw or drill press. It was
unusual, then as now, to find a home workshop with a full spectrum of power
tools, but it seems fair to say that a fully equipped electric workshop was the
dream of serious amateurs. When one magazine printed an illustration of
what it called a “typical” power-driven basement workshop in 1937, it showed
the shop of Milwaukee industrialist Louis Allis. Like the average-Joe, Allis’s
workshop retreat was in his basement. He is pictured working at his drill
press while his son uses an electric scroll saw (see fig. 8.7). While he might
have been a millionaire manufacturer of electric motors, Allis was also a
craftsman participating in the democratic fraternity of home-based artisans,
along with “bank and industrial executives, opera and movie stars, salesmen,
professional men, mechanics and laborers,” all of whom were numbered
“among the ranks of the home shop operators.”77

The depression did not radically change the nature of home crafts, but it
did focus attention on the economic implications of craft activity. For the
most part, the fact that crafts could be substituted for purchased objects or
could themselves be sold to others emphasized the close connection
between a handicraft hobby and a craft business. At the same time, however,
there was an undercurrent of disquiet with the explicit economic benefits of
home craft work, especially in the area of household repair and improve-
ment. It was all very well and good to do things around the house that had
market value, but if those activities were the result of economic problems,
then they were not voluntary, and if they were not voluntary then they were
not leisure.

The increased ambivalence in the meaning of crafts did not deter partici-
pation during the 1930s. On the contrary, public and private agencies pro-
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moted crafts, along with other hobbies, as the perfect way to occupy surplus
leisure time. The net effect of the boom in jigsawing, model building, and
increased home improvement was to blur the line between work and hob-
bies and thus acknowledge even more prominently the special role of hob-
bies in preserving work values during times when work itself was at risk.
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figure 8.7 Milwaukee industrialist Louis Allis shares his “typical” basement
workshop with his son in 1937. (From “Millions in Power Tools for Craftsman
Hobbies,” Steel 100 [May 17, 1937]: 28. Photo courtesy Delta International
Machinery Corporation.)
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Hobbies lost their high profile with the end of the depression.
The danger of idleness that came with forced leisure disappeared in the
high-employment economy of World War II. With jobs so widely available,
the work ethic seemed safer and authorities were less concerned with pro-
moting productive leisure. The war did, however, erode gender distinctions
in the area of household repair and maintenance when it forced large num-
bers of women to take up those heavy tools they had always avoided.
Although that change was, for the most part, temporary, it gave women a
new appreciation of the role of home handyman and helped set the stage for
a more cooperative postwar approach to household maintenance. It also fur-
ther reduced gender distinctions in home hobby crafts in part by expanding
the use of kits that took even less skill to complete than their prewar
antecedents. Wartime kits, used for both recreation and therapy, were more
gender neutral than earlier craft kits, and their continued production in the
late forties and fifties provided opportunities for both sexes and all ages to
experience the sense of accomplishment that had previously been reserved
for people who had mastered fairly technical skills.

The cost-saving rationale for do-it-yourself repair and maintenance disap-
peared with the end of the depression, but the war brought shortages of prod-
ucts and professional craftsmen that once more threw homeowners back
onto their own resources. The “possibility of being able to take up the tele-
phone and call in a service man to do minor repairs dwindled to the vanish-
ing point,” observed the New York Times in 1943. In a pictorial feature on
how to choose and use basic hand tools, Better Homes and Gardens
explained that “the average family (which, before the war, called in the
plumber or carpenter to make small repairs) is up against the same manpow-
er shortages that have the Boeings and the Henry Kaisers in a fret.” The arti-
cle concluded with calculated evenhandedness, “it’s up to the most dexter-
ous member of the household to be Mr. or Mrs. Fix-it.” As long as there was a
man in the house, both he and his wife took it for granted that she would set
the agenda but that he would do the heavier work. Thus the illustrator for a
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1942 article in Parents’ Magazine showed the wife directing her husband’s
use of heavy tools in four pictures, but doing light work herself in only one.
“No matter how punk a carpenter you are, you can build anything . . . if your
WIFE wants it badly enough,” observed a reluctant household carpenter in
1942.1

The theory of male dominance over home maintenance and improve-
ment remained unchallenged through the war years, but the absence of men
forced acknowledgment that women too could use tools around the house, if
only in an emergency capacity. “Womenfolk,” noted a female author in 1945,
“are the temporary guardians of the menfolk’s precious supply of tools.”
Engineer S. S. Pheiffer confirmed the continuation of male hegemony over
tools when he complained in 1944 that his wife thought he should be able to
fix anything around the house, which he could not. He warned his readers,
“Don’t let an appealing, helpless look throw you. . . . Remember that a
woman can repair almost anything—given time and a hairpin.” Pheiffer’s
jocular remarks about female mechanical competence were not meant to be
taken too seriously, but hobby writer and handyman Earnest Elmo Calkins
was quite sincere in 1943 when he urged homeowners to undertake their
own electrical and plumbing repairs. Although Calkins’s prose and the
accompanying illustrations appear to be aimed at men, he is careful to point
out that “half the ills plumbing and electric wiring are heir to can be cured
with not much more skill than it takes to darn a sock.” His use of a sewing
analogy was meant as encouragement to his female readers who, he noted,
were being taught how to make such repairs in classes “sponsored by the very
concerns that once preached the doctrine of consumptionism and obsoles-
cence: the plumbing manufacturers and the power companies.”2

Since doing it yourself was often the only way to get anything done during
the war, women took on a greater share of household maintenance, both in
conjunction with their husbands and by themselves. Examples of them
doing heavy work such as putting in a parking area and refinishing a base-
ment began to appear, although there was still a certain amount of ambiva-
lence in the idea of women doing men’s work. When Rachel McKinley
Bushong wrote an inspirational (as opposed to an instructional) article in the
American Home that described how she painted walls and made furniture,
the cartoon illustrations showed a woman hammering and sawing with
much less competence than the determined self-taught do-it-yourselfer of
the text. The Woman’s Home Companion described the frustration of “Betty
Grey,” a homemaker whose vacuum cleaner stopped. Unable to get compe-
tent repairs or replacement parts, she reverted to hand cleaning and
announced, “Every time I take a lick at a carpet with my broom, I’ll think,
‘This is for Hitler,’ and, ‘That is for Tojo.’ ”3
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Most advisers, however, had little use for female impuissance and urged
women to fix it themselves. Sabina Ormsby Dean remembered being
embarrassed as a girl by her mother who made her own window screens and
installed her own plumbing. But when the war came and women every-
where were forced to learn the skills she had grown up with, she could boast
in the title of a 1943 article, “It Didn’t Take a War to Make a Carpenter Out
of Mother.” A variety of organizations set up adult education classes for
women during the war so they could nurse their ailing homes and appli-
ances for the duration. The YWCA, the U.S. Extension Service, and espe-
cially the American Women’s Voluntary Services (a private wartime support
organization) held classes to teach women to change fuses, splice wires, trou-
bleshoot appliances, paint, plumb, and do simple wood repairs. “Every
woman her own handyman!” proclaimed one instructional article. Only
rarely did one find a traditional reference to the woman as instigator but not
participant in household improvement—and even then she might be vul-
nerable to her husband’s uniquely wartime response: “How can you say such
things when you are a riveter?”4

Hobby crafts retreated in the face of high employment and reduced
leisure time but continued to be recommended as relief for harried wartime
desk workers. “Nature intended that man should live by the use of his
hands,” declared Chicago’s superintendent of schools, but “civilization dic-
tates that many men and women must live by the use of their brains.” Invok-
ing the classic assumption that leisure should balance work and be produc-
tive at the same time, he explained that “psychologist and psychiatrist fre-
quently prescribe that office workers and professional people devote some of
their time to craftwork in order to relieve nervous tension.”5

The psychological benefits of handicrafts received their biggest wartime
boost not from high-strung office workers but from occupational therapy for
wounded servicemen. Occupational therapy had been successfully used in
the rehabilitation of soldiers from World War I, first in England and Canada
and then in the United States. In early 1943 the Arts and Skills Project of the
American Red Cross Hospital Recreation Corps changed from a way to
occupy long hospital days to a coordinated program with doctors and profes-
sional therapists seeking to rehabilitate specific physical and psychological
abilities. Wounded servicemen were instructed in various forms of art, wood-
working, leather craft, metal craft, basket weaving, ceramics, and also in
what had been the essentially female crafts of weaving and macramé. In the
postwar period, Hadassah, the women’s Zionist organization, adopted craft
rehabilitation for its hospitals in Palestine, and sanitariums in the United
States embraced the technique for both physical and mental rehabilitation.
Therapists for academically retarded students and teachers of emotionally
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disturbed adults praised crafting as a way to rehabilitate people who were
“uninterested in life and not able to come to grips with their daily
problems.”6

It stood to reason that if the worklike elements of crafts could be used to
heal the infirm, then the hobby could also be used prophylactically to fore-
stall the onset of unwanted attitudes and behavior. So just a month after the
war ended, the navy launched a servicewide campaign to encourage hob-
bies among sailors. Shore bases and ships created craft centers where sailors
could partake in thirty-seven official craft hobbies, which read like a catalog
of traditional handicrafts. Needle crafts were missing, but weaving, knot-
ting, and braiding were included, as were all forms of woodworking, model
building, metal work, and decorative crafts such as pottery, leather craft,
and plastics. Naval officers who supported the craft initiative claimed that
handicrafts would lead to happier sailors because “the navy believes that an
individual must be busy before he can be happy.” The naval chief of person-
nel fell back on his own version of the classic bromide: “An idle man’s brain
is the devil’s workshop,” and he agreed with other officers who said, “Every
sailor whose interest is snared by hobby crafts should be one less problem
for the navy.”7

Whether as rehabilitation or as recreation, handicrafts in the armed
forces contributed to a growing degendering of the hobby. World War II ser-
vicemen and women regularly made handicrafts that crossed gender
boundaries. Women had always made items for men as gifts, as had men for
women. Now, however, each sex seemed willing to use “other-gender” tools
especially on new materials that were gender-free. When the army held an
exhibition of GI crafts at New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1945,
entries came both from wounded soldiers doing occupational therapy and
from those awaiting deactivation. One of the winners was a member of the
Women’s Army Corps who carved a wooden chess set. Four of the other
winners, three men and a woman, made projects out of plastic. Bakelite
blanks, a form of cast resin, were widely distributed in occupational therapy
kits that also included plans and tools. When the military market dried up,
the kit manufacturer switched to the civilian market adding Lucite and
Plexiglas (both forms of transparent thermoplastic) to his line. Salvaged
Plexiglas bubble-windows from warplanes had been used by both men and
women to make jewelry, candlesticks, cigarette cases, and letter openers
toward the end of the war. Even though the plastics were shaped with wood-
working tools, they had a large following among servicewomen and service
wives, apparently because the newness of the medium neutered it and
because its shiny transparent nature made it a natural for decorative craft
items.8
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The Decline of Fancywork

When the war ended Rosie the riveter returned to her home and so did
her GI husband and, from the perspective of household handicrafts, both of
them had been transformed by their experiences. Historians of the family
often characterize gender roles in the 1950s as “neo-Victorian,” and for good
reason. The crises of the 1930s and 1940s made a husband at work and a wife
at home with their children an extremely attractive prospect. Three million
women left the labor force in the year after the war, and gave birth at a rate 20
percent greater than during the war years. The baby boom and suburbaniza-
tion of the GI generation created an environment that would, at first blush,
seem conducive to a surge in craft activity. Typical suburban wives did not
work, and “the vacuum cleaner, the dryer, the dishwasher and dispose-all
made a mockery of Mary’s housework,” wrote John Keats in his 1956 exposé
of suburban life, The Crack in the Picture Window. The appliances “left her
with at least two more hours each day to enjoy the benefits of life in Rolling
Knolls.” Keats wondered, “what the hell do they do with this time?” Mary
sought the advice of a psychiatrist who asked, “have you considered a hobby?
How would you like to do some ceramics?” The neo-Victorian housewife
was guided to the classic Victorian solution to the ennui brought on by
excess leisure. In the words of a home economics professor, “we garden away
our troubles, paint the answers to our problems, or stitch out the perplexities
of life.”9

However, women who had persevered through the depression and war
were not about to take up fancywork as a solution to their problems. Data
indicate that decorative handicrafts, which had been in decline since 1900,
continued their downward slide after the war. Although a survey of retired
women teachers found more than 80 percent of them sewed for a hobby, less
than 10 percent did other forms of crafts. At the other end of the age spec-
trum, three surveys found both low interest and low participation in handi-
craft activities among high school students. Fewer schools, municipalities,
and businesses sponsored hobby shows and classes. Men and boys, however,
continued to engage in woodworking, because it was directly connected to
home improvement, and home improvement became the new focus of crafts
for both sexes. In her cultural history of Levittown, Barbara Kelly notes a sim-
ilarity between the handwork plans in the 1950s and those in the Victorian
period. Kelly’s recognition of the importance of craft hobbies in postwar sub-
urbia is well taken, although she questions the need for make-work to fill
spare time. Many of the crafts she cites, however, were not make-work at all;
they were home environment projects, such as refinishing the basement, that
had little in common with nineteenth-century decorative handicrafts. While
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the housewife’s preoccupation with artistic crafting was a shadow of its for-
mer self, she was moving out into more substantial kinds of craft activity.10

The general decline in decorative crafts did not daunt handicraft advo-
cates, who continued to promote them as a way to earn extra money. It was
an uphill battle. People may have been receptive to homemade items during
the financial crunch of the depression and the material shortages of the war,
but not in the materialist suburban culture of the 1950s. The only sure way to
earn money from hobby crafts after the war was to sell supplies to other
crafters. Hobby shops, a virtually unknown category before the war, became
quite common, even in relatively small towns. Hobby shops sold craft mate-
rials such as plastic lace, unpainted china, candle wax, and small sheets of
metal, often in the form of kits, but crafts made from kits were even less desir-
able than traditional fancywork. Charitable groups, like the children in a
Wisconsin Sunday school, could still sell cutting boards, bird houses, and
other simple items at craft fairs, but even these outlets were disappearing.
Profitable Hobbies magazine, which obviously had a vested interest in pro-
moting craft fairs, was nevertheless reduced to advising churches to charge
admission to fairs where hobbies were displayed but no crafts were sold. How
many people, after all, would want to buy somebody else’s plastic model?11

Simpler modern styles and readily available power tools meant that more-
serious crafters could dream of literally turning their workshops into minia-
ture factories, if they could find customers. Profitable Hobbies magazine,
which published between 1946 and 1957, was a major proponent of erasing
the line between avocation and vocation. There are no data on how many
hobbyists tried to sell their crafts or how successful they may have been, but a
flurry of books and articles claimed, on the basis of anecdotal evidence, that
money could be made. Encouraged in some cases by state programs, rural
and small town residents who made salable items in their spare time had
some success marketing them through local outlets. For example, local
crafters in Pass Christian, Mississippi, turned their annual Christmas bazaar
into a year-round shop in 1956, and a similar store in Hamilton, Ohio, sold
foodstuffs and crafts made by more than 150 people. These programs, like the
women’s exchanges of the 1880s and 1890s, allowed housebound women
(and some men) to market homemade items for profit. While some of the
participants may have been hobbyists, most seem to have participated in
order to make extra money, and they had to account for the costs of produc-
tion in the price of their crafts.12

Despite sobering advice about the difficulty of earning money from sell-
ing crafts, Profitable Hobbies and Popular Science both promoted the idea
that hobbyists might be able to opt out of the rat race by professionalizing
their hobbies. Their pages were replete with tales of people who opened
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roadside stands where they successfully sold crafts and souvenirs that could
be produced cheaply and in quantity. The magazines offered plans that fea-
tured simple wooden lawn ornaments and novelties, plastic household
items, holiday decorations, costume jewelry, and unapologetically kitsch
souvenirs such as thermometers embedded in ears of corn. Like Victorian
crafts, these projects aimed at a low common denominator by stressing nov-
elty over form. However, unlike Victorian fancyworkers, postwar crafters dis-
played precious little concern for mastering an exacting manual skill. That
would have slowed down the process and made them economically unfeasi-
ble. These commercialized crafters were even further removed from arts and
crafts–era amateurs whose work was both more substantial and more
grounded in a philosophical aesthetic.13

The simple nature of crafts made for sale reflected the debased state of
handicrafts in general. Even those hobbyists who had no intention of making
money from their handiwork shied away from the highly demanding projects
common before the war. Fine amateur crafting did not disappear, but it cer-
tainly became less visible, shouldered aside by mass-produced kits and other
quick and easy projects that had a one-size-fits-all quality. Distinctions
between men and women, or young and old, faded in postwar hobby projects.
The new simpler crafts for everybody were the amazing, do-everything slicer
and dicer of productive leisure that retained the positive reputation of prewar
crafts, bestowing positive moral and economic values while they enriched,
relaxed, and rejuvenated the hobbyist. They provided constructive leisure for
both young mothers and older women, explained a San Francisco teacher,
while the proprietor of a New York craft school claimed crafting forestalled
heart attacks and nervous breakdowns. Handicrafts, said another educator in
1953, “offer opportunities for the training of work habits and for the develop-
ment of muscular skills, initiative, creativeness, and self-expression.”14

Working on the Line at Home

The continuing erosion of gender-specific fancywork crafts was signifi-
cantly encouraged by the growing popularity of kits. The term “kit” was used
rather loosely but usually referred to a group of craft items designed to pro-
duce a specific end product that were sold as a package. Kits almost always
included precut or preformed pieces and often contained glue, paint, sand-
paper, small shaping tools, and other parts necessary to complete the job. A
1949 catalog for American Handicrafts, the country’s biggest supplier of
hobby craft materials to schools, camps, and similar institutions, offered a
wide variety of kits for things like woven rush stools, Indian beads, mari-

Kits 261



onettes, pottery, “shell creations,” pot holders, and wood carving. The kit
package severely limited hobbyists’ creativity but greatly facilitated their pro-
ductivity. Thus plastic glue-together kit models, which would appear in 1950,
were not an innovation so much as a continuation of a trend that dated back
to the printed Berlinwork canvases of the 1850s. Printed and precut pyrogra-
phy blanks in the 1910s and knocked-down furniture from the 1910s on were
also precursors. The kit boom of the 1950s was different because it was not a
product fad, but a conceptual fad.15

There was nothing in kits that prevented people from moving on to
more autonomous creativity, and manufacturers disingenuously billed their
kits as introductions to crafting. A kit could become the first step in a life-
time journey of crafting, but the proliferation of different kinds of kits sug-
gests that rather than moving vertically to more skilled or creative expres-
sions of the same craft, hobbyists moved laterally to an equally elementary
kit in another medium or simply to another object in the same medium.
The qualitative difference in postwar kits was not their lack of creativity;
amateur handicrafters always used plans drawn up by professionals. Nor was
it solely the lack of skill they demanded; Victorian publications often
included introductory plans that required only minimal skills. The differ-
ence was in the packaging. The package meant that the hobbyist did not
have to engage the hobby at a higher level of abstraction. Nonkit crafters
needed to think about what sort of craft they wanted to do, what projects
they should pursue, what materials they needed to do it, and what tools
were called for. Kit assemblers needed only to buy the box. There were no
preliminary steps, no planning or organizing, no thinking about the
process. In other words, the hobbyists did not have to engage the craft intel-
lectually. Everything came to them; they did not have to go to it, so when
they finished with one thing they could go on to another. They were not
painters, leather workers, or model makers; they were kit assemblers. “In
many of the kit projects the hard jobs are already done,” explained a hobby
tool manufacturer, “leaving you free to concentrate on the enjoyable
assembling and finishing operations.”16

In the popular imagination, crafts came to mean the superficial assem-
bling of preformed pieces. The kit was the ultimate victory of the assembly
line. Whereas craft amateurs had previously sought to preserve an apprecia-
tion for hand craftsmanship in the face of industrialization, kit hobbyists
conceded production to the machine. They became the leisure-time equiva-
lents of the apocryphal Ford worker who, as his last wish before retiring,
requested permission to finish tightening the bolt he had been starting for
thirty years. Kit assemblers did not dream of designing the product or form-
ing its parts. It was enough that they could surpass the Ford worker’s wish and
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actually assemble the whole thing. Forty years of assembly line mentality
had transformed the public’s understanding of personal agency from that of
the artisan to that of a glorified factory worker. “Assembly liners,” read the
caption to a New York Times picture of two boys putting together a plastic
model, “as in Detroit, it is necessary to refer to blueprints to make sure the
hard-top convertible comes off right.”17

Paint-by-numbers kits allowed would-be artists to use factory methods to
assemble paintings at home. “Was it art or just a hobby?” asks cultural histori-
an Karal Ann Marling. It was, of course, no more art than gluing together a
plastic model was a craft. The hobby industry itself avoided invidious distinc-
tions by embracing all the categories equally; its trade journal was called
Craft, Model, and Hobby Industry. By eliminating both art and craft from
manual hobbies, kit manufacturers provided postwar consumers with a work-
like pastime that not only precluded creativity (as published plans always
had) but also minimized skill. In her perceptive critique of the leather-craft
industry, Deborah Nelles concludes that kits were an attempt by business to
create a world in which “the work activity of the industrial laborer and the kit
hobbyist was the same.” It was advertising, she says, that gave the kit assem-
bler the illusion of creativity, but in reality kit hobbies were a reinforcement
of industrial production. Nelles sees kits as an attempt by industry to deprive
hobbyists of an opportunity “to develop their own creativity and skill,” and
then to protect themselves from the anger of the deprived workers by making
it appear as though kit assembly were actually a craft.18

Nelles illustrates her point by describing the dramatic growth of the
Tandy Leather Company, a producer of leather-craft kits for the burgeoning
hobby market. Originally a supplier of leather to the shoe repair industry, the
company was brought into the hobby business by the founder’s son who had
experienced the popularity of leather craft both for rehabilitation and recre-
ation in the navy. The company began producing leather kits in 1950, which
it sold by mail and through small shops. The consumer received cut,
punched, and in many cases, tooled and colored pieces of leather; in addi-
tion, difficult pieces were already glued up. The hobbyists’ job was to stitch
the pieces together to make wallets, purses, belts, and moccasins. Along with
leather and lace, the kits contained all necessary needles, buckles, and snaps.
Even though the crafter had almost no control over the appearance of the
finished product, Tandy’s advertising used all the traditional craft terms to
describe its kits. It said the hobbyist would learn craft skills, called the pro-
jects “unique,” and promised that the crafter would save money. Nelles
charges Tandy with creating not only “a mass alternative for creative expres-
sion” but “an alternative which reinforces the work habits and patterns of
industrial labor” by rationalizing leisure.19
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Hobbyists could find kits to make objects of almost every imaginable
material. In addition to leather, plaster, and wood, there were kits that used
mosaic tiles, string, paper, linoleum blocks, yarn loops, and sheet metal. The
material, however, that came to be most identified with the kit craze of the
1950s was plastic. Its ability to be injection-molded into intricate shapes at
low cost made it the perfect medium for reproducing replicas of just about
anything. Prior to the introduction of plastic, model kits for planes and boats
had demanded a fairly high degree of technical skill from the assembler,
which, said the man who invented plastic kits, discouraged hobbyists. His
models were designed to be assembled in half an hour or less. Some of the
old wood kits came with die-cut pieces, but most expected the builder to
know enough technical terminology to read complex instructions and be
able to cut intricate parts from blocks of wood. “When the kit arrived,” wrote
Nathaniel Benchley, “I thought at first that they’d forgotten to pack most of
the materials. There were a few slabs of balsa in assorted lengths, some
envelopes containing what looked like ants, and a sheet of instructions about
the size of a newspaper.” Benchley’s model-building saga was a classic
novice’s tale of ineptitude compounded by ignorance, precipitating house-
hold disarray and spousal conflict, and resulting in a model so invested with
time and pain that he would not give it to the son for whom it was ostensibly
made.20

Stripped of its comedic facade, Benchley’s rendition of his excursion into
model making incorporated many of the elements that made crafting so pop-
ular with the guardians of the public weal. He stayed at home and out of “air-
conditioned bars”; he developed manual skills in a worklike environment; he
produced an object of beauty and value; he worked with and for his son; and
he built a sense of pride along with his model schooner. Writing more seri-
ously in Today’s Health in 1958, Barbara Humphrey advocated model build-
ing as the perfect man’s hobby for almost all the same reasons Benchley
made fun of. She acknowledged that women could build models but did not
want to. “The men and boys think this is good,” she noted, “because it leaves
them a masculine realm yet uninvaded by females.” Models gave fathers and
sons a psychological space of their own in the house where the father could
relive his boyhood and the son could dream of his future. Furthermore,
Humphrey said bankers liked model building because it gave them a chance
to use their hands for a change and factory workers because it gave them a
chance to use their hands to do “more delicate handwork than that required
on the assembly line.” Both of them, she noted, “gain satisfaction from being
able to see a project through from beginning to end and from being in com-
plete control.” Humphrey ends her piece with the advice, “don’t be embar-
rassed if a model kit falls out of your briefcase.”21
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Nowhere in her article does Humphrey say what kind of model or what
kind of kits she is talking about. While she may have had in mind the intri-
cate kind of balsa wood model that gave Benchley such trouble, most Ameri-
cans in 1958 would have assumed she was writing about plastic kits. The Gre-
sham’s Law of crafts had condemned traditional modeling, if not to extinc-
tion, then at least to obscurity, and only the most generous commentator
could have imagined that plastic kits provided the benefits Humphrey
described. Generous commentators, however, were not in short supply. An
executive with the Hobby Industry Association explained that it favored “cre-
ative type” hobbies over collecting. He cited as examples painting by the
numbers, ceramics, copper enameling, and “putting together plastic models
of planes, trains, cars, and boats. Dollar-wise,” he explained, “more money is
being spent on plastic models than on any other hobby.”22

Kits were far and away the fastest growing segment of the hobby industry,
with sales increasing from 44 million dollars in 1945 to over 300 million dol-
lars in 1953. Industry figures on kits lumped together ten-cent gliders and
hundred-dollar models of cabin cruisers that came with their own engines.
Nevertheless, the literature makes it clear that plastic model kits were the
dominant form (see fig. 9.1). Lewis Glaser, the president of Revell of Venice,
California, is generally credited with starting the plastic kit boom. In 1950 he
began making plastic models of the Maxwell automobile that played a
prominent role in comedian Jack Benny’s routine. This, and other scale
models did not sell well as toys, but then Glaser hit on the idea of selling
them as unassembled kits. Apparently the process of gluing together the
pieces of the car gave people a sense of accomplishment, since half the peo-
ple who bought them were adults. Revell quickly added ships, planes, wag-
ons, stagecoaches, and firearms to its line, and other firms produced models
of virtually every vehicle that ever carried a person in war or peace. There
were even, ironically, mass-produced models of custom-made racing and
show cars. Some models (including models of human beings) came with
transparent panels so that interior engines (and organs) were made visible.23

Although the end product of a plastic kit resembled a craft, the process of
making it was more akin to assembling a jigsaw puzzle (although puzzles
took longer to complete). Like a puzzle, the plastic model was a relatively
inexpensive method of whiling away half an hour, and when it was done, the
builder needed another one. However, unlike jigsaw puzzles, which could
be recycled, the completed model was a permanent symbol of time prof-
itably spent. Not only could plastic models be assembled physically, but they
could also be assembled into sets. Manufacturers and retailers promoted
series, although given their ready availability there was no secondary market
for plastic models. Thus making plastic models was a pseudocraft that pro-
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figure 9.1 Hobby shop owner displays one of the many plastic models available to
kit assemblers in the mid-1950s. (Reprinted from “From Toys to Hobbies: Way to
Men’s Hearts,” Business Week [January 28, 1956]: 56.)
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duced a pseudocollectible that ended up cluttering rooms in the 1950s the
way fancywork had seventy-five years earlier.

Plastic vehicles were the icons of the 1950s kit craze, but they had to com-
pete with other forms of kits, some of which could move the hobbyist into a
much more serious realm of assembly. While most kits were designed for the
production of small personal or decorative items, there was also a market for
much larger kits that, depending on the buyer’s motivation, could be seen
either as an extension of the kit hobby craze or as a money-saving option for
the handy homeowner. As they had since the 1910s, manufacturers sold
unfinished, knocked-down furniture kits by mail and through department
stores. Many of the kits required no more than screwing on legs and applying
a coat of stain and varnish. The concept was not new, but the scale certainly
was. In 1953 Cohasset Colonials shipped twenty thousand knocked-down
versions of cobbler’s benches, Windsor chairs, trestle tables, and other peren-
nial favorites of the early American style. Kits expanded into newer areas as
well. High fidelity audio equipment kits were sold by at least three different
manufacturers. Air conditioning for cars and homes was available in kit
form, and the really ambitious kit assembler could spend thousands of dol-
lars, and as many hours, putting together a thirty-foot inboard cruiser.24

From plastic models to cabin cruisers, kit hobbies shared the same basic
elements: the design of each was set by the manufacturer who used
machines to form the component parts. The job of the hobbyist was to
assemble those parts in the prescribed order. The result was a product identi-
cal to similar products also produced and assembled in factories. The hobby-
ists’ pleasure came neither from creativity nor skill but from a sense of satis-
faction with having put something together with their own hands. From
another perspective, however, there were major differences between a
home-assembled trestle table, an audio amplifier, and a plastic model. The
model was as likely to have been made by a child as an adult, who would
have no practical use for a ship that would not float or a plane that would not
fly. Useful items such as the table and the amplifier were most likely assem-
bled by adults who were saving money as well as passing the time. By doing
the assembly themselves, adults who built practical kits were engaging in a
form of do-it-yourself, an indisputably productive hobby.
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More serious crafters avoided kits, but the things they made
covered the same spectrum of applications from the purely decorative to the
eminently practical. In two 1957 issues, for example, Workbench magazine
carried a variety of projects that reflected the multiple divisions within the
world of craft hobbies. Coconut shell planters, fabric lamp shades, and
homemade handbags were essentially similar to women’s crafts that had
appeared a hundred years earlier in Godey’s Lady’s Book. Somewhat more
male-oriented were plans for a shadow box, wooden lawn figures, and a “nov-
elty wheelbarrow planter.” None of these projects required any advanced
woodworking skills, but all assumed a level of manual competence that
would have been unusual in a suburban man until after World War I. Final-
ly, the magazine ran plans for practical home improvement projects that
were clearly within the male purview, and while not unique to the 1950s
(similar articles could have been found throughout the 1920s and 1930s) were
becoming more typical. Articles about creative uses for masking tape, deal-
ing with oversized screw holes, and preparation for house painting had little
to do with traditional craft skills or products, but everything to do with the
new expected role of the suburban husband as handyman.1

Whatever other similarities there may have been between the Victorian
family and the GI generation, there were significant differences in how they
viewed manual labor around the house. Middle-class men and women in
the 1950s did more with their own hands and did more together than their
Victorian great-grandparents could ever have imagined. Writing in 1957,
anthropologist Margaret Mead commented approvingly on the trend toward
men once more working around the house with their wives. “The do-it-your-
self movement,” she said, “is not just a hobby. It is often a pleasant and mean-
ingful contribution to family life.” By working together in the home the hus-
band and wife were building family bonds while they were improving their
surroundings. Men were expected to be there for their wives, for their chil-
dren, and for themselves, but at the same time, popular images of feminized
suburban men seemed to warn of dangers in the role of suburban dad. The
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increased calls for paternal presence clashed with the continuing assump-
tions of traditional gender models, catching men in a no-win position. Home
crafts and do-it-yourself projects provided at least part of the solution. Along
with car care, lawn care, barbecuing, supervising boys’ sports, and taking out
the garbage, household maintenance and repair permitted the suburban
father to stay at home without feeling emasculated or being subsumed into
an undifferentiated entity with his wife.2

In 1950 Harry Zarchy published a pastiche of pastimes called Here’s Your
Hobby. Tossed in among chapters on raising tropical fish, archery, and but-
terfly collecting was one entitled “Home Repair.” However else they dif-
fered, all the other activities involved were obviously leisure pastimes. Yet
here in their midst were twenty-four pages of instructions on how to unstick
doors, replace window panes, stop a faucet from leaking, and otherwise
attend to the chores of home ownership. In Zarchy’s mind, however, these
were not chores; they were hobbies. Maintenance, repair, and improvement;
routine and creative, they were all lumped together into a new leisure cate-
gory soon to be called do-it-yourself. Certainly it could be difficult, frustrat-
ing, and even expensive, but that was true for most hobbies. Like all produc-
tive leisure, do-it-yourself was worklike, but it was not work. People did it
because they wanted to, not because they had to.3

Still, as cultural theorist Kevin Melchionne has recently observed, do-it-
yourself is structurally different from most other hobbies because it is often
less creative and almost always more practical. Recognizing that the home
maintenance and repair aspects of the new hobby made “handicrafts” an
inaccurate label, several publications in 1950 called the activity “how-to-do-
it.” Commenting on the fact that the government included pamphlets on
household upkeep in its catalog of hobby publications, Science News Letter
called the new phenomenon the “how-to-do-it” hobby. In the same vein,
Robert Kingery published How-to-Do-It Books: A Selected Guide, a bibliogra-
phy of hundreds of instructional publications on everything from acrobatics
to yacht racing. Both the government’s and Kingery’s scope were too broad,
and their how-to-do-it nomenclature never caught on, but each had grasped
the new principle; doing it yourself was not a chore but a hobby. By 1954 the
government had released a whole new package, or “kit,” of pamphlets on
home repair, and handyman books had become national best-sellers.4

Do-it-yourself (including crafts and maintenance) satisfied all the stan-
dard expectations for a hobby. It could be done alone in spare time; it repli-
cated and reinforced work values, which gave the hobbyist a sense of psycho-
logical fulfillment, and had the added benefit of being useful. From a com-
pensatory perspective working at home rejuvenated the hobbyist. “It has
afforded me mental and physical recreation, which has enabled me to do my
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daily professional work with far more efficiency,” explained a physician.
“Give me a man with a hobby of working with his hands and I’ll show you
one who enjoys life, has a clear mind for business problems, who will live
longer,” wrote do-it-yourselfer Walt Durbahn in 1954. It also had a strong ele-
ment of atavistic congruence; relearning manual skills confirmed the real
meaning of labor. “Man is a creator,” wrote a hobby author; “to conceive an
idea and watch it grow in your hands . . . is a soul-satisfying process.” “Ameri-
ca Rediscovers Its Hands” was the title of a piece in American Magazine that
sang the praises of laying tile, hanging wallpaper, and converting the base-
ment to a recreation room. By using its hands, America was “reaping all
kinds of benefits—material, mental, and spiritual.”5

A 1958 survey of about two hundred do-it-yourselfers in the greater Little
Rock area confirmed the psychological benefits provided by the hobby.
Eighty percent said they engaged in the activity because they “enjoyed work-
ing with [their] hands and creating something new,” and 60 percent said
they “found in it a sense of creative self-fulfillment.” The language of the
questionnaire stressed the creative elements of do-it-yourself, and it is possi-
ble that if the routine maintenance and repair activities had been separated
out the answers might have been different. Yet neither the author of the study
nor most other commentators on do-it-yourself thought to distinguish
between the two kinds of activities since homeowners appear to have
obtained about the same satisfaction from being creative as they did from
doing maintenance. Household repair and maintenance clearly embodied
two distinct but complementary qualities; it was both practical and psycho-
logically satisfying. It was, in other words, the perfect embodiment of the
work ethic. To be productive was to be fulfilled; relief from one kind of work
could be found through another kind of work, not through idleness or pas-
sive leisure.6

The Suburban Homestead

In 1944 the trade journal Modern Plastics had predicted there would be a
craft boom in the postwar world. “World War II is a mechanized war in
which every man has acquired some skill with his hands,” it suggested, and
they, their factory-trained wives, and the “thousands of others who will be
urged to take up crafts work by their doctors as a treatment for nervous and
mental ailments” would make things out of plastic. Rather than make plastic
doodads (except perhaps in the form of kits), the veterans came home, got
married, had children, and moved to the suburbs where they exercised their
new skills on their new homes. During their service years millions of Ameri-
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cans had “learned for the first time how to repair radios, engines and dozens
of other machines,” and “housewives who had been punch-press operators,
welders and electronics technicians found that it was no trick to fix a leaky
faucet or paper a room,” noted Time in a cover story on do-it-yourself. “The
once indispensable handyman who could fix a chair, hang a door or patch a
concrete walk has been replaced by millions of amateur hobbyists who do all
his work—and much more—in their spare time and find it wonderful fun,”
concluded the magazine.7

Business Week, which continued to urge its upscale readers to use their
“well-equipped home workshops,” christened the new movement in 1952
when it proclaimed the 1950s “the age of do-it-yourself” and said that by tak-
ing on maintenance and repair chores themselves, the 7 million suburban-
ites who had moved into new homes were turning their houses into a
hobby. Although the phrase “do-it-yourself” had been used from time to
time at least as far back as 1912, this was the earliest prominent use of the
term in the 1950s, and the one that gave it widespread currency. Within the
year, the phrase had become commonplace, spread in part by a series of
regional “do-it-yourself” expositions that featured tools and materials for use
in what was frequently claimed to be 12 million suburban workshops. This
figure, which originated with the U.S. Department of Commerce, seems
unlikely since it means that fully half of all owner-occupied houses in 1950
would have had to have workshops.8 However many there actually were,
their number was obviously growing even in houses that provided almost no
room to work. These included tiny so-called efficiency houses and a surpris-
ingly large number of houses, built by some of the most prominent develop-
ers of the time, that had neither garages nor basements in which to set up a
workshop.9

In the thousands of northern California houses constructed by Joseph
Eichler, for example, there was literally no place to put a workbench. Eich-
ler’s modern-style homes, like all houses built in California after 1945, com-
pletely abandoned what had been only rudimentary basements even before
the war. Their shallow roofs offered no attic for expansion or work space,
and most models substituted an open carport for a garage. Eichler’s Frank
Lloyd Wright–inspired houses did have the advantage of providing a perfect
backdrop for postwar modern furniture that relied heavily on plywood and
used simple case work construction details for everything from cabinets to
couches. Postwar modern had a strong family resemblance to 1930s mod-
erne both in its emphasis on planar design elements and its chaste surfaces.
Fifties modern, however, avoided the repetitive geometry of moderne and
used tapers and angles that gave it a “futuristic” look. Like moderne (and
like early American and mission as well), postwar modern was a “mascu-
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line” style, eschewing decoration in favor of openly expressed structural ele-
ments that made the furniture easy to build (see fig. 10.1). “There are no
tricky joints to fit; no fancy carving, inlay work, or wood turning that would
require either power tools or broad woodworking experience,” assured the
author of a Better Homes and Gardens article that promised in its title “You
Can Be Your Own Cabinetmaker.” The author explained, “My husband,
Paul, designed and made all five of these units without previous woodwork-
ing experience.”10

Easy to build did not have to mean unsophisticated. American Home, for
example, printed pictures of furniture built for motion picture sets and
glamorous West Coast homes as examples for do-it-yourselfers, and Bill
Baker, a Hollywood set designer who had also made furniture for movie
stars, published designs that home crafters could build. Better Homes and
Gardens offered do-it-yourself patterns for a series of pieces designed by
young Los Angeles artisan Sam Maloof, who would go on to be the most
celebrated fine furniture designer-builder of his generation. The plywood
industry, which by 1953 was selling 10 percent of its output directly to home-
owners, was a major promoter of do-it-yourself modern furniture projects.
Modern furniture, with its strong California influence, was less at home in
the traditionally styled suburban tracts that were being built in the East.
Nevertheless, 1950s modern did share one thing with more traditional early
American furniture; they could both be made with the same basic wood-
working skills, and it was, therefore, common to find plans for modern
pieces and early American pieces sharing space in the same do-it-yourself
books and articles. Californians could build modern pieces for their Eich-
lers, and easterners could make colonial furniture for the Cape Cod houses
being built by developer William Levitt.11

Levitt, who built more than seventeen thousand houses in Long Island’s
Levittown alone in the decade after the war, made them only slightly more
conducive to do-it-yourself than the West Coast Eichlers. Like the Eichlers,
Levitt’s first two-bedroom houses lacked both basements and garages, but
they did provide an unfinished attic where the handy homeowners could add
a couple of extra bedrooms to hold growing families. Without a place to put
a workshop, do-it-yourselfers had to take the suggestion of the Armstrong
linoleum company and build a kitchen-workshop, which, according to
Levittown historian Barbara Kelly, is what Levittown husbands did, no doubt
to their own and their wives’ discomfort. Workshop or not, the attics were
remodeled, a step that was taken for granted by both the builder and resi-
dents.12 In a comment that seems directed at the cookie-cutter Levitt houses,
one contemporary commentator attributed the whole do-it-yourself move-
ment to a combination of attic expansion and the fact that “some of the less
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figure 10.1 End table plans in 1950s plan book feature straight cuts and simple joinery. (Reprinted
from “Modern End Table,” Build It [Greenwich, Conn.: Fawcett Publications, 1950], 124.)
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expensive new houses are so uniform in appearance that their owners go in
for craftsmanship in order to give them a bit of individuality.”13

The Cape Cod and later ranch style of the Levittown houses prompted
more than half of those who moved into them to abandon their preference
for modern furniture in favor of something more traditional, and 70 percent
of those chose early American (see fig. 10.2). Sitting in a colonial chair to
watch television was probably no more anachronistic than the Cape Cod
house itself, built with mass-production methods and materials, but some-
how the unexpected juxtaposition of past and present seemed more stark in
the furniture. At Levittown’s first community crafts fair in 1954, one resident
proudly displayed his colonial high fidelity cabinets that housed the elec-
tronic parts in a “grain bin.” In addition to fitting the Cape Cod style, colo-
nial furniture was easy to build. An article on “all-thumbs craftwork” that
coincided with the first wave of Levittown houses, featured early American
pieces the author said he built with few tools, no plans, and in one afternoon
without a workshop; “Since I possess just about enough manual dexterity to
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figure 10.2 Colonial-style “all-thumbs craftwork” continued to attract do-it-your-
selfers in the 1950s as it had for more than fifty years. (Reprinted from Jerome
Parker, “I’m Proud of My All-Thumbs Craftwork,” Popular Science 152 [March
1948]: 194.)
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tie my shoelaces, no one has been more pleasantly surprised at this success
than myself.”14

Even if they had to scramble a bit to find space for a workshop, members
of the GI generation worked around the house in unprecedented numbers,
if only because there were unprecedented numbers of families with new
houses. These do-it-yourself families were universally described as middle
class. Blue-collar families were essentially invisible. Subsequent studies have
shown that working-class men are just as likely as white-collar men to work
around the house, although they are somewhat less liable to perceive it as a
leisure activity. Since tools are a natural part of their lives, do-it-yourself is the
most basic sort of spillover leisure for manual workers. Journalist Pete Hamill
calls tools the “nouns of work,” and remembers his working-class father
spreading out his tools on the kitchen table of their Brooklyn apartment in
preparation for making minor repairs. The lack of a workshop or even of his
own home did not stop the elder Hamill from relishing the sense of mascu-
line power he got from using his tools at home.15

Their confidence buoyed by all the publicity, homeowners made ever
bolder inroads into new areas of home improvement—sometimes to the
point of overextending themselves. As a result, in the mid-1950s experts
began to urge do-it-yourselfers to recognize their limitations and not take on
jobs such as fixing roofs or foundations. Major structural repairs, they
warned, were beyond the capacity of the weekend worker and might result in
damage to both the home and the homeowner. The vast majority of do-it-
yourselfers heeded this advice and limited themselves to small repairs, cos-
metic improvements, and light construction projects that, for the first time,
were being promoted by the manufacturers of building and maintenance
products.16

Before World War II manufacturers had been afraid of alienating their
professional customers by advertising for public consumption. That policy
changed during the wartime labor shortage. Kentile, the maker of glue-down
floor tiles, claims to have pioneered direct sale to do-it-yourselfers in 1942
when it began to show customers how to lay their own floors. Whereas pre-
war advertisements featured professional craftsmen, a 1945 advertisement
showed a woman painting the interior of a child’s bedroom, and the profes-
sional painters working on the exterior were relegated to a small secondary
cut. It took a few years for advertisers to realize the full extent of the new mar-
ket, but by mid-decade, the sensitivities of professional artisans were forgot-
ten, as manufacturers of tools, paint, wallpaper, floor coverings, wood, and a
host of new materials such as plastic laminates, fiberglass panels, and alu-
minum (which could be cut with woodworking tools) began peddling their
products directly to homeowners. Newspapers and magazines introduced
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special do-it-yourself sections that ran features on what to do yourself and
advertisements for what products to use.17

Home improvement projects got a particular boost from new materials
and tools. Pretrimmed wallpaper, and washable, water-based latex paint
applied with a roller were especially popular. Eight million three-dollar
rollers were sold to homeowners in 1954, along with 150 million gallons of
paint. Novel forms of floor tiles made from asphalt, cork, rubber, and plastic
made it easier to install new floors, and fully half of all floor tiles were bought
directly by homeowners. Painting and papering were the most common do-
it-yourself projects, more than twice as popular as either electrical work or
woodwork, which followed in rank order. Before the war fewer than a third
of homeowners had done their own painting, but that figure rose to 80 per-
cent during the 1950s, with roughly similar numbers for wallpapering.
Instructions for these projects could be found in new monster manuals like
Emanuele Stieri’s sixteen-hundred-page Complete Home Repair Handbook.
Despite its name, the book was a bit of a throwback, containing plans for
small projects like the ever-popular cobbler’s bench and major undertakings
such as remodeling the attic and basement. It also showed the homeowner
how to maintain and repair every part of the house and its contents from the
gutters to the septic tank.18

If remodeling an attic or basement were insufficient challenge, do-it-
yourselfers could tackle a whole house. Despite one recommendation that
potential house builders take a professional aptitude test to assure that they
possessed the requisite mechanical abilities, most do-it-yourselfers assumed
that their enthusiasm and willingness to learn from their mistakes would
carry them through. The fictional Mr. Blandings, who “built” his dream
house in 1946, hired professionals to do every job, but the trophy of building
your own house was “the greatest hobby of them all.” When a writer of the
same period said that his brother-in-law, a college professor, was building his
own three-bedroom house, he hastened to add, “when I say he is building it,
I mean just that. . . . His is the hand that holds the hammer as well as signs
the checks.”19 The media had ignored blue-collar workers who built their
own homes before World War II, but when middle-class families began to
tackle the ultimate do-it-yourself challenge, they captured much more atten-
tion. Estimates of owner-built houses ranged from 10 to 40 percent of all new
construction.20 Home-built homes ranged in size from modest five-hundred-
square-foot cottages to large houses, such as the one that took George and
Anne Swan seven years to build in a Minneapolis suburb.21 In a job as big as
a house, the couple tended to work together (see fig. 10.3). “Brushing cement
dust out of her hair,” one such wife announced, “I’ve had to start wearing
long-sleeve dresses to hide the muscles in my arms.”22
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figure 10.3 The most ambitious do-it-yourselfers built their own homes from the ground up, with
wives and children pitching in. (Reprinted from David Dempsey, “Home, Sweet [Homemade] Home,”
New York Times Magazine [March 31, 1957]: 26; illustration by Carl Rose.)
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Power Tools

By mid-decade only reading and watching television were more popular
forms of recreation than do-it-yourself among married men. By some esti-
mates, do-it-yourselfers were spending $4 to $6 billion a year on supplies and
tools such as the newly developed handheld quarter-inch drill. Ruth
Schwartz Cowan has shown that the introduction of household machinery
often relieved the burdens of men much more than those of women, but the
portable drill may have been a small step toward redressing the balance. Just
as the vacuum cleaner increased work for women by raising expectations of
cleanliness, the portable drill upped the ante for male work around the
house by bringing power to the casual handyman. “It makes every man his
own building boss, his own carpenter, his own cabinetmaker,” promised Col-
lier’s in 1954, and enables him to make “everything from a closet shelf to a
basement playroom.”23

Before World War II, creative do-it-yourselfers had jury-rigged portable
drills by mounting drill bits on small jigsaw motors, but the result was both
awkward and weak (see fig. 10.4). Black and Decker, a manufacturer of
industrial equipment, had tried to sell its heavy-duty portable electric drills
to farmers in the 1930s, but high-priced drills found little market in a
depressed agricultural sector, much of which still was not electrified. In 1946
the company decided to try again. This time it produced a smaller, cheaper
tool, and targeted home owners as well as farm owners (see fig. 10.5). It was
the right tool at the right time and became the emblem of the do-it-yourself
movement. Suburbanites bought an estimated 15 million drills from Black
and Decker, and a variety of other manufacturers, in the next eight years.24

At twenty to twenty-five dollars apiece, the portable electric drill brought
power equipment down to a price that fit the young family’s budget and to a
size that fit in a toolbox as well as a workshop. Whereas in the 1930s drills (in
fact, drill presses) had lagged far behind lathes, saws, and grinders in populari-
ty, in 1958 one survey found that almost three-quarters of handymen owned a
portable electric drill, twice as many as the next most popular power tool, a
table saw. The survey numbers are substantiated by government statistics that
show of the $95 million worth of portable power tools sold in 1953 (up from a
mere $6 million in 1946), do-it-yourselfers bought five times as many drills as
saws. Since portable drills were often the only electric tools many do-it-your-
selfers owned, manufacturers offered attachments that used the drill to power
other devices. These included, most successfully, polishers, sanders, and
grinders, and, less successfully, saws, lathes, hedge trimmers, and pumps.25

By 1953 all four of the major portable electric tools were available to the
home handyman. In addition to a drill, do-it-yourselfers could buy portable
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sanders, routers, and jigsaws. In all, there were about one hundred different
types of power tools made for the home market in 1952; just ten years earlier
there had been only twenty-five. Crafters who wanted more than handheld
tools, but did not have the money or the space for a full set of stationary tools,
could buy a combination device for about $225. Shopsmith marketed the first
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figure 10.4 Home crafter jury-rigs a portable drill by attaching a bit to a jigsaw
motor in 1930. The resulting tool was both unwieldy and weak. (Reprinted from
Arthur Wakeling, Home Workshop Manual [New York: Popular Science
Publishing, 1930], 65.)
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figure 10.5 Exploded view of first-generation portable quarter-inch drill that became the home handy-
man’s standard in the 1950s. (Reprinted from “The Quarter Inch Drill,” How to Use Power Tools
[Greenwich, Conn.: Fawcett Publications, 1953], 117.)
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one in 1947, and sold more than a hundred thousand units in its first six years.
The Shopsmith combined a lathe, table saw, and horizontal drill press on a
single bench (see fig. 10.8). In 1953 Shopsmith and its imitators were selling
$24 million a year worth of these multipurpose tools, often through low-cost
classes that gave men a chance to try them out. The most serious crafters con-
tinued to buy separate saws, lathes, planers, jointers, and other large stationary
equipment necessary to do fine woodwork, or in fewer cases, metal work.26

Big stationary power tools, like fast horses and cars, were an extension of
their owners, as important for what they represented as for what they could
do. Soon after the war, the editor of the English hobby magazine Model Engi-
neer told of being invited to the home of a new acquaintance to see his shop,
which occupied one of the best rooms in the house. “It was replete with fine
lathes, milling and drilling machines, and work benches. Around the wall
were elaborate cabinets, shelves and drawers which were filled with chucks,
milling cutters, screwing tackle, drills, reamers, micrometers, and almost
every conceivable kind of small engineering tool.” Suitably impressed, the
editor asked to see the output of this imposing arsenal of hardware. Somewhat
sheepishly the shop owner showed him one half-finished model engine. It
would, of course, have been better to have crafted something elaborate with
all this expensive equipment, nevertheless, the hobbyist was proud enough of
the tools themselves to invite one of the country’s leading experts on model-
ing to admire the means if not the ends.27

Recognizing the iconic role of power tools in the do-it-yourself move-
ment, the government drafted them to serve in the cold war. Government-
sponsored exhibitions in Paris and Stockholm in 1956 featured demonstra-
tors in model home workshops. The New York Times zeroed-in on the con-
trast between the U.S. display in Paris, with its emphasis on the productive
use of leisure time, and the exhibit of the People’s Republic of China that
featured the heavy industrial production of the current five-year plan, with
the headline, “U.S. ‘Do-It-Yourself’ a Contrast to Red China Plan in Paris
Fair.” In Stockholm, the entire U.S. exhibit was built around the do-it-your-
self theme, celebrating the way American crafters could make bowls and
chairs in their basement workshops. The audacity of taking American tools
and crafts to the country that gave the world the sloyd system of craft educa-
tion and that retained its reputation for producing exceptionally fine handi-
crafts does not seem to have bothered either the Americans or the Swedes,
who were reported to be impressed with American know-how.28

The postwar proliferation of power tools gave amateur craftsmen the
capacity to cut and drill quickly and accurately with much less training than
required for the effective use of hand tools. The enthusiasm with which they
embraced power tools confirmed the eclectic definition of hobby crafting.
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William Morris, the English founder of the arts and crafts movement had
envisioned a world where “all work which would be irksome to do by hand is
done by immensely improved machinery; and in all work which it is a plea-
sure to do by hand, machinery is done without.” American amateurs grasped
this principle more quickly than Morris’s own countrymen. When a group of
English experts toured U.S. industrial education programs in 1950 they were
disturbed by the large number of power tools they found in school shops.
“What do your pupils do later if they wish to take up woodwork as a hobby,
since they have been accustomed in school to do everything with power
tools?” the visitors asked. The answer was obvious: “They would, in taking up
any hobby, first acquire the necessary machine tools.” For the English, wood-
craft was a hobby that involved traditional methods of hand construction. For
the Americans, it was a useful way to occupy free time, and the instruments
of that usefulness did not define the legitimacy of the enterprise.29

The widespread use of power tools raised new concerns about personal
safety. A misused hammer could result in a black-and-blue finger; a misused
power saw could result in no finger at all. John Keats accused the media of
misleading would-be handymen by telling them that they could fix up their
houses with “simple plans [and] simple kits,” when in fact they ended up
spending $785 for tools to build a dollhouse, fell off their roofs while putting
up gutters, and cut through their arms while constructing fences. At a 1955
American Public Health Association convention session devoted to the dan-
gers of power tools and chemicals in the home environment, a physician
warned that “poisons and machinery considered too dangerous for use in
industry were used freely in attics, garages, basements, kitchens and work-
rooms.”30 The manufacturers of the Shopsmith worried that their combina-
tion lathe, table saw, and drill press was capable of inflicting digital mayhem
in three distinctly different modes, so they redesigned it in 1954 to “make the
new model attractive to women.” This did not mean making it easier for
women to use but allaying the concern of the average woman who was “like-
ly to discount [her husband’s] ability to keep his fingers away from a saw.”31

The Necessary Hobby

Influenced perhaps by female participation in the war effort, a conscious
attempt was made to incorporate women in the 1950s do-it-yourself move-
ment. In March 1953 New Yorkers turned out at a rate of more than six thou-
sand a day to visit the first of its kind do-it-yourself trade exposition in Man-
hattan. The organizers of the show included demonstrations of hair prepara-
tions, cosmetics, slenderizing, and beauty aids, alongside electric drills and
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home welding kits. By defining do-it-yourself quite literally as anything that
people did for themselves, early do-it-yourself shows included women both
by suggesting they could participate in household repair and, more charac-
teristically, by trying to sell them personal-care products. “While men are try-
ing out power tools or investigating a plastic car that comes in a kit,” the New
York Times said, women could find plenty to interest them in displays of dec-
orative mirrors, artistic enameling, bookbinding, and textile glues that elimi-
nated the need to sew. Commenting on another of the early do-it-yourself
shows, the Times said, “the wife of the house, with her sewing machine and
home-permanent curlers, seems as much of an addict as her husband even
when he orders her out of the home workshop.”32

The Times was anachronistically harsh in its reference to women being
ordered out of the workshop. The public discourse generally admitted them,
although in a limited capacity. Marianne Shay, for example, was pictured in
a New York newspaper as “Miss Do-It-Yourself” (see fig. 10.6). Shay was not
Miss anything. She was married, had recently moved with her husband from
Iowa to New York, and was looking for work. Shay realized that she had done
many of the projects that would be featured in the New York do-it-yourself
show and asked for a job at the exposition. The show’s organizers found Shay
photogenic and sufficiently knowledgeable about tools to hire her as a sym-
bol of the new do-it-yourself woman who could demonstrate everything from
wallpaper to welding. Wielding heavy tools and dressed in her blue jeans and
plaid shirt, Shay was far removed from her Victorian predecessors who
would hardly have lifted anything heavier than an artist’s brush. Neverthe-
less, she was still sufficiently unusual to be the object of publicity, and it is
clear that many of the tools she posed with were not ones she used in her
own home.33

The do-it-yourself shows stressed painting and sewing for women, which
continued to be female territory. A magazine feature entitled “Hobbies That
Hold Your Family Together” explained that “the husband and a 12-year-old
son did most of the carpentry work” on new furniture the family was build-
ing, while “a ten-year-old daughter helped with the staining and varnishing,
the wife did the upholstering.” Washable water-based latex paints, applied
with the newly invented roller, made women more willing to undertake larg-
er painting projects that could cut the cost of repainting a house by two-
thirds.34 Nevertheless, Emanuele Stieri pictured women on only two of the
sixteen hundred pages in his home repair handbook—those dealing with
upholstery. In fact, there appears to have been something of a resurgence in
sewing among women after the war. In 1953 paper sewing patterns were sell-
ing at twice the rate of the prewar years, and almost 2 million sewing
machines were sold for domestic use. A survey conducted by New York Uni-
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versity found that more than 40 percent of the customers at a New York
department store had made their own draperies.35

Outside of painting and sewing, women were still limited participants in
the do-it-yourself movement. Almost half the men in one survey said they
sometimes got help from their wives in performing do-it-yourself jobs. How-
ever, most of the time more than two-thirds of the men did these chores
alone. The do-it-yourself experience was one of tentative togetherness. Men
did not want to give up their claim to the workshop, but there was always the
danger of exclusivity getting out of hand. Historian Elaine Tyler May reports
the story of an unfaithful wife who explained, “my husband expends all his
energies on carpentry hobbies or such and never seems to need me more
than to have a hot meal ready.” Doing work together kept couples busy and
out of temptation’s way. A few writers urged women to undertake heavy work
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figure 10.6 Marianne Shay demonstrating that women could use heavy “men’s”
tools at the first do-it-yourself show in New York City. (Reprinted from Lenore
Hailparn, “She Did It Herself,” Independent Woman 32 [June 1953]: 202.)
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on their own, but most assumed that wives would assist and men would do
the arduous labor. For example, a woman’s hands are shown holding a board
that a man’s hands are sawing in one 1953 article, and a photo illustration for
American Magazine the same year depicts a woman carrying both the rear of
a long board and a how-to-do-it book, with the man holding the front end of
the board and a box of tools.36

The new do-it-yourself togetherness extended to the hardware stores and
lumberyards where couples purchased their home improvement supplies. As
early as 1948 the all-male lumberyard took its first steps toward becoming the
degendered home improvement center, welcoming “the appearance of the
little woman in the yard.”37 This was no small concession; before the war
lumberyards did not sell to the public and did not want women on the
premises. “We felt that a lumberyard was no place for ladies,” remembered
an executive, “and if any had called on us they might have scared off some of
our contractor customers.”38 As the do-it-yourself movement gained momen-
tum, manufacturers began to market their products through point-of-sale dis-
plays in lumberyards and hardware stores. Phil Creden, an executive with a
lumberyard chain in the Chicago area, described how the old spittoon
atmosphere of his company’s yards gave way to “enlarged, streamlined, and
redecorated” stores that made consumers feel as comfortable as contrac-
tors.39 In 1952 Atlanta businessman Dillard Munford, opened what appears
to have been America’s first do-it-yourself store designed to provide “the
householder with all—or with as many as possible—of the goods and tools to
repair, maintain, enlarge, and improve his property.”40 A year and a half later
Munford had nine stores and reached two conclusions about success: first,
the bigger the store the better because people no longer wanted to do busi-
ness in “shops,” and second, “concentrate on women customers (because a
man figures ‘if a woman can do it, I can do it’).”41

The problem was that most women could not, or at least did not “do it.”
Women’s traditional aversion to jobs involving heavy tools and heavy labor
remained an impediment to full participation that do-it-yourself supporters
struggled against. “It has long been a popular conception that women know
little or nothing about handling craft tools,” wrote an author describing how
women could work with an electric jigsaw. It seems that by 1955, even the
once nongendered jigsaw had drifted into the male realm. There was cer-
tainly no conspiracy to keep women away from electric tools. Conceding
that “power tools are usually thought of as a man’s playthings,” a book on
how to use them insisted, “they can be just as useful and time saving in the
hands of a woman. Any intelligent female can be taught to cut wood on a
saw and drill holes with a drill press,” because using woodworking tools was
“simpler than threading, adjusting and running a sewing machine.”42

Do-It-Yourself 285



The power tool book showed a woman using a ten-pound belt sander on a
vertical surface. Others suggested that if a woman learned to use heavy tools,
she could then use a welding torch to brown baked Alaska or boast “to her
bridge club about how she repapered Junior’s room or mended a leak in the
kitchen with nothing except an acetylene torch and a set of plumbing
tools.”43 This swelling, but mostly futile, rhetorical chorus of female compe-
tence was encouraged by schools that sought to teach girls and women how
to use heavy tools. In a variation of the fathers-and-sons-in-the-shop motif,
one expert advised, “Give Sister tools too. She will enjoy working with Dad’s
supervision and may be a more meticulous workman than her brother.” A
junior high school in Santa Monica, California, integrated girls into its
woodworking classes in 1955 in order to create “a generation of housewives
who’re capable of driving a nail to hang a picture.”44 The New York Home
Bureau ran a women’s home carpentry class so they could “install an extra
shelf, put up a curtain rod or build a bookcase.” Adult education programs in
the 1950s made it a point to open up their woodworking shops to women who
participated on an equal footing with and, at least in one instance, in equal
numbers with men.45

William Orkin, the producer of the first do-it-yourself exhibitions in the
mid-1950s observed a sharp increase in the number of women attending his
shows over the first three years. Orkin thought the women were the do-it-
yourselfers because they had “husbands who are firm believers in the don’t-
do-it-yourself theory.” Perhaps, but more likely, they were attending to get
ideas for projects they expected their husbands to do. From a gender per-
spective the changes in do-it-yourself during the 1950s enlarged the roles of
both men and women, yet men cemented their position as home handyman
more than women expanded their role as assistant handyman. Women were
now free to help with home improvements if they wanted to, but men were
expected to. In an adult version of the tomboy pattern, the wife who did a
man’s work around the house was admired for her competence, but the hus-
band who did not was less than a man. By the 1950s being handy had
become, like sobriety and fidelity, an expected quality in a good husband.46

Wives, like those portrayed by John Keats in The Crack in the Picture Win-
dow, felt contempt for men who could not perform the marital act of home
repair. One woman complained that her husband did nothing but examine
the cracked plaster she brought to his attention, and she had to call in a pro-
fessional to repair it. A second was even more dismissive of her husband. “I
wanted Buster to put up a towel rack for the children,” she reported. “I went
out and bought it for him, screws and all, and gave it to him and told him
where I wanted it,” but he did nothing but read his paper. “I guess I’ll have to
put the rack up myself,” she concluded. Keats was not sympathetic to the
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domineering and emasculating wife who made all the decisions, but his
satire reflected social expectations about who initiated and who executed
household projects. By one estimate wives bought 80 percent of do-it-your-
self patterns for their husbands. Handling heavy tools was man’s work; the
woman’s job was to tell him what to do. Your wife “wants to know why you
can’t save a lot of money and maybe build a whole set of living room furni-
ture,” wrote a correspondent in 1954, who had “recently returned from five
years abroad to find America under a cloud of home-workshop dust.” “It
would be,” wives said, “relaxing and would give you something to do week-
ends instead of sitting around drinking beer in your bare feet and listening to
the ball game.”47

A survey of male homeowners in the Little Rock area found that a signifi-
cant number of them attributed their household activities to the “insistence
of the wife,” leading the interviewer to conclude that women were “the boss
in the homes of Pulaski County, Arkansas.” “Honey, you’re going to make a
chair,” Judge Edward Fisher’s wife told him one day in 1950. Fisher agreed
only after he realized this would be the excuse to buy the table saw he had
“long been worshipping at the hardware store,” but then his wife withdrew
her request when she learned the saw would cost more than buying a chair.
He promised to make a set of chairs, and she raised the ante by adding sofas,
bunk beds, cabinets, and window screens to the list. He agreed, and the
“honeydew syndrome” (honey do this, honey do that) claimed another vic-
tim. Humorous complaints of henpecked husbands were a traditional form
of male self-pity, but they had previously hinged on wives telling their spous-
es what they should not do (drink, gamble, stay out late) not on what they
should do (fix the faucet, put up a shelf, paint the kitchen).48

The bossed-around do-it-yourselfer was being told do something is wife
expected him to do and that she did not expect to do herself, even if she
could. In other words, the image of the oppressed handyman was actually an
image of continuing male dominance over the world of heavy tools. “He
loves to putter around the house / To the great enjoyment of his spouse,” ran
the opening lines of an advertising ditty in 1945, and it ended by noting the
admiration of the community: “Neighbors marvel; you’ll hear them utter: /
‘Wise little handyman, Peter Putter.’ ”49 Such references imply that the male
role of handyman was passing from voluntary to mandatory and confirm the
social value placed on work around the house. The kinds of household
repair, maintenance, and construction projects done by men did not change
significantly during the 1950s, but the very doing of those projects became a
requirement of masculinity.50 In 1947 Sprague Holden coined the term
“house-husband,” not to describe a man who did traditional women’s work at
home but as a label for a man who had undertaken the role of keeping the
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house in good shape, in other words, the man who shouldered his responsi-
bilities for household upkeep, just as a housewife did for hers.51

While the home workshop was no substitute for the fraternal lodge or
neighborhood saloon as a venue for male bonding, it would do in a pinch.
In a 1954 advertisement for Corby’s whiskey the casually dressed men have
obviously stepped out of the house, and away from their wives, to admire a
half-finished Windsor rocking chair, while helping themselves to more
whiskey from a homemade serving cart (see fig. 10.7). Their collective
retreat to the garage workshop to smoke, drink, and admire the artisanal
prowess of the householder all bespeak male camaraderie built on a shared
appreciation of the masculine role of suburban handyman. A Look maga-
zine feature on oxymoronic “White-collar work clothes” explained that the
new “unhired man” was a “brainworker,” who needed something appropri-
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figure 10.7 Corby’s whiskey advertisement shows men bonding with the aid of
alcohol, tobacco, and big tools. (Reprinted from “Do-It-Yourself Project That
Always Wins Praise,” [advertisement] Colliers 134 [October 1, 1954]: 2.)
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ate to wear “when he stops to boast with neighbors at cocktail time” (see fig.
10.8).52

In many communities the men had little choice but to congregate in each
other’s workshops. Postwar subdivisions like Levittown did not provide tradi-
tional male gathering places. There were no bars, pool halls, or clubs in the
new communities, and houses themselves lacked not only dens and libraries
but often basements and garages too. Eventually, Levitt acknowledged the
role of automobiles in suburbia by adding carports to his houses, thereby cre-
ating space for do-it-yourselfers as well. Thus by the time of the great do-it-
yourself boom of the mid-1950s, Levittown husbands could convert their car-
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figure 10.8 Look magazine featured an article on fashions for do-it-yourselfers.
Models are shown with a Shopsmith multipurpose power tool. (Reprinted from
“Do-It-Yourself Man,” Look 17 [September 22, 1953]: 114.)
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ports into garages and their garages into workshops that would provide them
with a sanctuary of their own. A 1955 Popular Mechanics cover showed a cou-
ple in a model home tugging each other toward their respective rooms, she
toward the kitchen, he toward the workshop.53

Do-it-yourself was for adult males what sports were for youths, a virtual
badge of manhood. Just as boys took pride in their athletic ability, grown
men boasted about their craft skills: “A man makes a chair, a desk, a house,
puts a washer in a leaky faucet, builds a kayak, paints a crib, and he spends
the rest of his life and yours telling you about it.” So far as business analyst
Roger Babson was concerned, do-it-yourself won easily in the competition
between crafts and sports as the more appropriate expression of masculinity,
and did so because household improvement was a pastime that acted like
work. Referring to do-it-yourself as a “practical hobby,” Babson said the
industry helped “parents set a fine example for their children” because “it
not only is better for the kids to see their Dad working—instead of playing
golf—but it enables the father and boy to work together and become better
acquainted.”54

The father-and-son-in-a-workshop picture had been a staple illustration
since the 1930s, and its popularity continued apace in the 1950s (see fig.
10.9). Fatherhood, as historian Elaine Tyler May points out, “became a new
badge of masculinity” after the war. Father could no longer fulfill his duties
by merely being a good provider, he also needed to act as a gender role
model for his sons, who were in danger of being mollycoddled by their moth-
ers into sissyhood if not outright homosexuality. Sharing hobbies, especially
ones that involved traditionally masculine activities like using heavy tools,
gave fathers a structured environment in which to interact with their sons.
Even a “family workshop” in a woman’s publication typically shows a father
painting a chair while his son uses an electric jigsaw. The female part of the
family is nowhere in sight.55 While they might be shown doing work around
the house, women rarely, and daughters almost never, appeared in illustra-
tions of home workshops. So important was the workshop in creating gender
identity, that in 1952 the Museum of Modern Art in New York set up a wood-
working shop so that apartment-dwelling fathers and sons could experience
the same intergenerational male bonding as their suburban counterparts.
“Most people think of sports as the main recreational activity for sons and
dads to enjoy together,” said one father working with his eleven-year-old boy,
but he noted that crafts like woodworking not only gave them an opportunity
to work together, but also allowed them to use their “hands and heads and
share a practical learning experience.”56

By using their hands, do-it-yourselfers evoked the image of the indepen-
dent artisan who produced an object by himself from start to finish. It was an

handicrafts290



figure 10.9 Cowboy star Roy Rogers shown in his workshop with his two sons. (Reprinted
from Popular Mechanics 112 [August 1959]: 125. Copyright the Hearst Corporation. All rights
reserved.)
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implicit critique of the segmentation of contemporary employment that a
few made explicit. “Effective use of time in leisure can compensate for the
lack of satisfaction in daily work,” wrote a psychologist in 1957, who argued
that “the do-it-yourself movement is a good beginning” to finding the person-
al creativity missing from the job. Likewise, the generally conservative Senior
Scholastic magazine explained to its student audience that “many workers
feel like cogs in a big machine. They have routine jobs and never see the
results of their work so they turn to their homes for that opportunity.” The
article cited an expert who claimed that white-collar workers felt “guilty”
about using their brains instead of their hands and relieved that guilt by
working on do-it-yourself projects.57 Do-it-yourself apologists, in an unself-
conscious confirmation of Marx’s core critique of industrialism, condemned
the fragmentation of work and the alienation of workers. “The average
American worker has often lost sight of the end product he is helping to
build; his feeling of accomplishment has been whittled away as his job has
become only a tiny part of the whole production process,” claimed ideologi-
cally conservative Time magazine. “But when we build a kid’s sandbox or an
outdoor fireplace in our spare time, or paint a kitchen or raise a little gar-
den,” said American Magazine, “we satisfy an old, old hunger which lies
deep within us.”58

Writing in 1958 Albert Roland, the only academic analyst of do-it-yourself
in the 1950s, said household projects were “real” because they confirmed
masculine competence and reflected Thoreau’s observation: “Drive a nail
home and clinch it so faithfully that you can wake up in the night and think
of your work with satisfaction.” Working on their own homes, as Thoreau did
on his cabin, gave do-it-yourselfers “the satisfying feeling of individual identi-
ty and measurable accomplishment” that they failed to get from their every-
day jobs. Roland concluded that “millions have taken to heart Thoreau’s
example, withdrawing to their basement and garage workshops to find there
a temporary Walden.” Harpers reassured its readers that they were not losing
the work ethic and that “the grim forebodings about American ‘non-partici-
pation,’ the fear that we were turning into a nation of passive consumers of
amusements, were largely unjustified” because they were taking to their
workshops in their leisure time.59

A self-generating cycle had been created. As more people did their own
household chores, the number of professionals willing to work on small pro-
jects shrank. In 1958 Francis Coughlin of Chicago rued the passing of the
“good $5-handyman (former cost about a dollar).” Coughlin needed some
light soldering done, had to fix a couple of broken slats in his bed, wanted to
replace a burned out wall switch and rewire a lamp, and he could not find a
competent person to do so—at any price. Coughlin’s complaint about the
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cost of craftsmen was a common explanation for the popularity of do-it-your-
self. Contemporary observers, including the federal government, claimed
that skilled workers were harder to find and more expensive than before the
war.60 While it is true that skilled labor was more expensive than it been in
the depression, it is also true that it was much cheaper than it had been dur-
ing the war.61 Cheaper or not, homeowners did factor the cost of construc-
tion labor into their decisions to do house maintenance work themselves. In
his 1958 survey of Arkansas homeowners, for example, Viron Hukill found
that three of the top four reasons cited for do-it-yourself work were economic.
However, the dollar amounts saved were relatively small, and Hukill con-
cluded do-it-yourself activity did not appreciably improve the economic situ-
ation of the homeowners.62

Far from saving money, doing it yourself could be a distinct economic lia-
bility, which is why one article on “what not to do yourself,” proffered the
unlikely advice that the do-it-yourselfer undertaking a major project hire a
professional supervisor. Since the lack of supervision was what made do-it-
yourself a respite from work, the suggestion was inappropriate, but not
unwarranted. Mordant commentators regularly told of do-it-yourselfers who
spent more on projects than the store-bought price and alienated their fami-
lies in the process.63 Stories and cartoons of do-it-yourself disasters acknowl-
edged that home-built was not necessarily better-built. In sharp contrast to
earlier periods, in the 1950s almost nobody complained about poor profes-
sional work. It was, after all, unlikely that a professional would forget to
install a staircase in the house he was building, wall up his wife in the attic
bedroom he was constructing, or build a boat on the third floor of a New
York City building so that it had to be lowered to the sidewalk by piano
movers.64 “Make a professional feel better by viewing an amateur’s botch,”
said one not-too-handy man, “and you’ve scattered a little sunshine.”65

Something more important than saving money was going on. The con-
stant, often indulgently humorous, references to handyman disasters make it
clear that for do-it-yourselfers there was pleasure in the pain. Cartoonist
Morris Brickman drew a do-it-yourselfer sitting on his tool box staring at a
misbegotten table and weeping as he repeated over and over, “It’s only a
hobby—a hobby—just a hobby—only a hobby—” The quintessentially
male pastime of reveling in self-inflicted discomfort had moved indoors.
One no longer had to play football, climb mountains, or sail outside the har-
bor to experience the perverse joy of suffering. Now even the unathletic man
could participate in the community of manly perseverance by wasting
money, bruising his fingers, and making six return trips to the hardware
store; one guide to remodeling cautioned men not to begin projects on a
Sunday when building supply stores were closed. The ham-handed home-
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owner might make a mess, but at least it was his own mess, and he could take
pride confronting, if not always overcoming, obstacles.66

Just before World War II, a newspaper columnist and do-it-yourself author
named Julian Starr praised leisure woodworking by describing the compen-
satory benefits of creativity. The cure for the boredom of repetitive jobs, he
said, was to find recreation “as far removed from daily occupation as a man
can achieve.” Starr claimed that sports could not fill that role since their
competitiveness made them too worklike, but he went on to promote shop
work for white-collar employees because of its ideological congruence. He
celebrated the fact that “skill takes the place of thought, because 12 inches
today is 12 inches tomorrow. A good joint, once learned is a good joint forev-
er” and noted that “fixed values of this sort are a tremendous consolation in a
world where the most fundamental concepts are subject to change without
notice.” Do-it-yourself might not be work, yet much of it had to be done, if
not by the homeowner then by a paid professional; it might not be work, yet
it was the exercise of creativity and productivity; it might not be work, yet it
required planning, organization, knowledge, and skill, the same values nec-
essary for success on the job; it might not be work as it was—it was work as it
might be.67

Starr’s contradictory analysis of do-it-yourself derived from the culturally
marginal location of the activity; it was leisure and yet it was work. By
embracing two oppositional categories, do-it-yourself was able to become an
instrument of domestic masculinity. As leisure it could be done voluntarily,
distinct from the arena of alienation that was the modern workplace; this
was its disguise. As manual work it could confirm the dominant ideology
and the homeowner’s ties to his yeoman-artisan forefathers, creating a new
stereotype of masculinity and an affirmation of the work ethic. By ceding
men space for a workshop and proprietary interest in the house, women
helped perpetuate a male domestic sphere. The hammer, saw, and quarter-
inch electric drill became the emblems of the new masculinity, and men
who refused to master them did so at some risk to their standing in the eyes
of spouse and community.
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Hobbies became a widely promoted form of leisure for chil-
dren and adults because they are different from everyday work, yet confirm
its importance. As leisure, hobbies are voluntarily undertaken pleasurable
activities. Participants work without supervision, at their own pace, on pro-
jects of their own choosing from beginning to end. As with all leisure, the
unconstrained elements of hobbies contrast with the mandatory nature of
work. These contrasting aspects of hobbies both distinguish them from work
and emphasize the ways in which work is unpleasant. Yet as a peculiarly pro-
ductive form of leisure, hobbies also confirm the underlying legitimacy of
work. For a leisure activity to be a hobby, it must, above all, be productive.
Like work itself, hobbies generate a product and therefore hobbyists have
something to show for their time; it has not been wasted. Even if they never
even think of selling the products of their leisure, hobbyists know they have
economic value, and that knowledge ties their free time to the ideals of the
market economy. Furthermore, the process of creating the hobby product
generates an intrinsically rewarding sense of accomplishment that is analo-
gous to the feeling of satisfaction that comes from putting in a good day’s
work and thereby reinforces the work ethic. Thus even while hobbyists are
enjoying the ways in which their pastimes are different from work, they are
reproducing the underlying ideology of the system in which that work takes
place.

The ability of hobbies to simultaneously critique and confirm daily work
demonstrates how the conflicting concepts of compensatory and spillover
leisure can be reconciled. Rather than understanding leisure either as com-
pensating for desirable elements missing in work or reflecting fundamental
patterns found in work, hobbies show us how leisure can do both. By analyz-
ing leisure from a variety of perspectives, we see that the psychological free-
dom of doing what one wants to, how and when one wants to is not necessari-
ly incompatible with the fundamental values of market capitalism. Indeed,
hobbies arose as a recognized and socially sanctioned leisure category in the
wake of industrialism because they were a way for people to engage in
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leisure, which was now separated physically from work, without abandoning
the values that had been so essential to the rise of capitalism. If capitalism is
culturally hegemonic then productive leisure is surely one of the instru-
ments of its continuing domination. Yet the voluntary nature of the activity
gives hobbyists a sense of freedom that dissipates the pall of oppression that
would otherwise make hobby activities indistinguishable from work itself.

As a popularly derived category, there can be no hard and fast definition
of which activities are “legitimate” hobbies, but collecting and handicrafts
are generally acknowledged as particularly good examples. The very mean-
ing of the term changed in the late nineteenth century as collecting and
crafts came to be used synonymously with “hobbies.” Whereas a hobby had
once been understood as an eccentric preoccupation with a particular issue,
cause, or activity, it was transformed to mean the benignly productive use of
leisure time. People might poke fun at hobbyists who took their leisure too
seriously and did not know how to relax, but the kidding was based on a deep
respect for the pastimes that banished idleness. From the Progressive Era to
World War II, educators and other guardians of the public weal promoted
collecting and crafts as “worthy uses of leisure time,” consolidating the idea
that both children and adults should have hobbies to ward off the detrimen-
tal effects of either too much work or too much leisure. During times of pros-
perity advocates promoted hobbies as a morally safe haven from work, and
during the depression they became a way to affirm the importance of pro-
ductivity in a period of enforced idleness.

Collecting has always been the more problematic of the two main
branches of hobbies. While crafting involves the straightforward use of man-
ual skills to produce an object of beauty and value, success in collecting
depends on the often suspect functioning of market forces. Some people,
especially women, could collect for purely aesthetic reasons and remained
aloof from the value of their collections, but the vast majority of male collec-
tors, and many women as well, have approached their hobby in the spirit of
the marketplace. The associational or artistic qualities of collectibles might
have some legitimacy in their own right, but those qualities were most
important to the extent that they contributed to the item’s rarity and conse-
quently to its desirability to other collectors. In order to know the present and
predict the future value of objects, collectors have had to develop expert
knowledge, making collecting “educational.” Expertise, however, is often
just an incidental consequence of the desire to be on the winning end of a
commercial transaction. The leisure world of collecting has, in other words,
echoed the real world of business.

The advent of industrialism changed the previously elite world of collect-
ing by creating a new set of objects to be collected. Unlike traditional col-
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lectibles, which were created to be unique and valuable, the new industrial
collectible was made to be discarded. The ephemeral nature of even expen-
sive manufactured objects had the unintended consequence of creating a
new category of rare objects—things that had not been thrown away. Postage
stamps were the first manufactured collectibles and philatelists became the
exemplars of industrial collecting. They created a rational “scientific” pas-
time whose rules of conduct became a model for subsequent collectors of
everything from buttons to beer cans.

Unlike stamp collectors, who tried to maintain a hobby culture of hon-
esty, antique collectors practiced a form of capitalism that was red in tooth
and claw. Neither men nor women displayed much concern about the
niceties of commercial intercourse as they misrepresented their wares and
misled each other, hoping to take advantage of marketplace ignorance to
score a coup that would confirm their superiority in the rough-and-tumble
game of antique collecting. As the definition of collectible antiques broad-
ened from finely handcrafted pieces to more crudely made vernacular
objects, and finally to include manufactured goods, the opportunities for
success and failure expanded accordingly. By the 1930s almost any object
that was no longer made could be bought and sold as part of a hobby that
simultaneously celebrated both the material and the ideological heritage of
the United States. Collecting had become a form of “deep play” that mir-
rored fundamental cultural values, from the self-conscious rational honesty
of stamp collecting to the devil-take-the-hindmost free-for-all of the antique
trade.

In contrast to collecting, which has had to overcome various negative
associations, handicrafts do not lend themselves to commercial chicanery
and therefore have received unreserved support as a healthy pastime.
Untainted by the marketplace, hobby crafting began as an appropriate
leisure activity for Victorian ladies with a surfeit of free time. Barred from the
productive arena and relieved of household duties by servants, nineteenth-
century middle-class women took up crafting as a way to pass the time pro-
ductively. Even though Victorian women’s craft had only marginal econom-
ic value, the pastime was widely praised as superior to such alternatives as
reading novels or visiting. Embroidering watch cases and pasting pictures
inside glass jars may not have produced items that could compete in the
commercial market, but they did provide participants with a sense of pur-
pose, and they could be sold at the pseudomarkets provided by fancy fairs.
Yet precisely because the charity fairs were not real marketplaces, Victorian
women could sell their wares there without violating cultural mores. Their
participation in this parallel economy made the world of their husbands less
alien.
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Until the turn of the century, the husbands avoided craft work at home.
While many enthusiastically pursued the “white-collar” hobby of collecting,
there was no cultural context that would make the “blue-collar” pastime of
crafting attractive to middle-class males. That context was provided after
1900 by American adoption of the English arts and crafts movement. The
movement’s celebration of craftsman masculinity dovetailed nicely with the
broader masculinization movement of the Progressive Era. The new mas-
culinity made it acceptable for middle-class men to imitate the working class
as long as it was done nostalgically. Thus they could act like vanished pio-
neers, cowboys, Indians, or craftsmen and recapture for themselves some of
the lost individuality that had characterized preindustrial men. Taking up
tools at home, like taking up athletic equipment on the ball field, was an
expression of a more vigorous way to be a man; there was a muscular domes-
ticity that paralleled muscular Christianity.

In the sixty years that followed, men became increasingly more comfort-
able working around their own homes. What started out as a somewhat
romantic attempt to recapture the artisanal past evolved into a sphere of mas-
culine competence inside the household. This domestic masculinity began
as a voluntary excursion into making furniture in home workshops and grew
into ever-widening circles of home maintenance and repair. By the
post–World War II suburban boom, in fact, the voluntary nature of domestic
masculinity had shrunk considerably, being a home handyman became one
of the obligatory aspects of suburban home ownership.

While men were carving out a sphere for themselves inside the house,
more traditional forms of handicrafts were becoming degendered. In the
1920s and 1930s craft books and kits made a deliberate effort to appeal to both
men and women. There were, of course, exceptions. Sewing remained a
female realm, albeit a shrinking one, and making models of ships, planes,
and trains was a strictly male pastime. Nevertheless, as the hobby industry
grew, manufacturers of supplies sought to maximize their customer base by
aiming their products at all genders and ages. The universality of handicrafts
had been given a considerable boost when the new profession of occupation-
al therapy turned crafts into “medicine” before the First World War. World
War II enhanced this acceptance when veterans hospitals used both tradi-
tionally men’s and women’s crafts to assist the rehabilitation of wounded sol-
diers. Hospitals introduced new kits and new plastic materials that were
quickly turned into civilian products in the postwar period.

The kit craze of the 1950s may have marked a low point in hobby crafting
by reducing the productive process to the assembly of preformed parts. Yet
together with the do-it-yourself movement of the same period, kit assembly
brought hobbies to an extremely wide audience. Just as do-it-yourselfers
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could quickly glue precut tiles to their floors and paste precut and prepasted
paper to their walls, they and their children could stick together plastic mod-
els or sew together precut and punched leather kits to gain the satisfaction of
having done something productive with their hands without having to go
through the laborious process of learning a craft skill. However far removed
such activities may have been from the skills needed for the best of Victorian
women’s crafts or mission-style furniture building for men, they functioned
in intrinsically similar ways. The crafters were using their free time produc-
tively and by doing so were endorsing the importance of the work ethic.

Both crafts and collecting experienced a sharp increase in commercial-
ization after World War II, but the intrusion of businesses hoping to make
money from hobbyists was part of a tradition that stretched back almost 150
years. Critics have taken the commercial exploiters of hobbies to task for
debasing genuine skills, and there can be no question that craft kits and
made-to-be-collected figurines diluted the need for technical knowledge and
know-how. The resurgence of high quality handicrafting that accompanied
the cultural upheaval of the 1960s was a return to the romantic notions of the
arts and crafts era and an explicit rejection of the overly commercialized
hobby activities of the 1950s. Nevertheless, it does not seem historically hon-
est to judge the role of commerce in hobbies too harshly since this entire cat-
egory of leisure was itself a product of industrialism. Hobbies were not a rec-
ognized pastime until industrialism and commercialism separated produc-
tion from the household and made the family a unit of consumption.
Hobbies domesticated the ideology of capitalist industrialism by providing a
way to safely bring the practice of finance (collecting) and production
(crafts) into the household and thereby helped bridge the gap between home
and workplace that had been opened by the Industrial Revolution.
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