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In many ways, children in the past were no different to you; children have    

always had toys and loved to play. But, some children had more toys than 

others. Why do you think this was? 

Many of the toys children played with in the past were quite different to the 

toys you play with today, while others were very similar. We are going to look 

at some toys from the past which are in our museum’s collection. 

While you are looking at these toys, ask yourself these questions: 

• Do you recognise what it is? 

• Does it look like anything you play with today? If so, how does it         

compare? What are the similarities and the differences? 

• Can you see what it is made of?  

• How do you think it was made? 

• How can we tell that it’s old? Think about faded colours, broken or 

missing parts, scratches etc. 

• Do you think a child from a rich family or a poor family would have 

played with it? 
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Here is a ball of string.  

We might use it to tie a parcel or to hang something on a wall. 

But, to a poor Victorian child, this ball of string would have        

offered lots of opportunities for games and playtime.  

Have you heard of the game “Cat’s Cradle?” See if you can find 

out a bit about it, then try it yourself. You will need a friend to 

play with. 

 

Now, use you imagination to make up other games using a piece of string. 

Perhaps two friends could hold the string either end while you jump over it. 

How high can you go? You could pretend it’s a wave you have to jump over 

as your friends wiggle it around.  

Talk about your ideas for games with your friends. Were their ideas similar to 

yours or very different?  
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Look carefully at this dolls’ house. 

• Do you like it? Does it look like the house 

you live in? 

• What is it made of? Why do you think this 

material was used? 

• Look at the style of the furniture. Does it 

look like the type of furniture we have       

today? 

• What clues can you see that tell us it is old? 

(Compare the top picture, as it is today in 

our museum, with the bottom picture, when 

the doll’s house was new in 1905.) 

• This was a simple homemade house. If a 

dolls’ house was bought from a shop, it 

would have been a very expensive toy in 

the early 1900s. Do you think this is the 

type of toy a child from a rich family or a 

poor family would play with? 

• Talk about how it is different to your home. 
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• Do you recognise the object above? What is it?  

• What is it made of?  

• Do you know the difference between a natural material and a manmade one? Think 

of some examples with your friends. 

• Why did the Victorians use so many natural materials, like wood, to make their toys? 

• Do you have a similar toy at home? Or maybe you play with one in the playground 

or use one in your PE lessons. If so, is it made of the same materials as the one in 

the picture, or is yours made of something else?  

• Why didn’t the Victorians make things out of plastic? 

• Do you think this toy would have belonged to a child from a rich family or a poor 

family? 

• Do you think a poor child might have been able to make a skipping rope out of 

something else, so they didn’t have to actually buy one? What could they have used 

instead? 

• This is a skipping rope and was meant for skipping. However, children didn’t always 

play with their toys in the way that was intended; they would make up other games 

too. For example, you could have fun pretending that the skipping rope, placed 

around the waist of a friend, was the reins of a horse. In this way, two friends could 

trot around outside together.  

• Do you use your imagination to make up other games with your toys?  
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Look closely at the above toy. 

• What clues can you see that make you think it might be old? 

• Can you think of a song or a story that relates to this toy? 

(Hint: the animals went in two by two, hurrah, hurrah!) 

• Can you name the different sorts of animals? 

• How amny are there of each animal? 

• What material has been used to make this toy? 

 

In Victorian times, Sunday was a day of rest. The teachings of the Church 

said that Sunday should be a sacred day; you must go to church and you 

were not allowed to do any work. Children were not allowed to play or be 

noisy.  

However, if you were lucky, you might have been allowed to play calmly with 

one of these toys on a Sunday. Why do you think that was? 



Museum of East Dorset: Toys from the Past 

6 

This is Oliver Edward Hollingsworth. He was born in Victorian times and lived locally in 

Witchampton. He is pictured in 1883 with the gift that he had received for his 10th     

birthday the year before. 

 

Look carefully at the photo. 

• Do you know what it is?  

• It is called a penny-farthing. Do some research and find out why it was given this 

name. 

• Does it look like your bike? What is different and what is the same? 

• Can you imagine riding a bike like this? Do you think it looks easy to ride? 

• Do you think this was a gift given to a child from a poor family or a rich family? 

• On the next page, look very closely at the close-up pictures of this bike, which is on 

display in the museum. Can you work out the materials that were used to make it? 

Compare these materials to those used in a modern bike.  
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Study the close up pictures of the penny-farthing bike carefully. 

• What clues can you see that tell us the bike is very old? 

• Which materials were used to make the bike? 

• Why did they use these materials? 
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Look closely at the toy dog. 

• How do we know he’s old? What 

clues can you see? 

• What is he made of? 

• How do you think he was made? 

• Do you think he was handmade 

or manufactured? 

• Do you think he belonged to a 

child from a rich family or a poor 

family? 

• Can you see how he moves his 

legs, tail and ears? What is it 

that allows them to move?  

This toy dog is called Larry. He dates from about 1905. Can you see the simple shapes 

that make up his form?  

• Have a go at drawing Larry. Break him down into simple easy shapes. 

• On card, draw the shape of his body, collar and head all as one. Then draw of each 

of his legs, tail and ears separately. Now, using split pins if you have them, see if you 

can put the shapes together to make a dog. Put the split pins where Larry has nails, 

to allow movement. 

                           What will you name your dog? 
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Look carefully at these toy cars. 

• How can we tell they are old?  

• How old do you think they are? Do you think they are Victorian toys? If not, why not? 

• Do you still play with toy cars today? Do they look like these cars? 

• Can you tell what they are made of? 

• How do you think they were made? 

• Do you recognise any of the makes and models of the cars? 

 

When you are trying to work out the age of these model cars, it is worth remembering 

that they would have been based on real cars and vans on the street at that time.  
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These are both clockwork toys, but one is much older than the other, about 50 years 

older in fact.  

• Can you tell which toy is older? What makes you think that? 

• They are both made of the same material. It might be quite tricky to work out what it 

is without being able to actually touch the toys. (Hint: the material is hard and cold to 

the touch.) Have a guess at what it might be. 

• Both these toys moved around on their own, but they needed something to do this? 

What do you think it was? (Hint: we use them to unlock doors) Unfortunately, they 

have been lost over time. 

• Try and find out what “clockwork” means. 

You can see these toys on display at the museum. 

 

When this toy is moving 

along, the rabbit’s ears 

waggle and the     

rooster’s legs move. 
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In the days before TV, children had to make their own entertainment. They would make 

toy theatres, like this one, and act out plays and stories using the characters. In Victorian 

times, toy theatres were known as Juvenile Drama. Do you know what “juvenile” means? 

• Do you recognise the characters and the story depicted in this toy theatre? Look 

closely...can you see the Queen of Hearts? 

• What do you think the theatre is made out of?  

• Have a go at making your own toy theatre. You could decorate the inside of an old 

cardboard box turned on its side and draw your own characters. 

Can you see the detail in the 

characters?  

Look closely at their faces and 

expressions?  

Do they look surprised, angry, 

shocked…? 

What do you think they are    

saying to each other? 

Make up a story or a role-play 

scenario with a friend about what  

they might be saying.  
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Look closely at these cards. 

• What makes you think they might be old? 

• Can you work out how to play this game? What do you think you are supposed to do 

with each of the cards? 

• Each card has an anagram of a flower name on it. Do you know what an anagram 

is?  

• Does it surprise you that children were expected to know the names of wild flowers? 

• Do you think this game looks like fun?  

• Can you work the flower names out? Some of them are very tricky! 

 

Choose a subject and have a go at making your own anagram cards. See if your friends 

can guess the words you’ve made. 
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Dolls have always been popular toys, especially  with little girls. This doll is over 150 

years old - she has had a very long life and is very special. We are very lucky to have her 

in the museum collection.  

• Look carefully at the doll’s head and body. How can you tell that she’s very old? 

• Do you think this doll belonged to a child from a rich family or a poor family? 

• The doll was made using lots of different materials. Study the doll carefully and see 

if you can work out what some of them are. Be careful, the head is a different       

material to the arms and the legs.  

• Can you guess what the hair and eyes are made out of too? 

Hint: the head is made out of the same material as this candle.  

Do you know what that’s called? 
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• Once you have found out which materials were used to make the Victorian doll, talk 

about the advantages and disadvantages of each of these materials.  

Think about Victorian homes - they had big open fires to heat them and hard stone floors. 

They didn’t have fitted carpets like today. What would happen to the doll if she were left 

too close to the fire or dropped on the floor?  

• This is a Barbie doll. How do you know she is a 

newer toy than the doll above? 

• What is she made out of? 

• Talk about how she is different and how she is 

similar to the Victorian doll. 

• How do you think she was made? 

• Do you think a child had to be rich to own a doll 

like this? 
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