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P R E F A C E  

When I was growing up in Virginia in the 1950s and 1960s, my 
mother taught me that the term "woman" was disrespectful, if not insulting. 
Adult females-at least white ones-should be considered and addressed as 
"ladies." I responded to this instruction by refusing to wear dresses and by 
joining the 4-H club, not to sew and can like all the other girls, but to raise 
sheep and cattle with the boys. My mother still insisted on the occasional 
dress but, to her credit, said not a negative word about my enthusiasm for 
animal husbandry. 

Looking back, I am sure that the origins of this book lie somewhere in that 
youthll experience and in the continued confrontations with my mother- 
until the very eve of her death when I was nineteen-about the requirements 
of what she usually called "femininity." "It's a man's world, sweetie, and the 
sooner you learn that the better offyou'll be," she warned. I have been luckier 
than she in that I have lived in a time when my society and culture have 
supported me in proving that statement wrong. 

My professional historical interest in the South grew out of those early 
years as well, for I lived in Harry Byrd's home county during the era of 
Brown v. fifieka and "massive resistance" to school desegregation, a time 
when even a young child could not be unaware of adult talk and worry about 
social transformations in the offing. It was not until I heard news about the 
Brown decision on the radio that I even noticed that my elementary school 
was all white and recognized that this was not accident. But I quickly 
penned a letter to President Eisenhower to say how illogical I thought this 
seemed in the face of the precepts of equality I had already imbibed by 
second grade. I confronted the paradox of being both a southerner and an 
American at an early age. 

That I should become a historian, focus my scholarship on the South and 
the Civil War, and write a book on white women in the Confederacy seems 
almost overdetermined. That I should dedicate it to the memory of my 
mother and my two grandmothers-"ladies" who were at the same time the 
most powerful members of my family-seems entirely fitting. All three were, 
in fact, women deeply affected by war, though for them the homefront did 
not merge with battle the way it did for Confederate women. But my grand- 
mothers sent husbands off to Europe in the First World War, and one lost an 
only brother in a volunteer flying mission over the English Channel. My 
mother was married in 1942 with less than a week's notice, and my parents 



were soon separated for eighteen months by my father's service overseas. 
The formal photographs of my father, uncles, and grandfathers that deco- 
rated the shelves and tables of my childhood pictured them in uniform. I 
grew up thinking all men were soldiers. 

I have tried to write this book as if my mother and grandmothers were 
going to read it. After two decades as an academic historian, I sometimes 
fear I no longer can communicate in a manner that will engage a general 
reader, but the compelling nature and human drama of this war story have 
made me want to try. As a consequence, the scholarly reader will find most 
references to theoretical questions and historiographical debates in the end- 
notes rather than in the text. I have tried not to drown out the Confederate 
women's voices with my own. 

In fact, a considerable portion of my interest in this subject has derived 
from the richness of language and expression in the voluminous collections 
of writing elite southern women left as their historical legacy. Because.they 
were educated and because they often had leisure time for reflection, they 
created an extensive written record of self-justification as well as introspec- 
tion and self-doubt. Although the history of elites has not been a particularly 
fashionable topic in recent years, I have been attracted to it by the oppor- 
tunity to use such abundant and revealing sources to explore how military 
and social crisis can challenge power and privilege to define their essential 
nature. For the women as well as the men of the South's master class, the 
Civil War was indeed, as I am hardly the first to observe, a moment of truth. 

The self-consciousness and eloquence of the Confederacy's elite women, 
preserved in diaries, letters, essays, memoirs, fiction, and poetry, have pro- 
vided this study with documentation of extraordinary range as well as rich- 
ness. Diaries written for the author's eyes alone, for her children, or for 
posterity must of course be interpreted differently from letters addressed to 
particular individuals, or novels produced within the constraints of popular 
contemporary genres, or reminiscences composed through a haze of recon- 
structed memories and changed circumstances. But the variety of material 
has ultimately worked to enhance my understanding through its diversity of 
forms and complementarity of perspectives. 

Published editions of women's writing from the Civil War era grow more 
numerous every year and greatly aided me in my task. The most compelling 
part of my research, however, was my visits to more than two dozen manu- 
script repositories, concentrated in eleven southern states and the District of 
Columbia, but including a number ofYankee institutions as well. My debt to 
all those who assisted me at those libraries and archives is incalculable. 

{xii} Preface 



I have listened to the voices of more than 500 Confederate women. But my 
research extended well beyond the writings of the women themselves, for it 
was notjust females who were worried about the changing nature of identity 
and of gender relations in the wartime South. White women's self scrutiny 
engaged them in an ongoing conversation with the larger society of which 
they were a part, in a process of negotiation about what womanhood would 
come to mean in circumstances of dramatic social upheaval. As a result, I have 
directed considerable attkntion to public discourse about gender and about 
woman's place in the new southern nation. Some of this discussion I have 
discovered in Confederate popular culture-in plays, novels, songs, and 
paintings. But I have also found it closely associated with political dimen- 
sions of southern life-in remarks by leading southern statesmen such as 
Jefferson Davis, in newspaper editorials, and even in public policy decisions. 

Existing studies of Confederate politics and public life have paid almost no 
attention to the place of women, either as targets of policies or as influences 
on them. I hope to show in this book that not only did leaders of Confederate 
opinion and government talk about the proper place ofwhite women in both 
the new nation and the war to secure its independence; they executed plans 
and passed legislation that had direct effects on women's lives. Whether or 
not Confederate leaders recognized these implications, Confederate women 
certainly did. In a nation rent by war and invasion, there are no private lives. 
Women's evaluations of the southern government's policies on conscription, 
relief, home defense, economic production, and slavery influenced and, I 
argue, in the end undermined women's support for continued war. 

Public discussion and public actions affected as well the ways in which 
women revised their identities and reinvented themselves amidst warborn 
social transformation. The experiences of my own youth have not permitted 
me to forget how the disruption of prevailing public values can create the 
opportunity for new choices within the seemingly most private aspects of 
individual lives. Yet, as we shall see, the tenacious hold of traditionalism can 
combine ultimately to restrict these choices as well. This book is about the 
clash of old and new within the lives of a group that was at once the 
beneficiary and the victim of the social order of the Old South; it is about the 
paradox of being at once privileged and subordinated; it is about how 
people manage both to change and not change, about the relationship of 
such personal transformations to a larger world of society and politics. It is 
about the half of the Confederacy's master class that was female. 

Wel2Jeet, August 1994 
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slightly different form as my introduction to Macaria (Baton Rouge: Loui- 
siana State University Press, 1992). I am gratefd for permission to reprint 
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Necessity 6. war is the mother of invention. 

-Clara Solomon, May 18,1862 

Will I ever have my dear husband at home 

any more or am I doomed to$ght Q buffet my 

way through this friendless wodd alone. God 

forbid indeed I do not think I could unless 

necessity were to make a dzFerent woman of me. 

-Julia Davidson, September 8,1863 



elations of Life 

year after the firing on Fort Sumter and the 
outbreak of armed conflict between North and South, Lucy Buck of Front 
Royal, Virginia, observed in her diary, "We shall never any ofus be the same 
as we have been." The Civil War would replace the Old South with a new, 
slavery with freedom, and wealth with poverty. In transforming govern- 
ments, economies, and society, the war necessarily challenged the very 
foundations of personal identity as well.' 

White men and women of the antebellum South had defined and under- 
stood themselves in relation to a number of categories: race, which marked 
the difference between bound and free, superior and inferior; gender, which 
was designed to distinguish independent from dependent, patriarch from 



subordinate; and class, more subtle and more hidden in a society that rested 
within a democratizing America but present nonetheless in distinctions of 
wealth, power, education, and refinement, in claims to honor and gentility. 
Of course, white southerners acknowledged other - identities as well; they 
might be Presbyterians or Baptists or Methodists, Louisianians or Virgin- 
ians or South Carolinians, Whigs or Democrats, but none of these charac- 
teristics was so readily apparent or so socially or personally fundamental 
as the Old South's hierarchies of race, gender, and class. Southerners inev- 
itably thought of themselves first in terms of blackness or whiteness and 
maleness or femaleness, for these attributes did notjust shape identities but 
dictated life choices and aspirations. In the minds of white southerners, 
class was less rigid than these seemingly biological distinctions, yet this very 
fluidity made attention to social status and its shifts all the more imperative, 
for class identity had to be constantly asserted and claimed. Evident in skin 
color, dress, hairstyle, language, and prescribed behavior, race, class, and 
gender were both the markers and the principal determinants of power, as 
well as the stuff of self-definition. 

When the Civil War convulsed southern society, when it overthrew slav- 
ery and undermined the wealth and political power of the planter elite, it 
necessarily threatened and transformed each of these interrelated hierar- 
chies, instigating what one contemporary newspaper described as a "Stam- 
pede from the Patriarchal Relation" that had so firmly placed white men at 
the apex of the social pyramid. But perhaps just as significant as measurable 
shifts in social power was the challenge to the very categories that had 
defined and embodied that dominance. What did whiteness mean when it 
was no longer the all but exclusive color of freedom? What was maleness 
when it was defeated and impoverished, when men had failed as providers 
and protectors? What did womanhood involve once the notion of depen- 
dence and helplessness became an insupportable luxury? "We are passing 
through a great revolution," a correspondent wrote to the Montgomery Daib 
Advertiser in July of 1864. "The surface of society, like a great ocean, is 
upheaved, and all the relations oflife are disturbed and out ofjoint." But the 
relations oflife were more than just out ofjoint; they seemed incomprehensi- 
ble. The upheavals of war created conceptual and emotional as well as social 
dislocations, compelling southerners to rethink their most fbndamental as- 
sumptions about their identities and the logic of their places in the world.2 

We have, as Americans, long been attentive to the discussion and debate 
that the Civil War generated about the meaning of freedom and its relation- 
ship to blackness or whiteness. This has, for example, been a central theme 
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within the evolution of American constitutional law as well as the source of 
the uniquely significant place the war occupies in our national history and 
consciousness. In recent years historians have devoted increasing attention 
to the more individual dimension of this transformation, looking closely at 
the ways in which black southerners claimed and defined freedom, acting as 
agents of their own emancipation. But .very little of the enormous scholarly 
and popular literature on the war has been devoted to the ways in which it 
disrupted assumptions about gender or to how those disruptions produced 
their own long-lived legacy. This book seeks to make a contribution to 
redressing that imbalance by exploring the meaning of the Civil War for one 
especially articulate and introspective group of women: those of the priv- 
ileged and educated slaveowning class of the Confederate South, a group 
that has left to us in diaries, letters, and memoirs an extraordinary window 
into their experience and conscio~sness.~ 

Wars have frequently been seen as transformative of the status quo. But 
both the circumstances and the purposes of the Civil War made its impact 
unparalleled in the American experience. With armies-and death tolls-of 
previously unimagined magnitude, the Civil War inaugurated a new era in 
the history of warfare. In the Revolution, no more than 30,000 Americans 
were ever simultaneously under arms. Civil War armies numbered close to a 
million, and deaths exceeded 600,ooo. Almost all of this conflict and de- 
struction took place on southern soil. The totality of warfare for the South, 
the extraordinarily high level ofmobilization of both men and resources, and 
the enormous significance of the southern homefront as well as its frequent 
transformation into battlefront made the Civil War experience so direct and 
thus so significant for Confederate women. With a few exceptions along the 
Confederacy's borders, northern women were not subjected to the ravages 
ofbattle, nor were they called upon to make so essential a contribution to the 
war effort or to suffer the material deprivation imposed on southerners by 
the weakness of the Confederate economy. 

The North, moreover, had inaugurated its reexamination of gender as- 
sumptions more than a generation earlier, as women's rights advocates be- 
gan to destabilize traditional understandings of men's and women's roles. In 
the South, by contrast, emergent nineteenth-century feminism had by 1861 
exerted almost no impact, and understandings ofwomanhood had remained 
rigidly biological and therefore seemingly natural and immutable. In the 
eyes of many of the South's defenders, this contrast was in itself evidence of 
the superiority of southern civilization and of the dangerous tendencies 
inherent in the northern way of life. "There is something wrong," regional 
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apologist and proslavery advocate George Fitzhugh warned in 1854, with 

woman's "condition in free society, and that condition is daily becoming 

worse." Northern democratization, abolitionism, and feminism all seemed 

to represent a challenge to hierarchy that, Fitzhugh feared, would logically 

culminate in the overthrow of the institution of marriage. "The people of our 

Northern States, who hold that domestic slavery is unjust and iniquitous," 

he proclaimed, "are consistent in their attempts to modify or abolish the 

marriage relation." In the face of the struggle for women's rights under way 

in the North, Fitzhugh affirmed on behalf of his region that "woman . . . has 
but one right and that is the right to protection. The right to protection 

involves the obligation to obey. A husband, lord and master . . . nature 

designed for every woman." Just, he might have added, as nature had 

designed a master for every slave.4 

A war that challenged the South's peculiar institutions of racial hierarchy 

would require a reconsideration of traditional notions of womanhood as 

well. From the very outset of conflict, the white South undertook an un- 

precedented exploration of the implications of gender, as it found itself 

vesting women with unaccustomed responsibilities for the survival of their 

families and their nation, then worrying, like the Milledgeville Confederate 

Union, about the "unsexed women" these changes appeared likely to create. 

A conflict that at first seemed to reaffirm and even strengthen traditional 

divisions between masculine and feminine by defining war as the glorious 

and exclusive domain of men soon produced widespread uncertainty about 

gender categories and identities. Increasingly, women found themselves-in 

the words of one Texas female-"trying to do a man's business" supporting 

households and families and managing slaves. In the face of the demands 
and unexpected horror of total war, long-cherished understandings of wom- 

anhood began necessarily to be redefined. For the South these warborn 

disruptions of female identity came, as the correspondent to the Montgom- 

ery Daily Advertiser suggested, with the suddenness and force of "the 
earthquake, the whirlwind and the ~torm."~ 

Within the context of this broader public discussion, however, Confeder- 
ate women themselves were undertaking a more personal and individual 
reassessment of their place. Among the more than half-million white women 
who belonged to the slaveholding families of the Confederacy, this crisis of 
identity was particularly acute. The most privileged southern women were 
those who defined themselves and their status in relation to the slave institu- 
tion on which their privilege rested, and they experienced the destruction of 
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war as a dramatic social and consequently personal upheaval. As the women 

who benefited most from the South's class and racial arrangements, females 

in slaveholding families had the most to lose from warborn transformation. 

Rapidly shifting foundations of social power brought every dimension of 

these women's self-definition into question. With the departure of white 

men for battle and with the disintegration of slavery and the disappearance 

of prewar prosperity, prerogatives of gender, class, and race eroded; "all the 

relations of life" became simultaneously vexed and uncertain. Females of the 

southern elite began to recognize that their notion of womanhood had 

presumed the existence of slaves to perform menial labor and white males to 

provide protection and support. Lady, a term central to these women's self- 

conception, denoted both whiteness and privilege at the same time it spec- 

ified gender; a lady's elite status had been founded in the oppressions of 

slavery, her notions of genteel womanhood intimately bound up with the 

prisms of class and race through which they were refle~ted.~ 

When elite women of the Confederate South confronted the new world 

spawned by war, they struggled to cope with the destruction of a society that 

had privileged them as white yet subordinated them as female; they sought 

to invent new foundations for self-definition and self-worth as the props of 

whiteness, wealth, gentility, and dependence threatened to disappear. The 

extent and the limits of their abilities to construct new selves were shaped by 

a profound sense of how much they had to lose.? 

Like Lucy Buck, Confederate women understood that "we shall never. . . 
be the same as we have been." But how they would come to be different- 

and how different they would become-was not predetermined, nor was the 

process of change simply imposed upon them along with the other burdens 

of war. Articulate and educated, the elite white women of the South negoti- 

ated the meaning of these transformations as they responded to the hard- 

ships and deprivations they encountered. Their staunch commitment to 

many of the fundamental values and assumptions of their prewar world 
ultimately enabled them to contain much of the change war seemed destined 

to inaugurate. Inevitably shaped by the revolution they experienced, they 
nevertheless struggled to resist its full import by striving to impose their 
vision and their self-interest on the circumstances of a changed world. 
"Necessity," Confederate women repeatedly intoned, "is the mother of in- 
vention." The harsh realities of military conflict and social upheaval pushed 
women toward new understandings of themselves and toward reconstruc- 
tions of the meanings of southern womanhood that would last well beyond 
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the Confederacy's demise., But the pages that follow demonstrate that many 
women of the wartime South invented new selves designed in large measure 
to resist change, to fashion the new out of as much of the old as could 
survive in the altered postwar world of defeated Confederates, regional 
poverty, and black f r e e d ~ m . ~  
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As the nation passed anxiously through the long and uncertain 
months of the "secession winter" of 1861-62, Lucy Wood wrote from her 
home in Charlottesville, Virginia, to her fiancd, Waddy Butler. His native 
South Carolina had seceded just before Christmas, declaring itself sovereign 
and independent, but Virginia had not yet acted. Just a week before Lucy 
Wood's letter ofJanuary 21, her state's legislature had voted to call a seces- 
sion convention, and Wood thought disunion was "fast becoming the order 
of the day." Yet these momentous events had already changed Lucy's life. 
Waddy Butler, preoccupied with new military obligations in service of what 
Wood pointedly called "our country," had been neglecting his intended 
bride, failing to write as frequently as she had come to expect. Affianced 



they still might be, but, Wood noted, they had become citizens of different 
nations, officially "foreigners to each other now."' 

In January 1861 Lucy Wood was more bemused than genuinely troubled 
by this intrusion of grave public matters into her personal affairs, and she 
fully expected Virginia's prompt secession to reunite her with Butler in 
u common cause." But beneath the playful language of her letter lay an 
incisive perception. Waddy Butler's new life as a soldier would ultimately 
not just deprive his future wife of "hearing from you as often as I otherwise 
should," but would divide the young couple as he marched off to war and 
she remained home in a world of women. By removing men to the bat- 
tlefield, the war that followed secession threatened to make the men and 
women of the South foreigners to one another, separating them into quite 
different wartime lives. As the sense of crisis mounted through the early 
months of 1861 and as political conflict turned into full-scale war, southern 
ladies struggled to make the Confederacy a common cause with their men, 
to find a place for themselves in a culture increasingly preoccupied with the 
quintessentially male concerns of politics and of battle. Confederate women 
were determined that the South's crisis must be "certainly ours as well as 
that of the menT2 

Public Afairs Absorb Our Interest 

Like most southern women of her class, Lucy Wood was knowledgeable 
about political affairs, and her letter revealed that she had thought carefully 
about the implications of secession. Her objections to disunion, she ex- 
plained to Waddy Butler, arose from her fears that an independent southern 
nation would reopen the African slave trade, a policy she found "extremely 
revolting." Yet as she elaborated her position, detailing her disagreements 
with the man she intended to wed, Wood abruptly and revealingly inter- 
rupted the flow of her argument. 'But I have no political opinion and have a 
peculiar dislike to all females who discuss such  matter^."^ 

However compelling the unfolding drama in which they found them- 
selves, southern ladies knew well that in nineteenth-century America, poli- 
tics was regarded as the privilege and responsibility of men. As one South 
Carolina lady decisively remarked, "woman has not business with such 
matters." Men voted; men spoke in public; ladies appropriately remained 
within the sphere of home and family. Yet the secession crisis would see 
these prescriptions honored in the breach as much as the observance. In this 
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moment of national upheaval, the lure of politics seemed all but irresistible. 
"Politics engrosses my every thought," Amanda Sims confided to her friend 

Harriet Palmer. "Public affairs absorb all our interest," confirmed Catherine 

Edmondston of North Carolina. In Richmond, Lucy Bagby crowded into 

the ladies' gallery to hear the Virginia Convention's electrifying secession 
debates, and women began customarily to arrive an hour before the pro- 
ceedings opened each morning in order to procure good seats. Aging South 
Carolina widow Keziah Brevard confessed that she was so caught up in the 
stirring events that when she awoke in the night, "My first thought is 'my 
state is out of the union.' "4 

Like Lucy Wood, however, many women thought this preoccupation not 
entirely fitting, even if irresistible. Few were as adamant in their opposition 
to women's growing political interest and assertiveness as Louisianian Sarah 
Morgan, who longed "for a place where I would never hear a woman talk 
politics" and baldly declared, "I hate to hear women on political subjects? 
But most ladies were troubled by feeling so strongly about matters they 
could only defensively claim as their rightful concern. "I wonder some- 
times," wrote Ada Bacot, a young widow, "if people think it strange I should 
be so warm a secessionist, but," she continued more confidently, "why 
should they, has not every woman a right to express her opinions upon such 
subjects, in private if not in public?"The "Ladies of Browards Neck" 
Florida demonstrated a similar mixture of engagement and self-doubt when 
they united to address the "politicians" of their state in a letter to the 
Jachonvilb Standard. Their positive views on secession, they assured their 
readers, were not frivolous or ill-founded but were supported in fact and 
argument. "And if any person is desirous to know how we come by the 
information to which we allude, we tell them in advance, by reading the 
newspapers and public journals for the ten years past and when we read we 
do so with inquiring minds peculiar to our sex." Rather than accepting their 
womanhood as prohibiting political activism or undermining the legitimacy 
of their political views, these Florida ladies insisted on the special advan- 
tages of their female identity, boldly and innovatively claiming politics as 
peculiarly appropriate to woman's ~ p h e r e . ~  

Catherine Edmondston worried about the vehemence of her secessionist 
views because of the divisions they were causing in her own family. Before 
Lincoln's call for troops in April 1861, Edmondston's parents and sister 
remained staunch Unionists, although Catherine and her husband of fifteen 
years strongly supported the new southern nation. Edmondston found the 
resulting conflict very "painful" and was particularly distressed at having to 
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disagree with her father. "It is the first time in my life that my judgment & 
feelings did not yeild to him." It was a "pity," she observed, that politics had 
become so heated as to "intrude into private life." Boundaries between what 
she had regarded as public and private domains were being undermined, as 
were previously unquestioned definitions of women's place within them. As 
war consumed the South, Edmondston would find that little space was left 
to what she called "private life." The private, the domestic, would become 
part of the homefront, another battlefield in what was by 1865 to become 
total war.6 

In 1861, however, southern women still largely accepted the legitimacy of 
divisions between the private and the public, the domestic and the political, 
the sphere of women and the sphere of men. Yet they nevertheless resisted 
being excluded from the ever more heated and ever more engrossing politi- 
cal conflict that surrounded them. Women's politics in the secession crisis 
was necessarily a politics of ambivalence. Often women, like men, were torn 
about their decision to support or oppose secession. Few white southerners 
of either sex left the Union without a pang of regret for the great American 
experiment, and just as few rejected the newly independent South without a 
parallel sense of loss. "It is like uprooting some of our holiest sentiments to 
feel that to love [the Union] longer is to be treacherous to ourselves and our 
country," remarked Susan Cornwall of Georgia. As Catherine Edmondston 
explained, it seemed to her perfectly acceptable for a Confederate to "mourn 
over" the United States "as for a lost friendT7 

But women's political ambivalence in the secession crisis arose from a 
deeper source as well: their uncertainty about their relationship to politics 
altogether. Admitting that they as women had no place in the public sphere, 
they nevertheless asserted their claims within it. Yet they acted with consid- 
erable doubt, with reluctance and apology, longing to behave as ladies but 
declining to stand aside while history unfolded around them. War had not 
yet begun, but southern women had already inaugurated their effort to claim 
a place and an interest in the national crisis. 

%ur Country Calls 

What one Alabama lady called the "unexpected proportions" of the Civil 
War would take most Americans North and South by surprise. Many south- 
erners anticipated that the Union would not contest southern secession, and 
James Chesnut, former United States senator from South Carolina, con- 
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fidently promised that he would drink all the blood spilled in the movement 
for independence. Yet as soon as their states seceded, southern men began 
to arm and drill, and expectations of military conflict at once thrilled and 
frightened the region's women. Looking back on those early days, one 
Virginia lady remarked that war had at first seemed like "a pageant and a 
tournament," but others wrote of "foreboding for the hture" or of a "trem- 
bling fear" of what might be in store. Disunion troubled Julia Davidson for 
reasons entirely apart fiom divisions of politics. "I study about it some- 
times," she wrote her husband, John, "and get The blues so bad I do not 
know what to do. God grant That all things may yet be settled without 
bloodshed." As an elderly widow living alone on a large plantation, Keziah 
Brevard feared not just military bloodshed but worried too about what she 
called the "enemies in our midst," the vulnerability of the South to slave 
 uprising^.^ 

White southern women felt far freer than their men to admit-and even no 
doubt to feel-fears that, however unmanly, were entirely justified by the 
perilous circumstances facing the South. Women voiced apprehensions 
about war and anxieties about loss of particular loved ones, fears that mas- 
culine conventions of honor and courage would not permit men to express. 
From the outset this touch of realism tempered women's politics and wom- 
en's patriotism; the culturally accepted legitimacy ofwomen's private feelings 
and everyday obligations posed a counterweight to the romantic masculine 
ideology of war. Soon after the passage of the Ordinance of Secession, a 
South Carolina lady offered her womanly resolution of the inconsistency 
between these imperatives, explicitly privileging the personal over the politi- 
cal, loyalty to family over obligation to the state. "I do not approve of this 
thing," she declared. "What do I care for patriotism? My husband is my 
country. What is country to me if he be killed?" Kate Rowland of Georgia 
admitted that her "patriotism is at a very low ebb when Charlie comes in 
competition." When her husband joined the army, she had no ambition for 
him to garner fame and glory; instead she wished him to secure a post as far as 
possible from all fighting. "Charlie is dearer to me than my country, & I 
cannot willingly give him up," she confe~sed.~ 

The conflict between women's emergent patriotism and their devotion to 
the lives and welfare of their families became clear as southern men prepared 
for war. Very precise expectations of men's appropriate behavior in wartime 
enhanced many women's enthusiasm for the Confederacy. The romance of 
the military and the close association of manhood with honor, courage, and 
glory outweighed the reluctance many women felt to give up their loved 

Women Confront the Crisis { 13 } 



Women watch the outbreak of war. "The House-liops of Charleston during the 

Bombardment of Sumter." Harper's Weekly, May 4,1861. 

ones, for they had come to believe that the very value of these men was 
inseparable from their willingness to sacrifice their lives in battle. A "man 
did not deserve the name of man if he did not fight for his country," Kate 
Cumrning concluded. One lady of the Shenandoah Valley sent her son off to 
camp with a triumphant proclamation in the columns of the Winchester 

Virginian: "Your country calls. . . . I am ready to offer you up in defense of 
your country's rights and honor; and I now offer you, a beardless boy of 17 
summers,-not with grief, but thanking God that I have a son to offer." 
Sarah Lawton of Georgia celebrated the opportunities she thought war 

{ 14 } Women Confiont the Crisis 



would provide to make men more manly and to arrest what she regarded as 
men's failure to fulfill her expectations. of them. "I think something was 

, d '., . 
needed to wake them from their effeminate habits and [I] welcome war for 
that." Mary Vaught ceased speaking to those of her gentleman friends who 

had not enlisted, and a group of young women in Texas presented hoop- 
skirts and bonnets to all the men in the neighborhood who did not volun- 
teer.1° 

But the call for soldiers deeply troubled many women, who anticipated 
that their husbands and sons might well meet death rather than glory on the 
battlefield. Alabama widow Sarah Espy was distressed by her son's determi- 
nation to enlist. "1 do not like it much," she wrote, "but will have to submit." 
Lizzie Ozburn of Georgia endured just a few weeks of army service by her 
husband, Jimmie, before herself arranging for a substitute to complete his 
term of enlistment. "Then if you don't come," she warned him, "you wont 
have any lady to come to when you do come."" 

The conflicting imperatives of patriotism and protectiveness played 
themselves out dramatically in the ritualized moment of troop departures. 
Communities gathered en masse to wish the soldiers farewell and often to 
present them with uniforms or flags sewn by local ladies. Patriotic addresses 
were the order of the day, and the soldiers marched off, as one young 
member of the elite Washington Artillery described it, "pelted with fruit, 
flowers, cards & notes" from throngs of ladies. Ceremonies of colorful 
uniforms, waving banners, patriotic speeches, and martial music displayed 
all the romance of war as well as unbounded expectations of personal 
courage and glorious victory.12 

The ebullience of the crowd, however, often came at the expense of 
considerable repression of feeling. Gertrude Thomas spoke of the "speech- 
less agony" with which she bade her husband good-bye, and Emily Harris 
seemed almost resentful that "It has always been my lot to be obliged to shut 
up my griefs in my own breast." When one woman burst into tears before 
two young soldiers, their mother chastised her, "How could you, let them 
see you crying? It will unman them." Men could evidently be men only with 
considerable female a~sistance.'~ 

But often enough, women, especially younger ones, did break down. 
Sixteen-year-old Louisiana Burge described the reactions of her boarding 
school friends to the departure of a regiment from their Georgia town. 
Almost all the girls were weeping. "Em Bellamy spent nearly the whole 
evening in my room crying about the war and John T. Burr who leaves 
tonight. . . . Between her and cousin Emma Ward crying about Ed Gwinn I 
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Aflag madefor the Ninth Virginia Cavalry, Comfiany D, by the ladies of 
Lancaster, Virginia. Courtesy of the Museum of the Confderacy, Richmond, 
Virginia. PhotoMhy by Katherine Wetrel. 

have had a time of it. . . . Ginnie Gothey's feelings have overcome her; she 
has gone to bed, sick with crying about Bush Lumsden who don't care a 
snap for her. Ridiculous! I can hear Susie Clayton screaming way down in 
her room."14 

A seventeen-year-old bride loudly voiced her rejection of the masculine 
ethos of war for the feminine ideal of domestic love. "Oh Dan! Dan!" she 
sobbed, "I don't want to be proud of you. I just don't want you to get 
hurt! . . . I don't want fame or glory! I want you!" Catherine Edmondston, 
more mature as well as considerably invested in her new claims to a political 
identity and new sense of public responsibility, contrasted her behavior with 
the likes of this young bride. As her husband, Patrick, departed with his 
men, "The women, many of them wept, sobbed, nay even shreiked aloud, 
but I had no tears to shed then. With a calm, stern, determined feeling I saw 
them depart. The sentiment of exalted Patriotism which filled my heart 
found no echo in Lamentations, no vent in tears. He is gone, gone in the 
highest exercise of man's highest & holiest duty! . . . I would not have him 
here, would not have him fail in one duty, falter in one step."15 

Catherine Edmondston's posture embodied the prescriptions of an 
emergent ideology of wartime womanhood. Confederate females could not 
privilege their personal needs above the demands .of the nation. In the 
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moment of crisis, country had to come before husband or son. If the South 
was to survive, women had to become patriotic, had to assume some of the 
political interests of men, and had to repress certain womanly feelings and 
expectations for the good of the Cause. Woman should cultivate a spirit of 
"self reliance," should practice "self denial," wrote Leila W. in a piece for the 
Southern Monthly that she entitled "Woman A Patriot." But, the essayist was 
careful to add, "we do not mean to say that she should become masculine."16 

By the summer of 1861 the effort to create a new Confederate woman was 
well under way in the South's public press. Military manpower needs re- 
quired a rationalization of female sacrifice and a silencing of women's direct 
interest in protecting husbands and sons. The nineteenth-century creed of 
domesticity had long urged self-denial and service to others as central to 
woman's mission, but war necessitated significant alterations-even perver- 
sions-of this ideology of behavior and identity. Women% self-sacrifice for 
personally significant others-husbands, brothers, sons, or family-was 
transformed into sacrifice of those individuals to an abstract and intangible 
cause.17 

Redefining women's sacrifice in this manner created both logical and 
emotional difficulties for southerners, who endeavored to address and re- 
solve these contradictions in extensive public discussion. Gender thus be- 
came an explicit subject of widespread debate. Songs, plays, poems, even 
official presidential pronouncements sought to enlist women of all classes in 
the work of filling the ranks. One popular theme urged young women to 
bestow their favors only on men in uniform. In a much reprinted song, a 
male songwriter assumed a female voice to proclaim, "I Would Like to 
Change My Name." This fictionalized heroine was searching for a husband, 

But he must be a soldier 
A veteran from the wars, 
One who has fought for "Southern Rights" 
Beneath the Bars and Stars. 

A letter from "Many Ladies" to the Charleston Daily Courier in August 
1861 warned cowards and slackers, "None but the brave deserve the fair? 
Even Jefferson Davis addressed the question ofwomen's appropriate marital 
choice, declaring the empty sleeve of the mutilated veteran preferable to the 
"muscular arm" of "him who staid at home and grew fat."ls 

One song published early in the war acknowledged the clash between 
woman's traditional role and the conflict's new demands. From "stately 
hall" to "cottage fair," every woman rich or poor was confronted by her own 
"stormy battle" raging within her breast. 
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There Love, the true, the brave, 
The beautiful, the strong, 

Wrestles with Duty, gaunt and stern- 
Wrestles and struggles long.lg 

Like male songwriters who addressed that theme, the "Soldiers Wife" 
who had penned the lyrics was certain that, like soldiers, women themselves 
would win "heart victories" over their emotions and in their "proudest 
triumphs" send their menfolk off to war. Stirring marches commemorated 
the scene of parting, with men striding nobly into the horizon while women 
such as Catherine Edmondston just as nobly waved handkerchiefs and 
cheered their departure. "Go fight for us, we'll pray for you. Our mothers 
did so before us." Popular songs and poems deplored the very behavior 
Edmondston had found so upsetting, urging women to repress their grief, 
lest they weaken soldiers' resolve. "The maid who binds her warrior's sash / 
And smiling all her pain dissembles" or "The mother who conceals her 
grief" accomplished woman's highest duty, a poem in the Richmond Record 
affirmed. Women, one newspaper proclaimed, had been offered a "glorious 
privilege" in the opportunity to contribute to the Cause by offering up their 
men. Yet popular expression acknowledged that women often harbored 
lingering doubt. A newspaper poem, "I've Kissed Him and Let Him Go," 
was among the frankest of such  treatment^.^^ 

There is some, I know, who feel a strange pride 
In giving their country their all, 

Who count it a glory that boys from their side 
In the strife are ready to fall, 

But I sitting here have no pride in my heart 
(God forgive that this should be so!) 

For the boy that I love the tears will still start. 
Yet I've kissed him and let him go. 

Best was to feel right, so dedicated to the Cause that personal interest all 

but disappeared. Next best was to stifle lingering persona1 feeling. But the 
minimal requirement was to silence doubt and behave properly, even if right 
feeling proved unattainable. Catherine Edmondston and Gertrude Thomas 
both knew how they were expected to act, as did the Louisiana woman who 
confided to her diary, "How I do hate to give him up, but I suppose I have to 
be a martyr during this war."21 
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Women firefiare their menfor war. Equipment, 1861, watercolor by William 
Ludwell Shefifiard. Shefifiard made sketches during the war but did not comfilete his 
watercolors until the turn of the century. Courtesy of the Eleanor S. Brockenbrough 
Library, Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 
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Some Womanly Occufiation 

Only months into the conflict, women's behavior and identities had 
already become a matter for public discussion and private scrutiny. In con- 
siderable measure this debate arose from the needs of a state and a culture 
endeavoring to enlist women in its defense, and these imperatives would 
become ever more powerhl as military struggle intensified during the next 
four years. But women themselves had very strong personal motives in 
undertaking this examination of female roles and opportunities in the new 
wartime 

From the start, war seemed to belong to the men. They, "more priv- 
ileged," as Julia Le Grand explained, "are abroad and astir, making name 
and fortune and helping to make a nation." Women remained at home, 
seemingly useless, marginal to the stirring events of the day. "I am like a 
pent-up volcano," complained Le Grand. "I wish I had a field for my 
energies. I hate common life, a life of visiting, dressing and tattling, which 
seems to devolve on women, and now that there is better work to do, real 
tragedy and real romance and history weaving every day, I suffer, I suffer, 
leading the life I do." A young girl despaired to a friend that she was a 
L'~ipher," a zero, in the "great conflict. I am miserable when I think ofit." "If 
I could only be of some use to our poor stricken country," she lamented.23 In 
these painful feelings of uselessness lay the seeds of women's wartime trans- 
formation, a transformation grounded in demeaning sentiments of self- 
loathing directed against both their individual selves and the female sex. 
"What is the use of all these worthless women, in war times?" Sarah Morgan 
scornhlly demanded.24 

Numbers of women translated this contempt into a fantasy of becoming 
men, a desire to escape from a gender identity that had in peacetime seemed 
entirely acceptable. Being unable to fight made Sarah Morgan regret being a 
woman "for the first time in my life." Alice Ready, a young Tennessean, 
confessed to her diary, "I never before wished I was a man-now I feel so 
keenly my weakness and dependence. I cannot do or say anything-for it 
would be unbecoming in a young lady-How I should love to fight and even 
die for my country. . . . [Wlhat a privilege I should esteem it, but am denied 
because I am a woman." Ready was surprised that 'LI am angry so much now 
and use so many harsh expressions." Her language, she feared, would in 
itself mark her as an unnatural woman in the eyes of returning veterans. 
Ready had regarded womanhood as simply implying difference. 
But now suddenly it dictated exclusion and deprivation, conditions that 
provoked her to rage, as they did many other southern women.25 
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Anger, in fact, became an emotional staple among females of the wartime 
South. Most often women identified it as a by-product of legitimate patrio- 
tism and self-consciously directed their fury against Yankee invaders and 
oppressors. But the true and unacknowledged sources of women's wartime 
rage were far more complex and diffuse. Ready's anger in the early months 
of conflict arose from frustration and resentment at the way in which war's 
exaltation of men and masculine virtues established a compelling logic of 
female inferiority. Numbers of other southern ladies turned newly discov- 
ered feelings of anger and htility against themselves as useless women. 
Sarah Morgan exemplified just such bitter self-loathing in her explanation of 
why she feared war's outcome. "The men . . . who are worth something," 
she wrote, "will die off in their prime; while we worthless women, of no 
value or importance to ourselves or the rest of the world, will live on, useless 
trash in c rea t i~n . "~~  

Inactivity and consequent feelings of unimportance were debilitating, yet 
few women knew where to turn. "I don't know how to be usehl often 
times," Caroline Davis of Virginia remarked. "Oh! to see and be in it all," 
Kate Stone yearned. "I hate weary days of inaction. Yet what can women do 
but wait and suffer?'' As Stone understood clearly after the departure of her 
brothers for the front, "We who stay behind may find it harder than they 
who go." Action was more than a matter of self-esteem, as, increasingly, it 
served as a means of managing anxiety. "How much heavier is the pressure 
of greif," Catherine Edmondston observed, '&when there is nothing to be 
done but to look the dreadful fact steadily in the face, than when there is a 
need for action, for exertion, for thought of some kind." A Louisiana mother 
spoke a different tongue, but shared the same sentiments: "Les occupations 
sont . . . un grand remkde."*' 

In the early months ofi1861 Ada Bacot turned to a traditional outlet for 
women's energies as a remedy for her feelings of unworthiness. "Another 
day has passed & what have I accomplished[?] . . . I am too unworthy. . . . 
There is nothing left me but prayer," she resolved. Bacot began to see her 
religious devotions not as an end but as a means to a larger usefulness. 
Widowed in her twenties, she had in addition lost her only child, and she 
found herself in 1861 without any clear purpose in life. Yet as she contem- 
plated the national crisis, she believed herself peculiarly equipped to deal 
with its demands. Her loss, she thought, had inured her to emotional 
suffering and privation, even though, she conceded, she had experienced no 
material hardship. She looked to war and upheaval as a divinely sent oppor- 
tunity. "Now I can give myself up to my state, the very thought elevates me. 
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These long years I have prayed for something to do, perhaps my prayer is 
now being answered."28 

"Something to do," "a field for my energies," "to live to some purpose," 
"to be in the heat and turmoil of it allv--women longed for a part in the 
crisis. A May 1861 letter from Vernon, Louisiana, to the New Orleans Daily 
Picayune expressed in a public forum the sentiments women across the 
South had been confiding to their diaries. The author, careful to write 
anonymously so as not to claim public attention unbecoming to her sex, 
explained that "the universal cry is 'what shall we do?' '"We wish merely," 
she explained, "some womanly occupation in which to vent our patriotism, 
in which to render real and substantial aid . . . in which we can work and act 
without," she reassured her readers, "moving from our feminine sphere." 
Could not, she entreated, some "inventive genius" define an appropriate 
role for southern women in wartime?2g 

It would not be an inventive genius, but thousands of southerners, male 
and female, who would in both deeds and words respond to the query 
posed by this "Daughter of the South? Newspapers and periodicals, shar- 
ing the letter writer's concern about the boundaries of the "feminine 
sphere," stressed the wartime relevance of woman's customary moral and 
spiritual role. "Can you imagine," asked the editors of the Southern Field 
and Fireside, "what would be the moral condition of the Confederate Army 
in six months without woman's influence?" The Augusta Weekly Constitu- 
tionalist confirmed in July 1861, "Great indeed is the task assigned to 
woman. . . . Not," the paper observed pointedly-and a bit defensively-"to 
make laws, not to lead armies, not to govern empires; but to form those by 
whom laws are made, armies led . . . to soften firmness into mercy, and 
chasten honor into refinement." John B. Minor echoed these public state- 
ments in an April 1861 letter to his cousin Mary Blackford. "It is the prov- 
ince of your sex," he declared, "in its weakness and its fears, vastly to 
influence ours in times like these. You women . . . possess so much gener- 
osity and magnanimous unselfishness that you can and do assist in inspiring 
a high-souled, self-sacrificing patriotism, which diffuses an aroma of virtue 
through S~cie ty ."~~ 

While these assurances may have partially relieved women's sense of 
exclusion and irrelevance, they did not speak to the need for action and 
occupation; flattery did not provide women much to do. Unlike white 
women of the lesser orders, for whom husbands' departures meant dramat- 
ically increased burdens of physical toil in household and farm, women in 
more prosperous slaveholding families did not need immediately to devote 
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themselves to achieving a subsistence. The greater financial resources and 
resiliency of their households as well as the presence of slaves to undertake 
most physical labor left many privileged white women without pressing 
responsibilities. Diffusing what John Minor called an aroma ofvirtue did not 

fill lonely days and anxious nights. Yet, as Virginian Sara Pryor remembered 
in her later Reminiscences, "To be idle in war is torture." Describing what 
she recognized in retrospect as almost ridiculous busywork-embroidering 
razor cases or decorating soldiers' sewing kits-she at the same time af- 
firmed its larger purpose: "Nothing is ridiculous that helps anxious women 
to bear their lot-cheats them with the hope that they are doing good." In 
the spring and summer of 1861 many articulate middle- and upper-class 
southern women began to seek opportunities to participate in the mounting 
conflict, active means of expressing their commitment to the Cause. Women 
began to unite to define the female purpose they all so eagerly sought. For 
the most part they were careful to heed admonitions to remain within their 
appropriate sphere. But in the course of their actions they would also 
redefine themselve~.~~ 

A Part to Perform 

For most of these southern ladies, the very act of binding together as 
women marked a new departure. Women's associations and organizations 
had not blossomed in the antebellum South as they had in the northern 
states. In considerable measure this difference derived from factors of geog- 
raphy and demography: the southern population was far more scattered and 
far less urbanized than that of the North, so that women tended to see less of 
one another and to have fewer opportunities to come together simply be- 
cause of the logistics of travel. In fact, such prewar women's societies as did 
exist were generally located within the South's cities, and in these situations 
antebellum organization provided a solid basis for wartime activity.32 

The comparative paucity of women's organizations in the prewar South 
cannot simply be attributed to its overwhelmingly rural character, however. 
Social factors played a role in these regional differences as well. Slavehold- 
ing southern women thought of themselves primarily as part of a hierarchical 
family or household, with their most significant connections tying them in 
relationships of dominance and dependence to their husbands, children, 
and slaves rather than to other white women. With its disruption of southern 
households, war would alter these relationships profoundly, and with them 
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the sense of female identity the arrangements had helped to produce. The 

thousands of women's voluntary organizations that appeared in the South 
for the first time in response to the demands of war represent a significant' 
locus in the formation of female self-consciousness, for here women saw 
themselves in groups; here they explored the meanings of gender in a way 
they had not previously been impelled to do. Women's associations in the 
Confederacy were intended to be conservative forces, representing and 
affirming traditional delineations of female roles, dedicating themselves, in 
the words of the Charleston Soldiers Relief Association to "assist[ing] the 
great cause, in the way best suited to the sphere ofwoman." But by their very 
existence these organizations defined and empowered women as women, 
independent of men.33 

Female voluntary associations undertook a variety of activities, adjusting 
their efforts to changing needs within the Confederacy. More than 1,000 

groups appeared across the South; by the end of 1861 in Alabama, for 
example, the Governor's Office listed gl ladies' aid associations in that state 
alone, to which the governor distributed raw goods to be sewn into tents, 
cartridges, and uniforms. Sewing was, in fact, one of the first activities to 
which women turned in the weeks after secession. Lucy Wood wrote to 
Waddy Butler in May 1861, describing herself as nearly "broken down" from 
having sewed so intensively for the past three weeks. The ladies of Char- 
lottesville had assembled each morning at town hall with cloth and sewing 
machines and had worked steadily through the day, except for interruptions 
for group prayer. Exhausted, Lucy was nevertheless proud to report that 
she, too, was making her contribution to the Cause. "Our needles are now 
our weapons," she wrote, L'and we have a part to perform as well as the 
rest. . . . Yes, yes, we women have mighty work to perform for which we will 
be responsible." After months as "foreigners," Lucy was gratified to be 
joined with Waddy again in "common cause." Yet even as she boasted, Lucy 
was careful to contain her indelicate pride by belittling her achievement in 
comparison with that of the men. "We have no glory, no fame to gain on 
earth." Women were meant to serve, she confirmed, as the supports and 
helpmeets of men.34 

Often the wives and mothers of a particular unit readying itself for depar- 
ture instigated these sewing efforts. As wife of the captain mustering the men 
of the neighborhood for service, Catherine Edmondston assumed the obli- 
gations of her elite status and organized the women to provide tents and 
uniforms. "Thousands of Ladies who never worked before," she observed 
in May 1861, "are hard at work on coarse sewing all over our whole country." 
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Assigning the heavy task of the tents to seven of her female slaves laboring on 
the piazza at home, Edmondston herselfjoined the white ladies of the area at 
a nearby plantation, where together they stitched uniforms. "Never was 
known such unanimity of action amongst all classes," Edmondston re- 
marked.35 

Many such gatherings soon evolved into formal organizations with con- 
stitutions, dues, and women officers. But the unanimity of classes Ed- 
mondston described was not always present, for the associations remained 
the preserve and social outlet of the elite. When Mary Ann Cobb of Georgia 
canvassed her neighborhood to secure support for the soldiers, she was 
greeted with many refusals, especially from the less-privileged Athens inhab- 
itants. One woman told her bluntly, "The whole Southern Confederacy was 
not worth a thimble full of blood."' Cobb herself later resigned because of 
what she identified as dissension and inefficiency in the Athens society3" 

By midsummer many organizations had shifted from sewing to knitting, 
with socks a high priority for the coming winter months. Kate Stone had 
never knitted before and so began with crewel comforters but was confident 
she would soon "advance to socks and gloves." Women began.as well to 
collect donations to provide notjust flagsand uniforms but a wide variety of 
soldiers' necessities-from Bibles to lint for bandages to scissors to under- 
wear. By the beginning of 1862 the Greenville, South Carolina, Ladies' Aid 
Association had supplied twenty boxes and three bales of contributions for 
soldiers' welfare. In Floyd County, Georgia, 300 members enlisted through 
a door-to-door canvass in August paid a dollar each in dues and by the end 
of the year had shipped five train carloads of provisions to the front.37 

Many needed supplies had to be purchased rather than made, and even 
sewing and knitting required cloth and yarn. As a result, ladies' societies 
turned to money-raising efforts, from concerts and fairs to dramatic perfor- 
mances. Lizzie Ozburn suspected these efforts were primarily designed to 
provide occasions for women's socializing and thought citizens should just 
donate directly to the Cause. "I dont enjoy any thing of the kind," she wrote 
her husband after taking her contributions-a cooked tongue and some 
homemade wine-to be sold at a ladies' association fair in Georgia. "I think 
if the people were just right they would not have to be worked so many ways 
to get what they ought to do out of them they ought to go or give to their last 
dollar and to the last day of the battle." But few shared Lizzie's clear-sighted 
perspective, and benefits proliferated across the South. On September 23, 
1861, the Ladies Relief Association of Spartanburg presented an "Amateur 
Concert" of twenty-one pieces. In Charleston an afternoon of music and 
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recitations culminated with an original poem, "The Soldier's Dream in His 
Blanket on the Ground," by a lady of the city. The subject, the Mercury 
assured its readers, "at this time, will interest our community at large." After 
mistakenly reporting it to be the composition of a man, the paper apologized 
for its error and the eleven stanzas of the poem in their entirety. The 
concluding lines offer a sense of how relief societies served not just to raise 
funds but to provide occasions for patriotic expression and national soli- 
darity. 

Then God bless him, bless the soldier, 
And God nerve him for the fight, 

May he lend his arm new prowess 
To do battle for the right; 

Let him feel that while he's dreaming 
In his fitful slumber bound, 

That we're praying-God watch o'er him 
In  his blanket on the ground. 

In this afternoon's entertainment Charleston's women combined their ac- 
customed spiritual influence with more material goals to benefit the soldiers. 
The occasion provided as well an unusual opportunity for a female author to 
gain a voice.38 

The most popular benefit performances throughout the South, however, 
were not concerts or recitations but tableaux vivants, staged representations 
of familiar themes enacted by costumed women posing as in a still life during 
a musical interlude. "Very much in fashion," tableaux appealed for their 
inspiration to literature and history as well as current events. Ada Bacot 
especially enjoyed the death scene from Romeo andJuliet and the presenta- 
tion of a "Turkish Slave Market" by the ladies' association to which she 
belonged. Mary Legg wrote to a friend of a performance with more immedi- 
ate relevance. "There was one tableaux I think you would have liked it was 
the 'Southern Confederacy' each state was represented by one of the girls 
dressed in white with a scarf of the State Colors, and the States were all 
united by a wreath of flowers, while Kentucky stood with folded arms, face 
rather averted from the southern Confederacy and looking towards the US 
flag; poor Maryland was dressed in black kneeling as though supplicating 
and bound by chains." Mary had at first felt reluctant to appear before an 
audience, but her friends had prevailed upon her, insisting that in service of 
so noble a cause, participation could not be unseemly. "They could not get 
enough girls to form the one I have just mentioned so I consented to be 
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Florida. Clemie was Texas." Maria Hubard of Virginia was less troubled 

than triumphant at her new dramatic accomplishments. "This day," she. 
wrote on December 16,1861, "will long be remembered by me, as one of the 
most remarkable of my life, as I made my first appearance in public. . . . [T]o 
day for the$& time in my life I appeared upon a stage." Clara MacLean of 
Columbia, South Carolina, was astonished at her sense of pride in her first 
theatrical effort. "I feel quite important," she confided to her diary. In the 
theater of war, Confederate women had quite literally found a part to per- 
form.3g 

Participation in benefit dramas and tableaux marked a significant depar- 
ture from woman's customary place. Delicacy and propriety enjoined ladies 
from speaking in public, from signing their names in print, and even from 
permitting their names to be mentioned in the public press. To appear on a 
stage-even though a performer in a tableau neither moved nor spoke- 
represented an important challenge to these expectations. In uneasily con- 
senting to be Florida, Mary Legg acknowledged her sense of transgressing 
gender boundaries, and while Clara MacLean expressed no such reluctance 
about her participation in theatrical benefits, she noted a new sense of self 
emerging from her unaccustomed activities. 

The novelty of such behavior did not escape wider notice; it was not 
simply in private diaries and letters of women like Legg and MacLean that 
the Confederacy negotiated this troublesome dilemma. An indignant corre- 
spondent to the Charleston Mercury objected to the use of ladies' names in 
the newspaper's account of recent tableaux at Pineville; he thought the 
actresses should be silent, immobile, and anonymous. In Milledgeville, 
Georgia, a soldier signing himself "Hope" wrote to the Confederate Union 
to ask the paper's readers, "Is it right for young ladies to appear in public on 
the stage?" The excuse that such actions were undertaken in a good cause 
was not sufficient justification, he believed, for public appearances threat- 
ened to destroy "true modesty, delicate sensibility in our women." In an 
editorial the same day and a rash of letters in the next issue, the citizens of 
Milledgeville took up the debate. A second soldier pointed out that the 
seeming departure from custom was in reality no departure at all, for ladies 
had long appeared on stage at the end of school term for debate and 
examination. An editorial asserted that the problem lay not with the women 
but, rather, with the men who jeered and whistled. What, the editor de- 
manded, did Hope think about public appearances that were not on the 
stage-as, for example, singing in parlor benefits or presiding over booths at 
fundraising bazaars? The majority of correspondents agreed with one anon- 
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ymous author who insisted, "There certainly can be no immodesty in a 
young lady doing that which a whole community approves." Hope was dis- 
missed as behind the times and told that he "must revolutionize society 
before his notions can prevail."40 

Emma Crutcher had other objections to the tableaux she attended in 
Vicksburg, Mississippi, in December 1861. The performance, she found, 
made "a very poor entertainment for an intelligent audience through an 
evening. . . . Amateurs on the stage only show their inferiority." Perhaps as a 
nonparticipant she could not share Legg's and Hubard's enthusiasm-or 
the consequent dulling of their critical faculties.41 Whatever their artistic 
merits, tableaux succeeded in attracting crowds. Hubard's two perfor- 
mances netted $1,700, and Lise Mitchell noted that in Tuscaloosa "hun- 
dreds were turned back at the door." Ladies of Notsulga, Alabama, sent the 
governor $68 as proceeds from an evening's theatricals, and a group in 
Eutaw requested that their $82 be dedicated to helping needy soldiers' 
families. The young ladies of Shelby, North Carolina, presented an evening 
of tableaux that raised $zoo, which they sent to Governor Vance for the 
"comfort of the soldiers either at the Hospitals or  regiment^."^^ 

Women were often very explicit about how they wished their contribu- 
tions to be used, and in at least one instance their choice of a philanthropic 
goal represented a genuine political and military intervention. Ladies in 
coastal cities had by early 1862 become anxious about the weakness of the 
Confederate navy and the consequent vulnerability of the South's ports to 
Yankee attack. As more and more men were mustered for service in Virginia, 
this issue of "home defense" attracted increasing concern from the women 
left behind. In early March the dramatic encounter between the Monitor and 
the Merrimac, or Virginia, at Hampton Roads drew attention to the tech- 
nological miracle of the ironclad warship. Recognizing a possible solution to 
the crisis of coastal defense, groups of women in Charleston, Mobile, Nor- 
folk, Savannah, and several inland Mississippi River ports organized to raise 
hnds  for the purchase of ships to protect their cities. Gunboat societies, 
gunboat concerts, gunboat raffles, and gunboat fairs became, as the Charles- 
ton Mercury described it, "all the rage." Here women's benevolence became 
public policy as defense spending followed the dictates of female organiza- 
tions; here, for almost the .first time, women expressed implicit displeasure 
with the Confederacy's failure adequately to ensure their welfare; here 
women acted together in advancing the interests notjust of sons, husbands, 
brothers, but their own. "I am glad," Mrs. C. Love wrote with satisfaction in 
the Mercury, "that our people and especially the ladies, have at last aroused 
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themselves to some ~ractical demonstration in the defence of our coast, 

other than brave soldiers and weak batteries. I trust that it is not too late to 
redeem what we have lost by our too sanguine expectations of success."43 

By fall the Georgia was in the water, and the Palmetto State, built with 
more than $3o,ooo in contributions, was ready for its ceremonial baptism. 
In full uniform, the orator of the day, Col. Richard Yeadon, paid homage to 
the "matrons and Maidens" of South Carolina. "He alluded," the Mercury 
reported, "to the inaction of the Government in the construction of naval 
defenses, and showed how the suggestion and example of one patriotic lady 
had stirred in the bosoms of the daughters of South Carolina the project of 
building these very boats. . . . This spirited action of our women had raised 
the Governments, State and Confederate, from their torpor." Philanthropy 
had been transformed into politics and policy. And in at least some of the 
language justifying their actions, women included implicit rebuke of Con- 
federate failures to provide adequate coastal defenses. Charlestonians sug- 
gested that prompter action might have saved Port Royal from falling to the 
Yankees, and the Carolina coast might have remained LLfree from invaders."44 

Women of Columbus, Mississippi, speculated in a similar manner on 
Grant's victories at Forts Henry and Donelson early in 1862 and wondered if 
"untold miseries might have been avoided if the waters of the Cumberland 
and Tennessee had been sufficiently guarded during the last summer, by the 
building of a number of ironclad gunboats." In their effort to equip a vessel 
to patrol the Mississippi River, however, the ladies were carell  to assure 
their fellow Confederates that they did not presume "to interfere with the 
legitimate actions of Congress or the heads of department, appointed to 
superintend works of defense."45 

The ladies of the Confederacy had in the early months of national emer- 
gency confronted a crisis of their own. Committed to providing "real and 
substantial aid" to their new country and determined to play a part in the 
events of the day, they also desired to make their contributions "without 
moving from the feminine sphere." These pledges of conventionality were no 
doubt welcome and reassuring-to the women themselves no less than their 
men. But women would almost immediately find themselves behaving in 
unconventional ways-banding together in new women's organizations, per- 
forming in public, and even shaping government defense policy. War thus 
inaugurated a process of exploration and negotiation. "What Shall We DO?," 
women asked men, one another, and themselves. As the soldiers of the South 
set forth to prove themselves men, females undertook the far less clearcut task 
of defining what it meant to be women within the new world ofwar. 
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of Femininity 

S E H O L D S  A N D  CHANGING LIVES 

Thinned Out of Men 

In April 1862 the Confederacy passed the first conscription law in 
American history, designating all white men between the ages of eighteen and 
thirty-five eligible for military draft. By 1865, amended legislation included 
males from seventeen to fifty, and although a variety of exemption laws were 
passed in the course of the war years, Confederate conscription succeeded in 
producing an extraordinary level of mobilization. Because of slavery, almost 
all nonmilitary labor in the South could be assigned to blacks, leaving a very 
high percentage ofwhites available for army service. As a result, three of every 
four white men of military age ultimately served in the Confederate army. 



With the departure of so many men to the battlefield, the Confederate 

homefront became a world of white women and of slaves. Louisa Walton 
reported to her friend Isabella Woodruff that Chester, South Carolina, had 
by 1862 been "thinned out of men"; Margaret Junkin Preston wrote that in 

Lexington, Virginia, there were by mid-1862 L'no men left." Hers was, she 
described, "a world of femininity with a thin line of boys and octogeneri- 
ans." When Nettie Fondren recounted a friend's wedding plans in Decem- 
ber of the same year, she explained that there would be no ushers, "for there 
is not enough young men around . . . to answer the purpose." But it was not 
just the composition of wedding parties that was revolutionized. As Mary 
Greenhow Lee of Winchester watched Confederate and Yankee men alter- 
nate control of the town Ml of women, then abandon it altogether in June 
1862, she commented wryly in her diary, "I propose that we shall declare 
ourselves a separate & independent sovereignty, & elect a Queen to reign 
over us."' 

In several states the male exodus was sufficiently dramatic to prompt 
citizens to write in alarmed tones to the governor, reporting in circumstantial 
detail the transformations of their communities. A group of women living 
near New Bern, North Carolina, for example, informed Governor Zebulon 
Vance that only 20 of the 250 white people remaining in their town were 
men. Of these, 11 were old and 3 were likely to be conscripted in the near 
future, so the women regarded less than 5 percent of the population as male 
and able-bodied. In Alabama, citizens reported similar reductions in male 
numbers: 2,016 of 3,000 voters in Randolph County and 1,600 of 1,800 in 
Shelby County had gone to the army. A resident of Carrollton, Alabama, 
wrote Governor John Shorter that the spring 1862 militia call "almost liter- 
ally depopulates the county of men."* 

As these worried citizens recognized, the impact of this level of mobiliza- 
tion was profound and probably represented the most significant single 
factor shaping the wartime experience of white southern women. On a 
personal and emotional level, repeated hundreds of thousands of times 
across the region, departures of loved ones brought loneliness and anxiety. 
"There is a vacant chair in every house," wrote Lizzie Hardin. But the scale 
of these departures gave them wider political and economic significance as 

In the overwhelmingly agricultural South the individual household was 
the hndamental unit of what scholars have called "production and repro- 
duction"-the place where the most important economic as well as social 
and cultural work of civilization took place. The farm or plantation was the 
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central economic institution of the Old South, the locus of productive 
activity, whether dedicated primarily toward independence and self-suf- 
ficiency, as in the case of smaller nonslaveholding units, or toward commer- 
cial staple crop production of cotton, rice, sugar, and tobacco by large gangs 
of slaves. But the farm or plantation also served as the primary site of social 
and political organization. The plantation embodied the hierarchical struc- 
tures of southern paternalism. It functioned as the most important instru- 
ment of race control, and it similarly worked to institutionalize the subor- 
dination of white women, for the master was the designated head of what he 
frequently characterized as his "family white and black." Within this social 
order men and women, boys and girls, slave and free learned the roles 
appropriate to their age, gender, and race. Nonslaveholding households 
embodied analogous arrangements of male dominance within exclusively 
white families. Male prerogative and male responsibility thus served as the 
organizing principle of southern households and southern society; white 
men stood at the apex of a domestic pyramid of power and obligation that 
represented a microcosm of the southern social order. As John C. Calhoun, 
the South's most powerful antebellum defender, explained, "The Southern 
States are an aggregate . . . of communities, not of individuals. Every planta- 
tion is a little community, with the master at its head. . . . These small 
communities aggregated make the State in all. . . . Hence the harmony, the 
Union and the stability of that ~ection."~ 

The removal of white men from households across the region thus in- 
flicted a devastating blow to the most fundamental structures of the South's 
society and economy. In nonslaveholding families, the departure of bread- 
winners caused immediate hardship, requiring many white women to turn 
for the first time to demanding physical labor in the fields. The Confederate 
Congress passed the first conscription legislation in April 1862, during 
spring planting, when manpower needs were at their height, and so many 
farm families felt its impact at once. A correspondent from a "fioor County" 
in Alabama wrote Governor John Gill Shorter that within days, hundreds of 
"Feemales" would be seen for the first time "between the handles of the 

For women of more prosperous and, particularly, of slaveholding families, 
however, the effects of mass mobilization were more delayed and less direct. 
Middle- and upper-class southern families possessed capital and invest- 
ments-as well as slaves to work behind the plow-and were not tied so 
directly to the seasonal cycles of planting and harvesting. Unlike land, slave 
property was movable, prompting many masters to transport their slave 
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forces to safer areas where they could be resettled or hired out for cash. 
Texas, remote from military action, was a favorite destination, and one 
Confederate general estimated that some 150,000 bondsmen were trans- 
ported to the state during the war years. But whatever strategies they had 
chosen to preserve their assets, most families had by the last months of the 
war exhausted wealth and resources. Even many of the South's most priv- 
ileged women would, with homes and property destroyed, find themselves 
in the direst of financial straits. This transformation tended to be gradual, 
though, a process of evolution toward changed status that often began with a 
transformation in the structures of the household itselK6 

Endowed with financial resources, regionwide networks of family and 
kin, and access to information and transportation, elite women possessed an 
opportunity to experiment with new domestic forms denied their poorer 
sisters. Women of the South's master class found themselves in a variety of 
new family and household arrangements as they struggled to adjust to the 
departure of their men. Many moved-sometimes long distances-to live 
with their parents or in-laws or even friends and acquaintances. Others 
packed up themselves and perhaps their children and followed their officer 
husbands from camp to camp, seeking appropriate accommodations in 
nearby towns or living at times in tents on the field. Still others traveled to 
the city in search of rooms and remunerative employment. Confronted with 
the uncertainty of the times, some left home with wagons 111 of valued 
possessions but no clear idea of a destination, convinced that their children 
and their property, human and inanimate, would be safer anywhere else. In 
the course of the war these families might move three, four, even a half- 
dozen times, retreating like the Confederate army before the Union advance 
and the steadily diminishing supply of life's necessities behind Confederate 
lines. Other women decided to take their chances where they were and to 
make necessary changes in existing arrangements rather than seek solutions 
through relocation. Many hired overseers or importuned male neighbors to 
assist them in directing and maintaining newly female-headed plantations; 
some invited their nieces, sisters, or sisters-in-law to join them in house- 
keeping, to stave off loneliness and to pool resources. Ladies who had 
dispatched their sons and husbands to the front lines often sent their daugh- 
ters in the opposite direction, to boarding schools or relatives in remote 
areas regarded as safe from military conflict. But whether they moved or 
stayed at home, kept their children together or dispersed them to schools or 
kin, most Confederate women confronted dramatic changes in their domes- 
tic environment. 
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Women of Confederate North Carolina. Courtesy of the Eleanor S. Brockenbrough 
Library, Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 

Had the Confederacy ever taken the census required of it by its constitu- 

tion, the results would have been startling, for the sorts of households it 

would have described would have confounded those expecting to see the 
patriarchally structured families associated with the Old South. Instead, such 
a survey, taken any time after the very first months of war, would have 

reflected the attributes of this new world of women, reporting high numbers 
of households headed by white females in all classes across the South. 

Among the slaveholders such a survey would have shown an extraordinary 
diversity of domestic forms, of makeshift "families" that in their departure 
from custom provided new environments in which women had necessarily to 
redefine themselves-accepting new responsibility for basic economic sur- 
vival, experiencing changed configurations of emotional attachments, and 
finding themselves in dramatically altered relationship to the South's "do- 
mestic institution" ofAfrican slavery. But.such a survey never did take place; 
we will never know with statistical certainty the precise dimensions of change 
in household structures in the Civil War South. We cannot say how many 
white women lived alone on large plantations or how many moved to urban 
areas or how many moved in with kin. And, of course, these arrangements 
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changed constantly during the war years as individuals responded to ever 
shifting military circumstances. But thewidespread alterations in household 
form can certainly be described in a manner that illuminates the sorts of 
choices and dilemmas confronting the inhabitants of this new female world: 
altered families required new structures of domestic power and respon- 
sibility. Nearly every woman who kept a diary or corresponded with family 
and friends had necessarily to discuss such questions, for even if she herself 
did not face decisions about where and with whom to live, her neighbors and 
kin were confi-onting these difficulties. Adjusting to the demands of recon- 
figured households was a major issue for white women of the Confederate 
South, and these new domestic circumstances brought other transformations 
in Confederate women's lives. From early in the war the very foundations of 
the South's paternalistic social order were necessarily imperiled by the 
departure of the men who served as its organizing principle. 

The Best Way for Me to Do 

Many women were uncertain where or how they wished to live after their 
husbands' entry into the army. Laetitia Lafon Ashmore Nutt rehsed to 
accept a separation when her husband departed at the head of a company of 
partisan rangers he had raised in Louisiana. With three daughters in tow, she 
followed him across the Deep South, searching out lodgings close to his 
changing areas of operation. By 1864 she was exhausted and wished she had 
"left the children with my Mother and devoted all my time and energies to 
our sick and woundedY7 

Sarah Jane Estes did leave her children to follow her husband, but her 
presence with him reflected his desire rather than her own. He was, she 
reported, "ordering me to Mississippi" in the summer of 1862. "Knowing 
my husband's disposition, I determined to leave all and follow him. . . . I 
must leave husband or children and I felt that they could do better without 
me than he could." She tried to dismiss thoughts of how she would do 
without them but was brokenhearted, fearing her one-year-old would forget 
her altogether before they were reunited. "My own happiness I have never 
consulted since leaving home," she wrote with both pride and some anger, 
"for there was little choice." Her understanding of woman's obligations had 
always dictated her path. "As a mother and a wife I hope I do not consider 
my own comfort, but live and work for those whom God has given, receiving 
my reward by making them happy? But here her duties to children and to 

Changing Lives { 35 } 



husband were at cross-purposes, and Estes could not reconcile herself to 
failing as either wife or mother. Despite her obvious pain at her dilemma, she 
received little sympathy from her husband. "Mr. E reproved me for my 
desperate sorrow and bid me look to God for comfort, that I was acting very 
wickedly. I knew that but I was too wretched to think. But I have prayed for 
strength and now feel more able to bear up under my trials, but I may be 
deceived. I will still pray to be able to say, 'Thy will be done.' " The need to 
choose between husband and children seemed almost too much to bear, and 
Sarah Estes turned for resolution and consolation to God. After months 
trailing after her husband through Mississippi and Tennessee, she antici- 
pated no end to her exile. But she could no longer torment herself with 
thoughts of her absent children; she would act as if they were dead. "I will 
try and give my children to the Lord as if he had taken them home to him, 
and try and pray to be resigned never to see them again." Sarah Estes felt she 
had lost not her husband but her infant children to the war.8 

Unlike Laetitia Nutt and Sarah Estes, most women did not follow their 
men to the front but instead tried to carry on at home or adjust to wherever 
the fortunes of war might take them. A North Carolina woman wrote her 
sister soon after her husband left in May 1862, explaining, "we have been 
trying how to studyout how it is the best way for me to do." Her mother had 
urged her to come home, but she was reluctant to close her own house and 
leave her slaves to work the place without direct supervision. But she cer- 
tainly did not want to remain alone. Perhaps, she entreated, her sister could 
stay with her, at least for a few months. Lila Chunn of Georgia was pleased 
that, after her husband, Willie, left in the fall of 1861, her sisters took turns 
sleeping at her house, so "I do not often stay by myself at night." This 
proved only a temporary solution, though, and Lila spent many nights alone 
before the deteriorating military situation in Georgia in the fall of 1864 finally 
displaced her. Recognizing that she and her children must move from the 
path of Sherman's advancing troops, she still had to decide whether to join 
her own parents or her in-laws. Her uncertainty arose from her desire to 
remain as close as possible to her husband's regiment, and she worried as 
well about being forced to sell her "negro property" at low rates because of 
her decision to move.g 

Emma Crutcher of Mississippi shared some of Chunn's concerns. She 
had moved in with her in-laws in Vicksburg soon after the departure of her 
husband, Will, but by March 1862 Emma's own parents were discussing 
"our debut on the political stage as refugees? They had rented a large house 
in a remote and safe area, and Emma was torn about whether to remain 
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where she was or join her own family. Her major concern was to be near a 
post office or railroad in order to communicate with Will. Lizzie Ozburn's 
father urged her to abandon housekeeping and move in with him if Jimmie 
was not released from service in late 1861, but, grown and married, Lizzie 
was determined not "to ever be dependant on him" again. Ellen Moore of 
Virginia felt quite differently about independence and sought to persuade 
her husband, Sam, that her decision to move herself and their children to 
her parents' house was wise. At home without him, she explained, "my 
spirits would suffer in so many lonely hours night & day there." She hoped 
Sam would be "convinced that as you cannot take care of me that with Pa is 
the best place.""' 

Many young women found living in the households of relatives very 
stressful. Jorantha Semmes and her five children moved in with her hus- 
band's cousins in Canton, Mississippi, crowding the house with seventeen 
occupants who grated on each other's nerves. Semmes believed they re- 
garded her as an unwelcome "nuisance" but was herself angry at her host- 
ess's "hyper-criticisms" and her host's presumption in daring to whip her 
children along with his own." 

Even in an era in which family conflict became commonplace, the experi- 
ence of Ann Marie Stewart Turner may have been especially difficult. Dur- 
ing her husband's army service she and her children lived with his family in 
North Carolina, where her mother-in-law's "unruly tongue" and "unhappy 
temper" made Turner's life miserable. The older woman accused Ann not 
only of stealing her son but of luring her husband away. She "said I had 
fondled around her husband till he cared more for me than any man might 
for any woman but his wife-that he had a $assion for me 6- I encouraged by 
combing his hair bc," Ann reported in despair to her own mother, who was 
thousands of miles away in Texas. But Turner's trials were only to increase. 
When her husband was killed at the Battle of the Crater in 1864, she 
regarded the blow as just retribution for her vengeful anger against her 
mother-in-law as well as an appropriate punishment to Mrs. Turner for her 
own "unkindness? Under the pressure of her domestic arrangements, 
Ann's grief expressed itself as a combination of self-loathing and rage. Sepa- 
rated from home by enormous distance and wartime upheaval, Ann re- 
mained trapped in the unhappy household of her in-laws, even though her 
strongest tie to them was gone.I2 

Often women left by themselves simply joined together both to provide 
companionship and to save on household expenses. A Tennessee woman 
recalled, "as I was alone in my home and my sister in law and two small 
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White members of the household of John Minor Botts, near Cubefier, 
Virginia, September 1863. Photograph by T. H. O'Sullivan. Prints and 
Photografihs Division, Library of Congress. 

children were left alone in my brother's home, I went to live with them." 
Clusters of adolescent girls in families other than their own were especially 
common. Many parents were eager to provide the young women with some 
diversion, for life behind the lines was often very tedious. Away from the 
concentrations of men at the front, courtship, the compelling occupation of 
privileged young women in their late teens and early twenties, all but came to 
a halt. Though the fate of nations may have been hanging in the balance, one 
young Confederate woman regarded life as unbearably dull. "There is noth- 
ing to mark one day from another now . . . always the same. Sew, knit, 
read. . . Spinning, weaving. Oh, I get so sick and tired of it." Twenty-two- 
year-old Malvina Gist was either bold or foolish enough to complain, almost 
on the eve of the burning of her hometown of Columbia in 1865, "it is 
frightfully monotonous, just because you are a woman, to be always tucked 
away in the safe places."13 

But the Preston sisters of South Carolina, who joined Mary Chesnut's 
household in Richmond, found the times more than exciting. Both girls 
soon fell in love with dashing Confederate officers, and when their beaux 
were occupied with military matters, they amused themselves in the com- 
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pany of the other young ladies and the crowds of male admirers thronging 
Chesnut's wartime salon. As wife of a prominent aide to Jefferson Davis, 
Chesnut moved in the innermost circles of Confederate power. Residence in 
her household thus placed the Preston girls in the comparative safety of 
well-garrisoned Richmond and provided them access to the highest eche- 
lons of Confederate society. l 4  

The safety and purity of young white girls was a particular concern in the 
wartime South, for they were seen as especially vulnerable in case of enemy 
invasion or slave uprising. Many families exerted considerable effort to keep 
them away from areas of military action and upheaval. "It was thought safer 
for a young girljust grown up to be well out of the reach of Yankee soldiery," 
one South Carolina mother remarked. Boarding schools offered one solu- 
tion to this difficulty. Male colleges and academies closed their doors as men 
left the classroom for the battlefield, but many women's schools thrived. 
Hollins College enrolled 83 students in 1861-62 but had grown to 160 by 
1864-65. J. F. Dagg, president of the Baptist Female College of Southwest 
Georgia, faced continual wartime disruptions-a smallpox epidemic in 
1863, the donation of the school's tin roof to the Confederate government, 
and finally the transformation of the school building into a soldiers' hospital. 
But the school expanded nonetheless, from 36 pupils in 1861 to 82 by 1863 
to 103 who in 1864 met in Dagg's residence because of the therapeutic 
purposes to which the schoolhouse had been put. 

Boarding school left Sarepta Gregory homesick for Camden, South Car- 
olina, but she knew she should be gratefd to be at the Chowan Female 
Institute. "I thank my God that he has given me a place to stay and not to get 
hurt," she wrote her aunt. Robert De Schweinitz, the principal of Old Salem 
Academy in North Carolina, found running a school in wartime fraught with 
difficulty, for supplies were elusive, tuitions never kept up with inflation, and 
pupils often faced extraordinary emotional strains because of extended sep- 
arations from loved ones. Yet De Schweinitz felt he had to keep the institu- 
tion open almost as a public service: 'LWe have so many scholars who either 
have no other homes or whose homes are within the enemies' lines, that we 
are in a manner compelled to keep on with the school." Old Salem was 
known as one of several institutions especially welcoming to refugees from 
eastern Carolina, and many schools explicitly presented themselves as 
havens for displaced young women. Farmville Female College, which point- 
edly advertised itself as "easily accessible from all parts of the State, and at 
the same time so remote from the seat of war as to be both safe and quiet," 
attracted one young Virginia girl whose family was convinced by the Seven 
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Days battles that it was no longer "wise to let a young girl stay" at their 
plantation outside of Richmond.15 

But many young women had of necessity to remain close to enemy lines. 
In Winchester, Mary Lee presided over an establishment of five females- 
two of her dead husband's teenaged sisters and two of his nieces-who 
found comfort and some protection together while opposing armies moved 
back and forth through the town. Lee preferred the risks of enemy troops to 
those of displacement from home and friends. She and her young kin left 
Winchester only when expelled into Confederate lines by a Union general in 
February 1865. Even then she "indignantly denied" the name of refugee, 
threatening to shoot the next person who applied it to her.16 

The Bitterness of Exile 

Lee's hostility to this term suggests unexplored complexities in the move- 
ments of people that so changed households in the Civil War South. The 
word refiLge began to appear frequently in private and public writings in the 
South early in the war, and it acquired a somewhat different connotation 
from the more general notion of displaced persons with which it has since 
frequently been confused. Refugee was probably first applied to the low- 
country magnates who evacuated families and slave property from the Car- 
olina coast when Yankee invasion threatened in the fall of 1861. The arrival 
of these aristocrats with their enormous populations of slaves in the more 
egalitarian Piedmont aroused much resentment, for upcountry Carolinians 
deplored their flight as cowardice, feared the increased numbers of poten- 
tially rebellious slaves in their midst, and worried about providing food and 
shelter for so many new residents. The term refugee soon came to be used 
most often for wealthy individuals who had chosen to abandon their cus- 
tomary place of residence, frequently with an eye to keeping property, espe- 
cially slave property, out of Union hands. Smaller slaveholders and poorer 
farmers often felt this choice unavailable to them, and many regarded "refu- 
geeing" as evidence of lack of patriotism. Inevitably, too, the presence of 
rehgees imposed a considerable burden on the areas expected to provide 
for the wanderers. As more and more men left for the battlefield, the rehgee 
population became overwhelmingly female, thus assuming a characteristic 
gender as well as class identity. There were, especially in the later stages of 
the war, families and even whole communities forced from home by military 
action, as, for example, when Sherman compelled all civilians to leave At- 



lanta in the fall of 1864, but these individuals are more properly considered 
displaced persons, not refugees, at least in terms of the particular Civil War 
usage, with its frequently pejorative connotations of privilege and self-inter- 
est. The power of these connotations is evident, for example, in Mary Lee's 
aversion to the label. She had not chosen her course of action; she had not 
abandoned her home; she was not running away, expecting others to take 
responsibility for her. She had been sent against her will, and this, she 
believed, gave her a morally superior status to those who could rightllly be 
called refugees." 

As Nancy ~ a e  ~ e t t  anticipated the arrival of the Yankees in Georgia, she 
described her options to her husband, Richard, who was in the army. "I 
haint got the money to take us of [f] so we will hafter stand the test." She and 
her seven children lacked the wherewithal to move out of harm's way. Sarah 
Espy, a widow and small slaveholder from Alabama, observed that many of 
her wealthy neighbors were preparing to take their slaves and leave as the 
Yankees approached in the summer of 1863. But Espy knew she would have 
"to stay at home and take whatever Providence may send," for she did not 
know "where I could go or how." On an evening's visit to her rich friend 
Mrs. Finley, she discovered that her neighbor was planning to depart to 
North Carolina. Espy could not contain her resentment. "They are well off 
and are going to wealthy friends whereas I, and many others, have no friends 
and our children, even beardless boys, are taken from us and put into the 
service." Even though as a slaveholder Espy ranked among the most affluent 
southern families, she was, under the pressures ofwar, growing newly aware 
of class differences in the South, differences here marked by access to the 
option to seek refuge elsewhere. Mrs. Finley's freedom to leave wartime 
Alabama provoked Sarah Espy's bitter complaint. "There is a great wrong 
somewhere, and if our Confederacy should fall, it will be no wonder to me 
for the brunt is thrown upon the working classes while the rich live in ease 
and plea~ure."'~ 

For those aristocratic women who prided themselves on their inherent 
social superiority, the refugee experience could similarly reinforce class 
perceptions and identity. When at the end of the war Mary Chesnut found 
herself fleeing Yankee invaders, she took advantage of the hospitality of a 
North Carolina woman. Yet scorn rather than gratitude marked her response 
to this generosity. "Mine hostess is young & handsome, very well educated, 
talks well, seems so ladylike & kind. . . . N.C. aristocracy as far as it will go- 
but does not brush her teeth-the first evidence of civilization-& lives 
amidst dirt in a way that would shame the poorest overseer's wife. . . . A 
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Refigees. Departure &om Fredericksburg before the Bombardment, oil fiainting, 
1865, by David English Henderson, a mafimaker in the Confderate army. Courtesy 
of Gettysburg National Military Park. 

Lady evidently she is in manners & taste! & surroundings worthy a barbar- 
ian." Perhaps Chesnut's unaccustomed need prompted her scathing re- 
marks. Without the usual accoutrements of superior status, she lost the 
substance as well as the trappings of gentility. A young Louisiana woman 
fleeing with her family abandoned some of her romantic notions about 
poverty when war introduced her to the realities of life among the less- 
privileged orders. Enduring omnipresent bedbugs and meager fare as she 
lodged with a variety of nonslaveholding white families during the course of 
her travels, Sidney Harding remarked, "I used to think I would like to be 
poor but having never seen any poor people before did not know what it 
was. Have no such wish now." A new and enforced familiarity with her 
supposed social inferiors encouraged not sympathy but revulsion. War 
brought whites of different social classes together in ways that often under- 
mined rather than enhanced southern solidarity.'" 

The controversy surrounding refugees in the wartime South centered on 
this very issue of class, on the perception that certain southerners had the 
resources to escape the "brunt" of war. A woman with the option to become 
a refugee was in some ways like a conscripted man able to hire a substitute. 
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Refugees themselves often felt the direct heat of this resentment. Kate 
Stone's family had removed to  exa as, that favdred destination for planters 

hoping to locate slaves out of reach of Union armies. But Stone found 
"strange the prejudice that exists all through the state against refugees. We 
think it is envy, just pure envy. The rehgees," she explained, L'are a nicer and 
more refined people than most of those they meet, and they see and resent 
the differen~e."~~ 

Refugees' presumptions of superiority did little to diminish the hostility 
they encountered. The Daily Southern Guardian of Columbia, South Car- 
olina, tried to excuse this arrogance in the spring of 1864. L'They know not 
how to beg; for being accustomed, during all their previous lives, to abun- 
dance at their former homes, they have been in the habit of giving of their 
plenty, rather than receiving anything at the hand of charity. This terrible 
discipline many of them are now passing through. It is a hard lesson to learn, 
which many of them cannot comprehend." Without wealth most south- 
erners, like Jett or Espy, felt they could not choose to become rehgees, yet, 
paradoxically, the refugee experience itself usually consumed assets rather 
rapidly, leaving many of the most aristocratic southern women without the 
affluence that had defined their identities. Yet these were identities, as the 
Guardian pointed out, they could not easily abandon.21 Confederate hu- 
morist Bill Arp summed up the wanderers' plight, observing that although 
Job suffered much and "stood the test of all the severe afflictions his Maker 
visited upon him," he was spared the ultimate challenge, for "from a careful 
examination of his sacred record, I do not find that he was ever a refugeeTZ2 

Women wrote despairingly of their experiences, and indeed, objective 
conditions of refugee life were often most unpleasant. Transportation facil- 
ities grew increasingly inadequate in the wartime South, and traveling 
women found themselves on crowded trains that broke down with growing 
frequency, in dilapidated wagons, or even astride intractable mules. Tempo- 
rary accommodations were dirty and overtaxed-and often infested with 
fleas and bedbugs as well as those whom genteel ladies regarded as human 
undesirables, both black and white. Sarah Morgan was astonished to be 
"actually sleeping under the same bed clothes with our black, shiny negro 
nurse!" Camping out was a novelty, and Sarah Wadley found her corsets an 
uncomfortable nuisance when she tried sleeping on the ground. Permanent 
dwellings were difficult to locate, especially in cities, so families accustomed 
to spacious mansions crowded into one or two rooms. Some of the most 
desperate displaced southerners lived in boxcars outside Atlanta or in a tent 
city near Petersburg, not to mention the inhabitants of Vicksburg who 
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during the siege took up residence in hillside caves, complete with rugs and 
elaborate furnishings. War forced many southerners in less urgent circum- 
stances to turn to whatever shelter was available. All struggled to find food 
for the table, especially as inflation sent prices skyrocketing. Living with her 
parents in rural Georgia in the last months of the war, Lila Chunn succeeded 
in procuring adequate nourishment for her children but complained that it 
was all of the coarsest type-a tedium of "meat & bread and bread & meat." 
The children, she mused, "are gladder to get a biscuit now than they were 
cake in former days? In Richmond in March 1865, Malvina Gist was not so 
fortunate and proclaimed herself hungry enough to "eat a tallow candle if I 
had a good 

Yet conditions were increasingly hard for all southerners, not just for 
those who had left their homes. Whatever bodily discomforts they experi- 
enced, refugees would readily have agreed that their psychological depriva- 
tions and displacements were far greater. Sarah Morgan, searching with her 
mother and sisters for a place to settle after the Yankee invasion of Louisiana 
in 1862, complained that she felt like a "homeless beggar." Margaret Beck- 
with was ashamed when after three years of war she left Virginia for North 
Carolina. She assumed the language of a soldier, echoing one of General 
Grant's famous statements of determination when she reported her "disgust 
at leaving the front. I felt like a deserter. I had wished to fight it out along this 
line." Grant had firmly resolved "to fight it out on this line, if it takes all 
summer," but Beckwith had abandoned Virginia by late spring. Lise Mitch- 
ell moved from Louisiana across the Deep South with her grandfather and 
the family's slaves, stopping and erecting new slave quarters near Vicksburg, 
Mississippi, before relocating again in Alabama. "Home," she remarked 
bitterly, "what a mockery to call this home, we have no home, we are poor 
refugees, how suggestive that word, refugee to my poor heart, of sorrows 
past, present anxieties, and future misery." Her new dwellings brought with 
them dramatically changed responsibilities, which young Lise did not en- 
tirely welcome. "I think it a pity for me to have undertaken for the first time, 
the duties of a housekeeper in such hard times for I fear I will soon be 
disco~raged."~~ 

Complaining of "l'amertume de l'exil qui pkse si lourdement sur nous," 
the women of the Grima family of New Orleans regarded themselves less as 
refugees than as exiles. Augusta, Georgia, was cold both physically and meta- 
phorically, and, of course, they found few who spoke their native French. 
Young Louise seemed, her mother reported, to have fallen into a severe 
depression, refusing to eat and manifesting little energy. "Elle est tellement 
attristie de l'exil qu'elle ne sort presque jamais et se laisse trop abbatreFz5 
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When Sherman menaced Georgia in 1864, George West's sons had al- 
ready departed with the army, so he sent his daughter Josephine to accom- 
pany the family slaves to Mississippi. To her father she wrote ofher uncertain- 
ties about slave management-how to tell if complaining laborers were really 
sick, how to respond to the overseer's declaration that "the negroes dont 
work," and how to deal with the homesickness of the slaves themselves. But 
to her mother she opened her "sad and desponding heart." "I have felt utterly 
forlorn. I feel like I can never be satisfied until I get home again. . . . [Tlhere is 
no wray oflight in the future visibl[e] to me. Dear good Mother pray for your 
absent daughter that I may have more fortitude and be more resigned to my 
fateTZ6 Living as refugees may have begun as a choice, but it came to seem like 
a sentence, one that the wanderers shared in large measure with the other, 
less-mobile southern households buffeted by war. For ultimately, the itinerant 
nature of refugee families proved to be just one akong the many disruptive 
forces transforming the customary patterns of southern domestic life. 

Home Manufacture 

As the northern blockade and the requirements of full-scale military 
mobilization continued to exert unrelenting economic pressure on the Con- 
federacy, southern households began to reflect the impact of changes that 
extended beyond war's manpower demands. The outbreak of conflict with 
the North had resulted in a dramatically diminished availability of manufac- 
tured goods in the South, both because of the blockade's restriction of 
external trade and because of the increasing concentration of the South's 
limited industrial capacities on the production of war materiel. In the face of 
these domestic shortages, Confederate leaders began to call for econom- 
ically independent southern households as essential to the political indepen- 
dence of the nation.27 

In the South, as in the United States more generally, household manufac- 
tures had' declined steadily in importance during the early 1800s until, by 
mid-century, most southern white families purchased significant propor- 
tions of the items required for daily life. Wealthier households and par- 
ticularly those, such as staple-producing plantations, that were embedded in 
the market economy were especially likely to have shifted to factory-made 
goods. With the outbreak of military conflict, however, such commodities 
suddenly became difficult, if not impossible, to procure, and Confederate 
discourse and public policy soon addressed this consumer crisis.28 
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Newspapers urged white women of the South to revive home production, 
particularly in textiles, depicting such action as both patriotic and moral. 
Elite women, however, demonstrated a tenacious aversion to wearing a 
fabric associated with the lower classes. "Not five out of five hundred 
ladies," the Southern Illustrated News proclaimed in 1862, "would be 
caught in the street in a homespun dress." Jefferson Davis spoke out about 
the desirability and attractiveness of homespun, and in summing up his 
remarks the Milledgeville Confederate Union endeavored at once to quiet 
lingering qualms of vanity and appeal to women's loftier motives. "It is not 
only honorable to our women to weave and wear their dresses, but really 
homespun is becoming to them." Yet the paper's next exhortation seemed to 
belie this enthusiasm about the appearance of home-produced goods. To 
"rig themselves in material made of the great Southern staple," the article 
continued, would "prove to the world that the Southern woman's principle 
and patriotism are not subordinate to the pride of the eye." The Richmond 
Enquirer appealed more exclusively to women's idealism. "Away," the paper 
cried, "with running the blockade for Yankee goods. Let it be a point of 
honor to provide and wear our own homespun." Another newspaper tried 
both to inspire and to shame those "who loll on a sofa or carriage cushions 
and complain," by relating the tale of an Arkansas woman who not only 
wove eight yards of cloth a day but had taken up ax, saw, chisel, and auger to 
build the loom that made her achievement possible. Popular poetry extolled 
the "noble work" of weaving and spinning and urged God "to speed the 
shuttle and bless the hands that ply it." War ballads translated such senti- 
ments into song, emphasizing not the scarcity but the unfashionableness of 
northern fabrics: 

Three cheers for the homespun dress 
The Southern ladies wear. 
Now Northern goods are out of date, 
And since old h e ' s  blockade 
We Southern girls can be content 
With goods that's Southern made 

We scorn to wear a bit of silk 
A bit of Northern lace, 
But make our homespun dresses up 
And wear them with a grace.2g 

Rhetoric combined with necessity to encourage domestic cloth produc- 
tion. As early as February 1862 Mary Speight observed that "there is not a 
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yard of domestics to be bo't in G[eorgia]." "Thrown," as Sarah Espy put it, 
66  on their own resourses," ladies began to bring wheels and looms down 

from their attics and to learn to spin and weave. "This ancient work," Kate 
Cumming noted, "is all the fashion now as we are blockaded and can get no 

other kind of goods." Martha Jane Crossley found herself in 1862 spinning 
for the first time "since my childhood." Mary Legg of South Carolina 
expressed her admiration for her friend Hattie Palmer's new abilities at 
weaving and spinning and regretted that "my knowledge does not extend 
beyond knitting." In Florida, Octavia Stephens searched for a loom and for 
a neighbor who might teach her to weave, less out of absolute need than 
from the widely shared desire to feel useful. "I want something to do of some 
consequence and see if I cant rouse myself to some energy," she explained to 
her absent husband. Sarah Wadley resisted cloth making until 1865 and then 
was ashamed at how inept she proved to be. "I have commenced to learn to 
card and spin, and I never tried anything so difficult to me, or so tiring."30 

Even though Jefferson Davis celebrated homespun, many southern men 
were deeply disturbed when they learned that their wives had taken up 
textile production. Such spinning and weaving as had persisted in planta- 
tion households had been mostly the work of slave women and was thus not 
considered appropriate for privileged white females. Will Neblett was dis- 
tressed by Lizzie's account of her new efforts at the loom. "I do not like the 
idea of your weaving. It is mortifying to me. I wish you not to do it," he 
wrote in June 1864. Lizzie herselfwas not very happy about this new respon- 
sibility but explained to Will that she was "forced" to it in order to clothe 
her children and eleven slaves. George Peddy worried about the hard physi- 
cal labor involved in working a loom, labor to which his wife was entirely 
unaccustomed. "I do not want you to do anything," he wrote his wife, Kate. 
"I did not espouse you for no such purposes. I done so for my high esteem 
of your intrinsic worth; also that you might remain handsome; also for the 
love I had for you[r] soft and pliant hands and loving face. I do not wish the 
latter to be furrowed by physical labor. Honey you must not weave the cloth 
you have the thread spun for." Amanda Bullock shared these views of the 
dangers of textile labor, explaining to her husband, "I am sorry to know that 
I cannot work hard, but experience teaches me that I cannot, for if I spin all 
day, the next day I look as if I had just got up out of a spell of sickness." 
Weaving seemed to threaten not just white women's health but their status, 
for it blurred the all-important lines of differentiation between them and 
their female slaves. Privileged white women's traditiolial identities conflicted 
with the campaign for home textile p r o d ~ c t i o n . ~ ~  
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The propaganda effort surrounding homespun was designed to combat 
this resistance, but succeeded only partially in overcoming the identification 
of weaving and spinning as degrading physical labor. Yet ideological issues 
were only one factor limiting the extent of the wartime revival in home textile 
manufacture. The difficulty in finding wheels and looms, the paucity of 
white women with necessary skill, and the absence of adequate instruction 
for aspiring spinners and weavers also played an important part. Perhaps 
even more significant, however, was the serious shortage of cotton cards in 
the South throughout the war, a situation that created a bottleneck in the 
textile production process. The first step in the process of transforming seed 
cotton or raw wool into cloth was carding, combing the fiber through wire 
teeth mounted on two wooden boards. Before the war all cotton cards were 
manufactured outside the South, and as they began to wear out, the Con- 
federacy could not replenish the region's supply. Desperate women called 
on Confederate officials for assistance, and eight state governors did attempt 
to respond to the crisis by passing legislation to encourage card production. 
John Shorter of Alabama, for example, appropriated $60,000 to bring cot- 
ton cards through the blockade and designated state hnds  for a card man- 
ufacturing establishment in Selma that proved less than successful. Confed- 
erate women recognized both the scarcity and the importance of cotton 
cards and tried to make them last as long as possible. When Lizzie Neblett 
found that a slave woman had ruined the household's last pair of cards by 
using them to comb her children's hair, she was reduced to tears. Lizzie 
feared the incident might mean the end of her spinning efforts, and indeed, 
the difficulty in procuring cards led many households to abandon their 
efforts at cloth p r o d ~ c t i o n . ~ ~  

The homespun revolution so heralded in the postwar accounts of white 
southern women's wartime achievements seems to have been actually ofvery 
limited scope. A recent study and museum exhibition entitled Mississififii 
Homesfiun: Nineteenth Century Zxtiles and the Women Who Made Them 
came to a conclusion that might be generalized to the entire South: "the oft- 
reported surge in spinning and weaving by women on the homefront during 
the Civil War was not reflected" in the surviving evidence from Mississippi. 
Women who had actively engaged in textile production before the war 
continued to do so; households where slaves had produced cloth before the 
war maintained or even increased their output; some women who had never 
spun or woven made efforts to produce fabrics, but their contributions did 
not have a significant impact in meeting the demand for textiles in the 
Confederacy. The most privileged households coped by importing cloth 
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Cotton cards, a scarce item in the Confederacy. Courtesy of the Museum of the 
Confederacy, Richmond, Virgnia. Photografihy by Katherine Wetzel. 

through the blockade or purchasing it behind enemy lines in trips to oc- 
cupied areas such as New Orleans. Less fortunate southerners made do by 
recycling bed or table linens, curtains, and discarded garments. Economic 
pressures on Confederate households did not result in profound or wide- 
spread alterations in white women's relationship to home textile production. 
Women's resistance combined with more pragmatic considerations to limit 
the scope of change.33 

If there was no homespun revolution, however, there were other areas of 
household labor and production in which white women, with varying levels 
of reluctance or enthusiasm, skill or incompetence, undertook new sorts of 
domestic work. As Mary Lee wrote in 1863 of her changed household 
responsibilities, "I find myself, every day, doing something I never did 
before." Even if they did not weave or spin, women took up knitting and 
sewing-both for soldiers and for their own families. For the most privileged 
southern women, who had concentrated their prewar efforts on fancywork 
or embroidery, knitting and dressmaking often represented a new departure. 
"Many of us who had never learned to sew," Mary Gay remembered, "be- 
came expert handlers of the needle, and vied with each other in producing 
well-made garments; and I became a veritable knitting machine." A South 
Carolina woman remembered that her enthusiasm almost overrode her use- 
hlness, for she had never knit socks before and produced a pair so enor- 
mous that an equally large soldier had to be located to wear them. Young 
women may have found learning these new skills easier than did their older 

Changing Lives { 49 ) 



Socks knitted by Mary Greenhow Lee out of the unraveled tents of the Union army. 
Courtesy of the Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 

aunts and mothers. Emma LeConte reported she was almost driven to 
distraction by her mother's seeming incompetence and by her constant 
requests for aid. "I . . . can't at all understand," Emma complained, "how so 
simple an affair as knitting a sock should appear an insoluble problem." But 
some women, like Julia Davidson, were in fact skilled seamstresses and 
found themselves in constant demand as advisers and assistants to friends 
learning to cut patterns or alter dresses. Davidson even decided to put her 
abilities to remunerative purpose and take in sewing to augment family 
income. But her efforts as a skilled needlewoman did not involve her in the 
oppressive and seemingly endless toil that became the lot of the lower-class 
white women sewing to survive in Confederate military clothing bureaus in 
Richmond and other southern cities.34 

Warborn shortages and economic pressures made it impossible for south- 
ern households to procure a variety of store-bought items that had become 
standard before the outbreak of military conflict. Southern families had 
to undertake unaccustomed sorts of economic production or do without. 
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White southern women took enormous pride, especially in retrospective 
memoirs and reminiscences, in their ingenuity and inventiveness in finding 
or making replacements for unavailable items-berry juices for inks and 

dyes, hats woven of straw, coffee made from okra seed or rye, shoes con- 

structed of cloth or paper, twisted rags instead ofwax candles that had been 
imported from New England, and of course, homespun. The pressure 
exerted by war to transform the southern household from a site of domestic 
consumption into what one Alabama woman recalled as a "miniature factory 
in itself" encouraged even the most elite southern women to undertake 
unfamiliar tasks and assume a new productive role. 

We must recognize the limits of this change, however. Southern house- 
holds did not become factories; women were more likely to sacrifice, to live 
with deprivation and shortage, and to hope for a swift end to the war or for 
the arrival of goods smuggled through the blockade than to become self- 
sufficient home manufacturers. The strains of war made most southern 
families poorer; it rarely made them significantly more productive. Shifts in 
the economic hnctions of southern households were far less dramatic than 
the alterations in their structures and composition introduced by conscrip- 
tion and the manpower demands of modern war. And white women's new 
responsibilities as slave managers would be of far greater social, political, 
and economic import than any war-induced changes in their relationship to 
domestic  manufacture^.^^ 

The Civil War exerted a powerhl impact on every southern household. 
Each family may have been unique in the particular way it experienced war's 
burdens, yet certain patterns of stress and change recurred, reshaping the 
structures and fimctions of southern domestic life. Perhaps most important, 
the departure of men presented a crisis and a challenge to which every 
white woman, rich or poor, had to respond. The internal realignment and 
often the geographical relocation of families changed the most fundamental 
aspects of domestic existence. The absence of men often combined with the 
arrival of female friends or kin to alter the character of women's emotional 
lives and interactions. Husbands and wives found themselves in changed 
relationships, as women came necessarily to rely more on themselves or 
other women than upon their mates. 

But women on the homefront had to deal with more than physical and 
emotional dislocation. Shortages and economic pressures compelled them 
to undertake new sorts of labor in order to ensure both their own survival 
and that of the Confederacy. And, as we shall see, in households with sizable 
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holdings of black slaves, managing human property became a central com- 
ponent of the wartime work that now devolved upon white southern fe- 
males. 

In mid-1864 Lila Chunn wrote her husband, Willie, describing the trans- 
formation of her domestic world and her new life as a refugee. "I will never," 
she concluded, "feel like myself again." Changed circumstances were treat- 

ing a new self or, at least, undermining the old. Women's new surroundings 
confronted them with altered sets of expectations, with new obligations, and 
with new standards by which to measure themselves and their worth. In the 
middle of the war Susan Middleton, a young woman from the lowcountry 
aristocracy of South Carolina, wrote in some bewilderment and uncertainty 
to her f r i e d  Harriott Cheves: "The realities of my life and the situations in 
which I have been placed have been so strangely different from what my 
character and the early promise of my life would have led one to expect. 
Anxiety, responsibility, and independence of thought or action are what are 
peculiarly abhorent to my nature, and what has been so often required of 
me." Susan Middleton would not be alone in discovering that war's require- 
ments would not necessarily comport well with her character, her nature, or 
her expectations. The social order that had shaped her was not the one in 
which she now had to live.36 
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When slaveholding men departed for battle, white women on farms 
and plantations across the South assumed direction of the region's "peculiar 
institution." In the antebellum years white men had borne overwhelming 
responsibility for slavery's daily management and perpetuation. But as war 
changed the shape of southern households, it necessarily transformed the 
structures of domestic authority, requiring white women to exercise unac- 
customed-and unsought-power in defense of public as well as private 
order. Slavery was, as Confederate vice-president Alexander Stephens pro- 
claimed, the "cornerstone" of the region's society, economy, and politics. 
Yet slavery's survival depended less on sweeping dictates of state policy than 
on tens of thousands of individual acts ofpersonal domination exercised by 



particular masters over particular slaves. As wartime opportunity encour- 
aged slaves openly to assert their desire for freedom, the daily struggle over 
coercion and control on hundreds of plantations and farms became just as 
crucial to defense of the southern way of life as any military encounter. 
Women called to manage increasingly restive and even rebellious slaves were 
in a significant sense garrisoning a second front in the South's war against 
Yankee domination.' 

Nineteenth-century southerners often called slavery "the domestic in- 
stitution." Such a designation is curious, however, for the term seems to 
imply a contrast with the public or the political. The very domesticity of 
slavery in the Old South, its embeddedness in the social relations of the 
master's household, made those households central to the most public 
aspects of regional life. The direct exercise of control over slaves was the 
most fundamental and essential political act in the Old South. With the 
departure of white men, this transcendent public duty fell to Confederate 
women.2 

Although white southerners-both male and female-might insist that 
politics was not, even in the changed circumstances ofwartime, an appropri- 
ate part of woman's sphere, the female slave manager necessarily served as a 
pillar of the South's political order. White women's actions as slave mis- 
tresses were crucial to Confederate destinies, for the viability of the southern 
agricultural economy and the stability of the social order as well as the 
continuing loyalty of the civilian population all depended on successll slave 

control. 
Public discourse and government policy in the Confederacy explicitly 

recognized the gendered foundation of the Old South's system of mastery. 
Indeed the very meaning of mastery itself was rooted in the concepts of 
masculinity and male power. From the outset, Confederate leaders were 
uneasy about the transfer of such responsibility to women. After the passage 
of the first conscription act in April 1862, critics challenged the wisdom of 
drafting overseers and other white male supervisors, especially from areas 
with heavily concentrated black populations. In part this concern was eco- 
nomic, for agricultural productivity and efficiency seemed to depend on 
effective management. The "truth stares us in the face," declared one corre- 
spondent to a Georgia newspaper, "slave labor must support this war." 
There was, the writer continued, "but one way to do this, and that is, to 
place the negro under the immediate control and direction of the white 
man." An Alabama man warned Confederate authorities in March 1862 that 
there already existed "in the negro population . . . a disposition to misrule 
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and insubordination occasioned no doubt from the withdrawal of our male 
population from their midst." The prospect of even fewer men at home 
generated profound fears of slave revolt, which combined with a sense of the 
particular vulnerability of white women. These issues went beyond ques- 
tions of gender; they represented deep-seated worries about sex.3 

As support grew in the fall of 1862 for some official draft exemption for 
slave managers, the Macon Daib Zlegr@h demanded, "Is it possible that 
Congress thinks . . . our women can control the slaves and oversee the 
farms? Do they suppose that our patriotic mothers, sisters and daughters 
can assume and discharge the active duties and drudgery of an overseer? 
Certainly not. They know better." In October Congress demonstrated that it 
did indeed know better, passing a law exempting from service one white 
man on each plantation of twenty or more slaves. But the soon infamous 
"Twenty-Nigger Law" triggered enormous popular resentment, both from 
nonslaveholders who regarded it as valuing the lives of the elite over their 
own and from smaller slaveholders who were not included in its scope.4 

In an effort to silence this threatening outburst of class hostility and at the 
same time meet the South's ever increasing manpower needs, the Confeder- 
ate Congress repeatedly amended conscription policy, both broadening the 
age of eligibility and limiting exemptions. Although a proposal offered by 
the House early in 1863 would have repealed the so-called Twenty-Nigger 
provision altogether, resistance from the Senate resulted instead in a com- 
promise, a gradual restriction of the scope of the exemption through laws 
passed in May 1863 and February of the next year. This erosion of the 
statutory foundation for overseer exemptions greatly increased the difficulty 
of finding men not subject to military duty who could, as the original bill 
had phrased it, "secure the proper police of the country." Women across the 
Confederacy would find themselves unable to obtain the assistance of white 
men on their plantations and farms. 

Conscription policy reveals hndamental Confederate assumptions, for it 
represents significant choices made by the Confederate leadership, choices 
that in important ways defined issues of class as more central to Confederate 
survival than those of gender. The initial acknowledgment by Congress that 
a white woman could not effectively "discharge the active duties" of an 
overseer was all but forgotten amidst the storm of protest over the exemption 
law. In order to promote at least an appearance of equitability in the draft, 
the Confederacy retreated from its concern about women left alone to man- 
age slaves. White women in slaveowning households found their needs 
relegated to a position of secondary importance in comparison with the 
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demands of nonslaveholding men. These men could vote, and the Con- 
federacy required their service on the battlefield; retaining their loyalty was a 
priority. Minimizing class divisions within the Confederacy was impera- 
tive-even if ultimately unsuccesshl. Addressing emerging gender divisions 
seemed less critical, because women-even the "privileged" ladies of the 
slaveowning elite-neither voted nor wrote editorials nor bore arms.5 

With ever escalating military manpower demands, however, white 
women came to assume responsibility for directing the slave system that was 
so central a cause and purpose of the war. Yet they could not forget the 
promises of male and obligation that they believed their due. 
Women's troubling experiences as slave managers generated a growing fear 
and resentment of the burdens imposed by the disintegrating institution. 
Ultimately these tensions did much to undermine women's active support 
for both slavery and the Confederate cause. And throughout the South 
eroding slave control and diminishing plantation efficiency directly contrib- 
uted to failures of morale and productivity on the homefront. 

Unprotected and Afraid 

Women agreed with the Georgia newspaper that had proclaimed them 
unfit masters. "Where there are so many negroes upon places as upon ours," 
wrote an Alabama woman to the governor, "it is quite necessary that there 
should be men who can and will controle them, especially at this time." 
Faced with the prospect of being left with sixty slaves, a Mississippi planter's 
wife expressed similar sentiments. "Do you think," she demanded of Gover- 
n ~ r  John Pettus, "that this woman's hand can keep them in check?'Women 
compelled to assume responsibility over slaves tended to regard their new 
role more as a duty than an opportunity. Like many southern soldiers, they 
were conscripts rather than volunteers. As Lizzie Neblett explained to her 
husband, Will, when h'e enlisted in the 20th Texas Infantry, her impending 
service as agricultural and slave manager was "a coercive oneY6 

Women's reluctance derived in no small part from a profound sense of 
their own incapacities. One Mississippi woman complained that she lacked 
sufficient "moral courage" to govern slaves; another'believed "managing 
negroes . . . beyond my power." "Master's eye and voice," Catherine Ed- 
mondston remarked, "are much more potent than mistress'? An Alabaman 
with two slaves pronounced herself "incompetent" to direct them; Martha 
Fort of Georgia sought a solution in renting out her slave property. "I shall not 
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farm myself. I cant get along with negro men." Another Georgia lady sniffed 
that a woman was simply not "a fit and proper person" to supervise slaves. 
Even in anticipation the responsibility seemed daunting, and actual experi- 
ence often bore out these anxieties. Slaves themselves frequently seemed to 
share their mistresses' views of their own incapacities. Ellen Moore of Vir- 
ginia complained that her laborers "all think I am a kind ofusurper &have no 
authority over them." As war and the promise of freedom encouraged in- 
creasing black assertiveness, white women discovered themselves in charge 
of an institution quite different from the one their husbands, brothers, 
fathers, and sons had managed before military conflict commenced.' 

Female apprehensions about slave mastery arose from fears of this very 
rebelliousness and from a sense of the special threat slave violence might 
pose to white women. Keziah Brevard, a fifty-eight-year-old South Carolina 
widow, lived in almost constant fear of her sizable slave force. "It is dreadful 
to dwell on insurrections," she acknowledged. Yet "many an hour have I laid 
awake in my life thinking of our danger." Long accustomed to being alone 
with her slaves, Brevard grew more fearful as sectional conflict turned to 
Civil War. In the spring of 1861 she worried that "we know not what moment 
we may be hacked to death in the most cruel manner by our slaves." When 
her coffee tasted salty and her dinner rancid, she could not decide if her 
servants were attempting to poison her orjust lodging a protest against their 
continued ~ubjection.~ 

Early in the war, Mary Chesnut, who professed never to have had any fear 
of her slaves, felt compelled to reconsider her own safety when her cousin 
Betsey Witherspoon was smothered by her servants. An elderly widow who 
lived alone with her slaves, Witherspoon was well known as an ineffective 
and indulgent manager. Her murder underlined both the inadequacies and 
vulnerabilities ofwhite women as slave masters; her fate was exactly what her 
South Carolina neighbor Keziah Brevard most feared. Another Carolina 
widow, Ada Bacot, contemplated Witherspoon's death and the prospects of 
her own slaves' loyalty with similar dismay. "I fear twould take very little to 
make them put me out of the way," she wrote.g 

Rumors of slave insurrections abounded, and stories of individual out- 
rages seized women's attention. On July 11, 1861, Sarah Espy of Alabama 
recorded news of "a most atrocious murder-that of an old lady. . . by her 
negro woman-the negro to be hung tomorrow." Just two days later she 
noted the report of "an insurrectionary movement among the negroes of 
Wills Valley, which was suppressed, however." At the Glenn Anna Female 
Seminary in North Carolina, the girls were in the weeks after secession 
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"dreadfilly frightened" by stories about "negroes rising and killing," espe- 
cially "as there were no men at the Seminary." Even though it was all but 
impossible to separate rumor from reality, a slave conspiracy near Natchez in 
the spring of 1861 was particularly terrifying. The captured insurgents 
seemed to confirm women's profoundest fears, indicating, at least as white 
men recorded their rather elegantly phrased testimony, an intention to "rav- 
ish" "Miss Mary. . . Miss Sarah. . . and Miss Anna," wives and daughters of 
prominent slaveholders. Although secession and the outbreak of military 
conflict greatly aggravated both fears and rumors of such uprisings, reports 
of insurrections continued throughout the war, increasing in number when 
Lincoln issued his Emancipation Proclamation, when Union troops made 
significant advances, and ultimately when Confederate power was obviously 
disintegrating in late 1864 and 1865.1° 

Reports of individual acts of violence proliferated as well. Ada Bacot was 
certain the fire in her neighbors' house was set by their slave Abel; Laura Lee 
was horrified when occupying troops released a Winchester slave convicted 
of murdering her mistress. In September 1862 the Mobile Advertiser and 
Register noted that a slave had succeeded in poisoning his master; the same 
month the Richmond Enquirer recorded the conviction of one Lavinia for 
torching her mistress's house. Abbie Brooks of Georgia described the terri- 
ble scars on the face of a woman neighbor who had been shoved into the fire 
by a slave. "All that saved her life was the negro taking fire and had to let go 
of her mistress to extinguish herself."ll 

By the middle years of the war, women had begun publicly to voice their 
fears, writing hundreds ofletters to state and Confederate officials imploring 
that men be detailed from military service to control the slaves. Hattie 
Motley of Alabama begged the secretary of war for the discharge of her 
husband, supporting her request with a description of how the previous 
week only a few miles away "in the night, a monster in the shape of a negro 
man" entered the house and then the bedroom of a young girl. "Such 
occurrences," Motley declared, "make woman's blood run cold, when they 
think of being left defenseless." Mrs. M. K. Smith was living as a lone white 
woman with an infant child on an Alabama plantation with forty-three slaves 
"in the enjoyment of their unrestrained freedom so far as they choose . . . to 
exorcise it by reason of their being no white male person on said plantation? 
Her situation, she believed, rendered her "liable to insult and being mur- 
dered by negroes at any time they may feel disposed to do so." Smith did 
not make clear which fate-death or dishonor-she regarded as worse, but 
other southern women were more direct. A group ofwomen living near New 
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Bern petitioned North Carolina Governor Zebulon Vance for exemptions 
for the few men who still remained at home. "We pray your Excellency to 
consider that in the absence of all protection the female portion of this 
community may be subjected to a system of outrage that may be justly 
denomenated the harrow of harrows more terrable to the contemplation of 
the virtuous maiden and matron than death." A petition to the Confederate 
secretary of war from a similar collection of "Ladies of the N.E. beat of 
Jas[ per] County, Miss." sought male protection against an anticipated slave 
insurrection. If that was impossible, they requested arms and ammunition to 
defend themselves from "the demonic invasion" so that "we die with honor 
& innocence ~ustained."'~ 

These women chose different euphemisms to express their anxieties- 
insult, outrage, "harrow of harrows," dishonor, stain, and molestation-but 
the theme was undeniably sexual. The Old South had justified white wom- 
an's subordination in terms of her biological difference, emphasizing an 
essential female weakness that rested ultimately in sexual vulnerability. In a 
society based on the oppression of a potentially hostile population of 4 
million black slaves, such vulnerability assumed special significance. On this 
foundation of race, the white South erected its particular-and particularly 
compelling-logic of female dependence. Only the white man's strength 
could provide adequate and necessary protection. The very word firotection 
was invoked again and again by Confederate women petitioning for what 
they believed the fundamental right guaranteed them by the paternalistic 
social order of the South: "I feel unprotected and afraid," "unable to protect 
myself," "unable to stand up under her burden without the assistance of 
some white male to protect her." Denied such assurances of safety, many 
women would be impelled to question-even if implicitly-the logic of their 
willing acceptance of their own inferiority. In seeking, like the ladies of 
Jasper County, Mississippi, to protect themselves, Confederate women pro- 
foundly undermined the legitimacy of their subordination, demonstrating 
that they did not-indeed could not-depend on the supposed superior 
strength of white men.13 

Significantly, the "demonic" invaders these Mississippi women most 
feared were not Yankees but rebellious slaves. In their terror of an insurgent 
black population, white southern women advanced their own definition of 
wartime priorities, one seemingly not shared by the Confederate leadership 
and government. "I fear the blacks more than I do the Yankees," confessed 
Mrs. A. Ingraham of besieged Vicksburg. In Virginia, Betty Maury agreed. 
"I am afraid of the lawless Yankee soldiers, but that is nothing to my fear of 
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the negroes if they should rise against us." Confronted with news of a 
conspiracy in her own Mississippi county, Susan Sillers Darden found it 
"dreadll to think of it the danger we are in all the time by the Servants 
besides the Abolitionists." Living with slavery in wartime was, one Virginia 
woman observed, living with "enemies in our own ho~seholds."'~ 

The arrival of black soldiers in parts of the South represented the con- 
junction and culmination of these fears. Mary Lee of Winchester, Virginia, 
came "near fainting" when the troops appeared; she felt "more unnerved 
than by any sight I have seen since the war [began]." These soldiers were at 
once men, blacks, and national enemies-her gender, racial, and political 
opposites, the quintessential powerful and hostile Other. Their occupying 
presence in Winchester reminded her so forcefully of her weakness and 
vulnerability that she responded with a swoon, an unwanted and unwonted 
display of the feminine impotence and delicacy she had struggled to over- 
come during long years of her own as well as Confederate independence.15 

Yet women often denied or repressed these profound fears of racial 
violence, confronting them only in the darkest hours of anxious, sleepless 
nights. Constance Cary Harrison remembered that in the daytime, appre- 
hensions about slave violence seemed "preposterous," but at night, "there 
was the fear. . . dark, boding, oppressive and altogether hateful. . . the ghost 
that refused to be laid." Women sometimes questioned why they did not 
constantly feel overwhelmed by a terror that seemed all too appropriate and 
rational. Even as Keziah Brevard contemplated the hours she had lain awake 
wondering if she would be "hacked to death," she asked, 'LWhy is it at times 
I feel safe as If no dangers were in the distance? I wish I could feel as free 
from it at all times." Catherine Edmondston marveled that with "eighty eight 
negroes immediately around me" and "not a white soul within five miles," 
she felt "not a sensation of fear."16 

Some women in fact regarded their slaves as protectors, hoping for the 
loyalty that the many tales of "faithfd servants" would enshrine in Confed- 
erate popular culture and, later, within the myth of the Lost Cause. Elizabeth 
Saxon, in a typically rose-colored remembrance of slavery during the war, 
recalled in 1905 that "not an outrage was perpetrated, no house was burned. 
. . . [O]n lonely farms women with little children slept at peace, guarded by a 
sable crowd, whom they perfectly trusted. . . . [I]n no land was ever a people 
so tender and helpful." The discrepancy between this portrait and the 
anxieties of everyday life on Confederate plantations underscores how white 
southerners, both during the war and afterward, struggled to retain a view of 
slavery as a benevolent institution, appreciated by blacks as well as whites. 
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During the war such "faithll servant" stories served to calm white fears. But 
examples of persisting white trust and confidence in slaves cannot be dis- 
counted entirely, nor can the stories themselves be uniformly dismissed as 
white inventions. There were in fact slaves who buried the master's silver to 
hide it from the enemy; there were slaves, like one Catherine Edmondston 
described, who drew knives to defend mistresses against Yankee troops. 
Such incidents reinforced white southerners' desire not to believe that men 
and women they thought they had known intimately-sometimes all their 
lives-had suddenly become murderers and rev~lutionaries.'~ 

Much of the complexity of wartime relationships between white women 
and slaves arose because women increasingly relied on slaves' labor, compe- 
tence, and even companionship at a time when slaves saw diminishing 
motivation for work or obedience. White women's dependence on their 
slaves grew simultaneously with slaves' independence of their owners, creat- 
ing a troubling situation of confusion and ambivalence for mistresses com- 
pelled constantly to reassess, to interrogate, and to revise their assumptions 
as they struggled to reconcile need with fear. Although many agreed with 
Catherine Broun, who declared she was by 1863 "beginning to lose confi- 
dence in the whole race," other white women turned hopellly to their slaves 
as the only remaining allies in a dangerous wartime world. Some slave 
mistresses, especially in isolated plantation settings, found that in changed 
wartime households, their closest adult connections were with female slaves. 
When Rhoda died in April 1862, her owner Anna Green wrote in despair to 
her sister. "I feel like I have lost my only friend and I do believe she was the 
most faithful friend I had [even] if she was a servant." Leila Callaway de- 
scribed the death from smallpox of her slave Susanna in almost identical 
terms. "Next to my own dear family Susanna was my warmest best friend." 
6 L I have no one now in your absence," she informed her husband, "to look to 
for protection." In the disruptions of the South's hierarchies of gender and 
race, Leila Callaway had invested a black woman with some of the responsi- 
bilities-emotional and otherwise-of the absent white man.ls 

Kate McClure of South Carolina preferred her slave Jeff to the white men 
her husband had deputized to help manage plantation affairs during his 
military service. McClure believed Jeff to be more trustworthy and more 
knowledgeable, as well as more likely to accept her viewpoint and direction, 
than the two male neighbors. Maria Hawkins keenly felt the absence of her 
slave protector Moses and wrote to Governor Vance with a variation of the 
hundreds of letters to southern officials seeking discharge of husbands and 
sons. Hawkins requested Moses' release from impressment as a laborer on 
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coastal fortifications. "He slept in the house, every night while at home, & 
protected everything in the house & yard & at these perilous times when 
deserters are committing depredations, on plantations every day, I am really 
so much frightened every night, that I am up nearly all night." In Hawkins's 
particular configuration of gender and racial anxieties, a black male protec- 
tor was far preferable to no male at all.19 

The Fruits of the War 

Within the context of everyday life in the Confederacy, most women 
slaveholders confronted neither murderous revolutionaries nor the unfail- 
ingly loyal retainers of "moonlight and magnolias" tradition. Instead they 
faced complex human beings whose desires for freedom expressed them- 
selves in ways that varied with changing means and opportunities as slavery 
weakened steadily under unrelenting northern military pressure. 

Often opportunity was greatest in areas close to Union lines, and slave- 
owners in these locations confronted the greatest challenges of discipline. 
"This must," wrote Catherine Edmondston of her increasingly unmanage- 
able slaves, "be one of the fi-uits of the War, as we never had such a thing 
before." Ada Bacot, widowed South Carolina plantation owner, believed her 
"orders disregarded more & more every day. I can do nothing so must 
submit, which is anything but pleasant." When she left Carolina for a nurs- 
ing post at the Monticello Hospital in Charlottesville, however, she soon 
discovered "Virginia Negroes are not near so servile as those of S.C." Even 
the chambermaid she had brought from home became insubordinate under 
the influence of her new environment. Slave intractability made Bacot's 
housekeeping duties "anything but pleasant." When an adolescent slave 
named William defied her order to clean up the dinner table in the house 
where she and the other nurses and doctors lodged, she called him to task. 
But the young slave was "so impertinent that I slaped him in the mouth 
before I knew what I did." His mother rushed from the kitchen to his 
defense, provoking Bacot to threaten both slaves with punishment. Unlike 
many Confederate slave managers, though, Bacot did not live in a world 
comprised exclusively of women. She turned for aid to the white male 
doctors who were also residents of the household, and they whipped both 
irate mother and insolent 

For many white women this physical dimension of slave control proved 
most troubling. In the prewar South the threat-and often the reality-of 
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physical force had combined with the coercive manipulations of planter 
paternalism to serve as fundamental instruments of oppression and thus of 
race control. The white South had justified its "peculiar institution" as a 
beneficent system of reciprocal obligations between master and slave, defin- 
ing slave labor as a legitimate return for masters' protection and support. But 
in the very notion of mutual duties, the ideology of paternalism conceded 
the essential humanity of the bondspeople, who turned paternalism to their 
own uses, manipulating it as an empowering doctrine of intrinsic rights. 

Desiring to see themselves as decent Christian men, most southern slave- 
holders of the prewar years   referred the negotiated power of reciprocity to 
the almost unchecked exercise of force that was in fact permitted them by law. 
The ~aternalistic ideal regarded whipping as a last, not a first, resort, and as a 
breakdown in control that was more properly exerted over minds than 
bodies. Yet violence was implicit in the system, and both planters' records 
and slaves' reminiscences demonstrate how often it was explicit as well. 

Just as "paternalism" and "mastery" were rooted in concepts of mas- 
culinity, so violence was similarly gendered as male within the ideology of 
the Old South. Recourse to physical force in support of male honor and 
white supremacy was regarded as the right, even the responsibility, of each 
white man-within his household, on his plantation, in his community, and 
with the outbreak of war, for his nation. Women slave managers inherited a 
social order that depended on the threat and often the use of violence. 
Throughout the history of the peculiar institution, slave mistresses had in 
fact slapped, hit, and even brutally whipped their slaves-particularly slave 
women or children. But their relationship to this exercise of physical power 
was significantly different from that of their men. No gendered code of 
honor celebrated women's physical power or dominance. A contrasting yet 
parallel ideology extolled female sensitivity, weakness, and vulnerability. In 
the prewar years, exercise of the violence fundamental to slavery was over- 
whelmingly the responsibility and prerogative of white men. A white woman 
disciplined and punished as the master's subordinate and surrogate. Ra- 
tionalized, systematic, autonomous, and instrumental use of violence be- 
longed to men. 

Ada Bacot surprised herself when she lashed out and slapped young 
William, and it was in just such moments of rage that many Confederate 
women embraced physical force. But for the kind of rationalized punish- 
ment intended to function as the mainstay of slave discipline, Bacot turned 
to men. Women alone customarily sought overseers, male relatives, or neigh- 
bors to undertake physical coercion of slaves, especially slave men. As white 
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men disappeared to war, however, finding such help became increasingly 
difficult. Sarah Espy had depended on her neighbor Finley to carry out 
necessary whippings, but when he departed to Carolina, she was without 
recourse. Yet Espy would have agreed with the woman who declared that 
"the idea of a lady doing such a thing" was "rep~gnant."~~ 

In the exigency of war, however, many mistresses did inflict violence with 
their own hands, but more often than not rage had to override deep-seated 
feelings of conflict and ambivalence to make such actions possible, Susan 
Scott of Texas seemed close to the limits of sanity when she stood in the 
midst of a poorly cultivated cornfield shouting tearful curses at her slaves in 
language "equal to any man." Then she "whipped one . . . awfully, and said 
she would be damned if she dident have every d- negro on the place 
whipped about the stand of corn." Emily Perkins of Tennessee was so 
infuriated at a slave woman who had announced she would never be 
whipped again that she hit her over the head with what she thought was a 
shovel. When it turned out to be just a broom, which broke instead of 
knocking the woman over, Perkins sent for a male slave to tie her down. 
Then Perkins "laid it on." Instead of an effective effort to exert dominance, 
white women's recourse to violence often represented a loss of control- 
over both themselves and their slaves.22 

As slaves grew more assertive in anticipation of their freedom, their 
female managers regarded physical coercion as at once more essential and 
more impossible. Some white women began to bargain with violence, trying 
to make slavery seem benign in hopes of retaining their slaves' service, if not 
their loyalty. Avoiding physical punishment even in the face of insolence or 
poor work, they endeavored to keep their slaves from departing altogether. 
Leila Callaway wrote her husband, Morgan, of her efforts to appear a benev- 
olent-and thus desirable-mistress: "I never was half as sweet tempered in 
my life as I have been this year." Catherine Broun, on the border of slavery 
and freedom in northern Virginia, confessed she was "afraid . . . to correct 
one of them least they should all leave." At the opposite end of the Con- 
federacy, Texan Lizzie Neblett urged her part-time overseer not to beat a 
slave in response to his insubordination. "I told him not to whip Joe, as long 
as he done his work well . . . that he might run away & we might never get 
him & if he never done me any good he might my children." Lizzie worried 
as well that whipping might provoke violent retaliation against managers 
who possessed the obvious vulnerability of the Confederacy's white fe- 
males. Many had, she noted, become "actually affraid to whip the n e g r o ~ . " ~ ~  

The Old South's social hierarchies had created a spectrum of legitimate 
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access to violence, so that social empowerment was inextricably bound up 
with the right to employ physical force. Violence was all but required of 
white men of all classes, a cultural principle rendered explicit by the coming 
of war and conscription. Black slaves, by contrast, were forbidden the use of 
violence entirely, except within their own communities, where the dominant 
society chose to regard it as essentially invisible. White women stood upon 
an ill-defined middle ground, where behavior and ideology often diverged. 

The Civil War exacerbated this very tension, compelling women in slave- 
owning households to become the reluctant agents of a power they could 
not embrace as righthlly their own. The centrality of violence in the Old 
South had reflected and reinforced white women's inferior status in that 
society. With Civil War, military conflict made organized violence the 
South's defining purpose and instrument of survival, marginalizing women 
once again. But even away from "the tented field," even on the homefront, 
women felt inadequate; their understanding of their gender undermined 
their effectiveness. Just as their inability to bear arms left Confederate 
women feeling "useless," so their inhibitions about violence made many 
females regard themselves as failures at slave management. As Lizzie Neblett 
wrote of her fi-ustration in the effort to control eleven recalcitrant slaves, "I 
am so sick of trying to do a man's business when I am nothing but, a poor 
contemptible piece of multiplying human flesh tied to the house by a crying 
young one, looked upon as belonging to a race of inferior beings." The 
language she chose to describe her self-loathing is significant, for she bor- 
rowed it from the vocabulary of race as well as gender. Invoking the objective 
constraints of biology-"multiplying fleshR-as well as the socially con- 
structed limitations of status-"looked upon as belonging to a race of in- 
ferior beingsv-she identified herself not with the white elite, not with those 
in whose interest the war was being fought, but with the South's oppressed 
and disadvantaged. Increasingly, even though self-indulgently, she came to 
regard herself as the victim rather than the beneficiary of her region's slave 
society. Lizzie Neblett's uniquely documented experience with violence and 
slavery deserves exploration in some detail, for it illustrates not simply the 
contradictions inherent in female management, but the profound personal 
crisis of identity generated by her new and unaccustomed role.24 

Troubled in Mind 

When her husband departed for war in the spring of 1863, Lizzie had set 
about the task of management committed to "doing my best" but was 
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apprehensive both about her ignorance of agriculture and about the be- 
havior she might expect from her eleven slaves. Their initial response to her 
direction, however, seemed promising. "The negros," she wrote Will in late 
April, "seem to be mightily stirred up about making a good 

By harvest, however, the situation had already changed. "The negros are 
doing nothing," Lizzie wrote Will at the height of first cotton picking in mid- 
August. "But ours are not doing that job alone[.] [Nlearly all the negroes 
around here are at it, some of them are getting so high in anticipation of their 
glorious freedom by the Yankees I suppose, that they resist a whipping." 
Lizzie harbored few illusions about the long-term loyalty of her own black 
family. "I dont think we have one who will stay with 

After a harvest that fell well below the previous year's achievement, Lizzie 
saw the need for new managerial arrangements. Will had provided for a male 
neighbor to keep a general supervisory eye over the Neblett slave force, but 
Lizzie wrote Will in the fall of 1863 that she had contracted to pay a Mr. 
Meyers to spend three half-days a week with her slaves. "He will be right 
tight on the negroes I think, but they need it. Meyers will lay down the law 
and enforce it." But Lizzie emphasized that she would not permit cruelty or 
abuse.27 

Controlling Meyers would prove in some ways more difficult than con- 
trolling the slaves. His second day on the plantation Meyers whipped three 
young male slaves for idleness, and on his next visit, as Lizzie put it, "he 
undertook old Sam." Gossip had spread among slaves in the neighbor- 
hood-and from them to their masters-that Sam intended to take a whip- 
ping from no man.28 Will Neblett had, in fact, not been a harsh disci- 
plinarian, tending more to threatening and grumbling than whipping. But 
Meyers regarded Sam's challenge as quite "enough." When Sam refused to 
come to Meyers to receive a whipping he felt he did not deserve, Meyers 
cornered and threatened to shoot him. Enraged, Meyers beat Sam so se- 
verely that Lizzie feared he might die. She anxiously called the doctor, who 
assured her that Sam had no internal injuries and that he had seen slaves 
beaten far worse. 

Lizzie was torn over how to respond-to Meyers or to Sam. "Tho I pity 
the poor wretch," she confided to Will, "I don't want him to know it." To 
the other slaves she insisted that "Meyers would not have whipped him if he 
had not deserved it," and to Will she defensively maintained, "somebody 
must take them in hand[.] they grow worse all the time[.] I could not begin 
to write you . . . how little they mind me." She saw Meyers's actions as part 
of a plan to establish control at the outset: "he lets them know what he is . . . 
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& then has no more trouble." But Lizzie's very insistence and defensiveness 
suggest that this was not, even in her mind, slave management in its ideal 
form.2g 

Over the next few days, Lizzie's doubts about Meyers and his course of 
action grew. Instead of eliminating trouble at the outset, as he had intended, 
the incident seemed to have created an uproar. Sarah, a cook and house 
slave, reported to Lizzie that Sam suspected the whipping had been his 
mistress's idea, and that, when well enough, he would run away until Will 
came home.30 

To resolve the volatile situation and to salvage her reputation as slave 
mistress, Lizzie now enlisted another white man, Coleman, to talk reason- 
ably with Sam. Coleman had been her dead father's overseer and continued 
to manage her mother's property. In the absence of Will and Lizzie's broth- 
ers at the front, he was an obvious family deputy, and he had undoubtedly 
known Sam before Lizzie had inherited him from her father's estate. Cole- 
man agreed to "try to show Sam the error he had been guilty of." At last Sam 
spoke the words Coleman sought, admitting he had done wrong and prom- 
ising no further ins~bordination.~~ 

Two weeks after the incident, Lizzie and Sam finally had a direct and, in 
Lizzie's view at least, comforting exchange. Meyers had ordered Sam back 
to work, but Lizzie had interceded in response to Sam's complaints of 
persisting weakness. Taking his cue from Lizzie's conciliatory gesture and 
acting as well in accordance with Coleman's advice, Sam apologized for 
disappointing Lizzie's expectations, acknowledging that as the oldest slave 
he had special responsibilities in Will's absence. Henceforth, he promised 
Lizzie, he was "going to do his work faithfully &be  of as much service to me 
as he could. I could not help," Lizzie confessed to Will, "feeling sorry for the 
old fellow[.] . . . he talked so humbly & seemed so hurt that I should have 
had him whipped so."32 

Sam's adroit transformation from rebel into Sambo helped resolve Liz- 
zie's uncertainties about the appropriate course of slave management. Aban- 
doning her defense of Meyers's severity, even interceding on Sam's behalf 
against her own manager, Lizzie assured Sam she had not been responsible 
for his punishment, had indeed been "astonished" by it. Meyers, she re- 
ported to Will with newfound assurance, "did wrong" and "knows noth- 
ing" about the management of slaves. He "don't," she noted revealingly, 
"treat them as moral beings but manages by brute force." Henceforth, Lizzie 
concluded, she would not feel impelled by her sense of helplessness to 
countenance extreme severity. Instead, she promised Sam, if he remained 
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Lizzie Neblett. Courtesy of the Center for American History, 
University of Bxas, Austin. 

"humble and submissive," she would ensure "he would not get another 

The incident of Sam's whipping served as the occasion for an extended 
negotiation between Lizzie and her slaves about the terms of her power. In 
calling upon Meyers and Coleman, she demonstrated that, despite ap- 
pearances, she was not in fact a woman alone, dependent entirely on her own 
resources. Although the ultimate responsibility might be hers, slave manage- 
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ment was a community concern. Pushed toward sanctioning Meyers's cru- 

elty by fear ofher own impotence, Lizzie then stepped back from the extreme 
position in which Meyers had placed her. But at the same time she dissoci- 
ated herselffrom Meyers's action, she also reaped its benefit: Sam's abandon- 

ment of a posture of overt defiance for one of apparent submission. Sam and 
Lizzie were ultimately able tojoin forces in an agreement that Meyers must be 
at once deplored and tolerated as a necessary evil whom both mistress and 
slave would strive ceaselessly to manipulate. Abandoning their brief tryouts 
as Simon Legree and Nat Turner, Lizzie and Sam returned to the more 
accustomed and comfortable roles of concerned paternalist and loyal slave. 
Each recognized at last that his or her own performance depended in large 
measure on a complementary performance by the other. 

Lizzie's behavior throughout the crisis demonstrated the essential part 
gender identities and assumptions played in master-slave relations. As a 
female manager, Lizzie exploited her apparently close ties to Sarah, a house 
slave, in order to secure information about the remainder of her force. 
"Sarah is worth a team of negro's with her tongue," Lizzie reported to Will. 
Yet Lizzie's gender more often represented a constraint than an opportunity. 
Just before the confrontation between Meyers and Sam, Lizzie had written 
revealingly to Will about the physical coercion of slaves. Acknowledging 
Will's reluctance to whip, she confessed to feeling the aversion even more 
forcefully than he. "It has got to be such a disagreeable matter with me to 
whip, that I haven't even dressed Kate but once since you left, & then only a 
few cuts-I am too troubled in mind to get stirred up enough to whip. I 
made Thornton whip Tom once."34 

Accustomed to occasional strikes against female slaves, Lizzie called on a 
male slave to whip the adolescent Tom, then, later, she enlisted a male 
neighbor to dominate the venerable Sam. Yet even this structured hierarchy 
ofviolence was becoming increasingly "disagreeable" to her as she acted out 
her new wartime role as "chief of affairs? In part, Lizzie ,knew she was 
objectively physically weaker than both black and white men around her. 
But she confessed as well to a "troubled . . . rnind,"to uncertainties about 
her appropriate relationship to the ultimate exertion of force upon which 
slavery rested. As wartime pressures weakened the foundations for the 
"moral" management that Lizzie preferred, what she referred to as "brute 
force" became simultaneously more attractive and more dangerous as an 
instrument of coercion. 

Forbidden the physical severity that served as the fundamental prop of his 
system of slave management, Meyers requested to be released from his 

Confederate Women and Slavery { 69 } 



contract with Lizzie at the end of the crop year. Early in the agreement, 
Meyers had told Lizzie that he could "conquer" her slaves, '&but may have to 
kill some one of them." It remained with Lizzie, he explained, to make the 
decision. In her moments of greatest exasperation, Lizzie was willing to 
consent to such extreme measures. "I say do it." But with calm reflection, 
tempered by Will's measured advice, considerations of humanity reasserted 
their claim. Repeatedly she interceded between Meyers and the slaves, 
protecting them from whippings or condemning Meyers when he disobeyed 
her orders and punished them severely. Yet despite her difficulties in manag- 
ing Meyers and despite her belief that he was "deficient in judgment," Lizzie 
recognized her dependence on him and on the threat offorce he represented. 
She was determined to LLhold him on as long as I can." If he quit and the slaves 
found that no one was coming to replace him, she wrote revealingly, "the jig 
will be up." The game, the trick, the sham ofher slave management would be 
over. Without a man-or a man part time for three half-days a week-without 
the recourse to violence that Meyers embodied, slavery was unworkable. The 
velvet glove of paternalism required its iron hand.35 

Violence was the ultimate foundation of power in the slave South, but 
gender prescriptions carefully barred white women-especially those elite 
women most likely to find themselves responsible for controlling slaves- 
from purposeful exercise of physical dominance. Even when circumstances 
had shifted to make female authority socially desirable, it remained for many 
plantation mistresses personally unachievable. Lizzie's struggle with her 
attraction to violence and her simultaneous abhorrence of it embodied the 
contradictions that the necessary wartime paradox of female slave manage- 
ment imposed. Lizzie begged Will to hire out his slaves or even to "give your 
negros away and, I'll . . . work with my hands, as hard as I can, but my mind 
will rest." Lizzie wished repeatedly to die, to be a man, or to give up the 
slaves altogether-except, telling15 for "one good negro to wait upon me." 
White women had reaped slavery's benefits throughout its existence in the 
colonial and antebellum South. But they could not be its everyday managers 
without in some measure failing to be what they understood as female. The 
authority of their class and race could not overcome the dependence they 
had learned to identify as the essence of their w ~ m a n h o o d . ~ ~  

More Expense Than ProJit 

Many women who feared experiences like Lizzie's hired out or sold their 
slaves rather than attempting to manage the troublesome property them- 
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selves. As food and clothing became scarcer in the ever more desperate 
South, simply finding someone else to assume responsibility for feeding 
slaves was often almost as important as securing cash income for their sale or 
rent. Lila Chunn's brother-in-law advised her to dispose of two slaves, Ann 
and Sandy. "He says," reported Lila's sister, "they ought to bring 4 or 5000 
& you've been supporting her instead of her you." In areas of the South 
where large numbers of slaves had been taken by refugees, there emerged by 
the last years of the war a glut on the market. In Texas, for example, one 
estate executor complained that in 1864 he was unable to hire out slaves of a 
deceased owner for any price.37 

For some white families, these changes in slave markets and availability 
represented an opportunity too great to ignore, for war's disruptions had 
made slave ownership possible for the first time. Women acting as heads of 
such households often welcomed new slaveholding duties as a warborn 
chance for upward mobility. Mary Bell of Franklin, North Carolina, took full 
advantage of the new fluidity of the South's labor force to acquire in 1864 a 
family of three slaves moved from the Carolina coast to her mountain com- 
m ~ n i t y . ~ ~  

After the departure of her husband, Alfred, for war in 1861, Mary had 
depended on two hired slaves nominally supervised by a white tenant to 
work her land. Tom and Liza were a constant aggravation, however, and by 
1862 Tom had been discovered stealing meat as well as poisoning her 
brother-in-law's dog. Liza disappeared for days at a time, and Mary chafed 
with frustration at her inability to control her workers. Mary believed the 
situation resulted in part from the failure of the white men on whom she 
depended-her tenant and her father- and brother-in-law-to offer ade- 
quate assistance. "Your Pa does not control Tom as he ought to," she wrote 
Alf in May 1862. "He lets him have his own way too much. I wish I could be 
man and woman both until this war ends." As the white men upon whom 
she depended failed her, Mary wished for what she knew was impossible: 
the ability to exercise male power and male control herself. Mary was so 
exasperated, she was ready to give her hired slaves up altogether. "Tom 
never came back," she wrote to Alf a week later. "I am very well satisfied to 
do without him, he is too lazy to pay for his victuals and clothes and was 
always in some fuss."3g 

But Mary identified the source of her discontent as a slave manager as not 
so much her gender-though she saw that as part of the problem-or the 
wartime disruptions of master-slave relations, but the legal tenuousness of 
her hold on her workers. She was not their owner; her connection with them 
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was defined as temporary rather than permanent. Perhaps in fill ownership, 
she thought, lay the resolution of her difficulties. 

With the assistance and advice of a brother-in-law, Mary therefore ex- 
ecuted her "nigger trade" in March 1864, acquiring Trim, his wife, Patsy, 
and their daughter, Rosa. At first she was ebullient about her new property 
and pronounced herself "so well pleased with my darkies." But her enthusi- 
asm soon waned. In November she wrote Alf that when he came home from 
the army and saw how bad everything was, he would want to return to camp. 
Patsy had proven to be in poor health, plagued by fits that would make her 
"a burden on our hands as long as she lives." Moreover, it turned out that 
Mary had been deceived in the sale and that Patsy was in fact a free woman. 
This meant that Mary had actually purchased one slave, not three, for 
Rosa's status would follow that of her mother. Trim's usefulness in the fields 
was proving limited as well. "Unless you could be at home I fear we will not 
make much farming," she wrote Alf in D e ~ e m b e r . ~ ~  

Mary began thinking of exchanging these slaves for others, but her expec- 
tations of what slavery might bring her had been scaled down considerably 
from her earlier hopes of upward mobility and increasing wealth. Burdened 
with a new baby of her own, Mary Bell, like Lizzie Neblett, came to regard 
slavery's greatest benefit as residing in the availability of someone to relieve 
her of household labor. Mary Bell's overwhelming desire by late 1864 was 
simply for a "woman that can get up and get breakfast. I am getting tired of 
having to rise these cold morningsY41 

On balance, Mary Bell's experience as manager and fledgling slaveowner 
had been trying. In November 1864 she had written to Alf, "these negroes 
are going to be more expense than profit unless you were at home[.] I think 
then Trim would be of service to us." With an inadequate corn crop and 
potatoes rotting in the field, Mary proclaimed, "this year has put me com- 
pletely out of heart." Beginning her duties as slave manager with optimism 
and enthusiasm, Mary Bell came ultimately to share with Lizzie Neblett a 
profound sense of failure and personal inadequacy. As she repeatedly told 
Alf, "unless you could be at home," "unless you were at home," the system 
would not work. "You say," Mary Bell wrote her husband in December 
1864, "you think I am a good farmer if I only had confidence in myself. I 
confess I have very little confidence in my own judgment and management. 
wish I had more. perhaps if I had I would not get so out of heart. Sometimes 
I am almost ready to give up and think that surely my lot is harder than 
anyone else."42 

A growing disillusionment with slavery among many elite white women 
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arose from this very desire to "give up"-to be freed from burdens of 
management and fear of black reprisal that often outweighed any tangible 
benefits from the labor of increasingly recalcitrant slaves. Few slaveowning 
women had seriously questioned the moral or political legitimacy of the 

system, although many admitted to the profound evils associated with the 
institution. Gertrude Thomas noted its "terribly demoralising influence 
upon our men and boys," and Mary Chesnut's vehement criticisms similarly 
fixed on the almost unrestricted sexual. access slavery gave white men to 
black women. Yet her concerns, like those of Gertrude Thomas, lay with the 
impact of these social arrangements on whites and their families rather than 
on exploited slaves. White southern women readily embraced the racism of 
their era. Blacks were, Chesnut remarked, "dirty-slatternly-idle-ill 
smelling by nature." Slaves were unquestionably inferior beings "blest," as 
one North Carolina woman wrote, "in having a home among Anglo Sax- 
ons." Jane Howison Beale of Virginia had no doubt that blacks "were 
ordained of High Heaven to serve the white man and it is only in that 

capacity they can be happy useful and respected."43 
Southern slave mistresses began to convince themselves, however, that an 

institution that they were certain worked in the interest of blacks did not 
necessarily advance their own. Confederate women could afford little con- 
templation of slavery's merits "in the abstract," as its prewar defenders had 
urged. Slavery's meaning did not rest in the detached and intellectualized 
realms of politics or moral philosophy. The growing emotional and physical 
cost of the system to slaveholding women made its own forceful appeal, and 
many slave mistresses began to persuade themselves that the institution had 
become a greater inconvenience than benefit. 

In 1863, still anticipating Confederate victory, Lila Chunn urged her 
husband to consider a line of work after the war that did not involve slaves. 
"I sometimes think that the fewer a person owns the better off he is." Sarah 
Kennedy of Tennessee decided in 1863 that she "would rather do all the 
work than be worried with a house full of servants that do what, how and 
when they please. . . . [Ilfwe could be compensated for their value [we] are 
better off without them." Keziah Brevard agreed: "I am heartily tired of 
managing them-could I cast them off without scruples of conscience I 
would do so. . . . What is the use of so much property when I cant get one 
thing cooked fit to eat[?]" In 1862 Mrs. W. W. Boyce wrote her husband, a 
South Carolina congressman, "I tell you all this attention to farming is uphill 
work with me. I can give orders first-rate, but when I am not obeyed, I can't 
keep my temper. . . . I am ever ready to give you a helping hand, but I must 
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say I am heartily tired of trying to manage free negroes." Gertrude Thomas 
noted in 1864 that she had "become convinced that the Negro as a race is 
better off with us . . . than if he were made free, but I am by no means so sure 
that we would not gain by having his freedom given him. . . . [I]f we had the 
same invested in something else as a means of support I would willingly, nay 
gladly, have the responsibility of them taken off my  shoulder^."^^ 

Like Lizzie Neblett, many white women focused on slavery's trials and 
yearned for the peculiar institution-and all the troublesome blacks con- 
strained within its bonds-magically to disappear. "I wish," wrote Keziah 
Brevard, "the Abolitionists & the negroes had a country to themselves &we 
who are desirous to practice truth Q love to God were to ourselves-yes Lord 
Jesus-seperate us in the world to come, let us not be together." But like 
Neblett, many women who entertained such fantasies at the same time 
longed for just "one good negro to wait upon me." For white women, this 
would be emancipation's greatest 

An Entire Rupture of Our Domestic Relations 

In the summer of 1862 a Confederate woman overheard two small girls 
"playing ladies." "Good morning, ma'am," said little SaUie to her friend. 
"How are.you today?" "I don't feel very well this morning," four-year-old 
Nannie Belle replied. "All my niggers have run away and left me."46 

From the first months of the war, white women confronted yet another 
change in their households, one that a Virginia woman described as "an 
entire disruption of our domestic relations": the departure of their slaves. 
Sometimes, especially when Yankee troops swept through an area, the loss 
was total and immediate. Sarah Hughes of Alabama stood as a roadside 
spectator at the triumphant procession of hundreds of her slaves toward 
freedom. Her niece, Eliza Walker, en route to visit her aunt, described the 
scene that greeted her as she approached the Hughes plantation. 

Down the road [the Bluecoats] . . . came, and with them all the slaves. . . , 
journeying, as they thought, to the promised land. I saw them as they 
trudged the main road, many of the women with babes in their arms . . . 
old and young, men, women and children. Some of them fared better 
than the others. A negro woman, Laura, my aunt's fancy seamstress, rode 
Mrs. Hughes' beautiful white pony, sitting [on] the red plush saddle of 
her mistress. The Hughes'family carriage, driven by Taliaferro, the old 
coachman, and filled with blue coated soldiers and negroes, passed in 
state, and this was followed by other vehicles. 

{ 74 ) Confederate Women and Slavev 



Sarah Hughes, Alabama filantation mistress. Courtesy of the Alabama Department 
ofArchives and History, Montgomery. 

With the trusted domestics leading the way, Sarah Hughes's slaves had 
turned her world upside down.47 

Usually the departure of slaves was less dramatic and more secretive, as 
blacks simply stole away one by one or in groups of two or three when they 
heard of opportunities to reach Union armies and freedom. In Middleburg, 
Virginia, Catherine Cochran reported, "Scarcely a morning dawned that 
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some stampede was not announced-sometimes persons would awake to 
find every servant gone &we never went to bed without anticipating such an 
occurrence." In nearby Winchester, Mary Lee presided over a more ex- 
tended dissolution of her slave force. Her male slaves were the first to leave 
in the spring of 1862. Emily and Betty threatened to follow, and Lee consid- 
ered sending them off to a more secure location away from Federal lines in 
order to keep from losing them altogether. Having regular help in the house 
seemed imperative, though, even if it was risky. 'LI despise menial work," Lee 
confessed. But she had no confidence she would retain her property. "It is 
an uncomfortable thought, in waking in the morning, to be uncertain as to 
whether you will have any servants to bring in water and prepare break- 
fast. . . . I dread our house servants going and having to do their work." 
When Betty talked again ofleaving in June 1863, Laura Lee, Mary's sister-in- 
law, locked up the clothes the black woman had packed in anticipation of 
departure. Laura was determined "not to lose them too, if I could help it." 
Temporarily thwarted, Betty left for good the next summer, and the Lees lost 
slave and clothing after all.48 

By the time of her exile from Winchester in February 1865, Mary Lee was 
surprised that her household still enjoyed the services of a mother and 
daughter, Sarah and Emily, who, despite repeated threats and stormy con- 
frontations, had not yet fled to freedom. Mary Lee entertained few illusions 
about the continuing loyalty of her slaves. Early in the war, she made it clear 
that "I have never had the least confidence in the fidelity of any negro." Her 
grief at their gradual disappearance was highly pragmatic; she mourned 
their lost labor but did not seem to cherish an ideal of master-slave harmony 
to be shaken by the slaves' choice of freedom over loyalty.4g 

A South Carolina woman, by contrast, became "miserably depressed" 
when her three most dependable house slaves fled. "If they felt as I do," she 
explained, "they could not possibly leave me." The Jones family of Georgia, 
devout Presbyterians, reflected the tenacity of their evangelical proslavery 
vision in their indignant feelings of betrayal at the departure of their human 
property. Eva Jones was distraught when three female slaves seized their 
freedom "without bidding any of us an affectionate adieu." Mary Jones felt 
deeply wounded by what she regarded as slaves' "ingratitude." Committed 
to a conception of slavery as a Christian institution founded in reciprocal 
rights and duties, she could understand blacks' desire for freedom only as 
an unjust failure to appreciate her dedicated performance of her obligations 
within the system. "My life long . . . I have been laboring and caring for 
them, and since the war have labored with all my might to supply their 
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wants, and expended everything I had upon their support, directly or indi- 

rectly; and this is their return." Even the shock of the blacks' behavior did 
not help Mary Jones to understand that her construction of slavery as an 
institution of mutual benevolence was not shared by her slaves. With their 
sights set on freedom, the blacks felt no duty to abide by the terms of the 
system as the white South had defined them.50 

Pressed by the exigencies of the war and by the unrelenting demands of 
household labor, most white women soon focused, like Mary Lee, on the 
practical rather than the ideological significance of the departure of their 
slaves. When Catherine Broun lost a servant of nineteen years in December 
1861, she complained that her husband did not understand her distress. 
"He does not know how much a woman's happiness depends on having 
good servants." In truth, it was more than simply a woman's happiness. The 
elite southerner's fbndamental sense of identity depended on having others 
to perform life's menial tasks. South Carolina aristocrat Charlotte Ravenel 
had been compelled to do her own cooking for almost ten days when she 
located a slave to assume the work. "Newport has taken the cooking," she 
wrote tellingly in March 1865, "and we are all ladies again? A Georgia 
woman succeeded in avoiding the fate Ravenel so narrowly escaped. "The 
first & only meal my Mother ever cooked," her daughter Emma Prescott 
remembered, was the "day after the negroes all left. Mother went into the 
kitchen to cook breakfast. She sifted some flour into the tray and stood, 
thinking what to do next-when an old negro man appeared at the window 
& said 'laws mistis is you cooking breakfast.' 'No I am not come in here and 
get it for me' which he did."51 

In their reactions to slaves7 departures, women revealed-to themselves 
as well as to posterity-the extent of their dependence on their servants. In 
our day of automated housework and prepared foods, it is easy to forget how 
much skill nineteenth-century housekeeping required. Many slave mis- 
tresses lacked this basic competence, having left to their slaves responsibility 
for execution of a wide range of essential domestic tasks. A generation ago 
historian Anne Firor Scott revolutionized prevailing wisdom about the 
southern lady. She was not, Scott insisted, the idle and pampered belle of 
myth and romance. Rather, Scott asserted, she was a worker, whose many 
contributions were essential to plantation efficiency and order. White wom- 
en's reactions to the loss of their slaves offer a striking perspective on this 
argument. If plantation mistresses were indeed working hard, many of them, 
especially on larger farms and plantations, must have been devoting them- 
selves overwhelmingly to organizational or managerial tasks-ordering food 
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and clothing or planning and assigning work within the house-for war and 
emancipation revealed that many white women felt themselves entirely igno- 
rant about how to perform basic functions of everyday life.52 

A Louisiana lady who had "never even so much as washed out a pocket 
handkerchief with my own hands" suddenly had to learn to do laundry for 
her entire family. Kate Foster found that when her house servants left and 
she took on the washing, she "came near ruining myself for life as I was too 
delicately raised for such hard work." Mississippi planter Thomas Dabney 
was so horrified at the idea of ladies doing laundry that when his slaves 
departed, he insisted to his daughters that he himself would take on the 
washing. Lizzie Carter of Petersburg gained a new understanding ofmother- 
hood when she was left without a nurse. "I never knew before the trouble of 
children," she complained to her sister. Martha Horne of Missouri remem- 
bered after the war that "I had never cooked a meal when the negro women 
left, and had a hard time learning." Amanda Worthington reported her 
difficulties in learning to boil water and concluded she "never was cut out to 
be a cook." Malvina Gist wished in March 1865 that "I had been taught to 
cook instead of how to play on the piano. A practical knowledge of the 
preparation of food products would stand me in better stead at this junc- 
ture." When Henrietta Barr's cook departed, she assumed her place in the 
kitchen. "(Although a confession is humiliating)," she confided to her diary, 
"I must say I do not in the smallest particular fill the situation as creditably 
as she did. I certainly do not think my forte lies in cooking."53 

The forte of the southern lady did not seem to lie in slave management 
either. These women were beginning to feel they could live neither with 
slaves nor without them. "To be without them is a misery & to have them is 
just as bad," confessed Amelia Barr of Galveston. Women already frustrated 
"trying to do a man's business'' and direct slaves now discovered that they 
often felt equally incompetent executing the tasks that had belonged to their 
supposed racial inferiors. Like Henrietta Barr, many regarded the situation 
as "humiliating." "It is such a degradation," Matthella Page Harrison of 
Virginia wrote as she anticipated the imminent flight of her slaves, "to be so 
dependent upon the servants as we are."54 

The concept of female dependence and weakness was not simply a prop 
of southern gender ideology; in the context ofwar, white Iadies were finding 
it to be all too painful a reality. Socialized to believe in their own weakness 
and sheltered from the necessity of performing even life's basic tasks, many 
white women felt almost crippled by their unpreparedness for the new lives 
war had brought. Yet as they struggled to cope with change, their dedication 
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to the old order faltered as well. Slavery, the "cornerstone" of the civilization 
for which their nation fought, increasingly seemed a burden rather than a 
benefit. White women regarded it as a threat as well.. In failing to guarantee 
what white women believed to be their most fundamental right, in failing to 
protect women or to exert control over insolent and even rebellious slaves, 
Confederate men undermined not only the foundations of the South's pecu- 
liar institution but the legitimacy of their power as white males, as masters of 
families of white women and black slaves. 
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to Work, Too 

ubard of Virginia reported to her 
diary "a singular event in my life!" For the first time, she wrote with amaze- 
ment, she had undertaken work "for which remuneration was to be re- 
ceived!!"' While many Confederate women struggled to manage slaves and 
fields and maintain their female-headed households, others confronted dif- 
ferent, yet equally new, wartime responsibilities. Between 1861 and 1865 in 
the South, significant numbers of middle- and upper-class white women left 
their homes to undertake paid work for the first time.2 

Because the South had remained overwhelmingly agricultural, the region 
had not developed the manufacturing and commerce that during the first 
half of the nineteenth century made thousands of Yankee women and men 



into wage laborers in the North's cities and factories. Financial necessity did 
drive some white women to seek employment in the fledgling industries of 
the prewar South, and women could be found in a wide variety of other 
occupations, serving, for example, as milliners, bakers, seamstresses, laun- 
dresses, and boardinghouse and tavern keepers. Overall, however, far fewer 
southern than northern white women were employed outside the domestic 
sphere of their own households, and fewer still of these were of the middling 
or upper orders. Those white southern women who worked did so out of 
necessity, and their labor carried with it a stigma of debased status and an 
aura of vague disreputability. In the South, even occupations, such as teach- 
ing or shopkeeping, that were regarded as appropriate and respectable 
endeavors for middle-class women in the North remained almost exclusively 
the province of men.3 

Mass military mobilization and the demands of total war required a 
significant enhancement in the size of the southern workforce, one that 
could be met only by incorporating the labor of white females-including 
those middle- and upper-class women whose very understanding of them- 
selves had been based on their distance from the public sphere of produc- 
tion. A war that had at the outset made so many women feel useless and 
irrelevant soon demanded significant labor and sacrifice from even the most 
privileged southern females. As the Reverend Robert Barnwell emphasized 
in an address to the ladies of Charleston, "WITHOUT YOU, THIS WAR COULD 

NOT HAVE BEEN CARRIED ON, FOR THE GOVERNMENT WAS NOT PREPARED TO 

MEET ALL THAT WAS THROWN UPON IT." Across the Confederacy, southerners 
remarked with curiosity upon the unexpected appearance of women in new 
roles and occupations. In 1862 Lila Chunn of Georgia reported such a 
phenomenon as part of the news from home to her husband, Willie, at the 
front: "Ladies keep the stores here now. . . their husbands havingjoined the 
army. It looks funny in Dixie to see a lady behind the counter, but it would 
be natural ifwe were in Yankeedom as it has always [been] the custom there, 
a custom however I do not like. The idea of a lady having to face and 
transact business with any and every body. It is alone suited to the North- 
[ern] women of brazen faces. But I say if it is necessary, our ladies ought to 
shopkeep and do everything else they can to aid in the great struggle for 
Libert~."~ 

Women were perhaps even more pushed by personal necessity than pulled 
by patriotic dedication to southern liberty. Ever more pressing financial 
circumstances made paid labor imperative for many Confederate women 
who had never before dreamed of earning a living. Gertrude Thomas, 
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daughter of a planter worth $2.5 million, noted with wonder in September 
1864 that "the idea has several times suggested itself to me that someday I 
would have to aid in earning my own ~upport."~ 

However imperative for both individual and national survival, women's 
transition to paid public employment was not easy-either personally or 
ideologically-for it controverted deep-seated assumptions about female 
dependence and about the appropriateness of a separate and necessarily 
domestic women's sphere. The Confederacy's demand for female labor com- 
bined with many women's desperate need for remunerative work to pose a 
significant challenge to the South's understanding of female delicacy and re- 
spectability. Working women seemed "brazen," even to those like Lila Chunn 
who understood and encouraged necessary departures from tradition. Be- 
cause of the unease with which southerners regarded these shifts, privileged 
women's movement from home to workplace generated widespread public 
discussion as well as private commentary about the proper components of 
both class and gender identity. At the same time, it created considerable 
personal turmoil, grounded in the complex responses of individual women to 
the opportunities and the difficulties inherent in their new lives. 

To Where Shall We Go for Zachers? 

Not surprisingly, one of the first occupations to which women turned was 
teaching, an endeavor that seemed closely related to women's traditional 
maternal responsibilities as nurturers and instructors of their own young. In 
the North, a feminization of teaching had already occurred in the antebellum 
era, but the South had not encouraged women to assume classroom respon- 
sibilities. In North Carolina in 1860, for example, only 7 percent of teachers 
were women. During the war, however, this proportion rose significantly, 
until by the end of the conflict there were as many female as male teachers in 
the state.6 

Public discourse in the Confederacy devoted considerable attention to 
this dramatic shift and to its larger implications about woman's intellect and 
character. The most common and direct argument for change insisted that 
women needed teaching and teaching needed women. As Calvin Wiley, 
superintendent of common schools for North Carolina, noted in his annual 
report for 1862, "Many ladies are compelled by the circumstances of the 
times, to labor for a living; and there is no employment better suited to the 
female nature, and none in which ladies can labor more usefully, than in the 

{ 82 } We Must Go to Work 



business of forming the hearts and minds of the young." The Augusta Daily 
Constitutionalist echoed Wiley's insistence that teaching was well suited to 
women's essential attributes. "Women," the paper sonorously declared, "are 
peculiarly fitted, naturally and morally, for teachers of the young." But the 

editor soon descended from the lofty heights of the classic argument from 
design to more ~ractical considerations. The effect of the war had been to 
L C  swallow up" young men. "We are left no resource then but to have female 
teachers. . . . They must of necessity be our teachers, or we shall have to 
dispense with anyv7 

The Central Presbyterian similarly regarded the issue as "eminently a 
practical question." Announcing that the Female College of Statesville, 
North Carolina, had added a teachers' department, the paper urged that, 
like their brothers who had marched off to war, "the young ladies of our . . . 
country should volunteer in this service." J. K. Kirkpatrick, president of 
Davidson College, also perceived a parallel between male soldiers and fe- 
male teachers-and anticipated some of the same parental resistance to 
sending daughters to the classroom as sons to battle. But he sought to enlist 
warborn patriotism in the cause of education. "It may not be just such a life 
as you may prefer for your daughter. . . . You have made your sons an 
offering on your country's altar. Would you withhold your daughters from a 
service, noble in itself and befitting their sex, without which their country 
must be subjected to a yoke more disgraceful and oppressive than that our 
ruthless enemies would lay upon our necks-the yoke of ignorance and its 
consequences, vice and degradation?" To a graduating class of North Car- 
olina women, Kirkpatrick bluntly declared, "Ourfemales must engage in the 
work of teaching. . . . [Tlhere is no other alternativeY8 

Wartime necessity and female nature combined to make this "enlarge- 
ment of the sphere of employment for women" notjust necessary but natural 
and desirable, at least in the ideological pronouncements of Confederate 
public discourse. The South, De Bow's Review counseled in 1861, must 
overcome its tendency to "rank teaching among the menial employments" 
or to regard it as "socially degrading" or "fit for Yankees 

As De Bow's noted, however, the difficulties to be surmounted extended 
well beyond these necessary shifts in attitude. The South lacked an ade- 
quate system of female instruction. Although the southern states had a "vast 
number" of institutions for educating women, which had certainly "effected 
a great amount of good," these scho& had not for the most part "estab- 
lished that high grade of scholarship and literary attainment which ought to 
characterize Southern women7'-particularly if these women were to be the 
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educators of the new nation's men. The Confederacy's need for female 
teachers spawned a movement for the reform and upgrading of women's 
education and an examination of prevailing assumptions about the character 
of woman's intellect. De Bow's was explicit about the kind of curricular 
revisions it deemed necessary: the rigorous instruction of females in math, 
classics, and natural science, subjects that had often been slighted, if not 
omitted altogether, in girls' schooling. "Must she ever be cut off from the 
invigorating discipline of mathematics? Must the treasures which lie buried 
in the Grecian and Roman literature be always hidden from her eyes? Must 
the immense volume of nature be ever a sealed book?"1° 

The anonymous writer in De Bow's directly confronted the hndamental 
issue underlying the debate over female education. "There is a belief, unex- 
pressed though it may be, that the female mind is . . . inferior to the male." 
Calling for governmental support for women's education, the author hedged 
about the question of gender equality, arguing that even if women were 
inferior intellectually, they deserved better schooling. "While then, we 
would not affirm that there are no original and congenital differences be- 
tween man and woman, we do believe that the actual difference in the 
intellectual status of man and woman is mainly due to the different courses 
of training and development to which custom has subjected the two sexes. 
. . . But we do not go to the length of maintaining an absolute equality in the 
sexes." "Equivalence," yes; "equality," no, the author concluded. Yet even in 
stepping back from a radical claim for female intellectual parity, the author 
advocated dramatically changed policies that made abstract distinctions 
between "equality" and "equivalence" almost moot.ll 

The Southern Field and Fireside of Augusta picked up the discussion, 
adopting a similarly tactical approach to educational reform in an essay 
entitled "Educated Woman-In Peace and War." "It is not proposed here to 
insist upon her mental equality with man," the journal reassured its readers, 
"but that whether she is his equal or inferior in mind, she is none the less 
entitled to all the advantages which mental, moral and physical training can 
impart to her frail nature? This author-tantalizingly genderless in her or 
his anonymity-went beyond pragmatic justifications for female education 
to empower women with a fundamental entitlement to learning.12 

Writers clearly identified as male argued in similar terms. Dr. James D. 
Ramsey addressed the "young ladies" of Concord Female College in North 
Carolina in 1863, dismissing the notion that any "mental advantage" re- 
mained with men and explaining any differences in achievement as the result 
of inadequate education for women. LLNo nation," he warned, "has grown 
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great and strong, when women were not strong and great." Edward Joynes, a 
~rofessor at Hollins College, argued forcefully for the education of women 

as teachers, declaring the current system of female instruction "a shallow 
pretension and a gross outrage." But Joynes was careful to maintain the 
notion of separate spheres, even as he advocated significant change. A 
reformed system of women's schooling "should be based upon the idea that 
woman is woman, and not man-nor a butterfly," neither man's "plaything 
nor his rival." A Confederate education should aim "to educate neither belles 
nor bluestockings, but women, for women's $here." Neither existing south- 
ern nor northern models satisfied the professor. The new nation, born out of 
destructive war, had very special responsibilities to women. "They will 
occupy a larger space not only in relative numbers, but in relative influence." 
Woman's career must advance together with that of the Confederacy.13 

Joynes had very practical ends in mind as he composed his essay, for he 
offered alongside his principles of female learning and national greatness a 
detailed plan for the founding of a normal school at Hollins, complete with 
government-supported scholarships for needy students. In 1864 Hollins 
launched this formal program for the training of women teachers, but with 
scholarships supported through donations rather than by public funds. The 
practical concerns of Confederate educational reformers about curriculum 
had their influence as well. The catalog of Tuscaloosa Female College in 
Alabama, for example, proudly advertised a "prominence in the course of 
instruction" for ancient languages equaled by "very few Female Colleges in 
the country" and listed algebra, geometry, trigonometry, and experimental 
natural science as central to its course of study.14 

Despite the careful effort of educational reformers to deny and contain 
the radicalism inherent in their proposals, at least some public voices in the 
Confederacy recognized and decried the subversive implications of these 
wartime innovations. An essayist in the Southern Illustrated News noted in 
1862 that it had "of late become extremely fashionable to advance woman, in 
the scale ofintellect to an equal standard with man." The journal objected to 
this departure. When woman "aspires to ambitious situations, she steps out 
of the sphere allotted her by Nature, and assumes a character which is an 
outrage upon her feminine delicacy and loveliness." Some of these same 
reservations characterized individual southern women's responses to the 
opportunities and challenges of teaching. 

In Huntsville, Alabama, Mary Jane Cook Chadick observed a "mania for 
teaching" among the "young ladies" of the town and regarded the enthusi- 
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asm as "certainly praiseworthy for if the young ladies do not volunteer their 
services in educating the present generation, to where shall we go for teach- 
ers?" Mania is a term that seems appropriately to describe the dozens of 
newspaper notices placed by ymng women seeking positions as teachers or 
governesses. Many of these advertisers were refugees, seeking new house- 
holds in which to reside as eagerly as they sought employment. As one 
"Young Lady from Louisiana" explained in the Richmond Enquirer's col- 
umns in 1863, she wished "to obtain a situation as a Teacher in a private 
family. . . . A pleasant home is more the object than salary."15 

Virginia Daniel Woodruff, however, entered her new classroom in fulfill- 
ment of a lifelong search for purpose and achievement. Looking over the 
heads of a dozen "flaxen haired" girls, she celebrated her "place found at 
last, the vision that has been milling before me since childhood realised now 
in my position." Her original hopes had been more ambitious, she revealed, 
displaying some of the ambivalence that seemed to characterize so many of 
the Confederacy's new educators. As a young girl, "I never thought a 
teacher's life enviable." But she had revised her ambitions to meet available 
opportunities. "When planning for the future I could think of nothing else 
that would give me so wide a field of usef~lness."~~ 

Women found that teaching met their need not just for a place and 
purpose but served as well to distract them from the anxious idleness of 
wartime waiting and watching. Abbie Brooks's duty to nineteen pupils in 
Tennessee "entirely occupies my mind. I have no time to think of my 
troubles, or anything unpleasant, except my school troubles." As a refugee, 
Mary Stringfield had painfully felt "the lack of something dejinite to do," so 
she took on a school to ensure she would "not be idly dependent upon the. 
bounty of my friends." Yet she was not entirely sanguine about what lay 
before her. "I dread the conflict of stupidity, ignorance and ungoverned child 
passions. But I anticipate the pleasure of interest and duty also." In spite of 
straitened circumstances, Jennie Pendleton of Mississippi was determined 
not to teach, for she feared "I would lose all my dignity.'' Emily Perkins 
expressed horror at a friend's decision to teach: "Do you know what you are 
undertaking? . . . A life of self denial and pain." Sarah Morgan, Louisiana 
refugee, was far from enthusiastic as she contemplated teaching as an alter- 
native to poverty and homelessness. "I'll work for my living. How I wonder? 
I will teach. . . . I would rather die than teach. . . . My soul revolts from the 
drudgery? She, like many of the critics of the movement for female teachers, 
regarded it as largely menial work, certainly undesirable, and probably 
inappropriate for southern ladies.17 
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Relatives of young women caught up in the teaching "mania" often 
shared Morgan's perspective. Even though the family desperately needed 
the financial support, Elizabeth Grimball's mother was "terribly mortified" 
by her daughter's plan to teach, and Lizzie Smith had to argue strenuously 
to overcome her father's and brothers' opposition to her work in the village 
school. A New Orleans woman badly in need of funds informed her hus- 
band in the army that she had thought of opening a school but had given up 
the idea in anticipation of his objections. Jo Gillis ofAlabama deferred when 
her husband, an army chaplain, "vetoed my going to Benton to teach" in 
spite of her deep "disappointment." But a year later she was established in a 
new school. "I have braved all opposition, and the displeasure of all who 
love me and come here to teach. . . . I thought I never could be contented 
without teaching. . . . Mr. Gillis is very much hurt at my ~erver~ity."'~ 

On thejob, women often found good reason for their doubts and ambiva- 
lence. Caroline Davis confronted a classroom of unruly boys who made her 
"wish I did know better how to teach-I feel my inability often enough." 
When she lost her temper, she felt guilty, then longed for escape. "I wish at 
times I could get entirely out of hearing of every child on earth." Clara 
MacLean of South Carolina, compelled by her lack of income to take in 
pupils, compared the schoolroom to a place of combat, but she supposed 
"my lot is no harder than that which falls to the lot of every teacher. Since I 
have entered the lists, the heart-burnings, the tears, the bitterness always 
attending that occupation have become 'household-words' to me." A refu- 
gee from the South Carolina lowcountry, Emma Holmes took up teaching 
out of boredom as well as financial need. Struck by the social differences 
between herself and her new pupils, she could "hardly recognize my own 
identity, surrounded as I often am by such democratic specimens" as filled 
her classroom. She at first embraced the experience as "refreshing to my 
aristocratic prejudices" and assured her diary that she never let her sense of 
superiority show. But despite her good intentions Holmes was soon com- 
plaining about the ignorant "clod pates" she was required to instruct and 
quarreling with the parents who employed her. When in a fit of temper she 
informed two of her pupils that they were "dunces," she lost her post. In 
Georgia, Emma Slade Prescott assumed the duties of a village teacher who 
left for the army. "Before I had time to think about it almost-I was teach- 
ing." After just two months, however, she quit because "the nervous strain 
was too much for me."lg 

By contrast Abbie Brooks exclaimed that she was "enjoying" herself in 
the classroom "as well as I ever expect to this side of Heaven." But even she 
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admitted "it is very hard work." With students all placed together in a single 
class, she had to deal with every level of learning "from Natural Philosophy 
down to cat." In addition, she found the financial yield from her efforts 
highly discouraging. When she settled her year's board bill, she discovered 
she had made nothing beyond her subsistence. Competition for pupils was 
in many areas of the South very keen, and financially pressed parents proved 
unwilling-and often unable-to offer generous or sometimes even adequate 
salaries. Amelia Pinkind remarked in 1862 that everything in the Confeder- 
acy was rising in price except teaching: "That they want done for very little, 
next to nothing."20 

Us Poor Treasury Girls 

By 1864 Elizabeth Richmond of Caswell County, North Carolina, was so 
"worn out" with teaching's "duties and privations" that she wrote to Gover- 
nor Vance in hopes of finding "a place of employment that will not require as 
much energy of mind and body, and yet, will give me a comfortable sup- 
port." She, like hundreds of other southern women who petitioned Confed- 
erate and state officials, sought a government clerkship.*l 

As the Confederacy struggled to place every able-bodied white man in 
the ranks, officials turned to women to fill many of the resulting civilian 
vacancies. Women were employed in the War Department, the Post Office, 
the Quartermaster Department, and the office of the Commissary General, 
but the Treasury Department held the largest proportion of these posts. 
Females signed each of the hundreds of thousands of Confederate bank- 
notes by hand and helped as well to cut the sheets on which the bills were 
printed. 

The allocation of this "department work" is curious, for it seems to have 
been a form of government welfare distributed on the basis of gender and 
class. Ladies of the South's privileged orders who had fallen on hard times 
constituted the overwhelming majority of the women who received these 
desirable situations, and the recommendation of well-connected friends 
exerted significant influence. Women petitioned Davis for the jobs, empha- 
sizing their need for assistance, the sacrifices they had made for the Cause, 
and their dependence, in the absence of other male support, on the Confed- 
erate president. "My only apology for troubling you with this communica- 
tion," wrote Diana Johnston, a young war widow of Mobile, "arises from the 
fact that I regard you as 'the Father of the people' over whom God has called 
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you to preside, and believe therefore that even amid the engrossing and 
perplexing cares of public business, there is sympathy in your great and 
noble heart for individual suffering, and a just regard for private claims." 
Lizzie Yarrington was upset when she had to write a second time in search of 
government employment, for she had expected the state to acknowledge and 
provide for her needs. "I think I deserve this at the hands of a government 
for which I have been gratuitously laboring since the first year of the war. To 
my eyes it looks very inconsistent that now when I am in absolute distress 
that I am unable to obtain assistance." General Samuel Cooper testified to 
the requisite "standing and necessities"of a seventy-eight-year-old widow 
who sought the "patronage" of a job in the War Department, but then he 
went on to explain that not she but a young relative would actually do the 
work of copying reports. Miss M. H. Sydnor informed Davis of her sad 
decline from "a state of independence" and sought to strengthen her claims 
to office by promising recommendations "to prove me to be a lady of the 
first social position." Catherine Windle of Williamsburg referred to the 
posts as "Government gifts" in Davis's "bestowal" to meet her urgent cir- 
cumstance~ .~~  

Other women felt they deserved jobs not so much because of their past 
contributions to the Confederacy or because of their pronounced distress, 
but because of their superior qualifications, attributes often indistinguish- 
able from their social standing. Treasury posts required elegant handwrit- 
ing, so the fashionably educated held a clear advantage. Jefferson Davis 
scribbled on the petition of a Yorktown refugee for a Treasury job, "Writing 
as shown by this note is quite good." Another applicant submitted a sample 
of her name signed twenty-five times.23 

The salary scale for female clerks reveals their social location and influ- 
ence as well. Privates in the Confederate army were paid $11 a month. In 
1862 and 1863, by contrast, female clerks received $65. By 1864 the annual 
salary of women holding Treasury posts had risen to $3,000 in the South's 
depreciated currency. These women were seen to be worth more than the 
Confederacy's ordinary fighting men and to have needs and expectations for 
special treatment that the Confederacy did not wish to gainsay. Clearly, too, 
they were regarded differently from most other females in national ~ervice.2~ 

Ordinary women performed a variety of government work across the 
South. Seamstresses for the Clothing Bureau-3,000 to 4,000 ofwhom took 
in piecework in Richmond by the last years of the war-made $1.00 for a 
shirt, $1.50 for a pair of pants, or $4.00 for a coat, which might take days to 
complete. In Augusta the 500 women employed by the Georgia Soldiers' 
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Clothing Bureau made $6.00 to $12.00 a week. Arsenal workers in the same 
city sewed cartridges for $1.00 a day. Richmond's female ordnance workers, 
nearly 50 of whom were killed in an explosion in March 1863, confronted 
danger as well as low wages, and they organized to express their grievances 
in a strike for better pay. One supporter of their action saw clearly the 
differentiation the Confederate government made between these female 
workers and their well-connected and well-born counterparts. "Why is it 
that . . . poor women engaged in a perilous and hazardous occupation . . . 
are denied a living compensation for their labour, when so many of the 
departments are filled with young ladies (not dependent on their pay) with 
nothing to do, at salaries equal to and in some cases better than the best male 
clerks in the different  department^?"^^ 

Meanwhile Mary Darby DeTreville, employed in the Treasury Depart- 
ment, felt embarrassed to receive any salary at all. She worked assiduously 
signing notes at an expected rate of 3,200 between g:oo in the morning and 
3:oo in the afternoon each day. But "when pay-day came, the first time I had 
ever worked for wages, how mean I felt when I went up and signed for my 
pay." Volunteer work could be incorporated within the image of woman as 
ministering angel, as moral force; uncompensated labor could be seen as 
simply an extension of the work women did for their families. It involved no 
entry into the public world of the marketplace, and it offered no fundamental 
threat to woman's ultimate dependence. Wage labor, however, posed serious 
challenges to existing assumptions about behavior appropriate to women of 
the South's ruling class. At the same time arsenal employees advanced their 
claim to specific rights as wage laborers, their elite sisters still maintained 
their commitment to the familial relationships of female dependence, rela- 
tionships in which support was expected as the bounty-the "gift," as 
Catherine Windle put it-of the benevolent patriarch. That this benev- 
olence now came in the form of office employment marked a significant 
departure, but that it was bestowed by the supreme earthly father, Jefferson 
Davis, in response to humbling petitions begging assistance represented 
strong continuity with the past. It is revealing that unlike white working- 
class women striking for a living wage, Mary DeTreville felt uneasy about the 
notion of wages and paid work altogether. With its implication of individual 
right and of autonomy and independence, the exchange of labor for wages 
controverted the tenets of the social order of paternalism within which 
privileged white women had established their place and constructed their 
identityz6 

Criticism of "department girls" was fervent and widespread. Clara Mac- 
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Lean, who had herself grudgingly taken up teaching, disapproved of a friend 
who spent her days cutting Confederate bonds, then had to walk home 'Yn 
the broiling sun. See what this dreadful war has brought delicate ladies to." 
Mary Chesnut was even more horrified by the notion of women working in 

public, outside the 'Lrooftree" of the prescribed domestic sphere. She and 
her friend Mrs. John Preston vowed never to submit to such degradation. 
"Survive or perish-we will not go into one of the departments. We will not 
stand up all day and cut notes apart, ordered round by a department clerk. 
We will live at home with our families and starve in a body. Any homework 
we will do. Any menial service-under the shadow of our own rooftree. 
Department-never!"27 

Perhaps a generational difference made Adelaide Stuart, just twenty, 
more enthusiastic about the Treasury post she assumed in 1864, for she 
proclaimed herself able to adapt "easily to all circumstances." Within six 
months she had developed "much greater facility than formerly in signing 
my name" and was able to finish early and help slower employees complete 
their daily quotas. In September 1864 she reported proudly "a compliment 
paid to me at the office-The 4500 bills are only given to a few favoured girls 
who have great beauty of signature." With her days filled with work and her 
evenings occupied by social outings, Stuart had "not a moment to myself." 
But she was thriving. "I am rarely ill now even with a headache-the fact is I 
have not the time to be giving up to such lady like ailments as nervousness- 
headaches etc? Stuart concluded that the "loss of property" that had 
pushed her into the workforce was 'khe best thing that could have taken 
place for me-It is bringing into active service, & strengthening all the best 
parts of my character & enabling me to root out all that was objecti~nable."~~ 

Malvina Gist, who at age twenty lost her husband to war, seemed quickly 
to forget her grief amidst the excitement of her new Treasury job. As the 
speed of her signature increased, her employer assured her she was "a 
treasury girl worth having." But Gist seemed more interested in her activities 
outside the department. When Sherman threatened Columbia, Gist prayed 
the note bureau would not be returned to the comparative safety of Rich- 
mond. L'It is high time," she asserted, "I was having some experiences out of 
the ordinary. . . . I want to stay. I want to have a taste of danger." In fact, the 
,move to Richmond proved highly satisfactory. The secretary invited all "us 
poor Treasury girls" for a dinner and somehow managed to produce, even 
in the last weeks of the war, a "varied menu, elegantly prepared and daintily 
served." With her dead husband apparently forgotten, Gist was most 
thrilled by the Confederate capital's "surging, intoxicating stream" of men 
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in uniform. Gist's and Stuart's independence was just what clucking ma- 
trons like Mary Chesnut regarded as most dangerous about women's new 
public roles.2g 

The Florence Nightingale Business 

When elite Confederate women began to offer their labor in the South's 
military hospitals, they undertook perhaps their most dramatic and frighten- 
ing departure kom traditional female roles. In the twentieth century, nursing 
has become so overwhelmingly female that the notion of women hospital 
workers as threatening is difficult to comprehend. In the mid-nineteenth 
century, however, hospital nursing was regarded as employment appropriate 
only for individuals of the lower classes and preferably of the male sex. In the 
immediate pre-Civil War years, convalescent patients of both sexes joined 
skilled workers who had often risen from the status of inmates to that of 
long-term hospital employees to serve as nurses. In almost all cases, these 
were, like early nineteenth-century hospital patients generally, individuals 
from humble backgrounds and circumstances. In professional armies, 
nurses were almost invariably detailed or disabled soldiers, males, of course, 
who fit neatly within the structures of military hierarchy and routine. 

Manpower shortages, escalating casualty rates, and patriotic ambitions, 
however, overrode custom and pushed southern women toward work with 
the sick and wounded, a movement encouraged by the innovative and much 
admired role Florence Nightingale had played in Britain's Crimean War of 
1853-56. A woman of unchallenged respectability and high social standing, 
Nightingale had through her selfless actions and her widely read Notes on 
Nursing, first published in the United States in 1860, established a concep- 
tual legitimation for female nursing. The notion that woman's moral and 
emotional attributes uniquely fitted her for hospital work gained strength 
and currency, and women North and South found in Nightingale a model 
for female heroism.30 

Yet resistance to nursing as indelicate-it did after all involve some level 
of intimacy with male bodies, often those of the "degraded" classes-per- 
sisted, and physicians and medical officials struggled against the logic of 
expanding female authority inherent in the Nightingale program. Within the 
Confederacy, nursing became the focus of public debate as well as the site of 
overt class and gender conflict, for inconsistent sets of assumptions warred 
against one another within hospital settings, within the families of prospec- 
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tive nurses, and even within individual women torn between imperatives of 
service and of propriety. 

Like teaching, nursing seemed in one sense an almost natural undertaking 
for women, an obvious component, as one hospital matron described it, of 
4' woman's true sphere." The Mobile Advertiser and Register found the 

"spectacle" of women attending to Richmond's wounded as "inexpressibly 
touching. All the poetical phrases which describe woman as a 'ministering 
angel,' fail to convey the idea of the wonderhl new reality now enacting 
before our eyes." Women could serve as substitutes for soldiers' absent 
mothers and sisters, dressing "their wounds of mind" the Milledgeville 
Southern Federal Union explained, as well as their bodily inj~ries.~ '  

From the outset, however, even those public voices encouraging female 
nursing expressed reservations. The Confederate Baptist offered its general 
approval but warned about women's assumption of undue power on the 
wards. "In their proper sphere," wrote the paper in an invocation of the 
standard language of female subordination, "they are most valuable auxilia- 
ries; but when they presume to direct or control the physician, their services 
may well be dispensed with." Even more worrisome was the challenge of 
hospital work to women's "delicacy," "modesty," and "refinement." An 
essayist in the Southern Monthb of May 1862 at once praised Florence 
Nightingale and warned against regarding her as a model for women of the 
South. "Many of her eulogists," he wrote, "have forgotten to' place due 
limitations on their recommendation of her example. Her unselfish and 
heroic spirit, we should all aspire to; her deeds were such as few are fitted to 
perform." Ladies, he urged, should satisfy themselves with making clothes 
for soldiers and providing "comforts and delicacies" for camp and hospital. 
"Such services can be performed without a doubt of their pr~priety."~~ 

As in so many dimensions of Confederate women's experience, the unan- 
ticipated demands of an ever expanding war soon began to undermine 
abstract ideological commitments to notions of appropriate female roles. 
Eager to be useful, southern women greeted the appearance of unexpected 
numbers of sick and wounded soldiers in the summer of 1861 as an oppor- 
tunity for action, an eagerly sought means of contributing to the Cause. 
Many of their efforts grew out of the existing sewing and soldiers' aid 
societies, as ladies simply shifted their attention from clothing to healing. By 
mid-August, for example, the Ladies Aiken Relief Association of South 
Carolina was gathering medicine for shipment to the front. The ladies of 
Portsmouth, Virginia, turned an abandoned hotel into a hospital. Georgia 
women formed the Atlanta Hospital Association and at the same time col- 
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lected boxes of wine, syrup, jam, and linens to forward to field hospitals in 
Virginia. The Ladies Soldiers Aid Society of Natural Bridge, Virginia, in- 
vited invalid Confederate soldiers to recuperate in their homes and partake 
of the healthful mountain air.33 

Women nearer battlefields and troop encampments subject to waves of 
epidemic disease soon felt compelled toward more direct intervention in 
behalf of soldiers' health. Mary Rutledge Fogg of Nashville presumed on her 
descent from Edmund Rutledge and Arthur Middleton, both signers of the 
Declaration of Independence, to request Jefferson Davis's assistance in es- 
tablishing badly needed hospitals in Memphis and Knoxville as well as her 
own city. Having witnessed '30 brave soldiers" die "for the want of proper 
nurses," she reported to Davis, she had, through the auspices of the Ladies 
Tennessee Hospital and Clothing Association, recruited "a corps" of 
women to send as nurses to Virginia. She intended, she informed the presi- 
dent, to dispatch them the very next day-whether anyone in Virginia was 
prepared to receive them or not. 

Other women of equally illustrious background, empowered in no small 
part by the habit of command and the sense of oblige that accompanied their 
noblesse, undertook extemporaneous efforts to deal with the suffering that 
confronted them. Letitia Tyler Semple, relative of the tenth president, ar- 
rived in Williamsburg in the summer of 1861 with the intention of helping 
sick soldiers and discovered, she informed Davis, much to be done "in the 
domestic arrangement" of the hospital. She assumed full charge of all "de- 
tails of kitchen, pantry and laundry" and asked the president, seemingly 
somewhat after the fact, to appoint her female superintendent of the Wil- 
liamsburg and two other hospitals. In the days after First Manassas, Sallie 
Tompkins, of distinguished Virginia lineage, applied some of her substantial 
means to outfit a Richmond house as a hospital that ministered to soldiers 
throughout the remainder of the war. Juliet Opie Hopkins, who reportedly 
had managed her father's sizable slaveholding in western Virginia before her 
1854 marriage to an Alabama judge, arrived in Richmond in the summer of 
1861 and took charge of provisions and organization for the hospitals treat- 
ing Alabama troops. She was referred to as both matron and superintendent 
and eventually had her picture placed on Alabama state currency, even 
though she seems never to have held any official position in the Confederate 
medical structure. "If you had been a man," one of her Alabama male 
admirers wrote her, "you would have been a commanding general." His 
wife, he reported, particularly admired Hopkins for "your talents for operat- 
ing on a large sphere-as it is all . . . [my wife] can do to sew on shirts &c for 
the soldiers." 
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Juliet Opie Hopkins, hospital matron and superintendent. Courtesy of the Alabama 
Department of Archives and Histo?, Montgomery. 

The dearth of trained nurses in the South, the crying need for medical 
care, and the energy ofwomen seeking a means to make a contribution to the 
Cause combined in the early months of war to encourage exceptional and 
privileged southern women to improvise solutions to the suffering they 
could not, as women, bear to ignore. While few thought or acted as daringly 
as Fogg, Semple, or Hopkins, women responded to the conhsion and crisis 
of Confederate medical care by inventing new roles and new institutions. 
Always in the forefront of their minds, the compelling story of Florence 
Nightingale helped them imagine how they might serve and emboldened 
them to claim nursing as within their female sphere.34 

By the middle of the first year of war, women's organizations across the 
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Confederacy had devised one of the war's most innovative and successful 
medical facilities, the wayside home or hospital, a combination infirmary and 
travelers' aid for wounded soldiers in transit home from the front. In October 
1862 the Milledgeville Confederate Union enthusiastically pronounced judg- 
ment: "This is one of the best institutions which the war has developed in our 
country." Fourteen women of Union Point, Georgia, established such a 
hospital in the fall of 1862, and in the following two years they registered in 
excess of 20,000 soldiers who had benefited from more than a million meals 
and other services provided. In North Carolina, Louise Medway estimated 
that the Soldiers' Aid Society established by Wilmington's ladies fed and 
dressed the wounds of between 6,000 and 8,000 soldiers a month as they 
passed through that port city. Yet these efforts by women in their hometowns 
across the.South could not begin to meet the need for battlefield care. By 
mid-1862 casualty rates would mount to unimagined heights-more than 
20,000, for example, in a single day's fighting at Antietam.35 

Brigadier General J. B. Magnider was only one of a number of Confeder- 
ate commanders to believe volunteer soldiers ill suited to the care and 
nursing of the sick and wounded, and he petitioned the secretary of war to 
be permitted to hire black women as nurses. Magruder thought such la- 
borers would be in "every way suitable to perform these duties," fitted by 
both race and gender to subservience and menial labor as well as to the 
particularly female work of caregiving. Whether in response to Magruder's 
suggestion or simply as a matter of prudent policy, large numbers of slaves, 
male and female, were in the course of the war hired to serve in hospital 
wards across the Confederacy. But deficiencies in patient care and manage- 
ment persisted. 

Attacks on Confederate military medicine and especially hospital admin- 
istration and staffing were so widespread during the summer of 1861 that 
legislators felt compelled to investigate. A committee appointed by the Con- 
federate Congress in August to examine conditions in the Commissary, 
Quartermaster, and Medical Departments discovered significant inade- 
quacies in nursing services and noted a severe shortage of personnel. The 
one bright spot in the report seemed to be its concluding testimonial to the 
"women of the country," who with "the tenderness and generosity of their 
sex," had offered provisions, funds, and service to the Confederacy's hospi- 
t a l ~ . ~ ~  

But complaints about disorder, inadequate care, and patient neglect con- 
tinued. Kate Cumming, daughter of a wealthy Mobile merchant, confronted 
chaos in the hospital where she worked after the battle of Shiloh in April 

{ 96 } We Must Go to Work 



1862. "We have men for nurses, and the doctors complain very much at the 
manner in which they are appointed; they are detailed fi-om the different 
regiments, like guards. We have a new set every few hours. I cannot see how 
it is ~ossible for them to take proper care of the men, as nursing is a thing 

that has to be learned, and we should select our best men for it-the best, 
not physically, but morally." This widely shared sense of the healing strength 
of moral force, powerfully articulated by Florence Nightingale, reinforced 
pressure for the acceptance of women, regarded as terrestrial custodians of 
virtue, into nursing.37 

A committee on hospitals chaired by Senator William Simms of Kentucky 
investigated continuing complaints about military medicine and encouraged 
a growing appreciation for women's contribution to improved care. There 
could be little doubt, the report proclaimed, about "the superiority offemale 
nurses as compared with males. . . . When males have charge, the mortality 
averages ten per cent; where females manage, it is only five percent." Objec- 
tions to female nursing could not prevail against such powerful statistics. As 
Senator Semmes of Louisiana explained, "I will not agree to limit the class of 
persons who can affect such a saving of life as this."38 

In September 1862 Congress adopted legislation that specifically desig- 
nated positions for women in military hospitals. Two matrons were charged 
with "superintendence over the entire domestic economy of the hospital, to 
take charge of such delicacies as may be provided for the sick, to apportion 
them out as required, to see that the food or diet is properly prepared and all 
such other duties as may be necessary" for a salary of $40 a month. Two 
assistant matrons bore responsibility for the laundry, the clothing and bed- 
ding of the sick, and other necessary duties, for a salary of $35 a month. 
Each ward would have two ward matrons, salaried at $30 a month to prepare 
beds and bedding, assure cleanliness, administer medicine, and supervise 
nursing. In addition surgeons were charged with procuring nurses at $25 a 
month, with "preference in all cases to females where their services may best 
subserve the purpose." The much celebrated and oft repeated statistics on 
the successes of female hospital supervision encouraged the Confederate 
government to enact a measure of labor force management that also served as 
one of its very few explicit efforts to deal with the role of women in the 
creation of the new nation. In the face of persisting reservations among the 
southern people at large about the appropriateness of female hospital work, 
the Confederate government invoked traditional notions of female nurtur- 
ance to support a manpower policy that filled noncombatant jobs with 
individuals ineligible for military service. It seems not insignificant that the 
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Confederate Senate debated the new hospital bill arid the proposed amend- 
ments to conscription and exemption policy, those that would result in the 
October enactment of the infamous "Twenty-Nigger Law," on the very same 
day. The legislation of September 1862 was a significant intervention-both 
ideological and practical-by the government into the family as both ideal 
and reality, one that called for the subordination of the domestic to the 
service of the state and the nation in the service of total mobilization and 
total war. Together with the conscription and exemption policies enacted in 
April and October of the same year, the Hospital Act represented an impor- 
tant statement of Confederate policy concerning the relationship of the state 
to its female citizens.3g 

Phoebe Yates Levy Pember, a thirty-nine-year-old widow from a promi- 
nent and prosperous South Carolina family, was living unhappily with refu- 
gee relatives in Marietta, Georgia, when in November 1862 her friend Mrs. 
George Randolph, wife of the Confederate secretary of war, urged her to 
apply for one of the newly created matron's posts. By the end of the year 
Pember had assumed her duties at Hospital #2 of the enormous Chim- 
borazo complex in Richmond. She was not without reservations about this 
departure from her customary life and from prevailing standards of female 
gentility. "The natural idea that such a life would be injurious to the delicacy 
and refinement of a lady-that her nature would become deteriorated and 
her sensibilities blunted, was rather appalling." But it was less appalling, 
apparently, than remaining with those "who never cared for me."40 

Pember was well aware of the revolution in hospital management and 
gender roles that her arrival marked, as were the surgeons and doctors who 
greeted her presence with "horror" as the advent of an unwanted "petticoat 
government" imposed by the recent legislation. A particularly blunt physi- 
cian welcomed her to Chimborazo by noting in "a tone of ill-concealed 
disgust, that 'one of them had come.' "41 

Prior to the law of September 1862, Pember observed, "there had been a 
great deal of desultory visiting and nursing, by the women" across the 
South, which, she judged, had resulted in "more harm than benefit to the 
patients." Pember had no doubt heard the tales cherished by those opposed 
to female hospital work-the story of the young girl who killed a dysentery 
patient by feeding him turnovers, or the woman who loosened an amputee's 
bandages and caused him to bleed to death, or the soldier who simply had 
to put up with a dozen eager but useless volunteers washing his face in a 
single morning. Even with the field "open" for a significant and regularized 
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Phoebe Ztes Levy Pember, matron at Chimborazo Hospital. Courtesy of the Eleanor 
S. Brockenbrough Library, Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 

contribution from southern females as a result of the new legislation, Pember 
complained that only "a few, very few ladies, and a great many inefficient 
and uneducated women, hardly above the laboring classes, applied for and 
filled the offices." 

A number of women of prominent background did take matron's posts 
during the war. Kate Cumming, Ella Newsom, Fannie Beers, and Emily 
Mason all recorded their experiences in memoirs widely read in the postwar 
years. For the most part, however, southern ladies regarded a matron's 
duties as too laborious, too indelicate for women of their social standing. 
When Ada Bacot of South Carolina was invited to assume the matronship of 
Midway Hospital in Charlottesville after a year of working as a volunteer, she 
declined upon the advice of a physician who had become her patron and 
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friend during her months of hospital service. "He . . . was of the opinion I 
had better stay where I am[,] that I was not-born in the same station of life 
that Mrs. Rion [the departing matron] was[,] that I had never been ac- 
customed to labour, therefore I could not undergo what she did except at 
the expense of comfort, pleasure & healthF4* 

Phoebe Pember did indeed find her new postjust such a challenge to her 
peace of mind and her physical well-being. Housekeeping, cooking, and 
nursing for 700 men was now her responsibility, and, she confessed, she did 
not even understand the meaning of "requisition," much less how to place 
one. But when she tentatively asked for a pair of chickens fiom the steward, 
they seemed to appear miraculously, confronting Pember with yet another 
test of will and commitment. "For the first time I cut up with averted eyes a 
raw bird, and the Rubicon was passed."43 

Far more troubling than these adjustments to new tasks was the continu- 
ing hostility Pember faced from doctors and staff. The hospital as she 
described it was a battleground of class and gender, exacerbated by the new 
legislation appointing and empowering women. For Pember, the focus of 
these conflicts became what she dubbed the "wars of the whiskey barrel," 
the fight over control of medicinal liquor. The law entrusted whiskey to the 
matron's government, a provision surgeons regarded with great resentment 
as an inappropriate embodiment of female authority. Pember, well aware of 
the propensity of some physicians to help themselves to cheering nips from 
the hospital barrel, saw matters of both principle and practicality in her 
retention of control. 

In anticipation of the battles to come, Pember selected ward nurses with 
this issue in mind. Although she preferred males, for "good and strong 
reasons" that she unfortunately chose not to explain, she decided to hire 
women upon "the supposition that liquor would be no temptation to them." 
Ladies of Pember's own social class drank sparingly of wines and cordials 
and rarely touched hard liquor. But Pember erred in assuming this to be 
universal female behavior. She was mistaken, too, in her expectation that 
women of "the common class of respectable servants" would be "more 
amenable to authority" than "ladies 'of education and position." Pember 
received neither deference nor sobriety from her new employees. One 
woman took advantage of female control of the whiskey barrel to get drunk. 
Another appropriated hospital hrniture and partitioned off ward space to 
set herself up in comfortable living quarters, where, to Pember's horror, the 
new nurses sat around a spittoon and dipped snuff. All resented that Pember 
did not invite them to call, for they " 'considered themselves quite as much 
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ladies as I was.' " Only the intervention of the surgeon-in-chief in support of 
Pember's authority enabled her to dismiss the unsatisfactory employees. 
Challenges of both class and gender had undermined Pember's position.44 

In the continuing wars of the whiskey barrel, the chief surgeon proved 
"an unfailing refuge," one of a number of men whose helpfulness permitted 
Pember to assure her readers that "antagonism was not always the rule" 
between the matron and male hospital staff. Neither was it the exception, 
however, and Pember's experience was far from unique. Kate Cumming, 
serving as matron in hospitals of the western theater, encountered similar 
hostility. From the outset she noted that there was "a good deal of trouble 
about the ladies in some of the hospitals of this department. Our friends 
here have advised us to go home, as they say it is not considered respect- 
able." At first she, like Pember, wavered about the propriety of her new 
position, but the possibility of alleviating some of the terrible suffering she 
had witnessed and the legitimating model of Florence Nightingale rein- 
forced her determination. "It seems strange," she wrote, "that the aristo- 
cratic women of Great Britain have done with honor what is a disgrace for 
their sisters on this side of the Atlantic to do." For Cumming the Christian 
and feminine imperative of service far outweighed superficial notions of 
female delicacy. Employing one dimension of feminine ideology to dismiss 
another, Cumming despaired of her southern sisters, inhibited by false 
claims of modesty and respectability from undertaking desperately needed 
hospital 

Empowered by her strong sense of mission, Cumming was undaunted by 
male opposition. "It is useless," she proclaimed, "to say the surgeons will 
not allow us; we have our rights, and if asserted properly will get them. This 
is our right and ours alone." In practice these rights would prove more 
difficult to secure. In the summer of 1863 Cumming left one Georgia hospi- 
tal because the hostility of the chief surgeon so hindered her effectiveness. 
She recorded daily conflicts very like those Pember experienced in Rich- 
mond. Her story of a "triumph for us ladies" in the summer of 1864 is 
telling. A woman had concocted a lotion for use against inflammation, but 
the surgeons at first ignored it "as it had been made by a lady." When the 
substance seemed to have undeniably positive effects, however, one doctor 
requested more. Such a simple acknowledgment of female competence war- 
rantedxot just notice but celebration in Cumming's eyes.46 

Cumming's complaints were not restricted to men. Throughout her diary 
she railed against the failure of Confederate ladies to do the nursing work the 
nation so desperately required. "Are the women of the South going into the 
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hospitals? I am afraid candor will compel me to say they are not! It is not 
respectable, and requires too constant attention, and a hospital has none of 
the comforts of home!" She had, she declared, "no patience with women 
whom I hear telling what wonders they would do if they were only men, 
when I see so much of their legitimate work left undone. . . . I could name 
many things they could do," she continued in a revealing concession to 
prevailing anxieties about respectability, "without ever going into a wardT4' 

As Kate Gumming's criticisms remind us, she and Phoebe Pember were 
exceptions within their class in their assumption of formal, full-time, remu- 
nerated hospital work. Yet "nursing" within the Confederate South ex- 
tended well beyond such structured roles, defining a universe of activities 
quite different from what we would consider nursing today. In fact, we might 
well describe Pember and Cumming as hospital administrators rather than 
nurses, for they were not responsible for direct patient care. Cumming 
confessed that she never dressed a wound until May 1864, more than two 
years after her entry onto the wards. As she described her work, "It is as 
much as we can do to see that the nursesv-in her case overwhelmingly 
detailed soldiers and slaves-"do their duty."48 

What southern women called "nursing," we might better designate as 
"hospital work," for it encompassed a wide variation in activities and levels 
of commitment that persisted in spite of legislative efforts to regularize 
hospital labor. Perhaps the most widespread and most casual of these under- 
takings was hospital visiting. Emma Crutcher, a young Mississippi wife, 
made this distinction explicit when she wrote to her husband in the army 
informing him that she had been appointed to Vicksburg's "visiting com- 
mittee, for next week (not nursing, remember)." After her first day's experi- 
ence, she announced she had "enlisted for the war." But in spite of the 
implication of free choice in the military language she employed, she de- 
fended her involvement by representing herself as conscript rather than 
volunteer, assuring Will, "the ladies have to do it, and I did not offer my 
services, but was called on and appointed." She knew how "uneasy" he 
would be at the idea, but she reminded him that this was "my way of serving 
my country." The "ladies," she reported soothingly, "have none of the 
drudgery of the nursing, there are convalescents detailed to do that, besides 
servants," and her father-in-law had insisted she never go to the hospital 
without a slave to accompany and wait on her. The visitors distributed meals 
and medicines, oversaw patient and ward cleanliness, and read the Bible to 
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Kate Cumming, hospital matron, in a postwar photogra$h reproducedfiom 
the frontispiece of her Gleanings from the Southland (Bimingham, Ala.: 

Roberts and Son, 1895). Courtesy of the Eleanor S. Brockenbrough Library, 
Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 

the men. Emma Crutcher had worked out in her mind a clear set of stan- 
dards of behavior to guide her and to maintain her gender and class identity 
in this uncharted hospital world. "I shall never take on myself anything that 
a servant can do as well, and never do anything that a lady may not with 
perfect propriety do. I shall not talk familiarly with the patients. . . . [I]n fact, 
I shall maintain every particle of the dignity which belongs to my sex and 
position, and at the same time I think I can be kind and useful."4g 

After two weeks of actual work, Crutcher's enthusiasm had dimmed in 
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the face of the sordid realities of disease and death. "To tell the truth," she 
admitted to Will, "there is not much romance" in hospital work. The 
soldiers in her ward were "uninteresting specimens of uneducated Arkan- 
sas," poorly dressed in rough baggy uniforms, "with so little attempt at the 
'pomp and circumstance of war."' Even though she did not touch the 
patients, she found herself infested with lice, a condition hardly consonant 
with what she had so revealingly called the "dignity which belongs to my sex 
and position."50 

Many southern women recorded experiences very like Emma Crutcher's. 
They visited soldiers to bring delicacies-buttermilk, custards, and fruits- 
or to supervise the preparation of food on site, to write letters for incapaci- 
tated or illiterate men, and sometimes even to wash faces. Some of these 
efforts seemed almost frivolous, even to contemporaries, who remarked with 
irony upon Richmond ladies sending silver trays filled with fine china, 
linens, and vases of flowers to the grim and crowded wards. Other efforts 
were ill conceived, as patients made clear when, for example, they spurned 
soup delicately flavored with parsley, which, in the words of one invalid, 
appeared to be contaminating "weeds." 

Moments of military crisis, however, often expanded visitors' respon- 
sibilities. The work of volunteers assumed the utmost purpose when neces- 
sity involved women in direct care of severely wounded soldiers. Sara Agnes 
Pryor chronicled her transformation into a nurse in the Virginia hospitals 
during the bloody Seven Days battles of 1862. Presenting herself to the 
matron as a volunteer, Pryor could see the doubt with which the experi- 
enced woman regarded her untested eagerness and her obviously upper- 
class background. "The work is very exacting," the matron warned, detail- 
ing to the lady standing before her the menial nature of the position she 
sought. "There are so few of us that our nurses must do anything and 
everything-make beds, wait upon anybody, and often half a dozen at a 
time." Pryor confirmed her willingness to do all that was asked of her and 
proceeded down a row of patients to subscribe her name. Beside one bed, a 
nurse knelt holding a pan beneath the stump of an amputated arm. Pryor 
immediately fainted, only to open her eyes and see the skeptical matron 
peering down at her. "It is as I thought. You are unfit for this workT51 

Humiliated by her failure, Pryor recognized that her contribution had 
been only to interrupt "those who were really worth something. . . . I 
resolved I would conquer my culpable weakness." When she returned to the 
matron the next day, she was greeted with kindness and some practical 
advice. Promising to station her near the door, the more experienced woman 
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Afemale hos#ital visitor. In the Hospital, 1861, watercolor by William 
Ludwell She$$ard. Courtesy of the Eleanor S. Brockenbrough Library, Museum of 
the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 
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counseled Pryor to run outside at the first sense of dizziness. Pryor was 
determined to overcome what some other of the nurses contemptuously 
called her ('fine-lady faintness." She went far toward reinstating herself in the 
eyes of her colleagues when she arrived one morning with most of her 
household linens torn up into clean, well-rolled bandages. By the end of the 
week she had won a promotion. Instead of carving the fat bacon, swatting 
flies, fetching water, or making beds, she was given the care of a particular 
patient. Soon the matron assigned her to a standard seven-to-seven day 
shift, "and we went on duty with the regularity of trained nurses," always 
assisted by "efficient, kindly colored women."52 

Other women shared Pryor's sensitivities but lacked her determination. 
Mary Chesnut resisted hospital work despite the example and entreaties of 
her friend Louisa McCord, who oversaw much of the patient care at the 
facility established on the grounds of South Carolina College in Columbia. 
McCord's strength and determination seemed to Chesnut almost unnatu- 
ral-the characteristics of a man rather than a woman. After "fainting fits" in 
a Richmond hospital, Chesnut "deemed it wise to do my hospital work from 
the outside," by raising supplies. But shame made her return to a wayside 
hospital, where she worked half of each day in the "feeding department." 
Although she had few concerns about maintaining her own propriety, 
Chesnut did not like seeing younger ladies, particularly unmarried women, 
exposed to the scrutiny and the comments of common soldiers, who too 
often showed insufficient respect for female delicacy. "I cannot bear young 
girls to go to hospitals, wayside or otherwise," she wrote.53 

Cornelia McDoilald of Winchester endured extraordinary hardships 
with her children in that occupied city during the course of the war, but 
nursing proved almost more than she could stand. "I wanted to be useful," 
she explained, "and tried my best, but at the sight of one face that the 
surgeon uncovered, telling me that it must be washed, I thought I should 
faint. . . . The surgeon asked me if I would wash his wound. I tried to say 
yes, but the thought of it made me so faint that I could only stagger towards 
the door. As I passed, my dress brushed against a pile of amputated limbs 
heaped up near the door." It seemed always to be the amputations that were 
most upsetting, providing the severest challenge to women's dedication and 
composure. The pile of severed limbs, an image repeated again and again in 
the war's diaries, letters, and memoirs, graphically and powerfully repre- 
sented the horror and irony hndamental to the American Civil War. Here 
was man's inhumanity to man now perversely extended into the realm of 
healing; here was a technology and a therapeutics that maimed and muti- 
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lated but rarely cured; here was humankind despiritualized and dismem- 
bered, rendered less than even a body, transformed from its uniqueness and 
individuality into a pile of unidentifiable parts.54 

Mary Lee shared some of her neighbor Cornelia McDonald's aversion to 
hospital work, but as Winchester changed hands again and again in the 
course of the conflict, Lee and the other young women of her household 
undertook a variety of tasks to aid the wounded, both Yankee and Confeder- 
ate. One of Lee's primary motivations arose from her concern that during 
times of Yankee occupation, southern soldiers in the town's hospitals would 
not be given adequate care, and she was energized as well by the sight of 
huge numbers of wounded pouring in from battles just to the north-several 
thousand after Antietam and as many as 5,00b after Ge t ty~burg .~~  

Lee's predominant contribution to the hospitals was to procure and 
prepare food. Using her ties to farmers and families in the northern Shenan- 
doah Valley, she struggled amidst growing shortages to ensure that patients 
received adequate and healthful diets. At times she supervised a "cooking 
room" and wryly remarked that she seemed to have found "my peculiar 
vocation (that offeeding people)." In addition she scurried around town and 
countryside in search of supplies and, to her considerable consternation, 
was at one point officially designated by Winchester's chief surgeon as 
responsible for providing whatever the doctors might need. "I hear of all 
sorts of queer people having supplies to sell & I hunt them up, as it is the 
only chance of getting anything, the stores being entirely bare." Lee was also 
directly involved with patients, going with her nieces to sing to one ward, 
reading prayers to suffering men, and dressing wounds, including those of 
an embarrassed colonel who had to be "considerably disrobed" to permit 
her  ministration^.^^ 

Lee's specific duties shifted at least as often as Winchester changed 
hands, however, and newly arrived Union officers frequently had to be 
cajoled into permitting her to aid in the care of the wounded. Her Christian 
principles compelled her to act kindly toward wounded Yankees, but even 
under close northern scrutiny, she endeavored to reserve her finest deli- 
cacies and tenderest ministrations for the Confederates. 

Like many of the South's most committed female hospital workers, Lee 
found her labors both satisf)ing and exhausting. She expressed great relief 
in the spring of 1862 when Dorothea Dix arrived with a corps of Yankee 
nurses, ensuring that for a time at least, Lee would not be needed. She often 
complained about the demands the hospital made on her energies. "I some- 
times am so selfish as to wish I had never begun to attend at the Hospitals." 
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Her sister-in-law Laura worried that Mary was overexerting herself and 
reported that one day she came home so debilitated that she fainted dead 
away for several worrisome hours. But Lee loved her work as well. When in 
November 1863 the men in her hospital were evacuated to Staunton, she felt 
bereft of her community and her purpose. "I could not have imagined that I 
would miss my Hospital duties so sadly; I did not know how interested I 
was, individually in each man. . . . I dawdled away the morning, not knowing 
how to get rid of the time which I spent at the Hospital." She would 
undoubtedly have understood Cordelia Scales's observation after a group of 
soldiers she had nursed in her house near Holly Springs, Mississippi, told 
her how much good she had done them. "I am afraid," she wrote, "I shall 
think myself of some importance after a while." For Ada Bacot of South 
Carolina the first months of nursing in Virginia represented the happiest 
days of her life. "I feel almost for the first time in my life that I am of some 
use? Even though she complained that she had grown sick of the very sight 
of men, she declared her work "more satisfying than I can e~press."~' 

However rewarding, hospital work posed intimidating demands and real 
dangers. Bacot contracted jaundice; numbers of other nurses were afflicted 
with typhoid. When Miss Wight from a Virginia hospital died from the 
disease, one of her fellow nurses justly observed that "she saved life at the 
sacrifice of her own." Juliet Opie Hopkins of Alabama herself became a 
casualty when she broke her leg while lifting a wounded officer on the 
battlefield at Seven Pines. She limped for the rest of her life. Curiously, 
public discussion of nursing's dangers ignored these physical threats to 
women's well-being, concentrating instead on the cultural and social perils 
inherent in its challenges to morality and propriety.58 

Whether southern women feared losing their respectability, their lives, or 
simply the comforts of home, they did not volunteer for hospital work in the 
numbers needed in the face of mounting casualties. Advertisements seeking 
female nurses continued to appear in southern newspapers throughout most 
of the war, and the makeshift arrangement of much of Confederate hospital 
care persisted, despite efforts by the government to centralize and standard- 
ize military medicine.5g 

In some sense these continuing irregularities gave women more varied 
opportunities, perpetuating hospital roles outside the multitiered system of 
surgeons, matrons, assistant matrons, ward matrons, and nurses established 
by Confederate legislation. Even in the most carefdly administered institu- 
tions, the neat bureaucratic prescriptions of the law poorly described day- 
to-day reality. Wives, mothers, and sisters arrived to nurse their own kin. On 
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one of Phoebe Pember7s wards such a visitor even appropriated her hus- 
band's cot to deliver a baby during the course ofher.lengthy stay. Volunteers 

wandered through the wards with Bibles, eatables, or words of cheer. Many 
facilities depended on contributions from women of the surrounding com- 

munity to meet basic needs for food and supplies, and thus "feeding depart- 
ments" attracted significant female energy. These official hospitals com- 
prised only a part of the South's effort to care for its fallen soldiers. There 
were simply never enough government hospitals to deal with the thousands 
of wounded who appeared in the aftermath of bloody battles. Whole com- 
munities near the sites of costly encounters found themselves abruptly trans- 
formed, as almost every citizen, regardless of inclination, experience, or 
considerations of propriety would be called upon to aid in the crisis. In 
Winchester after Antietam, for example, Laura Lee described twenty-four 
hospitals set up in almost every available public space-schools, churches, 
banks, and town hall-in addition to the countless private homes that took 
in small numbers of injured Confederates. The town, she noted, had be- 
come a giant hospital, and all its remaining inhabitants-overwhelmingly 
female-hospital workers. Those unwilling to confront the carnage fled to 
become rehgees.'jO 

But in spite of the variety of opportunities for hospital work and the 
sometimes all but irresistible demands for their labor, most elite women 
served intermittently or not at all. The government's effort to enlist substan- 
tial numbers of Confederate women for the hospitals was doomed to fail. 
Unlike military conscription, the Confederacy's manpower and mobilization 
policies for women rested on persuasion rather than coercion. Confronted 
with a choice, most white southern women avoided the hospital's hardships 
and dangers. After her initial difficulties, Mary Chesnut ultimately volun- 
teered in a wayside hospital, where patients were generally convalescent 
rather than critical or moribund, and other women, like her, took advantage 
of the continuing variety of options to temper their involvement and to avoid 
the most trying medical environments. For many women who worried about 
performing their Christian duty, it often seemed enough to send provisions, 
visit wards to read the Bible, or serve meals to soldiers passing through by 
train-to make occasional contributions rather than any commitment to hll- 
time or long-term duties. 

What were the salient factors shaping women's decisions? Why did so 
many women disappoint Kate Cumming, Phoebe ~ernb^kr, and Susan Smith 
by not embracing this opportunity for female service and patriotism? Why, 
as Cumming asked, was woman's "sacred duty . . . left undone"? Why, in 
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Smith's words, did "more ladies not lend a helping hand. . . when there was 
such a wide field for every indispensable usehlness before them"? What 
were the special attributes or motivations that distinguished those who did 
defy convention to undertake these essential rolesT6' 

Many young ladies were clearly unable to overcome the fears for what 
Emma Crutcher called %e dignity which belongs to my sex and position." 
The notion of ladyhood-with its dimensions of both class and gender 
identity-comported poorly with much of hospital work. But numbers of 
women struggled to balance such considerations against their compelling 
urge to be useful by performing services that, like Crutcher's, were carefully 
delimited by dictates of propriety. Emma Crutcher almost perfectly embod- 
ied the tension between the attractions of nursing as exciting, patriotic, and 
meaningfd work and its repulsions as sordid and demeaning. At one junc- 
ture Emma sought to resolve her ambivalence by reminding her absent 
husband that he could exert his authority and forbid her further involvement 
at the hospital. Like Crutcher, other women seemingly escaped their own 
inner conflict by inviting or invoking male pressure as justification for avoid- 
ing hospital duties they acknowledged as both appealing and important. 
Even after she had gone to Virginia as a nurse, Ada Bacot was, as we saw, 
relieved to have a physician friend make the decision about whether she 
should take on a hospital matronship. Augusta Jane Evans, a best-selling 
author in her late twenties, explained that her plans to serve as a nurse had 
initially been vetoed by her brothers, and so she had dutihlly submitted- 
"reluctantly and with great disappointment." Sarah Morgan cited the force 
of similar opposition. "If I was independent, if I could work my own will 
without causing others to suffer for my deeds, I would not be poring over 
this stupid page, I would not be idly reading or sewing. I would put aside 
woman's trash, and take up woman's duty, and 1 would stand by some 
forsaken man and bid him God speed as he closes his dying eyes. That is 
Woman's mission! and not Preaching and Politics. . . . If I could help these 
dying men! Yet it is as impossible as though I was a chained bear[,] . . . 
coward, helpless woman that I am! If I was free," she pondered. Yet as 
Morgan at once excused and berated herself, it seems almost as if she was 
relieved not to confront the responsibilities of freedorn.'j2 

Women who served in permanent, quasi-professional hospital positions 
did tend to be, as Morgan suggested, "independent." Pember and Bacot, for 
example, were widows, and Cumming was an unmarried lady of sufficient 
maturity to be considered a spinster. Many of the South's most active volun- 
teers-Louisa McCord and Mary Lee, for example-were widows as well. It 
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was women outside the structures of direct patriarchal control and domestic 

obligation who found it easiest to devote themselves to public responsibility. 
As one aspiring nurse explained in her letter of application to Juliet Opie 

Hopkins, she was "without any inc~mbrance."~~ 
Serious, committed, long-term hospital work remained the domain of 

these exceptional women. It was not the experience of the overwhelming 
majority of the South's ladies, "only a few, a very few" of whom, in Pember's 
words, became matrons or nurses. Women's contributions as nurses in the 
Civil War have often been hailed as a landmark in their progress toward 
equality and toward an expanding sense of achievement and self-worth. 
Civil War nursing itself has been regarded as the beginning ofwomen's entry 
into the health professions. For the South, neither of these celebratory 
characterizations is accurate. Although training schools for nurses were 

established in the North after the war and although leaders of wartime 
nursing such as Clara Barton exerted significant influence on health policy 
and women's roles in the postwar years, no such developments occurred in 
the southern states. The Cummings, Pembers, and Newsoms of the South 
wrote their memoirs and faded away. 

Taken as a whole, the hospital work of white southern women was not 
calculated to foster new confidence about themselves and their abilities. As 
many of the South's most dedicated nurses made clear, women's overall 
record was one of failure, not success. They had not come forward in the 
numbers requested and, in the eyes of Kate Cumming, would bear much of 
the liability for the South's ultimate defeat. "I have said many a time that, if 
we did not succeed, the women of the South would be responsible. . . . Not 
for one moment," she continued, "would I say that there are no women in 
the South who have nobly done their duty, although there was an adverse 
current, strong enough to carry all with it."64 

On an individual level even the most successful and dedicated of these 
women found the experience ambiguous-enormously gratifjing on one 
level but frustrating and disheartening as well. Attributes traditionally re- 
garded as female or ladylike-the very foundation of these women's prewar 
identities-had to be abandoned as disabilities. Delicacy and propriety had 
to be sacrificed, "fine-lady faintness" overcome, sensibility hardened, and 
compassion contained within bounds of pragmatism. The best nurses 
seemed often in the judgment of other women to have appeared surprisingly 
like men. How Louisa McCord's "strength contrasts with our weakness!" 
Mary Chesnut remarked. She had "the brains and energy of a man." Eliza 
McKee, at work in Virginia's hospitals, was in her friend Clara MacLeanYs 
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eyes just the person to "undertake such a duty. She is decidedly the most 
strong-minded woman I ever saw-almost masculine. Indeed I used to tell 
her I never felt easy in her society if discussing delicate subjects: I could 
scarcely persuade myself she was not in disguise." The Civil War experience 
in the South would in significant ways reinforce the perception that woman- 
hood and nursing were in~ompat ible .~~ 

Women of the southern elite for the most part shared the perspectives of 
Chesnut or MacLean: their contact with nursing rendered them newly and 
painfully aware of their own inadequacies, of the debilities that arose from 
their femininity and their privilege. They were shocked by their own weak- 
ness, by their incompetence and ignorance, by their revulsion at many of the 
common soldiers whom they were supposed to regard as heroes, and by 
their preference for the comforts of home. Mary Chesnut tried on the one 
hand airily to diminish the importance of the "Florence Nightingale busi- 
ness." But even after her failures, she kept coming back to hospital work, 
sending foods, offering her services in the feeding department, and looking 
for a way in which she might successhlly contribute. Her embarrassed 
comparison of McCord's commitment to her own meager efforts suggests 
that Chesnut fully understood the urgency of the duty and knew as well that 
she was not good enough to do it.66 

Elite women's failures as Florence Nightingales made at least some Con- 
federate ladies recognize that, as Cumming put it, "even when a woman 
does her best, it is a mite compared with what our men have to endure." 
Cumming complained that she was "weary" of the "usual compliments to 
the ladies," who she knew "did not deserve all that was said in their praise." 
It is not clear, however, whether Cumming was able to see and acknowledge 
who really bore the burden of Confederate nursing. Staffing records of the 
South's military hospitals reveal the presence of various workers: physi- 
cians, stewards, matrons, detailed soldiers and convalescents, and even 
nuns. But overwhelming all others in number are black southerners, male 
and female, impressed or hired from their owners, or captured from the 
enemy, who served as cooks, laundresses, but above all nurses to the Con- 
federacy's wounded. For all their undeniable and important contributions, it 
was not the Confederacy's ladies but its African Americans who cared for 
the South's fallen heroes. In the domain of nursing, as in the domestic world 
of cooking and washing, many Confederate ladies would prove themselves 
less able and less effective than their supposed  inferior^.^' 

Entry into the world of work outside the home brought many white 
southern women face to face with their most basic assumptions about them- 
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selves. Doubts about their capacities and a new awareness of their limita- 
tions of both competence and commitment emerged from their gradual 
recognition of the difficulty and the drudgery of wartime labor in class- 
rooms, offices, and hospitals. But elite women were perhaps even more 
impressed by their confrontations with new sorts ofpeople, with individuals 
they had rarely seen during their years of confinement within the protective 
circles of home and family. In schools and on hospital wards, women en- 
countered white southerners of other classes who behaved in ways that 
prompted ladies to reevaluate the very bases of their self-definition. Emma 
Holmes could "hardly recognize my own identity" as she interacted with the 
ignorant and ill-mannered children of South Carolina's lower orders. 
Phoebe Pember was compelled to revise her understanding of the essential 
attributes of womanhood when she discovered that white female hospital 
workers drank and swore and in general acted quite differently than she. 
Both work itself and an unaccustomed proximity to common whites threat- 
ened to blur the distinctions elite women increasingly recognized as essen- 
tial to their identities, to what Emma Crutcher called "the dignity" of "my 
sex and pos i t i~n . "~~  

Kate Cumming maintained that "respectability" transcended circum- 
stance and that it could not be diminished by association with the socially 
undesirable or by the sordid and menial aspects of nursing. Indeed, she 
argued, ladyhood had a spiritual, an intrinsic character that could be only 
enhanced by Christian service to others. But few shared Cumming's confi- 
dence. A far greater number of women felt the need to define their status by 
clearly separating themselves from the masses, often avoiding any suspicion 
of what Lila Chunn called brazenness by entirely eschewing the contamina- 
tions of the public sphere-"Department-never!" as Mary Chesnut vowed. 
The entry of many Confederate women into the world of work outside the 
home had significant implications 'for elite women's understanding of the 
importance of class to their identities and self-conceptions. Thrown to- 
gether with pupils, patients, or co-workers of lower status, elite females felt 
impelled to assert a superiority they had seldom before needed to defend. 
The Civil War made privileged women more insistent about their rank and 
position even as it drew the bases for such distinction increasingly into 
question.6g 

We Must Go to Work { 113 ] 



Separation Is Always Very Sad 

In October 1863 Kate Peddy wrote her absent husband, George, 
confessing that she dreamed of him "nearly every night." Sometimes she 
had nightmares filled with distressing anxiety about his safety; other times 
she was so happy she woke believing he had returned. But his presence was 
so frequent and so vivid, it was almost as if their disrupted relationship had 
resumed to thrive in a nighttime world of vision and fantasy.l 

Emma Crutcher's dreams restored her husband, Will, to his rightful 
place as her guardian and protector. "Last night," she wrote, "I dreamed of 
you, and you were watching over me and taking care of me through a long 



series of adventures and somehow it cheered me, for I knew that you really 

would care for me." Will continued to appear to her at night, and on one 
occasion Emma was dismayed and chagrined by the realism of her dreams 
of reunion. Her "powers of self control," she explained, were "somewhat 

benumbed" by sleep, and her vision was "something that I never should 
have allowed had I been hlly roused." Her imagination had re-created in all 
too lifelike and sensual detail the relationship that war had interru~ted.~ 

Some Confederate women regarded dreams as predictive of hture events 
and tried to read them as prophecies. Cornelia Noble found particularly 
ominous a dream that her wedding ring had broken in two. But Emma 
Crutcher understood the meaning of dreams differently, believing them to 
reveal "our motives divested of all the self-deceptions and palliations which 
we all use, even to ourselves." In one dream she regarded as especially 
revealing, Will came home with a wounded leg. But rather than feeling grief 
at his suffering, Emma was overjoyed. Lame for life, Will could, Emma 
reasoned, neither return to battle nor attract another woman; he was forever 
hers. Emma concluded upon awakening that this dream displayed her "un- 
mitigated selfishness." Her deepest fears were about his fidelity and his 
survival; her profoundest desires were not for victory or independence or 
even peace, but for her husband's permanent r e t ~ r n . ~  

For Emma Crutcher, as for tens of thousands of other Confederate 
women, cherished marital ties became for a time, if not for eternity, the stuff 
of dreams and fantasies. Absent by day, husbands returned in the vividness 
of their wives' sleeping imagination to fill the emptiness that had replaced 
the intimacy of domestic life. The warborn transformation of the structures 
of southern households had altered their hearts and souls as well. Women of 
the Confederate South confronted a changed emotional landscape in which 
the most hndamental personal attachments became as elusive as dreams, 
only as tangible as the letters that served as the residual substance of these 
ruptured ties. 

The emotional lives of Confederate couples separated by war did in fact 
depend heavily on the mundane inadequacies of the new national postal 
service. "Writing what I know your eye will rest on," Emma Crutcher 
explained, "cements me with you more closely than anything else." Com- 
munication, professions of love and support, and even the simplest ex- 
changes of information occurred almost exclusively through the mail. For 
educated members of the South's privileged classes, the challenges of mean- 
ingfd expression were by no means as great as those confronting the often 
marginally literate common soldiers who frequently relied on letters dictated 
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to others as the sole means of marital intercourse. But for rich and poor 
alike, the inefficiencies and expense of the Confederate mail service worked 
as a significant impediment to maintaining emotional bonds. Confederate 
statesmen believed that any subsidization of the mail would represent an 
unwarranted support for the nation's commercial interests. Thus postal 
rates reflected actual costs, a policy that sent the price of stamps skyrocket- 
ing after secession. In the fall of 1861 Gertrude Thomas noted that the price 
of sending a letter must act as a "serious drawback" to ordinary southerners, 
and the next year postal rates doubled. When the cost of sending a letter 
rose to ten cents in May 1862, Emma Holmes expected to feel the impact 
"considerably as it will restrict my correspondence in these hard times." By 
the later phases of the war, even members of the upper strata of southern 
society found themselves unable to write as often as they wished. Caroline 
Davis of Virginia complained in February 1865 of the scanty news from 
family members in Richmond. "I wish we could afford to hear from each 
other every mailF4 

Despite its high cost, mail delivery was far from reliable, and southerners 
reported instances where service was interrupted for months at a time. The 
impact of these failures was wide ranging. Perhaps the most distressing 
result was the perpetual inadequacy of information about military casualties. 
Women would sometimes not hear for weeks or even months whether their 
loved ones had survived particular battles. Waiting became so unbearable 
that the worst news arrived almost as a relief. Into the void of insupportable 
uncertainty, Dame Rumor entered to exert her cruel and arbitrary sway. 
Many women tried to settle near locations-towns and cities, telegraph 
offices, orjunction post offices-that promised regular and reliable informa- 
tion in order to minimize the torture of anxiety. "I feel the impulse each hour 
stronger to go where I can hear constantly from Hal," wrote Mary Dulany of 
Virginia. "I cannot bear to wait." Lizzie Ozburn of Georgia had an even 
better idea. "I wish," she declared to her husband, Jimmie, "you & I had a 
Telegraphy5 

But it was not just life and death matters that could not be effectively 
communicated. The mass of almost trivial details that comprise the emo- 
tional intimacy of married life were similarly impeded. As a Louisiana 
woman wrote after not having received any letters from the front in almost 
four months, "L'absence est toujours bien triste, m&me avec la consolation 
de pouvoir icrire librement, mais lorsque l'on est priv6 de recevoir des 
n[ouv]elles de ceux qui sont si chers, c'est horrible ?I supporter." The Post 
Office, one study of the Confederacy's mail service has justly observed, 
played a significant part "in demoralizing the h~mefront."~ 
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Unidentified Confederate coufile. Courtesy of the Atlanta History Center, 

Atlanta, Georgia. 

Perhaps their cost and scarcity made letters all the more valuable. "I never 
knew," Emma Crutcher observed, "what precious things letters could be." 
When Fannie Gordon received an eagerly awaited note from her husband, 
General John Gordon, she transformed the sheet into a substitute for the 
man himself. Placing the letter under her veil, hidden from all eyes, "I 
pressed to my lips over and over the spot that yours had touched and tried 
to imagine I could feel your own precious lips & that dear moustache that I 
love so much." For many women, letters were the "highest pleasure" re- 
maining in their lonely and pressured lives. Composing their responses 
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could provide an emotional outlet nowhere else available. Confederate offi- 
cials and the public press worried about military morale and urged women, 
"DON'T WRITE GLOOMY LETTERS." But many wives did exactly that, preserv- 
ing bonds of intimacy by sharing the many troubles war had brought. Mary 
Bell of North Carolina explained to her husband, Alfred, in 1862, "I know 
you will think, I wish Mollie would not write such desponding letters but it 
has always been my notion to confide to my best friend my worst fears it is 
such a relief, especially if that friend will sympathize with 

Lizzie Neblett agreed. "I must have someone to tell my troubles too." Her 
letters to Will served, she told him, as her "safety valves." But they were also, 
she confessed, "mirrors of my heart." It worried her a bit that she found 
herself writing "so fully and openly of my feelings," especially since Will 
remained so self-contained. Emma Crutcher embraced a new openness 
toward her Will as well. She discovered she "could write more freely to you 
than I could talk." Separation paradoxically seemed to encourage a new 
frankness, a new emotional accessibility, and a new intensity of feeling 
between husbands and wives.8 

Often men, in particular, struggled with this new language of personal 
revelation and implicit vulnerability; Will Neblett was not alone in his re- 
serve. George Peddy felt compelled to apologize to Kate for his shortcom- 
ings. "I wish I could tell or write to you how well I love you. When I 
undertake to do so I am at a loss for words & language strong enough to 
express it. In fact, my letters fall so far short of your[s] that I am ashamed to 
try to write anything." David McRaven of North Carolina was not ashamed 
to try but embarrassed at the result. "Amanda I am getting romantic you will 
laugh at an old fellow 48 years writing Love like a boy." Alfred Bell feared 
Mary would regard his "loveing letters" as "crazy and foolish," although she 
promptly assured him "them are just the kind I like to get."g 

Rose Lewis could not decide if her husband had come to love her more 
or was simply using letters to say it more frequently. Wartime separations 
encouraged recognition, acknowledgment, and articulation of emotions that 
had in peacetime been ignored or taken for granted. Even her new patriotic 
sentiments, Emma Crutcher proclaimed to Will, paled in comparison to 
"the intensity of feeling which your absence awakens." But this new love was 
bittersweet. "I loved you enough before," she wrote, "to make me happy- 
now it remains to see, whether I don't love you enough to make me miser- 
able." Southerners marveled at the wonders of emotional discovery, at the 
sudden awareness of what had always been there yet had remained hidden 
until it was threatened. "Oh Johny," wrote Julia Davidson with both passion 
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Confederate Brigadier GeneralJohn Hunt Morgan and his wife, Martha Ready 

Morgan, at the time of their marriage in 1862. She was widowed less than two years 

later when he was killed in a surfirise Union attack. Carte de Visite. Courtesy of the 
Eleanor S. Brockenbrough Library, Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 
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and regret, "we little knew how dear we were to each other until we were 
called on to make this great ~acrafice."'~ 

This new awareness of marital devotion made at least some Confederate 
wives confront unprecedented feelings of vulnerability as well. Women's 
letters are filled with confessions of anxiety about impending logs. Sarah 
Kennedy of Tennessee wrote her husband about how she was haunted by 
fears of his death. Her greatest terrors came as she lay down to sleep after the 
day's round of busy activity. "The idea that you may never return comes 
often into my mind and I am so distressed that I have to get up, and I spend 
hours at night in this way." Susan Caldwell of Warrenton, Virginia, ex- 
plained how her apprehensions compounded the difficulties of being apart 
from her husband, Lycurgus. "Separation is painful, but with it an anxious 
heart is almost unbearable."ll 

The survival of their loved ones amidst the appalling carnage of Civil War 
battles rested uppermost on these women's lists of anxieties. Many wives, 
though, feared the loss of their husbands' affections almost as intensely as 
they worried about the loss of their lives. Women's concerns about their 
husbands' loyalties derived in considerable measure from their sense that 
southern men passed into a new and uncharted world as they departed for 
war. In part, wives feared the temptations of lewd women and the promis- 
cuous behavior traditionally associated with army life. But their apprehen- 
sions also encompassed a broader sense that their men were traveling into an 
unknown realm, where past ties and allegiances might become meanipgless. 
In the Confederate army, men often talked of "seeing the elephant," a term 
used to describe-or perhaps not describe-one's first encounter with com- 
bat. Women bore a similar sense of the ineffable mystery inherent in military 
initiation, and they feared that the experience of this rite of passage might 
permanently alter and estrange their men. "You ask me," John Davidson 
wrote in response to the concerns of his wife, Julia, "if my change of life or 
manor ofliving, will not wean me from my wife & children. I can answer it at 
once. never never can there be any change in me my Love for my Wife & 
children is unceasing." He was, he assured her, "the same man that I was 
when I went into the service."12 

Women's frequently voiced feelings of uselessness in the face of men's all- 
important military contributions reinforced a more profound sense of inade- 
quacy and self-doubt about their continuing attractiveness and significance 
to these new Confederate heroes. Whenever George Peddy even mentioned 
a woman in his letters, Kate worried that he was comparing his new acquain- 
tance to "homely sensless me." She often wondered, she wrote, "why do 
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you love me at all." Often her letters dwelt on the differences between them, 
a contrast that their wartime lives had only intensified. "You are self relient 
and independant, able and competent to battle with all the whims of fortune, 
while I am but a weight that retards and keeps you back From the position 
which nature designed [you] to occupy."13 

Mary Bell of North Carolina worried explicitly and constantly about 
Alfred's entanglement with other women. A sudden formality in his letters 
combined with a spate of rumors about wanton behavior in his company 
impelled Mary to direct accusation. When Alfred replied with hurt and 
anger, denying any such transgressions, Mary apologized. But she con- 
tinued to wonder "if you are satisfied to do without me, and think that some 
other woman will do you just as well."'4 

These sentiments of insecurity and vulnerability arose from a depen- 
dence that was more than simply emotional. Frustrations at the daily tribula- 
tions of Confederate life-at managing slaves or providing for families 
amidst inflation and scarcity-generated profound feelings of inadequacy. 
Women often felt crippled by what Lizzie Neblett called "my entire inability 
to help myself." Sarah Kennedy found that by 1864 she was "ready to 
despair of competency to perform the duties and responsibilities that neces- 
sarily devolve upon me." Warborn independence and autonomy were la- 
mented rather than celebrated.15 

Women mourned the loss of male protection-physical, emotional, and 
financial. Emma Cmtcher wrote revealingly to Will after they had been apart 
for six months, "I wish I had you to rely on now for somehow . . . I feel 
wearied of acting for myself and deciding for myself. It is sometimes very 
pleasant to stand alone, but we women all get tired of it. I have been entirely 
independent since you went away, for the first time in my life, not even 
consulting anyone. . . . And your little wife is tired, and wants to give up the 
reins, and lay her head on your shoulder and rest? Throughout their sepa- 
ration Emma repeatedly invited Will to exert his authority over her-to 
prohibit her hospital work or to direct her how to dress. If, she once warned 
him, "you . . . tell me to 'do just as I please, that you would not presume to 
interfere' I shall never forgive you. . . . If you would only tell me to do 
something, I would like it so much-I should feel like I was your wife, and 
that you claimed your property." When Emily Harris's husband returned to 
the army after a hrlough at home in South Carolina, she felt severely 
depressed and declared, "I shall never get used to being left as the head of 
affairs at home." Such responsibility was against her nature. "I am con- 
stituted," she wrote, "so as to crave a guide and protector. I am not an 
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Confderate wives visiting their husbands in camp near Richmond, Virginia, 
1862. Courtesy of Sfiecial Collections Defiartment, Robert W. Woodru$Library, 
Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia. 

independent woman nor ever shall be." Soon after R. L. Dabney's departure 
for war, his wife, Lavinia, wrote inquiring about his adjustment to military 
discipline and celebrating the bonds of female subordination. "How do you 
like having a Master?" she asked in language especially resonant within 
southern society. "I like it if you do not & I can't begin to say how much I 
miss mine."I6 

Amidst the overwhelming uncertainties and changes brought by Civil 
War, women clung ever more tenaciously to structures of authority and 
belonging that had given them both identity and security. As cherished 
relationships seemed ever more imperiled by the rising death toll, preserv- 
ing their traditional forms may have appeared all the more important. In a 
particularly bald affirmation of the continuing power of patriarchy, Susan 
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Caldwell throughout the war addressed her absent husband as "Dear Papa" 
and signed each of her letters, ''Your affectionate daughter."17 

Although some men, particularly during the initial months of separation, 
tried to exert control over routine decisions at home, most quickly abdicated 
their authority. Even letters full of agricultural advice often ended in much 
the same manner as one written by E. P. Petty to his wife in December 1862. 
"I approve anything you do. . . . I am not now the head of the family and 
dont pretend to dictate." Morgan Callaway carefully instructed his wife, 
Leila, about how to harvest the cotton, ensure a good potato crop, and 
cultivate turnips. But then he caught himself short. "Dear me," he won- 
dered, "why should I advise an experienced farmer like yourself [?]l"18 

In many cases women seemed more uneasy about their unaccustomed 
power than did men. John Davidson sought to reassure and encourage his 
wife to meet the new demands before her. "Julia you must do the best you 
can. you have to act the Man &Woman both which I fear will go rather hard 
with you being so timid and reserved but I am happy to see that a great deal 
of your timidity is waring OK you have traveled alone & had to manage for 
yourself so long that you have become to be quite a soldier." Female inde- 
pendence, in John Davidson's construction, required the transformation of 
women into men, of ladies into soldiers. Despite his supportive tone, his 
very acknowledgment of differing gender capacities might well have alarmed 
as much as encouraged his reticent wife.Ig 

My Longing Wears a Curb 

Painfd separations, anxieties about loss and infidelity, and issues of 
marital power and authority converged in the vexed problem of wartime 
sexuality. The emotional openness of much Confederate correspondence 
included in at least some instances explicit discussions of the physical 
dimension of married love. When Mary Bell listed the many ways she missed 
her husband, she concluded, "I miss you sleeping with me as much or more 
than anything else." In a dream of his return home, she was distraught when 
he left before bedtime. "I know that dream will never come to pass," she 
wrote, "for if you was to come I would make you stay all night if I had to tie 
you."20 

Bell was seemingly unconflicted in her enthusiastic lust, but other women 
found their desire inhibited-if not overwhelmed-by a profound fear of 
pregnancy. Childbirth, Octavia Stephens emphatically proclaimed, "is hor- 
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rible, horrible, horrible." By the 1860s, American birth control advocates 
had published tracts describing a variety of contraceptive forms, including 
coitus interruptus, vaginal syringes, rubber condoms, and vaginal sponges. 
The reliability of these methods was far &om absolute, and it is unclear if 
necessary information or technology was available to women of the Confed- 
erate South. Whether the problem was ignorance, access, or safety, southern 
women continued to regard abstinence as the only certain guarantee against 
conception. Amanda Bullock of Georgia wrote her husband, Robert, of her 
joy that she had not conceived during his recent furlough. "But aint I 
glad[,] . . . for none but myself can tell my dread of such suffering, but for all 
that I would not have you stay a way from me for any thing in the world[.] 
just to be with you a little while will compensate me for a great deal, and I 
will hope that the something will not happen."21 

Lizzie Neblett, who delivered her fifth-and unwanted-child two 
months after Will's departure, called her fears of pregnancy her "crazy 
subject." "I had rather meet a woods full of bare," she declared to Will, 
"than meet you after a long absence, when I feared the love I bare you 
would . . . make me willing for your sake to risk a certain event happening. 
Even as it stands now I dread to see you, tho' I love you better far than I do 
my own life." Lizzie insisted that before Will come home, he must agree to 
her regulation of their sexual contact. With an authoritative tone she seemed 
unable to muster in her efforts to manage the slaves, she informed her 
spouse, "If you cant comply with my orders . . . about the preventives to 
come in your pocket home-you may come without, but must submit, to my 
laws after reaching home & you need not fear that they will not be made 
strict enough to ensure my safety." Will confessed to feeling flattered by 
Lizzie's fears of yielding to him against her rationaljudgment. But in the face 
of Will's apparent calm, Lizzie remained tormented by the conflict between 
her love and her terror. "This constant & never ceasing horror I have of 
childbearing constantly obtrudes itself between me & my desire . . . & thus 
my longing wears a 

The Davidsons of Atlanta shared many of the Nebletts' anxieties, worry- 
ing about their frustrated sexual desires as well as unwanted pregnancy. 
"Julia," John wrote to his wife, "I have not slept with a woman so long I have 
almost forgot how warm they are. I suffer with cold during The cold nights 
and I have sufered considerable in some other ways."23 

John spoke openly about the availability of "Fancy Women" on Saint 
Michael Street in Mobile, and he reported that a great many of the soldiers 
from his camp nearby were regular customers. "I never have seen so much 
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Will and Lizie Neblett afer the war. Courtesy of the Centerfor American History, 
University of Zxas, Austin. 

Ludeness in all my life." But, he assured Julia, "I dont patronize them 
myself." Commercial sex is an almost inevitable accompaniment to any 
army, and the Confederate military was no exception. It is almost impossible 
to gauge, however, the impact of easy and widespread access to prostitutes 
on Confederate marriages or to assess how many or which southern soldiers 
were likely to have indulged. Evidence is all but nonexistent, and even John 
Davidson's denials, articulated in letters to his wife, cannot be taken at face 
value.24 

A medical problem Will Neblett developed during his army service sug- 
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gests that his equanimity about Lizzie's restriction of their sexual intimacy 
may have had its roots in alternate sexual activity, perhaps with prostitutes in 
Galveston. Will was diagnosed with a hydrocele, essentially an edematous 
testicle, and Lizzie worried that others would assume "the worst kind of 
venereal disease" if news of his complaint became public. In fact, promis- 
cuity may or may not have been the cause of his ailment, but Lizzie, for her 
own part, seemed unperturbed, all but dismissing the possibility of his 
infidelity. Her primary concern, like that of Julia Davidson and so many 
other Confederate women, focused on anxieties about unwanted preg- 
nancyZ5 

Fears of pregnancy no doubt combined with dread of shame and ostra- 
cism to limit women's sexual license. A strict code of purity regulated white 
women's behavior in the Old South, particularly among members of the 
region's gentry class, where female chastity was closely tied not just to 
women's identities as ladies but to the honor and standing of their men. In 
wartime, however, some women found both need and opportunity for trans- 
gression. As in the case of men, it is difficult to separate rumor and surmise 
from actual behavior, for women, perhaps otherwise preoccupied, did not 
confide their own affairs to diaries or correspondence, although they will- 
ingly discussed the supposed transgressions of others. George Peddy in- 
formed Kate that "A Gentleman in Camp" had told him about the scan- 
dalous activities of the ladies of nearby Newnan, Georgia. "He has slep 
frequently with Mrs. Hanvey, Mrs Steve Smith & the Taylor's wife (I forget 
his name) & some others, & he is a man of truth." In 1864 Julia Davidson 
wrote John that her brother had decided to seek a divorce after he dis- 
covered that his wife, Fannie, was sleeping with at least one other man. 
Lizzie and Will Neblett corresponded about rumors abroad in Texas, and 
Will concluded, "the women at home got to acting as badly as the men." He 
had heard of a "young lady" recently delivered of a mixed-race child. The 
"people," he reported "have hung the negro up in front of the house." Lizzie 
embellished the tale, reporting that it was not one girl but several and that it 
was said they had tried to bury their babies a l i~e .~"  

With husbands absent for as long as years at a time, it seems inevitable 
that at least some white women would have established sexual liaisons not 
only with white men but with male slaves. Testimony before the American 
Freedman's Inquiry Commission taken in areas liberated by Union troops 
contained sufficient numbers of examples of such behavior to warrant an 
entry in the index of the proceedings under "Intercourse between white 
women and colored men common-Instances of." Many of these examples, 
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historian Martha Hodes notes, involved women of the planter class who 
used their power over slaves to initiate sexual contact. One former slave 
reported that his forty-year-old mistress had after a year of widowhood 
" 'ordered him to sleep with her, and he did regularly.' "27 

The sense of new opportunity for such forbidden relationships no doubt 
fueled the widespread conjecture about interracial affairs. When Lizzie Neb- 
lett had her young slave Bill drive her to a party, she stimulated an outburst 
of speculation in Grimes County, Texas, about the nature ofher connection 
to the black man. Gossip paradoxically served to make such behavior imag- 
inable and possible and, at the same time, to control it by stigmatizing it as 
scandalous-even, as in the case of the Texas slaves reportedly hung for 
fathering,mulatto babies, life threatening. If sexuality between white hus- 
bands and wives was fraught with terror and ambivalence because of fears of 
impregnation, extramarital relations must have produced far greater anxiety 
and reluctance. Few couples would have wanted to find themselves in the 
situation of a man in Will Neblett's company who, in seeming innocence, 
petitioned for a furlough, saying his wife would soon deliver a child and 
he had not been granted an opportunity to visit her for nearly eighteen 
months.28 

In the Civil War South fear of pregnancy-its pain and danger, if not its 
shame-fundamentally structured women's emotional as well as sexual rela- 
tionships with men. Lizzie Neblett's sister-in-law, begged by her husband to 
visit him in camp, declined to go because she dreaded returning home 
pregnant. Ifhe had been sick, she noted, she would not have hesitated to go 
care for him, but his robust health represented too great a threat for her to 
bear. John and Julia Davidson were sufficiently apprehensive that they cor- 
responded in detail about her menstrual periods, referring to them as "that 
lady friend" or "your old acquaintance'hnd greeting their arrival after 
John's visits with undisguised relief. When Julia's usually irregular menses 
temporarily assumed a new predictability, John found it "strange that she is 
so punctual. she has never been so kind before. perhaps she thinks it is war 
times and the Ladies kneed all the help they can get." Between two visits 
home in the spring of 1864, John wrote to inquire, "Has our old friend 
called on you again or has she concluded to wait untill I get home and mk in 
that old friend of mine and have a rejoicing together. I hope so." On this 
occasion, Julia could reassure him, "My friend has not forsaken me." But 
soon she would pay in "suffering and mental anxiety" for "the pleasure of 
your society." By fall she was pregnant with her fourth child, who was born 
in early 1865 after Sherman's advance had made Julia a refugee.2g 
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Willie Chunn had been absent from home for about four months when 
Lila wrote to confirm their "fears about my condition." She revealed at last 
the anguish she had been experiencing almost since the day of his depar- 
ture. "I have refrained from disclosing to you the deep grief of my heart 
because I knew that it would cause you pangs of sorrow. . . . I have tried to 
become reconciled and am to some extent more resigned. Would that I 
could at all times and under all circumstances say 'Thy will 0 Lord be 
done.' " George Peddy imagined Kate's emotional distress during the last 
phases of her pregnancy, but he anticipated that her misgivings would 
extend beyond childbirth to encompass marriage as well. "No doubt," he 
wrote in June 1864, "ere this you have thought you would have been better 
off if you had remianed in your single blessedness. . . . Women frequently 
regret marrying at such timesF30 

Women's aversion to childbearing in the Confederate South arose both 
from general medical realities and from conditions specific to wartime. 
Apprehensions about the dangers of childbirth, all too rational a fear until 
well into our own time, were intensified as women faced the likelihood of 
delivering without the presence and direct emotional support of their hus- 
bands. Recent scholarship on "lying-in" in nineteenth-century America has 
portrayed childbirth as a largely female ritual, an event from which men were 
excluded as all but irrelevant. Confederate women's letters suggest, how- 
ever, that within the South's master class, at least, the presence of men at the 
time-even ifperhaps not in the very room-of childbirth was of fundamen- 
tal importance to expectant mothers. For their confinement these women 
clearly desired the emotional aid and encouragement of their husbands, 
even if they of necessity eventually settled for the comforts of a "female 
world of love and ritual." Lila Chunn begged Willie to do whatever was 
required to get a furlough in time for her confinement. If his colonel refused, 
she felt it would be "almost a death blow to me." Only weeks from her due 
date, Lizzie Ozburn threatened to write to "Yancy Cobb & even Davis" to 
make sure Jimmie could be home for the birth of their baby. "If ever a woman 
feels the need of an arm to lean upon it is when they are as I am now.''31 

Leila and Morgan Callaway argued continually about her confinement 
during the final six months of her pregnancy. She could not imagine that he 
would not be at her side; but he warned her repeatedly that his duties as 
chaplain in Virginia might keep him away, and he reminded her that the pain 
she anticipated could not compare with that he was witnessing at the front. 
"I know you suffer. But dearest, could you see, as I see daily hundreds of 
sick men, burning with fever . . . tortured with pain, . . . you would see that 
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your suffering was light." Women's travails meant little in comparison with 

the sacrifices of Confederate men. 
Undaunted, Leila continued to claim what she thought her wifely due 

and informed him that his 'Lpresence during Nov is absolutely indispens- 

able." Each letter contained an entreaty and an expression of faith that he 
would indeed meet her request. "And will my disappoint my 
happy expectations? No I will never believe it!!!!" Morgan relented to the 
point of at least applying for a furlough in mid-October; but his request was 
rehsed, and Leila delivered without him. "You know not my dear one how 
sad I feel when I think of the ordeal through which I must so soon pass, and 
that my Morgan cannot be here to comfort me." Her slave Susanna shared 
her mistress's distress "that I must be alone," but Leila was confident she 
would "wait upon me just as well as she can." With the help of Susanna and 
"my Heavenly Father" Leila safely delivered a fat baby boy on November 4, 
1862. She named him Morgan.32 

Little Animals 

Overburdened women worried about the additional work of new babies 
in an environment where the possibility of slave childcare was increasingly 
uncertain. Additional mouths to feed in an economy of growing scarcity 
were equally unwelcome. One Louisiana woman sent rather pointed wed- 
ding felicitations to her cousin: "I wish you peace, security, and happiness, 
and few children in this time of war." Emma Crutcher, oldest of a large 
family, felt she knew as much about babies as any grandmother in the 
Confederacy. Still childless herself, Emma was delighted to remain so, at 
least for the time being. "I think any one who is free from the 'little animals' 
can scarcely be thankful enough in these days of war. It is hard enough for a 
woman to take care of herself, without as~istance."~~ 

Some women, however, at least found with children the love and intimacy 
denied them in their disrupted marriages. "If the war continues," Gertrude 
Thomas declared, "I shall endeavor in my children to find my principal 
comfort." Wives wrote husbands of sweet baby kisses, of cute sayings, and 
of proud achievements-starting to walk, sprouting a tooth, or learning to 
read. Many women were struck-with amazement and sorrow-at how 
children incorporated the war into their lives. "Almost their entire set of 
plays have reference to a state of war," Margaret Junkin Preston observed. 
Boys and girls marched and drilled, built hospitals of blocks, made am- 
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bulances out of chairs, and imagined themselves with missing limbs. Two 
little girls "playing Sherman" became so caught up in their game that they 
smashed all the toys in their playhouse and bit the head off a doll. Even the 
youngest could not be entirely shielded from the violence and turmoil of 
war. "The children," Ellen Moore wrote her husband, Samuel, "all are 
soldiers here." 

Older boys and girls turned from play to work, serving as helpmeets to 
their overburdened mothers. Sarah Kennedy warned her husband that he 
would find a "Yankee" family when he returned, for after the departure of 
the slaves, the children had taken up household labor. Sally now stayed 
home from school altogether to make her contribution. "Jimmy brings up 
the coal and kindling evening and is my man of all work. Sally minds the 
little children. Mary goes to school, but makes all the beds every morning 
before she leaves."34 

Carrie Berry, a ten-year-old Atlantan, kept her own diary during the siege 
of her city in 1864. On her birthday in August she wished above all that by 
the time she turned eleven, "we will have peace in our land and I can have a 
nice dinner." But before peace there would be yet more terrible trials. 
Federal shells landing in the family's garden drove them into the cellar. 
When Sherman marched into the city in September and informed the resi- 
dents that they must evacuate, Carrie remained unperturbed, even in the 
face of her parents' near-hysteria. "I think it would be so hnny to move." 
The young girl displayed a resilience the rest of her family must have found 
heartening. Although she filled her diary with yearnings-for a nice dinner, 
for peace, and for church and Sunday school to open again-her daily life 
was one of solemn attention to family obligations, helping her mother with 
household tasks appropriate to one well beyond her young years.35 

Not all Confederate children were as dutiful as Carrie Berry or the Ken- 
nedy~. Many were less like miniature adults and closer to the "little animals" 
Emma Crutcher sought to avoid. Southern women confronted problems of 
authority in controlling children just as they had in managing slaves. In the 
middle of a letter to Alfred, Mary Bell abruptly announced she would have 
to stop writing as the children "are about to run me crazy.'' He would be 
amused, she thought, at how angry they could make her. Compelled to 
resort to whipping, she informed Al&ed that her new role as disciplinarian 
"is no, f in  to me." Another Mary Bell, from Tennessee, had a daughter with 
the temperament of a "lioness."Hardly more than a toddler, the little girl 
constantly managed to win her way against her mother's wishes. "I have 
never been able to conquer yet she will strike back &kick me to the last. . . . I 
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Carrie Berry, age ten. Courtesy ofthe Atlanta History Center, Atlanta, Georgia. 

think the spirit of the times must have had some influence on her disposition 
it is so decidedly beligerent." Cornelia Noble of Texas acknowledged her 
"deep solicitude about my children" but confessed a painful awareness of 
"how poorly and ineffectually I govern them." Ellen Moore of Virginia 
similarly concluded, "I am . . . a miserable manager of children."36 

Susan Caldwell was exhausted by the demands of her three children, 
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especially when the exodus of most of Warrenton's slaves left her without 
accustomed household help. Her children had, she realized, "known little 
else than indulgence from all. Now I find they need to be properly disci- 
plined and it is to me a very great responsibility." Although Susan found the 
labor of childrearing debilitating in itself, the profounder challenge was that 
of control. Disciplining subordinates-be they children or slaves-had been 
the ultimate responsibility of white male heads of household in the prewar 
South, and much of day-to-day care and drudgery had rested with slave 
nursemaids. Controlling and caring for children was for many women as 
new an obligation as earning money or ruling slaves. "Only think," wrote 
Leila Callaway, "of my having to manage the children alone." "I believe you 
are equal to it," Morgan replied. "Be firm at the outset and continue so and 
you will have but little trouble." Boys, encouraged early to anticipate the 
social authority that would accompany their manhood, tended to offer 
mothers the greater challenge. Mary Bell of Tennessee in a sense confirmed 
this widely shared expectation when she declared that her "lioness" of a 
daughter "has too much spirit and courage for a girl." She was an exception 
proving the rule.37 

Lizzie Neblett, so tortured about her duties managing slaves, seems to 
have found her ill-behaved children equally trying and perhaps even more 
out of control. Bob mistreated the horses; Walter used a cowhide to beat the 
cat; all the children's faces bore the permanent scars of Billy's fingernails; 
and infant Bettie cried ceaselessly. Afraid to use physical force against her 
slaves, Lizzie was not so intimidated by her children. She threatened to whip 
Billy every day if necessary, "& I do it well when I begin." "I can't get him to 
do anything unless I get the cowhide in hand." Bob, she complained, just 
"don't mind me as well as he once did." By the time baby Bettie had reached 
ten months, Lizzie confessed to Will, "I have whipped her several times." 
Reporting her aunt's stern disapproval of beating such a small child, Lizzie 
admitted she was surprised when Will did not scold her as well. As she 
restrained herself from abusing her slaves, Lizzie turned in anger, frustra- 
tion, and self-loathing to beating an infant child-a child who happened to 
be notjust speechless and helpless but named for Lizzie herself and "cursed 
like her mother with the female sex."38 

Prewar childrearing practices within the South's gentry class had been 
characterized by an indulgence that historian Bertram Wyatt-Brown has 
argued was intended to encourage aggressiveness, especially in boys. Vio- 
lent behavior in young males attracted admiration only slightly tinged with 
anxiety. Limits, when imposed, came almost inevitably from fathers and 
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UnidentiJied woman and two Co~lfederate children. Daguerreotype. 

Courtesy ofthe Eleanor S. Brockenbrough Library, Museum of the Confederacy, 
Richmond, Virginia. 

more often than not involved physical coercion or punishment. As Judge 
William Sharkey explained the gendered nature of childrearing in a prewar 
Mississippi custody case, "A system of training must be adopted which is 
often repugnant to the wishes of the child. Which is best calculated to do 
these things, the doting, partial mother with whom every fault is a virtue, 
every wish a command, or the less partial father who looks to future welfare 
rather than the gratification of childish folly?" When the departure of fathers 
for war upset this patriarchal order, the tenuous balance between indulgence 
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and control was tipped in ways women often found difficult to redress. As in 
the management of slaves, women were called upon to maintain a system 
founded in an assertiveness and a violence they could not hlly embrace as 
their own.3g 

How Queer the Times 

The conditions of Civil War exerted significant strains on family rela- 
tions. Often disappointed in themselves and tormented by feelings of h s -  
tration and inadequacy, women began, as the war ground on, to question 
their men's infallibility as well. In February 1865 Grace Elmore of South 
Carolina commented, "How queer the times, the women can't count on the 
men at all to help them; they either laugh at us or when they speak seriously 
tis to say they know not what to advise, we must do the best of our ability."40 

For Virginia French of Tennessee this transformation was more than 
simply queer or curious. In a diary kept throughout the war, French chron- 
icled her rising exasperation with her husband, "the Colonel," who consis- 
tently disappointed her expectations about how a man ought to behave. At 
the beginning of her record, Johns Hopkins French was always "Darling"; 
but by 1865 the term of endearment had disappeared, and her wedding 
anniversary, previously noted with great joy, passed unobserved. "I have 
wished a thousand times," she wrote in September 1864, "that I had never 
married-that I had no family pressing upon me-no little children over 
whose present and future welfare to vex and worry."41 

Lucy Virginia Smith French was a woman of considerable intellectual 
ambition. Daughter of a college president in Virginia, she had before the war 
served as associate editor of the Southern Ladies' Book, a periodical issued 
from New Orleans, and she herself had published a play and a collection of 
poems. Early in the war Union troops overran Tennessee, and French and 
her family sought safety in their summer house in the mountains near 
McMinnville. French labored to care for her young children-even worry- 
ing about basics such as bread and meat-and at the same time struggled to 
continue as a ~roductive writer. It was an exhausting regimen. "My work," 
she wrote "is never done-I toil all the day with my hands and at night 
abridge my sleep to work with my brain." These unrelenting demands 
prompted her at last to ask, "Does any other member of my family work as I 
do? I should think not."42 

Unlike so many southern wives, French did not have an absent husband. 
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"The Colonel," a wealthy stockman in the prewar years, did not serve in the 
military. Instead he remained at home, "knock[ing] around," as Virginia 
described his daily activities. His "principal employment," she reported in 

disgust in September 1864, seemed to be what he called "'going to town!' I 
often wonder what men were made for! To keep up the species, I suppose- 
which is the only thing they are 'always ready' and never slow about doing! 
For my part I am quite wearied and worn out with their general no-account- 
ability-and wish they were all put into the army where they could kill each 
other off-the less of them the better! . . . I suppose," she continued after 
this eloquent outburst, "I am beginning to become embittered by years of 
hardship, privation and sorrow."43 

As the war's end drew near and its outcome unmistakable, French grew 
increasingly upset at her husband's failure to prepare for the future, and she 
complained of "the passiveness of one on whom I . . . have to depend. It is 
the inability of that one to make new conditions-who submits to circum- 
stances as Fate, and never lifts a hand to make his circumstances or conquer 
those which are adverse." Her husband seemed to her too much like Dick- 
ens's Micawber-waiting for something to turn up. Virginia wished the 
Colonel could instead emulate Russell'Aubrey, the hero of Alabaman Au- 
gusta Jane Evans's 1864 novel Macaria, the southern best-seller of the war. 
"But do such strong men live in reality-no. I expect they only exist in 

When slaves disappeared to the enemy, it was Virginia who took on their 
work. When her old house servant Martha died, it was Virginia who read 
the burial service while another slave sang "When I Can Read My Title 
Clear."When no other schooling was available, it was Virginia who became 
her children's teacher. At the same time she was trying to write ten to twenty 
pages of prose each day. Yet she felt "powerless . . . insignificant . . . 
incapable," and angry that those for whom she was making her many sacri- 
fices neither recognized nor appreciated them. Virginia French confided to 
her diary that above all she soughtjustice for herself; she did not feel she was 
receiving what she deserved. But, she noted, justice "is the hardest thing for 
man to give to woman. They will be lenient, affectionate, generous-any- 
thing and everything but just." Affection, leniency, and generosity imply 
patronage, even condescension. The justice French desired presumed 
equality.45 

In some ways Virginia French and her experience seem to contrast with 
the loving proclamations of devotion and loneliness exchanged by many 
couples separated by war. A closer look, however, shows them to be simply 
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Unidentified coufilefiom Tixas. Courtesy of the Witte Museum, 
San Antonio, Zxas. 

different aspects of a shared phenomenon, different manifestations of a 
common set of gender definitions displaced and disrupted by war. For 
French as for many other southern wives, war meant a breakdown in expec- 
tations about men's and women's roles within marriage. Wives desperately 
missed the emotional and material support they had taken for granted as 
their husbands' obligation, duties previously all but unrecognized because 
they seemed so natural a part of everyday life. When Julia Davidson wrote 
John "we little knew," she acknowledged the way in which war's subversions 
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of marital and gender roles prompted unprecedented scrutiny and new 
awareness of men's and women's mutual devotion as well as responsibilities. 

One result of this reexamination was the intensification of feeling that arose 
from recognizing that marital bonds could be destroyed by death or separa- 
tion and could not simply be taken for granted-absence making the heart 
grow fonder. 

But as women assumed many of the burdens they had regarded as male 
and sacrificed the privileges of protection they believed their due as female, 
resentment and dissatisfaction appeared. Both love and anger arose from 
women's sense of loss-loss of individual men and loss of the world of 
marital and gender relations in which they had forged their female identities. 
Not to be able, as Grace Elmore put it, "to count on the men at all to help 
them" cast into question the whole logic of female subordination. Not to 
have your husband at your side for the birth of a baby you regarded as his 
responsibility if not indeed his fault, generated disbelief, then resentment 
and anger. Some of this rage was directed at the Yankees for causing the war 
in the first place, some at Confederate statesmen and officers for not winning 
it sooner or granting the desired fbrloughs, and some, inevitably, at hus- 
bands. Julia Davidson was furious when in obedience to military orders 
John left her almost ready to deliver in the midst of the siege ofAtlanta. "The 
men of Atlanta," she wrote, including John among them, "have brought 
everlasting stain upon their name. [Ilnstead of remaining to defend their 
homes they have run &left Atlanta. . . . Well Johny what have you done? . . . 
[Elvery one who has talked to me say you did very wrong, transfer or no 
transfer, to leave until you saw your family at a safe distance. . . . There is not 
a man who would have done as you have." John had, in his wife's view, failed 
in his fundamental duties as a husband and a man by yielding to his orders 
as a soldier.46 

The intensity of feeling so many women articulated when separated from 
their men was an intricate part of a larger recognition of the tenuousness, the 
insecurity of the ties of love and obligation southern women had assumed as 
the foundation of their world. War destabilized these presumptions. The 
absence of the loved one made him all the more desired and desirable; the 
absence of protection and of material and emotional support underlined the 
importance of these male responsibilities and generated resentment at their 
withdrawal. Thus the same dynamic that enhanced feelings of love and 
devotion in many instances later yielded sentiments of anger and doubt as 
women found what they suddenly so much needed was not available to 
them. As in the case of slavery, the obligations of family life began to out- 
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weigh its benefits. Catherine Edmondston, taking up new tasks in the face of 
the recalcitrance of her disobedient slaves, felt overburdened by "household 
cares." "What a drag it sometimes is on woman," she remarked in her diary, 
"to 'lug about7 the ladder upon which man plants his foot and ascends . . . in 
ignorance of the machinery which feeds his daily life." But quickly she 
stifled her resentment, reiterating the ideology of separate spheres and fe- 
male subordination. "Yet it is not always so," she consoled herself. "Rightly 
managed, prayerfully taken, women also may ascend, using each of their 
petty cares as an advance toward that 'heaven' which is governed by self 
conquest, self abnegation." Woman, she confirmed, should find not anger 
but fulfillment in martyrd~m.~' 

Unlike Edmondston, Virginia French did not stifle her discontent. As the 
war ended, she still continued to do all that was expected of her as a mother 
and a wife, but she no longer understood why. "I work for other people's 
interest-labor for them-make sacrifices for them-deny myself good in 
order to do them good-yet it is not because I either love them, or wish 
them to love me. In truth I don't care at all if anybody loves me or not. I do it 
because somehow I think I ought to." Virginia expressed her anger at her 
husband and her disillusionment with her domestic role more forcefully and 
eloquently than most southern wives. She was after all a professional writer. 
But, perhaps more important, the distribution of wartime sacrifice in her 
marriage was particularly unbalanced. Her civilian husband went not to war 
but "to town"; he was not risking his life or, apparently, assuming significant 
responsibility on the homefront. Yet Virginia French was far from alone in 
her feeling that southern men were not carrying out their obligations to their 
wives and children because of a war that seemed as the years wore on less 
and less a noble and romantic Cause than a bloody and tragic slaughter. 
"How many lives," Martha Fort wrote bitterly to her husband, George, "are 
to be laid on the alter of ambition of men. I look on this war as nothing else 
but to gratify unholy ambition." Men went off to worship at the altar of 
ambition while women were relegated to the altars of sacrifice. As ambitions 
failed and sacrifices grew, it was an allocation of roles that became in- 
creasingly ~ n t e n a b l e . ~ ~  
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o Be an Old Maid 

URTSHIP, AND DESIRE 

If war disrupted and transformed existing relationships between 
husbands and wives, it reshaped the lives and expectations of unmarried 
women perhaps even more profoundly. "The reflection has been brought to 
my mind with great force," a young woman wrote early in 1864, "that after 
this war is closed, how vast a difference there will be in the numbers of males 
and females. Having made up my mind not to be an old maid, and having 
only a moderate fortune and less beauty, I fear I shall find it rather difficult to 
accomplish my wishes."l 

Women of the South's master class had always defined themselves in 
relationship to men-first as daughters and sisters, then as wives and moth- 
ers. When Texan Lizzie Scott contemplated her impending marriage to Will 



Neblett in the early 1850s, she recognized that "my identity, my larger 
existence will be swallowed up in my husband." A woman's life, Kate Foster 
of Mississippi reflected, "is incomplete without a man's sustaining influ- 
ence? Selecting a mate was the most important decision of a woman's life, 
and the activities and rituals surrounding that choice traditionally occupied 
a significant proportion of the time and attention of any unattached woman 
who could still be considered of marriageable age. But the carnage of civil 
war suddenly forced women across the South to contemplate spending not 
just the duration of the conflict but perhaps the whole of their lives outside 
the protections and intimacies of marriage-to be women without men.2 

Such anticipations rendered some young ladies all the more determined 
to be counted among those who did succeed in finding mates. A young 
Georgia girl was unwilling to abandon her cherished hopes, and she urged a 
friend to join her and "hasten" to capture husbands before the limited 
supply was gone. Anna Kirtland of Memphis recognized that a determina- 
tion to marry might require some compromise in the prewar definition of 
acceptable partners. "Just think Hattie," she wrote a South Carolina friend 
in May 1862, "we'll have to marry some poor one legged or one armed 
somebody, but never mind, we may get a whole soldier, but at any rate halfa 
soldier is worth hundreds of whole men that did not go to the war? Love's 
Ambuscade, a popular and rare example of Confederate drama, took up just 
this theme, demonstrating the triumph of true love over a heroine's initial 
revulsion at the wounded and maimed form of a returning lover-"left knee 
in a wooden leg, right sleeve armless, black patch over left eye." In life as on 
the stage, women struggled to accept the notion that "the cause glorifies 
such wounds." But as one South Carolina belle exclaimed with both hon- 
esty and irony, "I fear it will be my fate to marry one who has lost his head."3 

Other women submitted to the disappointing prospect of never marrying 
at all or adopted a critical view of wedlock designed to minimize the pain of 
lost opportunity. Emma Walton, in her mid-twenties, noted the rapid pas- 
sage of time as she celebrated yet another birthday, and she pondered "the 
fate probably in store for your humble servant and many others similarly 
situated-but we shall be resigned to our destiny and endure for the good of 
the cause!" If Walton could regard the single state as a patriotic mission, it 
was because wartime circumstances had at least partially removed the stigma 
customarily attached to the failure to find a husband, for matrimony was 
judged the chief accomplishment of a woman's life. In the new world in 
which they found themselves, "it will be no disgrace to be an old maid," a 
Petersburg refugee declared with some relief. "We can always swear our 
going-to-be husband was killed in the war."4 
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A few young women embraced their anticipated spinsterhood with nei- 
ther resignation nor resistance but an enthusiasm born of necessity. "I mean 
to be an old maid myself," Sarah Morgan boldly proclaimed in July 1862, 
"and show the world what such a life can be. It shocks me to hear a woman 
say she would hate to die unmarried? Ellen Roberts sought to protect 
herself from war's worst wounds by retaining the invulnerability of the 
unattached. "I think we have enough to grieve about without a husband. 
Some of the girls who have married say they have one consolation-if the 
war lasts ten years they will not be old maids, but I think happy is the girl 
who has no husband." For some, changed expectations about marriage 
yielded a newly critical stance toward the institution. With a cynicism one 
might expect to be the fruit of long and bitter experience, teenager Lucy 
Buck lamented the wedding of a Virginia friend. "I feel sad to hear these 
young brides indulge in such bright anticipations as these-I think of the 
contrast between married life as they imagine it to be and married life as they 
will find it to be ten years hence." Jo Gillis of Alabama professed to find the 
idea of wedlock highly unappealing. "I dont care to marry," she proclaimed 
in November 1861. "I see married women have to do and submit to things 
that my uncurbed I may say high temper, never could brook, and that would 
make the whole house unhappy, besides I see nothing repulsive in an 'old 
maid's' life, so ho fo[r] single blessedness for me. Tis true I would or do now 
pine for love, but husbands do not love as I have pictured my husband 
should love me, and the slights I see some wives submit to would quite 
crush out life and hope." Yet before many months had passed, Gillis was 
wed, caught within a union unhappier than even her bleak anticipations. 
Only death in childbirth would bring her final r e lea~e .~  

Wartime realities required young women of the Confederate South to 
reevaluate their futures as they acknowledged the altered place marriage 
seemed likely to play. Changed attitudes and often changed strategies proved 
necessary as women recognized that men were becoming ever scarcer re- 
sources. Because the lives of young women of the South's gentry class had 
been so exclusively focused on courtship and wedlock, because their identi- 
ties had been so tied up with their visions ofthemselves as wives and mothers, 
and because their emotional expectations had been so fixed on the intimacies 
ofheterosexual love, war and its mounting death toll would prove devastating 
not just to their life plans but to their fundamental self-definition. The 
wartime death of nearly a quarter of southern men ofmilitary-approximately 
the same as marriageable-age necessarily transformed both the emotional 
lives and the behavior of single women as it altered their social choices. 
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Lucy Buck, age eighteen, and her younger sister Nellie, age sixteen, photographed 
in 1860. Courtesy of the Laura Virginia Hale Archives, Warren Heritage Society, 
Front Royal, Virginia. 

Ever Loving2y and with a Great Desire 

Young girls deprived of the distractions and excitements of heterosexual 
courtship and romance turned increasingly to one another for a surrogate 
interior life. Historians of nineteenth-century women have identified intense 
loving relationships between females as commonplace, but the circum- 
stances of war may well have heightened these customary ties. Schools, 
especially the boarding schools that became an ever more popular refuge for 
gentry daughters, often provided the context for such personal connections 
to flourish. "As a band of sisters," one valedictorian at a Virginia female 
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institute proclaimed, "many and joyous have been the hours we have spent 
together, and it may be," she continued with ominous reference to the costs 
of battle, "that the hture has no gift in store to recompense us for their 
10ss."~ 

Eighteen-year-old Nettie Fondren found the Lucy Cobb Institute in Ath- 
ens, Georgia, almost filled to capacity by war. Engaged to a soldier at the 
front, Fondren nevertheless believed her education to be a necessity in 
uncertain times. Older than most of her schoolmates, she looked with some 
disdain at what she regarded as the childish occupations and attachments of 
the girls around her. A friend Rebecca, at another female seminary nearby, 
was at once envious of Nettie's betrothal-"Most of us here would give our 
head to look upon, much less captivate, a man in armsn-and jealous of 
Nettie's close friendship with another girl. "I do loueyou and cannot he@ it," 
Rebecca proclaimed. " I  dreamed the other night, dear, and I actually 
thought myself kissing you-when I awoke to find it all an idle dream." 
Rebecca expressed her hope that such declarations did not cause offense, 
but she indicated her intention henceforth to abandon the intense and time- 
consuming infatuations that seemed to comprise the essence of student life. 
"I like all the girls in common, but," she vowed, "shall never permit myself 
to love another affectionately." Her statement indicates a clear recognition of 
the difference between friendship and the more impassioned attachments so 
common in her boarding school circle-the difference, as she put it, be- 
tween 'like" and "10ve."~ 

Clara Solomon of New Orleans recorded her crushes as well as those of 
her older sister, who was serving as a teacher in Clara's school. The "pleas- 
antest" hour in Clara's day was when she could be close to her beloved 
Belle. "I gazed upon those cherry lips and with all the passion of my heart 
pressed mine to them. When I see her beautifd hair, I think 'how lovely,' and 
when I behold those orbs of 'blue serene' I think 'oh! nothing can be 
lovelier,' and when I see that mouth, as ripe and delicious as the fruit just 
plucked, I say 'oh!' for a lovelier sight do I care not. . . . I encircled her waist 
with my own arm, and thought 'Oh, if her heart could only reciprocate the 
love which mine could yield to her.' "s 

For all her fond hopes, though, "the green eyed monster took posses- 
sion" of Clara "when I saw her and M. walk home together." Clara referred 
to her sister "courting" a beautifid friend, admitted her own special attrac- 
tion to blondes over brunettes, and described a "tantalizing" dream in 
which she "lavished . . . the fondest kisses and caresses" on an older female 
acquaintance. "But how I enjoyed them," she reported. "Had they been 
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genuine, my joy could not have been more intense." In short, Clara under- 
stood her relationships with other young women within a framework of 
language and meaning customarily associated with heterosexual courtship. 
Her adolescent emotional extravagance, her fantasy life, and particularly, her 
attention to the physical expressions of love seem to us in the twentieth 
century suggestive of homosexuality. In her time, however, her words and 
emotions would have been regarded as far from unusual or deviant; such 
expressions represented a sensitivity and authenticity of feeling celebrated in 
this sentimental mid-Victorian era as appropriate to true friendship as much 
as true love. 

Whether the eroticism Clara lived in her dreams ever found fulfillment in 
her daily life or in the lives of the many other young Confederate women 
who shared such romantic visions, we can never know. The extent of actual 
physical contact and sexual pleasure that accompanied such intense friend- 
ship remains .undocumented. But to the women of the mid-nineteenth cen- 
tury such questions would have seemed irrelevant. In their pre-Freudian 
era, they would not have understood our rigid definitions of heterosexuality 
and homosexuality. Intense-even seemingly erotic-female friendships co- 
existed harmoniously with niale-female courtship and even marriage. If 
nineteenth-century southerners had more restrictive and unchanging pre- 
scriptions of gender roles, it may be that we have more fixed and absolute 
notions of sexual identities. What we would label as sexual behavior be- 
tween women may well have been seen in the mid-nineteenth century as 
simply a natural extension of already powerful ties of emotional attraction 
and dependence. In the peculiar circumstances ofwartime, adolescent emo- 
tional excess had almost necessarily to fix more frequently on members of 
the same sex. The already high value placed on intense female friendship 
and on expression of romantic sentiment made such developments both 
more likely and more acceptable. "The war," Mary Lee noted, "is prolific in 
developing feeling, in all its various forms; deep affliction, friendship, love, 
all grow with hothouse prec~city."~ 

A striking example of the blurring of what we would consider eroticism 
with the excesses of adolescent infatuation appears in the schoolgirl diary of 
Louise Nichols, a seventeen-year-old Texan. The object of Nichols's affec- 
tions was her teacher, "Mrs. Rice," with whom she regularly shared a bed, 
apparently negotiating with Rice's husband, also a teacher, for access. "Mrs. 
Rice has slept with me every night this week except Monday," Nichols noted 
in May 1863. But the next day she reported, "I tried a little to get Mr. Rice to 
exchange tonight for Friday but he would not." Another week Nichols 
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recorded her success with some satisfaction. "Mrs. Rice slept with me 
Tuesday, Thursday and Friday nights. I bought her of [f] Mr. Rice by writ- 
ing in my Arithmetics? Nichols's feelings about her teacher were intense. "I 
do love her so much I do not know what I should do without her." The older 
woman evidently reciprocated her pupil's devotion. When Rice joined the 
Methodist Church, Nichols was sharply disapproving, and Rice worried 
about the loss of her young friend's admiration. Seizing Louise's diary, Mrs. 
Rice made an entry of her own. "I wish she would trust me. I love her truly 
and sincerely, and would do almost anything to make her happy. Louise 
please take back what you said that you did not care if I never slept with you 
again. Are you in earnest?" 

It is almost impossible to imagine this triangle of relationships and to 
understand not just the nature of the interaction between Mrs. Rice and 
Louise Nichols, but the perspectives of the even more mysterious husband, 
who remains entirely silent in the historical record. "Sleep with" did not 
carry the same euphemistic significance in the nineteenth century that it 
does now, but both women's declarations of love, combined with their 
evident focus of powerful desire on the sharing of a bed, suggest that 
sleeping had important romantic, even if not necessarily sexual, implica- 
tions.1° 

Across the wartorn South, women found themselves coming together for 
friendship and support, in newly created female households of relatives and 
friends and in women's hospital and aid societies. But females, particularly 
the young and unmarried, often turned to one another not just for compan- 
ionship but for the passion and feeling more generally associated with het- 
erosexual attachments. As Sarah Wadley explained, she thought of her 
absent friend Valeria "constantly . . . ever lovingly and with a great desire." 
Such relationships were not entirely a product of the war, but changed 
circumstances certainly encouraged and intensified these ties. "So often 
lately," Nannie Haskins of Tennessee observed rather disapprovingly in 
1863, "I have noticed girls carrying on over each other kissing each other 
and so on. I think it looks right foolish sometimes."ll 

I Wish I Was a Soldier's W;fe 

Despite frequent expressions of deep love for an absent female friend, 
Nannie Haskins, like many unmarried Confederate women, invested her 
most intense emotions in speculating about her future chances for matri- 
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mony. "I wonder if I will ever marry or if I will always be simple Nannie 
Haskins." The tunel l  lament of a boarding school girl in Tennessee ex- 
pressed what was probably the sentiment of the great majority of unattached 
young women of the South: "0 my life! what a strife / I wish I was a soldier's 
wife."12 

The boundaries where military encampments intersected with civilian 
settlements became frenetic scenes of courtship as young women strived to 
occupy their present and secure their future. "There seems to be," Judith 
McGuire observed, "a perfect mania on the subject of matrimony." Amanda 
Chappelear of Fauquier County, Virginia, confessed in September 1862 that 
she fell in love with nearly every man she encountered-a visiting minister or 
the dentist who extracted an aching tooth-but above all with the soldiers 
who passed en route to Maryland. Alice Ready was delighted by the arrival 
of a band of soldiers near her Tennessee home. "I think the girls here must 
appreciate their visits more than almost any others, because beaux are a uery 
scarce article." Richmond was regarded as the site of greatest fascination 
and opportunity. Mary Chesnut, residing in the Confederate capital with her 
statesman husband, became a combination hostess/chaperone for a bevy of 
eligible South Carolina belles whose romantic adventures absorbed much of 
Chesnut's attention-and diary. Life in Richmond was, as one South Car- 
olina maiden described it, a "surging intoxicating stream of brass buttons, 
epaulettes and swordbelted manhood. . . . [W]e exist in a tremor of ecstasy." 
There were almost too many men in Richmond to handle-an embarrass- 
ment of riches after the paucity of males in Columbia. "A delicate piece of 
business, is this managing of so many men in one lump!" It seemed to 
Phoebe Pember, matron at Chimborazo Hospital, that "every girl in Rich- 
mond is engaged or about to be."13 

Amanda Worthington found that her life became much more interesting 
when Confederate troops moved into her Mississippi neighborhood. Early 
in 1862 the lack of escorts made her prefer staying home to attending 
concerts and tableaux. "We didn't have any beaux and knew we would have 
to go trailing in to supper by ourselves." Even the small supply of men still at 
home seemed to prefer her more sophisticated older sister. It was par- 
ticularly galling, she found, to have to play companion and chaperone dur- 
ing her sister's flirtations. Dr. S. courted "Sister every time he comes up. I 
have to sit in there so I get the benefit of it all for he dont mind saying all he 
has to say before me. I dont listen though half the time but sit up and keep 
my mouth shut? By 1863 such silence was no longer necessary. The Vicks- 
burg campaign and other military activity in the West had brought regiments 
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%ung Virginia woman, photographed in 1864. Prints and Photographs Division, 
Library of Congress. 

of troops to Mississippi, and Amanda Worthington took advantage of their 
proximity. "I do like to talk to soldiers & hear their adventures & anecdotes 
of camp life." Many of the men were quite unlike the suitors she would have 
encountered in peacetime, but their uniforms defined them as worthy ob- 
jects of her romantic attention. "I like Mr. G. better than any of the scouts," 
she confessed, "but I can easily see he didn't associate with our class of 
society before the war. But I love all Confederate soldiers." Class lines 
seemed at least temporarily erased. "To be in our army is a passport," Kate 
Cumming observed. "The men are all gentlemen" and thus all appropriate 
objects of ladies' attention.14 

The powerful feelings inspired by wartime danger combined with the 
desperation of many women for mates to yield unconventional alliances. As 
Emma Holmes observed, there were many "strange marriages & matches 
made by the war." Some of these at least, she suspected, resulted from sexual 
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indiscretion. "The Blockade don't keep out babies." As Amanda Worth- 
ington's experiences suggest, however, middle- and upper-class women met 
and were courted by men of much humbler social origins, men they would 
not normally have encountered before the war. Conventional notions about 
age differences began to crumble as well. In 1862 Ada Bacot bemoaned a 
new "fashion" that she believed had "crept into society. . . that of a woman 
marrying a man younger than herself," and an Alabama observer com- 
mented on "little boys not over thirteen or fourteen . . . flying around grown 
young ladies in Montgomery." Both prescriptions for appropriate mates and 
regulations about acceptable courtship behavior relaxed under wartime 
pressure. Mary Chesnut was horrified by widows flirting shamelessly with 
strangers on trains and by public displays of affection between men and 
women, even among those of her own class. "I might. . . never have known,'' 
Chesnut wrote after traveling from Richmond to the Carolinas, "of girls who 
kissed the backs of horrid men's necks-faugh! Or widows who brushed 
with their eyelashes their cousin's cheeks in the public cars." Like many 
matrons, she deplored the speed of wartime courtship and the seemingly 
headlong rush into anticipated nuptial bliss. One woman's complaint about 
lovers lost to war seemed to a shocked observer less a lament than a mating 
call. "As soon as she began whining about her dead beaux I knew she was 
after another one. . . . She won't lose any time."I5 

Sixteen-year-old Esther Alden of South Carolina explained the sense of 
urgency and the lowering of expectations that influenced many young wom- 
en's choices. "One looks at a man so differently when you think he may be 
killed to-morrow. Men whom up to this time I had thought dull and com- 
monplace . . . seemed charming." An Alabama woman marrying in 1863 
perhaps best expressed the very self-conscious abandonment of romantic 
ideals that accompanied her decision to settle on a mate. Her intended was 
"different in many respects to the hero of my old day dreams-yet I never 
have and never expected to meet one to come up to those dreams. Life is 
real." Perhaps life is even more real in wartime. Clara MacLean bluntly 
noted that "numerous ladies . . . are reduced to marry men whom they do 
not love merely because they crave affection." She might have added that 
they sometimes sought financial as well as emotional security. Isabella 
Woodruff, a teacher perilously close to middle age, became engaged through 
the mail to a recent widower she had not seen in years. A woman fiend had 
counseled her, at least partially in jest, that if she married "a nice rich 
gentleman" and grew "tired ofyour bargain," she could always hurry him off 
to the wars. Isabella Woodruff would find no such simple solution to what 
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A young woman bereaved by the war. Anzbrotyfiefound beside a dead Confederate 
soldier at Chancellorsville, 1863. Courtesy of the Eleanor S. Brockenbrough Library, 

Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 

turned out to be a miserably unhappy marriage. A clipping in Mary Early's 
Civil War scrapbookjustly observed, "The war brought about a great many 
marriages, some of them entered upon hastily, to be repented at leisure."16 

The preoccupation of unattached women with courtship extended be- 
yond those seeking husbands for the first time. Sarah Kennedy wrote her 
husband that the widows in her Tennessee community were cutting quite a 
social figure. While wives gloomily awaited news of absent mates, "widows 
and widowers, are the only ones who are having a gay time. They are styled 
the rejuvenating club." Popular wisdom cast young widows as the most 
attractive of all women-"fascinating and irresistible." "How much more the 
heart is touched," Mary Bell of Tennessee observed, "by the tender beauty of 
a woman who has loved and suffered than by the gay shallow pink & white 
prettiness of a girl. I believe this is the secret of the attraction that widows 
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seem to possess." One young woman charged widows with being even more 
eager for marriage than maidens,.explaining that those who already knew the 
pleasures of married life were less willing to live outside it." 

But the shocked attention paid to courting widows only underlines their 
atypicality, their seeming transgression of accepted standards of behavior. 
The war created an unprecedented number of very young widows, women 
with decades of life remaining before them who did not wish to pass these 
long days alone. Confederate widows actively seeking romance and remar- 
riage defied conventions about faithhl grieving wives living only for their 
husbands' memories. Their actions suggested that they did indeed have 
identities apart from their departed mates and that their lives would not just 
continue, but perhaps begin again. Widows' courtship behavior, especially 

the rapidity with which many bereaved ladies took up the pursuit of new 
partners, seemed vaguely scandalous, challenging notions of a female fidel- 
ity that should stretch even beyond the grave and affirming the existence- 
and persistence-of female desire. To court and to remarry was to assert 
one's claims to happiness as prior to one's dedication to self-sacrifice and 
self-abnegation. The great majority of Confederate widows did not reappear 
on the marriage market, but enough did to attract attention and remark and 
to be regarded as representing a new departure for women past the first 
blush of youth seeking personal satisfaction and individual Mfillment. 

The actual result of the intense absorption ofunmarried southern women 
of all ages with courtship and matrimony is impossible to measure. Surviv- 
ing statistical data on Confederate marriages is incomplete at best, and 
population shifts during the war were so pronounced that accurate rates of 
marriage (marriages per hundred adult population) are impossible to deter- 
mine. The subject was, however, of considerable interest to Confederates 
themselves, for they recognized changes in courtship patterns and practices 
as one of the most significant social transformations brought about by war. 
From time to time the Richmond Enquirer offered data on the numbers of 
weddings within the capital city. At the end of 1862 the "matrimonial cen- 
sus" for the year totaled 286. "The war," the newspaper concluded, com- 
paring this figure to past totals, "has had but slight material effect upon the 
progress of the tender passion." By 1864 the sum had dropped to 117. The 
"question of bread, (a very difficult one to solve in these times,) had had," 
the paper concluded, "considerable to do in lessening the number of de- 
votees of Hymen? The Enquirer was evaluating totals of marriages, not 
rates, for it made no allowance for the dramatic increase in the size of the 
population in the swollen Virginia city during the war years. When these 
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shifts are taken into account, the decrease in the number ofweddings is even 
more significant.18 

Marriage provided southern women with a social place and an identity; 
courtship offered them an occupation and a purpose. When war under- 
mined their prospects for matrimony and their opportunities for courtship, 
women began to think critically about what they had long taken for granted 
-about the social and political order that was denying them their long- 
cherished dreams and about the substance of those dreams themselves. 
Once marriage was no longer all but inevitable, at least some women began 
to see it as problematic, as often less than wholly desirable. More common, 
however, were those single women who remained committed to increasingly 
impossible hopes, who continued to regard wedlock as an unfulfilled yet 
fond desire. Often such women were all but overcome by feelings of desper- 
ation and urgency; not infrequently they lapsed into a posture close to that 
of bereavement, manifesting a sense of deprivation not unlike that of their 
once-married sisters parted temporarily by military service or permanently 
by death &om their men. A married woman feared the loss of a particular 
husband; a single woman worried about forfeiting the more abstract pos- 
sibility of any husband at all. 

In many ways the day-to-day lives of single and married women were 
more similar in war than they had been in peace. In the new "world of 
femininity" on the Confederate homefront, numbers of married as well as 
unmarried females were without the regular company and comfort of men. 
Women of different marital statuses joined together in these circumstances 
to find meaning and satisfaction in activities outside the disrupted domestic 
sphere-in service to country or community rather than to individual men 
or families. Both wives and single women increasingly sought emotional 
support from one another, from female friendships and interactions that 
assumed growing importance in this new warborn world. Harriette Cary 
expressed her delight at having two women friends staying with her in 
Williamsburg for an extended visit. "Were this pleasure denied us in what 
should we occupy our leisure hours? What relief and consolation it brings to 
be sympathized with in our troubles-to bear together with humble resigna- 
tion the adversity with which God has seen fit to afflict us." In many 
instances these relationships were simple companionship, but their emo- 
tional significance was often considerably more intense. Particularly in the 
case of adolescent girls, female friendships became one of few remaining 
contexts for the expression of passion. It may be that older women felt 
similar ties and attractions to one another yet had outgrown the effusive 
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romantic rhetoric that has guaranteed the survival of evidence of younger 
women's crushes in the historical record. Or perhaps older women had 
outgrown passion as well.lg 

Young and old alike, however, embraced a common need for a level of 
closeness and intimacy that implicitly affirmed their recognition of them- 
selves as desiring human beings, as individuals to whom life should offer 
more than just the opportunity for sacrifice. Once again the deprivations of 
war worked to imbue Confederate women with a new sense of themselves 
and their interests. 
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Women of the southern elite found in the privilege of their educa- 
tion and their literacy a significant source of wartime consolation. Just as 
nighttime dreams reunited them with absent loved ones, so waking excur- 
sions into the realm of books and intellect offered them a world beyond 
suffering, war, and death, a world in which they found an order, a meaning, 
and a sense of control and purpose too often lacking in their disrupted, 
grief-filled lives. From their engagement with books, many Confederate 
women "gleaned," in the words of Alice Ready, the "comfort and courage" 
necessary to survive.' 

Middle- and upper-class women of the nineteenth century have long been 
recognized as the chief consumers of the novels that became, as the Southern 



Literary Messenger proclaimed in 1854, the "characteristic literary effort of 
the present age." From at least the time of Nathaniel Hawthorne's celebrated 
disparagement of the legions of "scribbling women" polluting the national 
literary scene, the popularity and productivity-if not the artistic distinc- 
tion-of female writers has been grudgingly acknowledged as 

Beginning in the 1820s both a national publishing industry and a profes- 
sion of literary authorship had begun to appear in America, the result, in no 
small part, of the emergence of middle-class women as readers and writers. 
The growing appeal and commercial success of female authors such as 
Caroline Gilman, Caroline Lee Hentz, E. D. E. N. Southworth, Marion 
Harland (a pseudonym for Mary Virginia Terhune), Susan Warner, Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, and Augusta Jane Evans depended in large measure on the 
thousands of women who comprised the great majority of consumers of 
"sentimental" or "domestic" fiction. By mid-century, America's female nov- 
elists had come, in the words of historian Mary Kelley, "to dominate a 
substantial literary marketplace." Marion Harland's Alone, published in 
1854, sold more than loo,ooo copies. Southworth was estimated to have 
made more than $6,000 a year in the heyday of her career. Abraham Lincoln 
hailed Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin as a factor triggering the 
outbreak of civil war.3 

Middle- and upper-class women's engagement with this literature and 
with reading more generally is evident not just in the statistics of their book 
consumption but in diaries and letters that depict the centrality of reading in 
their lives. Books served as a focus for searching self-examination and defini- 
tion. Generic narratives of female trials and triumphs enabled women to 
imagine challenges beyond their own, customarily limited experience. Fic- 
tional characters seem often to have become nearly as real and as influential as 
the actual friends and relatives inhabiting women's lives. Reading was far 
more than just recreation, for it offered an environment within which to 
explore the dilemmas of a rapidly changing American social world and the 
new complexities of female identity. The crisis of civil war, its transformations 
of southern life, and its challenge to traditional understandings of femininity 
made such issues all the more acutely felt at the same time that it introduced 
considerable pain and suffering into women's lives. As a result, both the 
pleasures and the instructions of reading came to assume even greater 
importance for Confederate women than they had in antebellum yeam4 

Books were one of very few sources of enjoyment remaining to women 
deprived of husbands and lovers, of adequate food and clothing, and even of 
news of the whereabouts and safety of kin. "Life to us," wrote Virginia 
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French on New Year's Day 1865, "is devoid of pleasures and made up of 
endurances. . . . I do not really enjoy anything now but a good fire and a 
pleasant book." If Virginia French could recall a time when bther satisfac- 
tions abounded, Emma LeConte of South Carolina was too young to have 
many such memories. In the same month French wrote, LeConte reflected 
on all she had missed by passing into adulthood in the midst of war. "If it 
had not been for my books it would have indeed been hard to bear. But in 
them I have lived and found my chief source of pleasure. I would take refuge 
in them from the sadness all around." LeConte articulated a notion of 
reading as refuge that was widely shared by other Confederate women of her 
class; a book was not an object so much as a place to escape a reality that by 
1865 had become all but insupportable. Reading served as both drug to 
soothe and fantasy to divert the troubled mind.5 

Often books provided women with almost pure escape. "I strive to get 
away," Gertrude Thomas wrote in March 1865, Yo forget in reading. . . the 
ever present, the one absorbing theme of war." Emma Crutcher ashamedly 
regarded her engagement with books as almost equivalent to a personal 
declaration of surrender, a separate peace. "I know, it is contemptible," she 
wrote her husband, Will, "but I feel like I have given all that I possibly can 
give, to my country, and have felt like withdrawing myself as far as possible 
from the horrors now enacting, and in books . . . as far as I can, avoid the 
hourly lacerations of heart." Caroline Davis of Virginia was bewildered by 
her reaction to the news of defeats at Gettysburg and Vicksburg in the 
summer of 1863, for she found herself all but overcome by what she re- 
garded as an inappropriate desire for a good novel "to plunge into." "I 
wonder that I can feel like novel reading. What has come over me. My 
feelings are strange to me," she confessed to her diary. Yet they should 
hardly have seemed surprising, for hundreds of her countrywomen shared 
her need, especially in moments of extreme stress, to "get away from the 
horrid present by forgetting myself in a bookT6 

Reading served, however, as more than simply escape and avoidance. 
Books transported women toward new lives as well as away from existing 
ones. Lucy Buck of Virginia, almost the same age as Emma LeConte, de- 
scribed how in reading she entered a world of literary imagination in which 
she became an active participant. Delighted with a new novel, she explained 
the nature of this joy to her diary in March 1862. 

There seems to be so little real happiness that I would like to make for 
myself an imaginary life in the mimic world created by the author's pen. I 
like to merge my individuality into that of the imaginary characters, enter 
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into all theirjoys, share their trials and forget the ugly realities of real life 
around me. 'Tis wrong I know, enervating to the mind and unfitting one 
for the part which, however reluctant, we must play in the world and in 
the end creates for us a great deal of unhappiness, but, for the present, it 
diverts one from sad reflections, and I feel that anything is preferable to 
thinking and &etting over disappointments entirely unavoidable and irre- 
mediable. 

This is an extraordinarily self-conscious statement of the purposes of 
reading and their relation to woman's place in the wartime South. Together 
the "ugly realities of real life" and Buck's powerlessness to change these 
conditions occasion her flight into imagination; "disappointments" are "en- 
tirely unavoidable and irremediable." Books offer a happy diversion from 
sentiments of both sorrow and frustrating uselessness shared widely by 
women of the wartime South. But Buck describes a process of reading that 
is more than just diversion and forgetting, more than anodyne or escape. 

Like LeConte, Buck seeks to "live" in her books, to make reading active, 
not simply "enervatingv-as was so often charged by the critics of nine- 
teenth-century women's novel reading whom Buck defensively echoes. In a 
rhetorically forceful sentence, phrased in an almost staccato burst of active 
verb clauses, Buck tells us she would like to 'Lmerge," "enter," and "share"; 
she re-creates both herself and the book she is reading, making, as she 
explains it, a new life, a new identity for herself within the novel's fictional 
world. In stories Buck finds an escape not just from reality but from dread 
uselessness into active possibility and participation. She discovers the 
means to imagine and narrate a changed life course, to escape the constraints 
of her situation and her society, and to begin in imagination a transformation 
of self and consciousness.' 

Like many Confederate women, Buck frequently read aloud, gathering 
together with her sisters in their Front Royal, Virginia, parlor. Oral presenta- 
tion enhanced the vividness and saliency of literature and at the same time 
made it possible to share the books and newspapers that were all too scarce 
in the ~rint-starved Confederacy. The five females resident in Mary Lee's 
Winchester household came together every evening to read aloud a wide 
variety of American and European fiction, embracing choices not unlike 
those of dozens of other women across the South: William Thackeray, 
Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, and Victor Hugo as well as southerners 
Beverly Tucker and Augusta Jane Evans. Lee found books a "great re- 
source" in keeping up both her own morale and that of her domestic 
establishment more generally. If she was calm enough to listen to what was 
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being read, she explained, the books "draw my thoughts from myself." Even 
when she was distracted and distressed, "they prevent the necessity for 
talking," discouraging the women of the household from fueling one an- 
other's fears through anxious conversation, yet at the same time eliminating 
the depressing alternative of dread and gloomy silence. Caroline Davis and 
her sisters became so engaged in Walter Scott's Waverly novels that they lost 
track of time and continued until their light burned out late in the night. "An 
interesting crisis of the fascinating narrative" in Marion Harland's best- 
selling novel Alone so captivated Lucy Buck and her sisters that when two 
Yankees burst into the room to search for Rebel soldiers, the women were 
taken almost entirely by surprise. Life's unpleasant realities could be all but 
forgotten when women moved together into the world of their books.8 

By combining books with household obligations, some women managed 
to read almost all day. Louisa McCord Smythe remembered that after con- 
siderable practice many females were able to prop up thick tomes and read 
and knit or sew simultaneously. In the absence of such skill, women took 
turns as designated reader while others in the circle continued to work. 
Anne Martin of Mississippi, a reluctant seamstress, summed up one such 
day's activities: "interminable dress . . . interesting bookYg 

As a refugee in Camden, South Carolina, Emma Holmes had broader 
goals for a reading group she established in the fall of 1862. Separated from 
lowcountry friends and kin, Holmes hoped to "produce sociability" with a 
club modeled on one she had known in Charleston. The young women 
agreed to meet for two hours on Tuesdays and Saturdays. The first gather- 
ing proved a great success, due in no small part to the skills of the appointed 
reader. "Charlotte [Boykin] reads delightfully-her voice is so musical & so 
expressive in its intimations-her face equally interesting in its constant 
changes? Reading aloud transformed a customarily solitary act into an event 
approaching theater, into an occasion for companionship, social cohesion, 
and female solidarity. Just as books supplied an imaginary escape from the 
loneliness war had brought so many Confederate women, so the social 
setting of reading offered an antidote to isolation by bringing women to- 
gether to share the "imaginary life" that helped sustain them all.1° 

A Regular Course of Reading 

What women read depended in no small measure on what was available 
in a literary market as disrupted by war as were southern society and econ- 
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omy more generally. Louisiana refugee Sidney Harding proclaimed herself 
"famished for something to read but there are no books in this miserable 
piney woods country? Emma Holmes was luckier in her flight to Camden, 
for she gained access to a resident's collection of contemporary fiction, "a 
perfect treasure to me." The prewar dependence of the South on northern 
publishing, however, greatly limited the availability of new works in the 
Confederacy. Mary Chesnut lamented the money she had thrown away on 
subscriptions to English and northern periodicals-"~la~k~ood's, &c &c- 
Atlantic, Harper's, Cornhill &c?-all stopped by the blockade. The Rich- 
mond Enquirer noted in 1863 that some books were being successfully 
smuggled into Charleston, "but for the most part, shippers who freight the 
steamers destined for Confederate ports load them with powder and ball- 
not with libraries." Kate Stone, a refugee in Tyler, Texas, struggled to fill 
tedious empty hours with sparse reading material. One local woman sought 
to make ends meet by renting books to the Stones for fifty cents a week, but 
Kate still found herself rereading old books for lack of new. She had "nearly 
memorized Tennyson," then returned to Shakespeare and her favorite, Sir 
Walter Scott. Perhaps her fondest desire, however, was to procure a copy of 
Harper's. "The literature of the North," she observed, "is to us what the 
'flesh pots of Egypt' were to the wandering Israelites-we long for it." 
Harriette Cary of Williamsburg "regret[ted] sincerely" that the best books 
seemed to be "mostly in Yankee Land," although by 1864 Emily Andrews of 
Georgia had begun to look forward with eager anticipation to the "flood of 
new books there will be when peace is made."ll 

In spite of these limitations, Confederate women managed to find a great 
deal to read. Novels offered the most intense attraction, for women seemed 
to read with their emotions as much as their eyes or their intellects. Anna 
Maria Green of Georgia wondered if she ought not abandon fiction al- 
together, because even a "mere love story" would make her "tremble like an 
aspen leaf my whole frame quivers and sharp pain shoots up and down my 
back and I become so weak I can scarcely lift a hand." Amanda Worthington 
was grateful for a novel that made her feel "miserable," for, as she explained, 
"it suits me precisely," and Amanda Chappelear of Virginia enjoyed a ca- 
thartic cry over The Curse of Clifton, for it "suited my feelings to a great 
extent for the last few weeks." Emma Holmes confessed to "tears . . . in my 
eyes" when she finished a novel by Alfred de Vigny, for she felt she had lost 
personal friends when the tale came to an end. The characters were so 
compelling, "you feel as if you had lived and moved among them." Like 
many Confederate women, Holmes was particularly delighted by Miriam 
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Kate Stone. John Q. Anderson Manuscript, Brokenburn, Louisiana and Lower 

Mississipfii Valley Collections, Louisiana State University Libraries, Louisiana 

State University. 

Coles Harris's novel Rutledge, published in 1860, and like many women 
readers, she used the characters to explore her own expectations of men, 
courtship, and marriage. The figure of Arthur Rutledge represented for 
Holmes "my ideal of the man I would marry," a "master spirit," a man with 
"depths of tenderness." "Some one, I forget who," she wrote, "objects to 
the word tender as applied to a man-but I love it, for it conveys a world of 
meaning-far beyond loving."'* 

If Rutledge represented young Emma Holmes's hopes, Augusta Evans's 
character Russell Aubrey crystallized matron Virginia French's mature dis- 
appointment with men and marriage, for her encounter with him in Macam'a 
cast her husband's shortcomings into sharp relief. Confederate women pro- 
jected themselves and much of their emotional life into the fiction that often 
filled their days and sometimes their nights as well. "How could I sleep?" 
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demanded Mary Chesnut after sitting up all night with a novel during the 
crisis of McClellan's move against Richmond in the spring of 1862. In fiction 
she could both live out and quell her insupportable anxiety.13 

Mary Chesnut found consolation in nonfiction as well. Early in 1862 she 
borrowed Edward Creasy's Fifteen Decisive Battles of the World from a 
Columbia, South Carolina, library and noted on March lo that she "Did 
Marathon today." Chesnut looked on the past as a kind of historical labora- 
tory and sought parallels that would assist her in understanding her own 
time. She worried about the significance of Thermopylae and Waterloo, 
contemplated the character of Alexander's leadership, wondered at the 
small size of Greek armies, and compared the Roman imperial hordes to the 
massive Union forces. In John Motley's Rise of the Dutch Republic, Chesnut 
searched for insights into the struggle for independence and representative 
government. Ellen Moore was delighted with Elizabeth Ellet's Women of the 
Revolution and found it "so suited to the times." Reading that her fore- 
mothers had suffered yet triumphed "quite nerves me up to undergo any- 
thing," she wrote with exhilaration. Elizabeth Pringle of Charleston similarly 
turned to history for "instructive reading" to provide a balance to the novels 
she so enjoyed. Although she seemed to "get on very slowv-spending 
some seven months on Motley's Dutch Republic-she found in the trials and 
triumphs of the Netherlands "ekouragement to hope" for the Confeder- 
acy's future.14 

Like Pringle, numbers of Confederate women sought to apply themselves 
to what Alice Ready called "a regular course of readingv-"something more 
than novels and poetry." Lise Mitchell regarded her enforced idleness as one 
of Mississippi's refugees as an "excellent opportunity of improving my 
mind." She had been devouring fiction but determined she "ought to con- 
fine myself to reading history for the next few months? After the war 
Constance Cary Harrison remembered her own strict intellectual discipline. 
"I read constantly, and studied. We had almost no ephemeral publications, 
therefore no temptation to stray out of the straight and narrow path of 
standard literature. . . . [N]o day passed in which I did not write some- 
thing." Catherine Edmondston read critically in history and philosophy, 
testing her own beliefs against those of the authors she encountered. She 
found such engagement at once uplifting and humbling to her intellectual 
ambition. After reading Francis Bacon's essays "regularly through, one 
every day," she reflected that "sometimes I come upon a thought or an idea 
that I fancied I had thought out of myself, which I had hugged to my heart as 
my own, when hey presto! I recognize it again stamped by the hand of a 
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master in a form so terse, so complete so chisled . . . that . . . with a sigh I 
relinquish my proprietorship."15 

While war subjected Confederate women of all classes to unaccustomed 
work, requiring even members of the elite to weave and sew, to procure and 
prepare food, to supervise slaves and care for their own children, and even 
to seek remunerative employment, it at the same time left numbers of females 
idle and underemployed. Rehgees boarding with friends or relatives often 
had no fixed set of domestic obligations; in the absence of so many men, 
young ladies and adolescent girls lacked opportunities for the courtship 
activities that under normal circumstances would have occupied much of 
their time; and away from frontline areas, even matrons sometimes found 
that the demands of their domestic establishments failed to fill the hours 
they might have spent with now absent husbands or in the customary 
peacetime whirl of entertaining and hospitality. In the fall of 1861 De Bow's 
Review drew attention to the way slavery offered white women a special 
opportunity. "The circumstances are peculiarly favorable. The form of our 
society relieves her from that manual labor which falls to the lot of women in 
other nations, and thus ample time is left for literary employments." "Ample 
timen-inactivity and resulting boredom-combined with women's yearn- 
ing for usefulness to impel numbers of elite females toward intellectual work. 
For some this commitment might involve little more than a "regular course 
of reading," an effort to use available time for self-improvement. But others 
harbored what they readily acknowledged as far more grandiose "ambi- 
tion."16 

The Liberty of Writing 

Inevitably, such expansive aspirations involved not just reading but writ- 
ing, and in its most fully realized form encompassed a desire to join the 
nineteenth century's sorority of scribbling women-southern females 
adopted Hawthorne's epithet with pride. The Civil War made thousands of 
white women of all classes into authors-writers of letters and composers 
ofjournals recording the momentous and historic events as well as creators 
of published songs, poetry, and novels. Thus the war preserved the wom- 
en's voices that serve as the most significant source for our understanding of 
them and their era.17 

But writing not only reflected changed lives and eventful times; the very 
process of authorship itself nurtured new female self-consciousness. As one 
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Georgia woman observed when she began a journal she would continue for 
almost nine years of peace and war, "A journal rightly kept would be equiv- 
alent in its effects to a regular Class Meeting. It would lead us to examine our 
hearts and profit from past infirmities." Although she phrased her insight in 
the terms of her own Methodism, she recognized the much broader role of a 
journal as an agent of spiritual and emotional growth. Writing about one's 
experiences-even in letters, but more emphatically in a diary or journal- 
required self-reflection, the acknowledgment of self as individual and sub- 
ject, as well as the imposition of some narrative structure of direction and 
purpose on the variegated events of particular lives. Writing is inescapably 
an act of discovery; autobiographical writing inevitably produces new explo- 
ration and understanding of the self. It is as much a process of self-creation 
as of self-description.Is 

As we have seen, correspondence between wives and absent husbands 
often prompted unprecedented intimacy, new frankness, heightened self- 
awareness, and self-revelation. Before the war, as Julia Davidson observed to 
her husband, John, "We little knew how dear we were to each other"; they 
discovered both themselves and each other in their wartime correspon- 
dence. Learning to write love letters, historian Karen Lystra has argued, 
required exploration and thus new awareness of one's interior being and 
one's subjectivity. For nineteenth-century men and women, she writes, "the 
self" was L'brought into clearer focus through the communication process 
required by the conventions of romantic love. . . . Personal expression in 
various forms was perhaps the most important means by which this inner 
reality was developed and maintained. Given the power of language to shape 
reality, little wonder that the act of inscribing one's life to another-both 
outward events and inner feelings-should have cultural consequences in 
itself." The "intimate acts of self-examination and self-disclosure" embod- 
ied in love letters encouraged new personal awareness and, for women 
socialized in self-abnegation and denial, a new focus on themselves and on 
the value and importance of their own feelings.lg 

Women compelled by separation to turn to writing as the hndamental 
vehicle for their most cherished relationships also found themselves com- 
posing other sorts of letters for the first time. Reaching beyond the custom- 
ary feminine sphere of domestic concerns, petitions and appeals to govern- 
ment officials demanded public attention for what had once been regarded 
as essentially ~rivate matters-personal subsistence and the safety and well- 
being of loved ones. Here women's writing represented notjust an evolution 
toward a newly valued self, but a more explicit and bolder claim to a public 
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voice and a political identity. Many of the women audacious enough to 

address Confederate officials understood the act of writing as a dramatic 
departure from conventional feminine behavior. Letters from women to 
Jefferson Davis or to state governors customarily opened with apologies and 
disclaimers for the unseemly assertiveness the composition of a letter repre- 
sented. Adelia Etheridge began her appeal to the Confederate president by 
begging him to "excuse me for addressing you." Lucy White apologized for 
her letter to Davis by explaining that a male member of her family would 
have undertaken to write, but all had departed for the battlefield. Mrs. 
Thomas Womack begged North Carolina governor Vance's "pardon" for 
the "liberty" ofwriting, but her trials, she explained, left her no other avenue 
of appeal. Mahala Hundley was even more discomfited by the necessity of 
describing her desperate circumstances in an effort to procure Vance's aid. 
"I am forced to write to you," she explained, "though I assure you it is a very 
painful task." Women's uneasiness about these letters and the need they felt 
to apologize represent an implicit acknowledgment of the profound signifi- 
cance-of the dangerous novelty-attached to their decision to take pen to 
paper to petition state or national officials. Inherent in their act was a 
personal assertiveness that they felt compelled to balance with declarations 
of self-effacement. The claim to a public voice that these letters represented 
rested uneasily with their definitions of themselves as women. Necessity and 
desperation, however, pushed them toward a use of language and of writing 
that embodied a new female self Confederate women neither welcomed nor 
fully u n d e r ~ t o o d . ~ ~  

If letters were vehicles of self-transformation with a significance women 
only partially comprehended, diaries evoked much more self-conscious- 
ness. Confederate females reflected openly about their motivations for keep- 
ing journals, perhaps because diaries seemed to lack the instrumental pur- 
poses often served by letter writing. Petitions to officials sought concrete 
ends-the discharge of a husband or son or the acquisition of necessary 
food or supplies-and letters to absent loved ones could be construed as 
acts of charity that fit easily with notions of female service and sacrifice. But 
a diary smacked of self-indulgence and self-absorption, and women often 
felt compelled to explain and j4tify their efforts. As with reading, emotional 
needs were often paramount. Sarah Morgan sought "some vent for my 
feelings," and Judith McGuire, "agitated and nervous," turned to her diary 
to soothe hers. By 1862 Morgan believed herjournal had become "a neces- 
sity to me. . . . I get nervous and unhappy in thinking of the sad condition of 
the country. . . and just before I reach the lowest ebb, I seize my pen, dash 
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off half a dozen lines . . . and Presto! Richard is himself again! 0 what a 
resource that and my books have been to me!" Morgan feared she would 
"die without some means of expressing my feelings." Clara Solomon re- 
garded her diary as the equivalent of an intimate fiiend, addressing it with 
the proper name Philemon and seeking in its pages the "sweet society" of a 
"comforting angel."21 

Mary Lee's journal also became her "silent friend," one to whom she 
could complain and one to whom she could show the weakness and despair 
she dared not reveal to the four young female housemates for whom she felt 
such maternal responsibility. But she professed to regard her diary more as 
an instrument for repressing than venting her emotions, designating her 
"scribbling" almost as a kind of busywork meant to divert her from unpleas- 
ant realities. Her paramount rule, she declared, was to "write of events, not 
feelings." Catherine Edmondston similarly intended her diary to deal more 
with public than private matters, more with the "stirring events through 
which we are now passing" than with her interior life. Personifying her 
'Journal," capitalizing it and addressing it in the second person, Edmonds- 
ton nevertheless warned it not to "set yourself up by thinking you are my 
confidant. I do not tell you one half I feel." Emma Holmes had an equally 
historic sense of her purposes as diarist-"how valuable" herjournal would 
be "in after years," she mused in June 1861, "as a record of the events which 
mark the formation and growth of our glorious Southern Confedera~y."~~ 

Many southern women diarists hoped to claim their part in the national 
struggle by becoming its chroniclers. Lise Mitchell of Louisiana had often 
heard the query, '' 'Who will write the history of the present war?, but," she 
wryly observed in August 1862, "it is a more perplexing question to me 'who 
will not write it?' " Perhaps most self-conscious and most ambitious among 
these would-be historian-diarists was Mary Chesnut, whose seven surviving 
voiumes of wartime records C. Vann Woodward has so insightfully analyzed 
and explained. During the war Chesnut kept what Woodward has called her 
Journal, an ongoing record of events that served as the basis for the greatly 
revised and artfully crafted postwar rendition of her experiences. From early 
in the conflict Chesnut regarded herself as a writer. "The scribbling mania is 
strong in me," she confessed in October 1861. "I have an insane idea in my 
brain to write a tale." In the postwar years she did just that, producing three 
manuscript novels as well as carellly reworking her wartime chronicle. 
Unlike the popular nineteenth-century women novelists she was certainly 
seeking to emulate, however, Chesnut in her lifetime never reaped the re- 
wards of literary fortune. She sold but a single short sketch-for $lo-to the 
Charleston News and Courier in 1 8 8 3 . ~ ~  
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Many other females shared Chesnut's literary aspirations. The success of 
women novelists in the prewar years had made them media heroines to their 
overwhelmingly female reading public and had defined the role of the 
woman writer as one warranting admiration and envy. A young girl at board- 

ing school in Georgia, for example, could hardly contain her excitement 
when she discovered in 1863 that one of her teachers had contributed to a 
short-lived Confederate periodical and was thus "a real, true living au- 
thoress!!" Writing came to seem one of the most attractive and plausible 
callings for ambitious yet respectable females. It was work that could be 
done at home, and it had the potential to be highly remunerative-at least for 
the likes of Marion Harland, E. D. E. N. Southworth, or Harriet Beecher 
Stowe. It could also be imbued with transcendent moral and spiritual pur- 
pose. As a result, women often fixed on literary endeavors as they struggled 
to define useful contributions they might make to the world around them- 
and to a new Confederate nation in need of its own indigenous culture. 
"Perhaps the time has now arrived," wrote one Mississippi woman author to 
Jefferson Davis just weeks after his inauguration, "when the South will 
awaken from her lethargy and appreciate her own literatureFZ4 

If men were to find fame, honor, and purpose on the battlefield, women 
could look to the arena of letters'for parallel satisfaction. Young Nannie 
Haskins of Tennessee understood the appeal of literary ambition even 
though she felt herself unequal to the challenge. "Yes," she admitted in 
September 1864, "I would like to do something worthy of a woman's name 
-But what could I do[?] I am not capable of writing a novel and yet if I 
could it would only be a continued repetition ofwhat has already been given 
to the world a thousand times with a few variations-I cannot write 'Mem- 
oirs' for I have none, but what every girl of eighteen has had-I cannot write 
my 'travels' for I've never been beyond the lines of my own native state." She 
was, she concluded with both pride and regret, "not a Hannah More-nor a 
Charlotte Bronte-nor a Madame deStael but a Nannie has kin^."^^ 

Abbie Brooks, a Georgia schoolteacher, was similarly eager for achieve- 
ment yet equally realistic. "I long," she confessed, "to be a writer of merit to 
be classed among those who can compose and write sentences which will 
startle and electrify the reader." But she recognized, "There are such a vast 
amount of scribblers in the world now; they cannot all become celebrities or 
great writers, some must be content with small things." Some must be an 
Abbie Brooks or a Nannie has kin^.^^ 

Or an Emma Holmes. She too admitted she had "so long yearned . . . to 
distinguish myself in some way . . . to feel that I had not lived utterly in vain, 
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and that I should leave behind me a single stone to add to the grand fabric of 
human intellect." Yet she too doubted her abilities. "Original I know I could 
not be." Her "true vocations," she concluded, were translation and teach- 
ing-communicating the work of others rather than creating her own. Far 
better, she thought, to limit her goals than "aspire through conceit to what I 
feel is beyond my powers." Even Virginia French, who had published 
extensively before the war, had persistent doubts as she tried to write amidst 
a domestic environment that gave her little leisure. "I almost despair ofbeing 
able to accomplish anything-my time is so occupied and my head so 
worried about things that are necessary to keep body and soul together." But 
her self-doubt arose from more than just a recognition of her challenging 
circumstances. "Perhaps if I even accomplished the book," she wrote in 
February 1864, "with great labor and pain to myself-it would not be suc- 
cessful-so where's the use? . . . I fear that in a few years I shall have passed 
away-leaving no mark behind which shall say I lived to any purpose. I who 
have from childhood yearned to be something, longed to do something 
good and great and memorable, shall have . . . died and made no sign."27 

Catherine Edmondston attributed the constraints on her literary arnbi- 
tion not so much to self-doubt-although she possessed plenty of that-as 
to an acute sense of feminine propriety. She wrote sheaves of poetry but 
never submitted it to newspapers or journals. It was not so much her 
recognition that her verses were "mediocre" and "not. . . worthy of a place 
in the Poet's corner," but her wariness of "stepping out of your sphere" that 
served as inhibition. "Then indeed you would forget a woman's first orna- 
ment, modesty. Women have no business to rush into print; so wide an arena 
does not become themYZ8 

Mary Lee would have agreed; she was horrified when a newspaper ap- 
pended her name to what she had intended as an anonymous letter. Sub- 
stantial numbers of respectable southern ladies, however, demonstrated 
their dissent from such traditional notions by articulating a literary ambition 
that sat uneasily with expected feminine virtues of self-abnegation and self- 
denial. Even women like Edmondston acknowledged such egotistical yearn- 
ings at the same time that they suppressed them out of deference to pro- 
priety. Women's growing acceptance of authorship as appropriate to their 
gender represented a significant new departure in the Civil War South. In 
the antebellum years respectable women had been far more like Edmonds- 
ton or Lee than the thousands of Confederate females who eagerly printed 
their songs, poems, stories, and even novels. Few any longer felt the anguish 
that had gripped Caroline Gilman upon the unauthorized publication of 
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some of her verses in 1810. "I wept bitterly, and was as alarmed as if I had 
been detected in a man's apparel." The mantle of authorship belonged 
increasingly to both sexes.2g 

With men so preoccupied with military matters, culture became to a 
considerable degree the domain of women in the Confederate South. News- 
papers regularly included sentimental poetry-often on war-related sub- 
jects-attributed to female authors, and women were a major source of the 
articles that filled Confederate periodicals. Constance Cary Harrison, a 
Virginia aristocrat who married Jefferson Davis's secretary, contributed 
steadily to the Southern Illustrated News, the Magnolia, and the Richmond 
Examiner but retained the forms of gentility by adopting the pseudonym 
"Rehgitta." By the end of the war she had completed a hll-scale novel, but a 
fire that engulfed her Richmond publisher's office when the city fell to the 
Yankees in 1865 destroyed the manuscript. Clara Dargan MacLean worked 
as a governess in South Carolina during much of the war but won prizes for 
the stories she found time to write for the Southern Field and Fireside. 
Confederate poet laureate Henry Timrod proclaimed her a "sister of the 

Amy Clarke had been a valued contributor to the Southern Literary 
Messenger but wrote the editor to explain a brief interruption in her submis- 
sions. Her husband was in the army and she had moved to North Carolina 
to be with her father and sister. Traveling by train en route to a military 
encampment where she intended to nurse wounded soldiers, Clarke com- 
posed a piece entitled "The Battle of Manassas." An officer seized it from 
her, read the poem to his troops, and requested permission to publish it in 
the Richmond Enquirer. Then the editor of the Raleigh Standard issued it 
as a broadside, with profits to go toward the care of sick soldiers. Since then, 
she reported, "I have had applications for it from all parts of the Confederate 
states, and shall get the Edt. of the N.O. Picayune to issue it in New Orleans 
in the same style." Now she was writing to request similar action by her 
Richmond p ~ b l i s h e r . ~ ~  

Public discourse expressed fewer reservations about women writers than 
it did about nurses or teachers. The profession of letters seemed consistent 
with many of the ideals of domesticity. It did not require ladies to leave the 
home or to undertake demeaning physical labor that would threaten their 
class status; although it did expose their words and sometimes their names 
to public scrutiny, it left their actual persons sheltered within the domestic 
sphere. The cultural needs of the new nation combined with the psychologi- 
cal and financial necessities of its women to encourage female writing in the 
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wartime South, and the public presses reflected this widespread enthusi- 
asm. In the fall of 1861 the A u p t a  Weekly Constitutionalist hailed local 
women whose work had appeared in Confederate periodicals. Mary Bryan 
was "the unrivalled songstress of the South"; Annie Blunt's stories had won 
her "immortality." Writing contained the potential to create a new life not 
just in the escapist, imaginary world of the mind but in reality, for it offered 
women a tantalizing opportunity for the fame and fortune, the public notice 
and acclaim, that seemed all too exclusively the prerogative of men.32 

Writing and Reading the Confederate Novel 

The wartime creation and reception of the Confederacy's best-selling 
novel forcefully illustrates the meaning of both writing and reading in south- 
ern women's lives. Augusta Jane Evans published Macaria; or, Altars of 
Sacrifice in 1864, dedicating it to the Confederate army as an "inadequate 
tribute" from a woman "debarred from the dangers and deathless glory of 
the 'tented field' " to the "patriotism and sublime self-abnegation of her dear 
and devoted countrymen." Born in 1835 to an old and prominent southern 
family, Evans was an avid Confederate patriot. She had rushed from her 
home in Mobile to participate in the celebration of Alabama's secession at 
the state capitol in Montgomery, and she greeted the outbreak of war with a 
flurry of public-spirited activity, organizing women to sew sandbags for the 
defense of Mobile, founding a hospital and later an orphan asylum, and 
serving as a nurse despite the objections of her brothers. But she, like so 
many other Confederate women, still chafed in frustration at her compara- 
tive uselessness in the national crisis. "It is not," she regretted, "my privilege 
to enter the ranks, wielding a sword, in my country's cause," and she felt 
compelled to "lament the limited circle of action, the insignificant role" 
available to women "in the mightiest drama that ever rivetted the gaze of the 
civilized world? To ensure that "the cause of our beloved, struggling Con- 
federacy may yet be advanced through the agency of its daughters," Evans 
turned to what she disingenuously called her "feeble, womanly pen." Her 
posture of self-effacement could hardly obscure the reality of Evans's enor- 
mous success as the author ofBeulah, published in 1859. At the outbreak of 
war she was already a best-selling novelist with a significant national reputa- 
tion. Writing was thus all the more logical an outlet for her frustrated patri- 
otic ambition.33 

Macaria, as its dedication page made clear, was explicitly intended as a 
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paean to the Confederacy, but at the same time it reflected Evans's own 
search for a wartime role, a quest for "Womanly Usehlness" that was 
emblematic of the lives and struggles of southern women more generally. 

Composing the book on scraps of paper as she sat at the bedside of 
wounded soldiers, Evans intended her narrative to provide white women 
with models for emulation in their search for what Evans called "agency" 
within the Confederate cause. 

The title of the novel itself alludes both to Evans's design to make the 
work her own sacrificial offering and to the long tradition of women's war 
stories within which she intended to place her effort. In classical times 
Macaria had saved Athens from invasion by giving herself as a sacrifice on 
the altar of the gods. Like the mythological figure of the title, the book's 
main character, Irene Huntingdon, is herself "ambitious of martyrdom" 
(260). But she progresses toward that goal and discovers her "life-work" 
(255) as a laborer in "God's great vineyard" (414) only in the face of daunt- 
ing obstacles. She must resist the insistent courtship of Hugh, the cousin her 
father has chosen to be her husband, as well as her father's threats to 
disinherit her if she does not bow to his will. Yet far more difficult than 
rejecting a loveless marriage, she must, because of an old family feud, hide 
her devotion from her true love, Russell Aubrey, until the moment he 
marches off to battle and to death. Ultimately she must sacrifice both Russell 
and her father to the Confederate cause. 

Like many nineteenth-century women novelists, Evans employs paired 
heroines. Although somewhat less prominent and less arresting a character, 
Electra Grey follows much the same life trajectory as her friend Irene. 
Imbued with imagination and artistic creativity to parallel Irene's rational 
and intellectual powers, Electra too resists a loveless match and ultimately 
consecrates herself to the Confederate effort, even carrying dispatches 
through the northern blockade in what Evans intended as a thrilling depic- 
tion of female heroism. 

Irene's and Electra's struggles correspond to the essential conflict within 
the structure of the book as a whole. In a recent study of women's writing, 
Carolyn G. Heilbrun has distinguished between plots traditionally found in 
men's and women's fiction, arguing that conventionally men's stories are 
"quest" narratives, in which activity in the world takes precedence over 
adventures of the heart. In contrast, women's stories trace the path of the 
heroine toward romantic fulfillment, which in nineteenth-century domestic 
fiction is translated into wedded bliss. In Macaria, however, war gives Irene 
the unprecedented choice ofwhether to live her life as a quest or a romance, 
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AugustaJane Evans, author of Macaria. Courtesy of the Alabama Department of 
Archives and History, Montgomery. 
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just as Evans herself confronts the possibility of an alternative structure for 
her novel. The fundamental struggle within Macaria is between these two 
plot resolutions and definitions, these two ways of envisioning the female 
life. Will Irene and Electra hold to their insistence never to marry? Will 
Evans resist the romantic formula that the contradictions of her earlier novel 
Beulah seemed to show her struggling futilely to defy? Literary scholar Anne 
Goodwyn Jones has suggested that Evans achieved the conventional de- 
nouement in Beulah only by "wrenching her heroine out of character." 
Evans does no such disservice to Electra or Irene. When Russell begs at the 
moment of his departure for war that he at least be permitted to correspond 
with her, Irene rejects both romance and the romantic narrative out of hand. 
"I want neither your usefulness in life nor mine impaired by continual weak 
repining'' (326). In a striking departure from usual male fictional roles, 
Russell has found that his "ambition dims . . . in comparison with . . . your 
love" (323). But Evans will not permit him to lapse into acceptance of 
romantic goals. In an inversion of the conventional identification of males 
with worldly achievement and women with love, Evans has Irene insist that 
both she and Russell dedicate themselves to their particular quests.34 

Throughout the novel, which opens nearly a decade before the outbreak 
of the war, Irene and her alter ego, Electra, struggle for their independence. 
Motherless in the tradition of romantic heroines, both work to earn their 
financial as well as their emotional autonomy. Even as a young child Irene 
declines to permit a slave to carry her schoolbooks. "I don't choose," she 
declares, "to be petted like a baby or made a wax-doll of. . . . I am strong 
enough to carry my own books" (14). Electra, too, insists on her own 
strength, rejecting monetary support from her cousin Russell-"I must 
depend upon myself" (70)-as well as a newly discovered inheritance-"I 
am young and strong, and I expect to earn my living" (104). Both women 
speak of themselves in the language of bourgeois individualism, stressing 
their rights of self-ownership and self-determination. To her cousin Hugh, 
who insists, "You belong to me, and you know it," Irene responds, "NO! I 
belong to God and myself" (23). In the face of her father's explicit order that 
she marry, Irene weighs duty to him against duty to herself and her maker. "I 
am responsible for no acts but my own," she says; "I am a free-born Ameri- 
can. . . . I, only, can give myself away" (200). Having declared her indepen- 
dence, Irene is overcome by a "thrill ofjoy; she had burst the fetters; she was 
free" (202). 

At the same time that she celebrates personal autonomy, however, Evans 
denounces the "selfishness" (85) that arises from entirely unchecked indi- 
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vidualism, and her reservations constitute a sharp critique of the philosophy 
of bourgeois liberalism as it was evolving in mid-nineteenth-century Amer- 
ica. Evans's own notion of self-fulfillment remains closely tied to the organic 
connections of family and community so often seen as its opposite. Self- 
realization, Evans acknowledges, necessarily involves being true to oneself, 
just as Irene successllly "grew up what nature intended her to be" (40). Yet 
the self-fulfillment that is true freedom cannot be achieved apart from a 
social community to which one is connected by ties of duty and belonging. 
Irene deplores the "parasitic clinging" of dependence but recognizes as well 
the lessons of her friend and mentor, the minister Harvey Young, who 
counsels that "people are too isolated, too much wrapped up in their indi- 
vidual rights, interests or enjoyments. I, Me, Mine, is the God of the age. . . . 
[W]e ought to live more for others than we do" (85). 

Irene's declaration of independence thus only begins her struggle for self- 
discovery. Despite her private scholarly pursuits and despite the abstruse 
astronomical researches she undertakes while her father and household 
sleep, she feels purposeless and finds the fashionable life of southern society 
empty of meaning: "Everybody ought to be of some use in this world, but I 
feel like a bunch of mistletoe, growing on somebody else, and doing noth- 
ing." All who seek true happiness, she recognizes, "should be employed in 
some way" (51). Electra voices almost identical sentiments, indicating her 
commitment to following a quest in her own life. "I want to accomplish 
some work," she declares, "looking upon which, my fellow-creatures will 
proclaim: 'That woman has not lived in vain; the world is better and happier 
because she came and labored in it.'" Electra is unreservedly ambitious, 
desiring her name carved on "the living, throbbing heart of my age" (213). 

In the context of Irene's persistent cry, "I want to be useful" (316), a cry 
that echoes sentiments expressed in Evans's own life as well as in nearly 
every extant Confederate woman's diary, the war comes as a fortuitous 
solution. In Confederate independence Irene and Electra find both true 
personal independence and fulfillment; through war they discover the path 
to the ultimate spiritual peace represented by Irene's given name. Women, 
Evans suggests, thus need not simply endure the war but might justly 
celebrate its unprecedented opportunities for self-realization. Through 
Confederate nationalism these women thus may truly find themselves. 

In 1864, with nearly half the white male population of the South wounded 
or killed, the single life was for many inevitable. Evans felt she could dare to 
make it seem desirable. Necessity became not so much the mother as the 
legitimator offictional invention. Macaria, the word itself meaning "blessed" 
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in Greek, ends with a celebration of single blessedness. A woman who "dares 

to live alone," Irene confirms, is certainly "braver, nobler, and better" than 
one who consents to a L'loveless marriage" (413). More important, however, is 
the unmarried woman's potential for vocation, for service, and for achieve- 
ment. Even though a married woman may be superficially happier, Evans 
concedes, the single woman is unquestionably more useful, "because she 
belongs exclusively to no one, her heart expands to all her suffering fellow- 
creatures" (413). Like Evans herself, Irene recognizes that "upon the purity, 
the devotion, and the patriotism of the women ofour land, not less than upon 
the heroism of our armies, depends our national salvation" (414). Like Evans 
herself, Irene devotes her time to nursing wounded soldiers and establishing 
an orphan asylum.35 

Electra, whose Greek name means "unwedded," similarly embraces spin- 
sterhood and dedicates her life to creating artistic forms for southern na- 
tional greatness. With Irene's financial backing, Electra will direct a school 
of design for aspiring women artists cast upon their own resources by the 
exigencies of war. Strikingly, Evans presents a version of the late twentieth- 
century notion of comparable worth to argue for an enlargement of woman's 
role. The "remuneration of the peculiar employments ofwomen," she notes, 
"is always far below that of employments of equal skill carried on by men. 
. . . Hence, in improving the condition of women, it is advisable to give them 
the readiest access to independent industrial pursuits, and extend the circle 
of their appropriate occupations" (410). Evans has in Macaria significantly 
undermined the restrictiveness and transformed the meaning of the female 
sphere by releasing women fiom exclusive domesticity and providing them a 
critical role in the public life of the new nation. 

Nevertheless, Electra has no illusions but that women's hands remain 
significantly "tied; and they walk but a short, narrow path, from hearthstone 
to threshold, and back again" (368). Evans's call to women in fact invokes 
the notion of a limited set of "appropriate occupations." Macaria makes no 
direct attack on these persisting constraints. Instead the novel reaffirms 
prevailing ideas of woman's proper sphere and explicitly decries northern 
feminism and woman suffrage. "Southern women," Irene assures the novel's 
readers, "have no desire to usurp legislative reins; their appropriate work 
consists in moulding the manners and morals of the nation" (368). Men are 
LC at home with state papers, machine-shops, navies, armies, political econ- 
omy, and agricultural chemistry,', whereas women "have a knack7' for "em- 
broidery on the coarse grey serge of stern, practical every-day life" (184). 

Despite her use of the language of liberal individualism, Evans remains 
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committed, in her novel as in her private correspondence, to a hierarchical 
view of the social order in which race, class, and gender all play a part in 
assigning individuals to their designated places. She sees no apparent con- 
tradiction between Irene's proud claims to ownership of her person and the 
bondage of the slaves who serve as background characters throughout the 
book. Imperatives of duty, as Russell explains, mean "we are all in bondage, 
more or less" (221). At the same time that Irene professes to "despise . . . 
ridiculous nonsense about aristocracy of family" ( 4 ,  she, like Evans herself, 
firmly opposes the "demagoguery" of universal suffrage. Irene's individual- 
ism and the principles of personal independence she and Electra insist on 
throughout the book rest uneasily with the assumptions of hierarchy Mac- 
aria simultaneously espouses. Evans's warborn subversion of the domestic 
novel and her adoption of a male quest plot for female fiction exacerbate the 
contradictions already inherent in her views about woman's place as well as 
embedded in the generic structures of the woman's novel. 

Macaria does not leave these contradictions unattended; Evans struggles 
to contain her subversion within acceptable boundaries by turning to reli- 
gion for resolution of the paradoxes she and her heroines confront, para- 
doxes of self-realization and self-denial essential to the experience of so 
many Confederate women. Evans redefines the work that is at the center of 
both Irene's and Electra's self-fulfillment as but a special form of divine 
worship. For the painter Electra, "Aesthetics is a heavenly ladder, where . . . 
pure thoughts and holy aspirations come from and go to God" (357). Irene's 
astronomical observations serve above all to remind her of the "immeasur- 
able heights and depths, the infinitude, the grandeur, and the glory of the 
universe-and there, as nowhere else, I can bow myself down, and say, 
humbly and truly, 'Not my will, oh, God! but thine"' (378). The self- 
assertion implicit in the pursuit of artistic or intellectual goals is thus sub- 
sumed within the larger context of religious submission. 

Although the recurrent language of individual realization in one sense 
undermines the theme of martyrdom central to the title and the book, the 
invocation of Christ at last valorizes the concept of sacrifice and resolves the 
contradictions of the plot. Irene, Electra, and even Russell on his deathbed 
are all converted to evangelical religion, finding in doing God's will at once 
the perfect fulfillment and abnegation of their own. In divine thrall each 
character discovers perfect freedom, while Evans identifies a means of hav- 
ing it both ways. Once, Electra explains, artistic "fame was all that I cared to 
attain" (413). Now, she continues, she hopes to spend her years as a painter 
in pursuit of spiritual as well as earthly immortality. Her worldly achieve- 
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ments are no longer directed toward crass ambition but divine service. Her 
quest, like Irene's, becomes a pilgrimage. "Thus," Evans writes, "by dif- 
ferent, by devious thorny paths, two sorrowing women emerged upon the 
broad highway of Duty, and, clasping hands, pressed forward to the 
divinely-appointed goal-Womanly Usefulness" (380). God has in a very 
real sense taken the place of a man in these women's lives; single they might 
be, but their independence, asserted throughout most of the book, is by the 
conclusion once again safely contained. Evans in the end subverts her own 
subversion. 

The nature of Macaria's reception in the Confederacy makes clear the 
resonance of its themes-and the tenaciousness of its paradoxes-within 
southern culture. The popularity of the book is hardly surprising. Evans was 
an established-even beloved-author; Macaria was one of only a handful 
of original novels published and available in the wartime South, and its 
Confederate subject matter and its patriotism enhanced its timeliness and 
appeal. Even before Macaria went on sale, Mary Legg of South Carolina 
wrote enthusiastically to Hattie Palmer, "I see Miss Evans has written an- 
other. I would like very much to see it. I like Beulah so well." Women such as 
Cordelia Scales or Belle Edmondson, with pets named Beulah, had certainly 
exhibited the kind of involvement that would make them eager for a new 
Evans 

Nearly every Confederate woman who discussed her reading in a diary or 
in her correspondence mentioned Macaria. Some expressed their frustra- 
tion at not being able to procure a copy; the luckier ones recorded their 
reactions to the tale. "I have been reading 'Macaria' today. I like it very 
much," Nannie Haskins wrote in October 1864. "[I] think Miss Evans 
decidedly the best writer (female novelist) of this day." Mary Lee, older and 
more critical, complained about the "mass of pedantic nonsense" at the 
outset of the novel but proclaimed "the last part, about the war," to be 
"admirable." Gertrude Thomas similarly found the prewar portions of the 
novel unsatisfactory. "How tame and uninteresting ordinary life appears and 
reads when compared with the life we lead." When she reached the war 
years, though, Thomas succumbed to Evans's "spell of enchantmentv-and 
to the power of her call for "Womanly Usehlness." Macaria, Thomas 
reported, made her "hear the groans of wounded men. . . . I felt my cheek 
burn as I reflected how indifferent and careless I had grown to the suffering 
of our men-and the next evening I visited the hosfiital! The best commen- 
tary upon the good Miss Evans book effected." Russell Aubrey emerged as 
so powerful a figure in the minds of Macaria's many readers that his name 
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became a commonplace in Confederate speech. "Few Russell Aubreys" one 
young nurse replied with a smile when asked if she had many interesting 
cases on her ward.37 

The intensity of the South's involvement with Macaria was evident as 
well in the treatment of the book in the public press. Evans's revision of the 
structures of the domestic novel did not pass unnoticed, and her articulation 
of the conflicts confronting Confederate women evoked vehement responses 
from readers across the South. A lengthy essay in the Richmond Age com- 
plained that Evans had "done no inconsiderable violence to our just expec- 
tations? In fact, the reviewer asserted, Macaria was only a "quasi-novel-a 
new experiment in the art of book-making called forth by the times through 
which we, the citizens of the Southern Confederacy, are now passing," for 
"although love forms the great staple of the work, yet it is introduced with 
the special design of making it subservient to what is regarded as the higher 
dictates of patriotism." In Macaria woman had dared to privilege public 
over private matters. The reviewer objected to Irene's puzzling over the 
heavens when she should have been entertaining her father's guests; domi- 
ciling herself in a hospital filled with men, rather than in her own home; 
abandoning her opportunities for motherhood; and worst of all, adopting 
the "mistaken idea" that the single state is anything but one of "isolation and 
discomfort." Evans may be "skilfd in sketching character," the reviewer 
concluded, "but not in casting a plot." The narrative of Irene's life, like the 
experience of thousands of Confederate women whose existence had been 
disrupted by war, deprivation, and death, was too much at odds with tradi- 
tional models and expectations to make sense to this reviewer. Change in the 
form of the domestic novel, as in real life, was jarring and discomfiting. Belle 
Edmondson of Tennessee read the book in much the same way. "Delighted" 
with the novel at the outset, she declared herself "not entirely satisfied with 
the fate of some of the characters'bt the end. The fate of Irene and Electra 
proved to be not unlike her own, however, for Edmondson, who served as 
Confederate spy and courier during the war years, died a spinster in 187-3.38 

A striking review of Macaria published in the Mobile Evening News 
originated as an essay for a local literary society in Oxford, Mississippi, 
composed by a woman calling herself "Fidelia." No southern maiden, she 
insisted, would have rejected "the dark and glorious Russell." Fidelia pro- 
fessed to love "the peerless Irene," but, she continued revealingly, "much as 
some . . . loved Fanny Kemble; we want but one Fanny Kemble." If many 
heroines like Irene should appear, "the world will need the new classifica- 
tion of men, women and Irenes." Fidelia explicitly associated Irene with an 
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outspoken critic of the South, English actress Fanny Kemble, who in her 
divorce from Georgian Pierce Butler had become a notorious symbol of the 
dangers of women's independence. Perhaps most significantly, however, 
Fidelia noted the challenge Macaria offered to the prevailing system of 

gender categories. Irene seemed to fit nowhere-recognizable as neither 
woman nor man-and thus her character called the entire basis for fixed and 
certain gender identity into question. Her very existence made male and 
female attributes seem dangerously n e g ~ t i a b l e . ~ ~  

Augusta Jane Evans regarded herself as anything but a feminist. Readers 
of Macaria, however, charged the author with so violating gender conven- 
tions as to have created an androgynous heroine, to have denaturalized and 
denatured their southern social world by introducing a new and anomalous 
gender category. If Macaria raised questions and destabilized certainties 
about the nature of female and male identity, it fell short of providing 
answers or resolving the conflicts it provoked. Both the plot and the charac- 
terization of Macaria demonstrate a writer taking advantage of warborn 
opportunity to extend the limits of the possible and of the imaginable-in 
her fiction as in her own life. But the response of at least some of her readers 
suggests that Evans may have tried to extend those boundaries too far. 
Macaria appeared to its public as a "new experiment," but one that se- 
riously violated many "just expectations." 

Evans's choices as an author, her movement to transform in significant 
ways the assumptions on which her fiction was based, might be seen as a 
literary act directly parallel to the social actions of Confederate women who, 
like herself as hospital nurse, moved into a variety of previously male roles. 
In her depiction of Irene, she was creating notjust a new gender, as Fidelia 
charged, but a new genre as well. Yet Evans demonstrated the persistence of 
social conservatism, the power tradition wielded over privileged white 
southern women. Even in Macaria Evans ultimately offered a sharply con- 
flicted message and stepped back from a'celebration of genuine female 
autonomy. 

In her own postwar life and writing, Evans might be said to have made the 
same retreat. Her immediate and highly ambitious project after Appomattox 
was to write another war story. This time Evans planned not to restrict 
herself to the woman's sphere but to try to escape altogether the confines of 
the domestic novel. Evans hoped to compose the definitive history of the 
South in the Civil War, to define the terms in which the Confederacy would 
live into posterity. 

Evans never realized her goal, and in 1867 she explained why. Her ex- 
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traordinary statement exemplifies the fate of female ambition in the South- 
its transformation into coexisting docility and assertiveness, compliance and 
repressed rage. Evans abandoned her intention to write a Confederate his- 
tory in deference to former vice-president of the Confederacy Alexander 
Stephens, who planned one of his own. "I humbly put my fingers on the 
throat of my ambitious daring design of becoming the Confederate Xeno- 
phon and strangled it. . . . I confess it cost me a severe struggle to relinquish 
the fond dream[,] . . . but abler hands snatched it from my weak womanly 
fingers and waved me to humbler paths of labor."40 

Evans's ambition was crushed-"strangled"-only indirectly by male 
perogative; the actual murder took place at her own hand. Evans immolated 
herself on the very altars of sacrifice at which she had worshiped; she 
became the final victim of her own paradoxes. In 1867 she returned to the 
"humbler paths'' of the domestic novel, publishing the enormously popular 
St. Elmo, with a heroine whose life and story culminate in conventional 
wedded bliss. In 1868 Evans herself, at age thirty-three, married a man 
twenty-seven years her senior. The war, Macaria, and single blessedness 
were over. 

The reviewer for the Richmond Age who called Macaria an experiment 
offered an important insight into the meaning of women's reading and 
writing in the Civil War South. In books, particularly in fiction, women 
could invent new lives and could imagine new selves, new identities, and 
new meanings that seemed too frightening to contemplate outside the world 
of literary fantasy. Both reading and writing stimulated self-examination and 
discovery; both represented hndamentally "selfish" activities in which 
women at least temporarily freed themselves from the dictates of female 
abnegation and sacrifice for moments of self-indulgence and self-reflection. 
The consolations of reading and writing were considerable, but literary 
activity often proved disturbing as well, challenging, even if not overcoming, 
the tenacious traditionalism of the women of the master class. Religion 
played much the same double-edged role. 
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Thou Slay 

On April 12,1861, Emma Holmes awoke in her Charleston home to 
the boom of cannon firing on Fort Sumter. After weeks of anxiety about the 
future of the new Confederate nation, overt conflict seemed almost a relief. 
By the time she sat down to write in her diary late that afternoon, the Civil 
War was almost twelve hours old. Yet, Emma reported, nearly "every body 
seems calm & grave." Most Charlestonians were "so impressed with the 
justice of our cause that they place entire confidence in the God of Battles."' 

From the opening day of the war, Confederates found both justification 
and consolation in religion. Government officials and church leaders alike 
nurtured belief in the divine purpose of the Confederate experiment. Epis- 
copal Bishop Stephen Elliott affirmed that the Confederacy had been 



founded as "a nation to do [God's] . . . work upon earth," while the 
Confederate legislature pointedly selected "Deo Vindicem-"Defended by 
God"-as the motto for their new country. Ministers preached patriotism; 
politicians vaunted their religious purposes. Political nationalism and' re- 
ligious mission came to seem all but in~eparable.~ 

The convergence of religion with politics, of the sacred with the ter- 
restrial, had significant implications for white women of the wartime South, 
for it offered them a new legitimacy and a new language with which to 
approach public affairs. Religion, long regarded as a central component of 
the female sphere, opened an avenue into the male world of politics and 
public action. At the same time, it assumed profound personal import, 
serving as an essential intellectual and emotional resource and providing a 
framework for understanding and coping with the ordeals of war. Women 
used divine language and belief to explain the frightening new circum- 
stances that confronted them, and to provide themselves as well with the 
strength and consolation that derives from faith; 

Afliction Sanctifies 

Like Emma Holmes, many women regarded confidence in victory as a 
natural corollary to belief in God, and they met the outbreak of war with 
equanimity. "It matters not," Kate Carney of Tennessee asserted early in 
1861, "how weak our cause, if but God and justice is on our side, we will at 
last triumph." Keziah Brevard explicitly founded her optimism in the Bible, 
copying a reassuring verse from the 118th Psalm into her journal: "'The 
Lord is on my side; I will not fear; what can man do unto me.' " It seemed 
clear, she confirmed, that "the Lord is on our side in this national strife." As 
Henry Timrod, poet laureate of the Confederacy, proclaimed in his na- 
tionalist ode "Ethnogenesis," "To doubt the end were want of trust in 
 GO^."^ 

Encouraged by bold pronouncements of divine favor from press and 
pulpit, southerners looked upon themselves as God's chosen and scoured 
the Bible for prefigurements and prophecies to support their sacred reading 
of national circumstance. The Confederacy, Richmond's Christian Ob- 
server proclaimed, "will be the Lord's peculiar people." The North, swept 
up in the corruptions of the modern age, in the lure of Mammon, repre- 
sented an evil from which the South had been wise to secede. Emma 
Holmes carefully noted in her diary a consoling sermon by a Charleston 
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minister who insisted on "an exact parallel" between the separation of the 
Confederacy from the North and the removal of the Israelites from "the 

Jewish Nation under Rehoboam's oppressive rule." Other preachers cited 
the withdrawal .of the Israelites from Egypt or the departure of David from 
the House of Saul as the scriptural events that best foretold the South's 
independence. Many worshipers took heart from the uncanny language of 
the popular sermon text from First Jeremiah: "Then the Lord said unto me, 
out of the North an evil shall break forth upon the inhabitants of the land, 
and they shall fight against thee, but they shall not prevail against thee; for I 
am with thee." God had all but promised Confederate vict01-y.~ 

The bloodless triumph at Sumter in April and the miraculous success 
against larger numbers at Manassas in August reinforced this belief in Divine 
Providence. Nancy Emerson of Augusta County, Virginia, for example, 
explained early Confederate victories and her own optimism in language of 
biblical prophecy. "This judgment from God has fallen upon the North 
because of their delusions from him. . . . [W]e shall achieve our indepen- 
dence, & if guided aright, shall fulfill a high destiny, & be far more pros- 
perous than ever before. Never for one moment since the struggle com- 
menced, has my mind wavered as to the final re~ult."~ 

But mounting losses, personal as well as national, gradually forced a 
revision of war's typology to accompany eroding confidence. Death and 
battlefield defeat soon made clear that Confederates had perhaps been 
chosen not simply for God's favor but, like Job, for the suffering that tests 
and ultimately strengthens and purifies faith. A Charleston sermon in De- 
cember 1861 reminded Emma Holmes ofJob's words to his wife: " 'We have 
received good from the Lord & shall we not receive evil also?' " Sarah Estes 
of Tennessee struggled to remember that "'The Lord loveth whom he 
chasteneth,' " and Laura Nisbet Boykin found deep comfort in a sermon that 
reminded her how "every wave of sorrow or affliction"casts up ''pearls and 
gems to the shore. I believe it is true," she affirmed, "Affliction sanctifies."" 

As the unimagined horrors of war began to reveal themselves, women 
turned to religion to make sense of their anguish and to find the courage to 
endure. ''Oh that a righteous God may subdue the wicked spirits of man & 
cause them to cease this cruel war," wrote Annie Darden of North Carolina 
in the summer of 1861. "But he seeth best to afflict us more deeply. I say thy 
will be done, my Saviour & we will trust thee though thou slay us, for we 
know there is help in no other power but thine to quell the raging storm."' 
Suffering, Christianity promised, was not useless. Rightly managed, it could 
prove the avenue to deeper faith and ultimate salvation. Wartime theology 
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emphasized that chastisement demanded reformation; the Confederacy 
would have to repent of its sins to end the trial of war. God's punishment, 
expressed in interim defeats or failures, did not mean that ultimate success 
was impossible. Instead, setbacks had to be seen as warnings that called 
upon southerners to cleanse themselves ofwickedness and impiety, to trans- 
form themselves and their world to find God's favor.' 

Such a message, issued from pulpits across the South, consoled south- 
erners by reassuring them that hardships and losses-Forts Henry and 
Donelson, and Antietam-were but way stations on the road to a grander 
victory, if only the Confederacy heeded God's warnings. Abby Slocomb 
reported a "splendid sermon" by Bishop Thomas Atkinson of North Car- 
olina urging congregants to search their hearts for their own contributions to 
the "nation's iniquity" for which God was punishing them. Mattie Seward 
of Georgia was pleased by a sermon attacking "the specolators" and extor- 
tioners as the source of God's wrath, for she too believed that a preoccupa- 
tion with gain threatened the fabric of her wartorn society. Julia Davidson 
would have agreed with Seward's diagnosis of social ills, and she herself 
expressed them in similar terms. "I tell you Johny dear we are not humble 
enough. There is too much extortion too much speculation too much grasp- 
ing after wealth, fame & power, riches-riches, everybody is striving to get 
rich. I tell you we must humble ourselves before this war will close." Suffer- 
ing and chastisement would ensure that southerners would be better fitted 
to carry out their purpose as God's chosen. "We will come out of the furnace 
doubly purified for the good work & fight that God has given us to do," Kate 
Foster explained, "For to the people of the Confederacy is given the sublime 
mission of maintaining the supremacy of our Father in HeavenY8 

By casting the hardships of war into a narrative of punishment, reforma- 
tion, and deliverance, clergy offered southerners a basis for strength and 
confidence even amidst disaster. Such a rendering of their experience made 
religion a fundamental source of consolation for Confederate women. "If we 
did not have a Bible," Lizzie Ozburn wrote to Jimmie, "what would we do- 
tis more comfort to me than anything else now." A young New Orleans 
mother was even more emphatic. "If it was not for . . . religion that keep[s] 
me up, I would kill myself," she informed her absent husband. Religion 
came to seem essential to survival itself. Huddled together in a Freder- 
icksburg basement as shells fell around them, Jane Beale and her family 
recited psalms. "Tho' an host should encamp against me, my heart shall not 
fear." After three successive Confederate reverses in the West, Alice Ready of 
South Carolina banished her distress by designating the setbacks as "a 
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Julia Davidson after the war. Atlanta History Center, Atlanta, Georgia. 

punishment. . . God has sent upon us for our boastfulness." Some defeats, 
she reassured herself, were to be expected. "It would be an unparalleled war 
were [we] to meet with none and so far am I from being discouraged, that 
my faith has only grown stronger-I feel that we must and will succeed 
finally with the help of GodFg 

Like the nation's trial, death itself was within Christian understanding 
simply another hardship on the route to a greater glory-of salvation and 
eternal life. The loss ofloved ones, like military defeats, must be accepted as 
part of God's plan, even celebrated as the advent of immortality. Laura 
Haygood, daughter of a Methodist bishop, understodd this well as she 
wrote from boarding school to a grieving friend. "I know how very difficult 
it is for the heart to learn the lesson which God would teach us by death, but 
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when we do learn it the destroyers' dark path becomes a way of light to 
Heaven." When Sarah Espy's twenty-four-year-old son died in camp, she 
was able to stanch her sorrow with visions of the hereafter. "What a change 
from the sick, weary, harrassing camp life to the joys of Heaven! I feel that we 
should not grieve for him; for it is a happy release from these distressing 
times." Like many women who directly experienced war's dangers, Mary 
Hort of South Carolina found in religion a means to deal not just with the 
loss of friends or relatives but with the fear of her own death as well. When a 

Yankee soldier threatened her with a pistol and a knife, she calmly informed 
him, "If you kill me I shall go straight to heaven. I am a Christian."lo 

The All Important Subject 

Barred from "the tented field," women felt they could at least bear God's 
standard by strengthening the nation's Christian purpose. "We wanted to 
do so much more than we could," Mississippian Annie Harper remem- 
bered, "It was a satisfaction to invoke Almighty aid to do what we had left 
undone." As Alice Ready observed more directly, "ladies . . . can $ray"-no 
small contribution given the framework of Christian meaning with which the 
war had been popularly endowed. "Pray, maiden, pray!" urged "a ballad for 
the times, respectllly dedicated to the patriotic women of the South" and 
published as sheet music in Richmond in 1864. If victory depended more 
on pure faith than on strong battalions, women had an important realm for 
action. "The great benefit of this war," Laura Comer remarked, is that "it 
allows every one the luxury and privilege of doing good."" 

Traditional institutional religion, however, did not thrive on the Confed- 
erate homefront. Many churches closed their doors or sharply reduced the 
number of their services because of the departure of clergymen to the front. 
Countless southerners shared the experience of eleven-year-old Belle 
Strickland of Mississippi, who recorded in her diary in January 1865, "We 
went to church today but there was none." Sometimes several denomina- 
tions were compelled to ignore their differences and meet together.in order 
to share a single available minister. Even when services were held, however, 
lack of transportation often deterred worshipers whose horses, mules, and 
carriages had been impressed for war. Sarah Estes, a refugee, was unable to 
attend church because of her frequent relocations, and she feared "I will get 
to be almost a heathen." Near battlefields, churches became hospitals, mak- 
ing regular religious observances all but impossible. Many churches were 
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severely damaged or destroyed. During the siege of Vicksburg one minister 
held services only at the insistence of two female parishioners, who had a 
difficult time finding places to sit amidst the bricks, mortar, and glass that 
filled the damaged structure. In areas held by the enemy, southerners fre- 
quently boycotted services at which they knew they would be required to 
mix with Yankee soldiers and endure prayers for the Union president. "We 
couldn't attend Church," Mary W. M. Bell wrote her husband from oc- 
cupied Tennessee, "because the ministers are forced to pray for Lincoln. I 
haven't been to Church for 3 years on that account."12 

Although religious revivals swept through the Confederate army from 
1862 until the last months of the war, no comparable work of grace seemed 
to take place behind the lines. The Biblical Recorder found itself "con- 
strained to believe that there is much more religion in the army now, than 
among the people at home." Charges of "coldness" or godlessness against 
Confederate civilians, however, must be examined within the framework of 
the particular style of religious expression that characterized the southern 
homefront. The falling off of formal worship and the scarcity of dramatic 
revivals comparable to those in army camps did not necessarily represent a 
failure of devotion or piety. Religious forms changed behind the lines, with 
emphasis shifting from church-centered liturgy and ritual led by ordained 
ministers to home-centered observances often both directed and largely 
attended by women. As the gender of civilian worshipers changed, so too 
religious practice moved from a more public and male to a more domestic 
and female sphere.13 

Women organized regular prayer groups in towns and villages across the 
South and even tried to increase the power of their entreaties by coordinat- 
ing the hour of their worship. Newly installed as heads of households, 
women often turned to formal group prayer for'families black and white as a 
vehicle for strengthening solidarity and legitimating their new leadership. 
When the Holmes family fled from Charleston to the upcountry as refugees, 
Emma's mother inaugurated a system of family prayer morning and evening, 
something, the young woman noted, "we have never had before." During 
one of the first of many large religious meetings at her home in Winchester, 
Mary Lee felt awkward acting the part of minister for the several dozen 
assembled ladies, so even though she "conducted the services," she "con- 
fined myself to the prayer book prayers." Ready to serve as a conduit for 
God's words, she was not yet comfortable assuming the authority implied 
by uttering her own. At a hospital in Virginia, Kate Rowland and her mother 
served as nurse and matron but soon took on spiritual responsibilities as 
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well. Not only did they read regular Sunday services to the convalescents; 
they offered a rite of Christian burial for patients who failed to respond to 
their therapeutic efforts. "We have had no Chaplain all winter," Kate ex- 
plained, "so we had to make up the deficiency as far as possible our~elves."'~ 

As army evangelists acknowledged, women had formed the foundation of 
the prewar church; it was largely men who at the outset of war remained 
unconverted and unobservant, "partial or entire strangers," the Religious 
Herald remarked, "to him who labors among them in word and doctrine." 
Gathered in the army, they offered an appealing target for revivalists, for they 
had heretofore proved "most inaccessible to pastoral influence." Women at 
home, already believers, provided no such field for the harvest. The focus of 
female wartime piety was therefore not conversion, as it became for Chris- 
tian soldiers, but instead practice and even leadership, as civilian religion 
became in a sense domesticated-located and performed increasingly with- 
in the family and the home.15 

At least some of the celebrated religious enthusiasm of Confederate army 
camps had its origin behind the lines among women fearing the loss of their 
husbands not just in this world but for all time. As women searched their 
own souls for shortcomings that might be contributing to God's displeasure, 
they urged their husbands to do the same. The organized churches ex- 
ploited the power of this female message, institutionalizing it in the most 
popular of the many religious tracts supplied to soldiers during the war. By 
the end of 1862, interdenominational tract societies had distributed more 
than 150,ooo copies of A Mother's Parting Words in the Confederate army, 
reminding soldiers that "of all men," they had "the greatest need for piety" 
and assuring them too that despite the female preponderance in prewar 
church membership, "Piety will not make you effeminate or cowardly."16 

In peacetime, women had abided their husbands' lack of godly commit- 
ment, but the dangers of battle made disbelief intolerable. The death of an 
unconverted husband would mean eternal separation, the impossibility of a 
blessed reunion in the great hereafter. "Do you feel," Julia Davidson de- 
manded of Johnny, "that you have made peace with God? tell me Johnny 
dear what are your firosfiects for eternity[?]" Julia was certain that spiritual 
things should "be the all important subject with us now [and] should 
swallow up everything else." Rachel Craighead felt sufficiently strongly 
about religious questions to risk an all-out confrontation with her husband 
by insisting that he attend services. He was furious at her presumption in 
trying "to rule," but she felt empowered in her assertiveness by the higher 
purpose that inspired her, even though his fury made her "miserable." 
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Margaret Houston wrote to her son in the army specifying Bible verses 
relevant to his situation as a Christian soldier. "It would be a good plan to 
commit the whole of these verses to memory? A schedule for reading the 
New Testament in daily excerpts seemed a wise idea as well, and Margaret 
reminded her son of the duty to sing hymns as enjoined in the fifth chapter 
of James. Piety was an important prerequisite for victory, and women felt 
encouraged to exercise considerable spiritual authority in its pursuit. "If our 
people were God fearing soldiers," Leila Callaway explained, "I should not 
fear defeat."17 

War Has Hardened Us 

For all God's promises, though, it was hard to dispel doubt as months of 
war stretched into years and as the pain of individual bereavements mounted 
almost beyond endurance. In 1864 Mrs. C. A. Slocomb wrote from Colum- 
bia, where she was nursing her wounded son, to describe her alternating 
moods of discouragement and renewed faith. "I am very despondent at 
times, as the hope of a speedy peace seems so defered, and I almost fear our 
enemies are too strong for us-But then again I cannot think our Merciful 
Father will suffer us to sink under the weight of such a barbarous people as 
our foes have proved themselves. . . . I trust all these trials may be for our 
benefit and so purify us as a nation." Beginning with an expression of doubt, 
Slocomb invoked the narrative of chastisement and salvation to dissolve her 
fears. But she also revealed the anxiety and impatience that increasingly 
undermined women's confidence. Like so many Christians before them, 
Confederate women in war faced the vexed problem of theodicy-the diffi- 
culty of explaining why a just and all-powerful God permits the existence of 
evil. Sometimes it seemed hard to believe God intended the pain and adver- 
sity women found imposed upon them, and sometimes it was hard to believe 
that they could endure for much longer.lS 

The ever mounting death toll worked its terrible effects on women's 
sensibilities. By the middle years of the war almost no family remained 
exempt. On a round of visits to friends during a September day in 1863, 
Catherine Edmondston directly confronted the meaning of the bloody sum- 
mer of Gettysburg and Vicksburg. Calling at eight houses, she found each 
one in mourning for a husband, a brother, or a son. As Kate Stone observed 
at the end of the year, "Nearly every household mourns some loved one 
I O S ~ . ' ~ ) ~ ~  
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From the early months of war onward, mourning became ovenvhelm- 
ingly the concern of women. Men were in uniform, occupied with pressing 
military demands; it was women who remained to drape themselves in black 
and perform rituals of grief for the departed. To mourn slain soldiers was to 
impart to military deaths a broader Christian significance, to imbue political 
sacrifices with transcendent spiritual purpose. Women's tears consecrated 
the deaths of their men, assuring them spiritual and political immortality 
and ratifymg each casualty as a contribution not only to Confederate victory 
but to a more sacred notion of Christian martyrdom with which the Cause 
had become confounded. Mourning fit neatly as well with prevailing as- 
sumptions about the particular attributes of women. Christian grief encom- 
passes above all resignation and submission, an abnegation of self in the face 
of the power and will of the Almighty Father. Women, accustomed to assum- 
ing such postures within the terrestrial sphere, were especially suited for this 
religious work. In wartime mourning, Confederate women affirmed their 
acceptance of personal loss in deference to purposes both terrestrial and 
divine. A husband, a brother, a lover, or a son might be dead, but the will of 
the state and the will of God had been done. Women's mourning had the 
potential to serve as a comforting ratification of female subservience and 
compliance carrying political as well as religious  implication^.^^ 

The possibility of such multifaceted reassurance may help to explain the 
enormous wartime popularity of The Burial of LatanL The painting, com- 
pleted by William D. Washington in 1864, celebrated women's special re- 
sponsibility for mourning as well as their new centrality in religious obser- 
vance more generally. Originally hung in the artist's Richmond studio, the 
three-by-four-foot canvas attracted such "throngs of visitors" that it was 
moved to the capitol building. There a bucket was placed beneath the work 
for contributions to the Confederate cause; the painting took on the status of 
a national icon. 

The Burial of Latane' depicts the hneral of a young Confederate lieuten- 
ant killed during the Seven Days campaign of 186.2. Left among strangers, 
southern civilians behind enemy lines, William Latant's body is consigned 
to the care of women, for neither minister nor family members can be 
summoned for last rites. Instead, a group of women and slaves gathers to 
inter the slain hero. 

Firmly within the genre of narrative history painting, Latane' recounts a 
story of Christian sacrifice and nationalist triumph at the same time it repre- 
sents women as celebrants of what is at once a holy and a political commu- 
nion. A matron, not a clergyman, leads the service, but she, like Winches- 
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The Burial of LatanQ oil painting, 1864~ by William D. Washington. Courtesy of 
JudgeJohn DeHardit. 

ter's Mary Lee, looks to God and prayer book for her words. Slaves, leaning 
on their shovels, join white women in symbolic rendering of homefront 
support for the Confederate cause. Ritualized grief, Washington suggested, 
unites and sanctifies. The Burial of Latani both depicted and enshrined 
women's cultural responsibility for mo~rning.~'  

In the early months of war, deaths were in fact marked with elaborate 
ceremony. When Charleston's slain were returned from First Manassas on 
July 26,1861, business was suspended throughout the city, and three com- 
panies of cavalry escorted the bodies from the railroad depot to City Hall. 
There the dead heroes lay in state until more than a thousand soldiers 
accompanied them to St. Paul's Church and at last to Magnolia Cemetery. A 
little more than a year later Constance Cary described her distress at a very 
different burial scene in Richmond's Hollywood Cemetery: "six or seven 
coffins dropped into one yawning pit, and hurriedly covered in, all that a 
gratehl country could render in return for precious lives." By late 1862, one 
observer noted, the wounded in Richmond were dying by the dozens and 
were buried four in a coffin, while the battlefield dead were simply thrown 
into ditches. At a military hospital in Oxford, Mississippi, a nurse remem- 
bered that soldiers had been interred "in bunches, just like dead chickens," 
with no minister available to mark their passage to eternity.22 

This altered behavior marked significant shifts in attitude. Fannie Beers, a 
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Mourning women. "Cemetery in New Orleans." Frank Leslie's Illustrated 
Newspaper, April 15,1863. 

hospital matron in Georgia, commented on the change in her own behavior 
toward the dead. At first she had insisted on attending each dead soldier and 
reading a part of the burial service at his grave. "But it had become impossi- 
ble. The dead were past help; the living always needed succor." By the last 
years of the war coffins were all but unavailable, and mourning.clothes 
impossible to secure. "People do not mourn their dead as they used to," 
Kate Stone observed in April 1864. "Everyone seems to live only in the 
present-just from day to day-otherwise I fancy many would go crazy." 
Notjust mourning but death itselfhad taken on a new meaning. Carrie Fries 
explained to her fiancC in 1863 that she viewed it "in an entirely different 
light from what I did a year ago." "Death does not seem half so terrible as it 
did long ago," Kate Stone agreed. "War has hardened us," confirmed young 
Nannie Haskins in the summer of 1864. Numbness offered protection, a 
defense against the unfathomable losses and pain. Kate Foster recognized 
the origins ofher own emotional transformation in her brother's death. After 
his departure, "My heart became flint. I am almost afi-iad to love too dearly 
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anyone now." But such denial represented another kind of loss as well, an 
abandonment of feeling, a deadening of sensibility that was terrible in itself. 
u Bury me not in war times," Mary Lee remarked. "No one feels anything 

now."23 
Christian doctrines of resignation seemed to support this psychological 

process of numbing and denial, but, however sanctified, submission to 
God's will remained a severe trial for those struggling to accept the pain of 
bereavement. Each new loss, each new horror threatened to break through 
the protective shell. Women invoked religious doctrines and texts almost as 
incantations in their effort to transcend suffering and grief, to wean them- 
selves from the cares of this world. "I1 faut se rbsigner B la volonte de Dieu et 
accepter les croix qu'il nous envoie. . . . I1 faut me soumettre et prier et 
espbrer," wrote A. Grima of New Orleans as she worried about her son at 
the front. Women reiterated Deuteronomy 33:r5, a favorite verse for both 
sermons and meditation: "As thy days-so shall thy Strength be"-God's 
promise to balance trials with endurance and not to ask the impossible of his 
children.24 

But resignation and denial had their limits. Julia Davidson characteris- 
tically blamed herself for her persisting distress. "I know if I was a good true 
Christian &had plenty of faith in the Almighty I would get along smoothly. I 
could say all will be well. Oh I wish I was. I then could be resigned to my fate 
whatever it may be but alas I know I come far short of my duty." Susan 
Caldwell complained repeatedly of her inability to "gain power over my own 
rebellious heart to say God's Wi l l  be done. Oh! how hard to be submissive." 
Even with the supports of religion, Caldwell believed "I cannot stand a great 
deal more." She longed to be a pious Christian, to live for heaven, and to be 
certain she would reach there and find rest. "But I find it hard. My heart is 
so rebellious? "I am trying to learn 'Thy will be done,'" wrote a Texas 
woman. "Give me the grace to learn oh Lord. 'Not my will but thine Oh 
God be done,'" pleaded a woman who had just heard of her husband's 
death at Gettysburg. As life's realities became ever less supportable, women 
sought in Christianity the conviction to "wear this world like a loose gar- 
ment." An anonymous woman transformed her questioning and focused her 
"impious eye" in a poem for an Atlanta newspaper: 

I cannot weep, I dare not pray; 
Sad and rebellious thought 

Has swayed my lonely soul today, 
And night no calm has brought. 
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Why Might should trample on Right 
And Guilt on Innocence, 

And prayerful toil in sorrow's night 
Receive no recompense? 

But after expressing her distress, the poet abandoned her challenge, im- 
pugning its very legitimacy in the face of God's omnipotence: 

Why? . . . but I turn my impious eye 
To yonder radiant heaven; 

I bow beneath the calm reply 
Its shining stars have given. 

Systems of worlds roll vast and grand, 
Each round its central sun, 

And I dare doubt their Maker's Hand 
Can wisely govern one? 

Humbled and awed, to earth I sink, 
How weak I seem, how vain 

When even this earth is but a link 
In great creation's chain.25 

Doubt was resolved in female self-abasement, a belittling of the self, of the 
"I" that dares to question. Significantly, God's legitimacy here derived not 
from his benevolence but from his power; the evidence the poet cited for his 
wisdom was his strength, and she described her own worship as arising not 
from love but humility, awe, and weakness. 

Some women, however, actively resisted humble acceptance of defeat and 
slaughter. Nannie Haskins, distraught at her brother's death as well as at a 
string of Confederate losses, was surprised when she read over a diary entry. 
"I write," she observed, "as if I was complaining against heaven." Quickly 
she moved to counter any hint of trespass against God's plan. "No after all it 
may have been for our bood." Clara Solomon, bemoaning news of Confed- 
erate casualties, caught herself short. "But stop," she wrote. "We are quar- 
relling with Divine Providence. 'He doeth all things well.' " Contemplating 
the almost unmentionable possibility of ultimate Confederate failure, Alice 
Ready confessed, "I would not [wish to] rebel against His decree, but my 
faith has never been so weak as tonight." When Henry Timrod wrote in 1861 
that to doubt the war's outcome was to lack faith in God, he had intended to 
invoke the South's unwavering piety to bolster Confederate nationalism. But 
he proved prophetic in a manner he did not anticipate. Weakening confi- 
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dence in the Confederacy would instead begin to undermine religious cer- 
tainty. Some women "plainly indicated," Mary Gay reported, "that if our 
cause failed they would lose all faith in a prayer-answering God."26 

'LSometimes in my wickedness," Sarah Estes confessed in late 1862, "I 
feel as if God had forsaken us." Widowed, homeless, and destitute, Cornelia 
McDonald of Winchester described lying on a sofa through "dreadhl hours 
of unbelief and hopelessness," feeling, like Estes, abandoned by God. But 
gradually memories of his goodness crept over her, and "with that remem- 
brance came the resolve, 'Though he slay me, yet will I trust in Him.' " For 
Mary Gay a brother's death proved the test of her faith, but one that she' 
failed. "I did not believe it was God's will that my brother should die, and I 
could not say to that Holy Being, 'Thy will be done.' "27 

Significantly, some women no longer able passively to bear war's suffering 
were propelled to action in pursuit of their own interests in this world. Ida 
Wilkom of Louisiana abandoned resignation and calm acceptance of her lot 
for political expression when she wrote in 1862 to the Confederate secretary 
of war. Her words essentially turned the popular and consoling verse from 
Deuteronomy on its head. As thy days, God had promised, so shall thy 
strength be. But Ida Wilkom demanded her husband's release from the 
army, explaining, "I have tried everything to submit to the will of God in 
tranquil resignation; but I find, a human being can suffer only according to 
human strength." Wilkom here placed the limits of human suffering within a 
secular, terrestrial context. Her endurance was human, not divine, in capac- 
ity, and God had not provided his promised attentiveness in the meting out 
of pain; the demands of her days were exceeding the strength with which 
she had been endowed.28 

The "rebelliousness" that for so many doubters remained theological 
and abstract had the potential to assume concrete form; activism like that of 
Ida Wilkom was a logical outcome of the merging of religion and politics in 
the Confederate South. If the war was but a metaphor or a type for larger 
religious questions, women could scrutinize current events for moral mean- 
ings and make legitimate judgments on the operations of the public sphere. 

Terrestrial institutions of power were extensions of divine government. 
God had delegated his power to white men, his earthly surrogates, and had 
mandated the subordination ofwhite women and black slaves. In the view of 
many southern women, this created a continuum of power with God the 
highest master, a patriarch one level of command above Jefferson Davis. 
Petitioning women of all classes often addressed Davis in language that 
bespoke this conception. Women's letters revealed the novelty of this new 

Women and Religion { 193 ) 



engagement with politics, as well as their comfortable familiarity with a more 
sacred realm of action and expression. A North Carolina woman requesting 
her husband's discharge explained, "I know not how to ask the favor that I 
have Attempted. Yet I have been taught to ask in faith beleive and I would 
receive and I now ask ofyou as Earthly Father one favor that is in your power 
to grant." A woman of Chesterfield County, Virginia, readily admitted that 
writing a public official represented a new departure. "I am unused to sue to 
any one save my Maker." Anna McConnell of Mobile appealed to Davis as 
"the redeemer of our country," and Henrietta McDonald entreated him just 
"as I would the God of heaven for the salvation of my soul," when she 
sought her son's discharge from the army. Political petitioning emerged 
directly from the traditions and habits and even the language of divine 
prayer.2g 

The governments of heaven and earth seemed of a piece. Elizabeth Col- 
lier, a young woman from Hillsborough, North Carolina, understood their 
relationship clearly: "the ultimate person on whom all depend is God-but 
it is also true that. . . women learn the necessity of dependence on Him by 
the necessary resting of their nature on men." Dependence and subordina- 
tion were enjoined by both theology and politics. By the late years of the 
war, however, the protection that was their guaranteed accompaniment had 
seemingly disappeared, and dependence had proved dangerous. Neither 
God nor Jefferson Davis was attending'to women's desperate needs. 
Women, now alone, struggled to take care of themselves, paying a high price 
for their new and enforced autonomy. Just as Davis's staff marked "File" on 
moving appeals from women seeking relief from intolerable circumstances, 
so God too seemed to be proving deaf to heartfelt prayers and pleas. In- 
creasingly, suffering produced not resignation but anger-directed against 
both God and the state.30 

Confederate surrender posed an all but insurmountable challenge to 
Confederate women's faith, to the system of belief that had explained their 
world and had justified the costly sacrifices demanded of them for four long 
years. Suffused with feelings of rage and betrayal, some women explicitly- 
even if temporarily-rejected God. "I know not how to bear it," Grace 
Elmore reflected in May 1865. "I cannot be resigned. Hard thoughts against 
my God arise; questions of his justice, of his mercy . . . refbe to be 
silenced." Women struggled to recbncile reality with the Christian narratives 
of suffering and redemption that had consoled them for so long, but they 
could find no reason, no understanding. "Day and night in every moment of 
quiet," Elmore explained, "I am trying to work out the meaning of this 
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horrible fact." Virginia French wrote in much the same way of her search for 
some means to understand what within her existing system of belief was 
incomprehensible. "And this is what I am trying now to realize-I long to 
find out 'What golden fruit lies hidden in the husk?' . . . I believe we shall see 
it-if not now hereafter."Mary Lee confessed herself "utterly bewildered." 
She was, she wrote, "like a ship at sea without pilot or compass." The 
hierarchies of belief and social order within which they had located their 
souls and their identities had been overthrown. Neither God-as they had 
so long understood him-nor Jefferson Davis remained to pilot their vessel; 
neither Christianity nor Confederate nationalism seemed any longer ade- 
quate to serve as guiding compass.31 

War had dealt a significant blow to the logic of Christian-and, by im- 
plication, female-submission. At the same time the warborn merging of 
religion and politics had brought to the South a justification for women's 
relevance within a more public realm. Antebellum northern reform had 
arisen out of just such a configuration of belief and action. But southern 
women had not shared the spiritual and social empowerment experienced 
by so many of their northern sisters during the prewar years. For southern 
women, necessity, not choice, would prove to be the source of change- 
what they would have called the "mother of invention." The realities of life 
in the Confederacy impressed on white southern women the dangers of 
dependence on God or man. A new sense of God's distance and disengage- 
ment combined with a distrust of the men on whom they had so long relied 
to impel Confederate women toward a new independence in the postwar 
world. Women themselves would feel required to act as both pilot and 
compass. 
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Bottled 

N K E E  MEN 

Wrath 

Women's wartime rage expressed itself most unreservedly in what 
became their legendary hostility toward invading Yankee soldiers. Southern 
females, the northern press proclaimed, were hardly the genteel and gra- 
cious ladies of popular imagination, but "she-devils," vicious and vitupera- 
tive in their verbal and even physical assaults on occupying troops. "Such 
. . . acerbity, vengeance and venom I have never seen exceeded," a corre- 
spondent for the New Tork World reported to his readers. "By all odds," 
another journalist observed, they were "far worse rebels than the men." 
With words, gestures, chamber pots, and even, on occasion, pistols, white 
women assaulted the enemy in ways that many southerners celebrated as 
heroic testimony to female courage and patriotism.' 



Yet women's anger involved more than just a simple statement of political 
loyalties. The behavior of southern ladies toward northern troops repre- 
sented simultaneous affirmations and transgressions of gender and class 
boundaries; women's actions reveal both the persistence and the subversion 
of traditional assumptions about their place and power. Women's own re- 
flections about their unprecedented rage and aggression-which often sur- 
prised even themselves-demonstrate the displacement of other deeply felt 
resentments even more threatening to their long-cherished identities and 
 attachment^.^ 

The Day of Woman's Power 

Many Confederate females never came face to face with Union soldiers. 
As the North tightened its military grip, however, sending first conquering 
then occupying armies into the South, numbers of white women passed 
under the direct authority of enemy troops. On the borders of the Confeder- 
acy-in parts of Virginia, Tennessee, Louisiana, and Mississippi-southern 
ladies and northern soldiers confronted one another daily as civilian com- 
munities submitted to Union rule. Women found themselves living perma- 
nently "in captivity" in New Orleans or Nashville, or compelled in the 
Shenandoah Valley to negotiate alternating waves of Blue and Gray, as 
opposing forces struggled to hold contested positions. Perhaps most fright- 
ening, however, by 1864 women in Georgia and the Carolinas who had 
consoled themselves with their comforting distance from battle encountered 
a newly terrible face of war when Sherman explicitly identified the civilian 
population, or at least its property and its morale, as appropriate military 
targets. 

Substantial numbers of southern women experienced war on rather than 
behind the lines, in a homefront that had been gradually transformed into a 
battlefront by modern warfare. As Catherine Cochran tellingly remarked 
after enemy forces arrived in her Virginia town, "we've seen the elephant at 
last." Understandably, women were perplexed about how to respond to 
these unprecedented circumstances. If they were by centuries-old custom 
barred from entering "the tented field," and if they were by socialization 
trained to repress anger and aggression and to eschew violence, what were 
they to do when the battlefield came to them? Astonished and all but 
overwhelmed by her belligerent feelings toward the Yankees who had taken 
control of Winchester early in 1862, Mary Lee begged an absent friend to 
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"Pray for me . . . that I may retain my Christianity &womanly attributes, as 
well as my patriotism." Her religion and the female role she had internalized 
seemed impossibly at odds with what she regarded as her new political 
responsibilities as a Confederate. Unwittingly compelled by war into a pub- 
lic sphere, Lee feared that the domestic virtues she had cultivated for more 
than four decades would be ~ndermined.~ 

In March 1862 a Union officer arrived on Lee's doorstep to demand she 
relinquish a Confederate flag rumored to be hidden in her house. When he 
warned that he might not be able to restrain his men if they were compelled 
to search her property, Lee responded with fury. Instead of accustomed and 
expected male protection, she now confronted intimidating threats. "I 
never," she wrote, "had such feelings in my life. I was so mad I was trem- 
bling with passion." Like many elite southern women, Lee supposed that 
her status and gender should and would shield her-that before she was an 
enemy, she was a woman, and more than that, a lady. The officer's warning 
was infuriating in its direct challenge to these assumptions of prerogative. 
Mary Lee inaugurated her own three-year battle with the Yankees, endeavor- 
ing to establish her claims as a woman while she took advantage of gendered 
privileges to act in behalf of her Confederate sympathies. Early in the con- 
flict, Lee sought an interview with the Union provost marshal, intending to 
educate him in the nature of woman's legitimate expectations. "I told Capt. 
Alexander . . . that we were all rebels but that we expected as citizens to be 
treated according to the usages of civilized warfare & as women, we de- 
manded the courtesy that every lady has the right to expect fiom every 
gentleman." Whether out of deference to her person or to the power of her 
argument, Alexander "bowed and agreed with me." When two months later 
General Milroy threatened to billet soldiers in Lee's parlor and dining room, 
she appeared before him in a calculatedly "bland manner . . . simply to 
demand the protection that every woman had a right to demand from every 
man." Just as Captain Alexander had agreed, Milroy relented, implicitly 
affirniing her  claim^.^ 

Like Lee, women across the South found comfort in the expectation that, 
whatever their differences, northerners and southerners shared fundamental 
cultural assumptions about the prerogatives of white womanhood. Confed- 
erate ladies consoled themselves with the faith that the armor of gender 
would protect them. Alice Ready, contemplating a northern advance in the 
early months of war, was "really surprised at myself how little fear I feel at 
their approach. Col. Hale said, 'true woman could disarm . . . their evil 
intentions'. . . . I am relying upon that." Yet fleetingly she wondered if a 
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Confederate women and Yankee men in Savannah. "The Wives, DaughtersJ and 
Servants of the Chivalry of Savannah Accepting Aid front the U.S. Commissary." 

Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper, February 25,1865. 

pistol might not provide a more comforting basis for confidence. Like Colo- 
nel Hale, George Peddy encouraged his wife, Kate, to rely on the moral 
force of her sex and her position to serve as a defensive weapon. "Honey," 
he wrote, "should ten thousand come to your home, maintain your un- 
sul[l]ied dignity as a lady and the cowards will crouch before your steady 
gaze." In Tennessee, Virginia French enhanced the force of her own steely 
eye with a blunt verbal reminder. As a Yankee marauder pushed to enter her 
house, "I laid my hand on his shoulder and looked him right in the eyes . . . 
and asked 'Are you a man?' he hesitated a moment-seemed surprised that I 
should dare interfere, and said, 'Yes' 'Are you a gentleman?' he did not 
reply. . . . Well, [I] said 'if he is a gentleman he will show it by going out of 
this house.'" Confident that the Yankees would not violate the innermost 
realms of feminine privacy, French had hidden her jewelry in pockets under 
her hoops. Like Emma LeConte and countless other besieged southern 
women, she assumed "they will hardly search our  person^."^ 

The privileges of gender did in fact provide considerable protection for 
Confederate females and served also as the foundation for their much 
vaunted belligerence. Most Yankee soldiers were reluctant to harm white 
southern women, particularly those who seemed to be ladies of the middle 
or upper class. Union officers frequently restrained or reprimanded enlisted 

Confederate Women and Yankee Men 1 199 } 



men who failed to show sufficient respect. Even when the scorched earth 
policies of the later years of the war threatened women's property-the 
basis, of course, for their ultimate survival-very few reports appeared of 
assaults on their persons. White females, particularly those of the elite, were 
rarely victims of rape by invading soldiers. In all likelihood black women 
served as the unfortunate sexual spoils when Union soldiers asserted their 
traditional right of military conque~t .~  

There were, of course, exceptions to this general pattern. In areas where 
bushwhacking and guerrilla warfare prevailed, undisciplined men were far 
more likely to challenge the usages of "civilized warfare" Mary Lee had 
invoked. The endemic violence in Missouri, for example, did not entirely 
spare white women, although historian Michael Fellman has argued that, in 
the abstract at least, even Missouri's guerrillas embraced a code that en- 
joined "harming women and children." Irregular forces, he has written, 
"had an even more desperate need than Union soldiers to believe that they 
were gentlemen to the ladies." In areas such as western North Carolina 
or eastern Tennessee, where civilian loyalties were divided and contested 

throughout the war, white women were seen as actors and therefore poten- 
tial targets in the unconventional warfare. Reports exist of wives hung by 
their thumbs or crushed under fence rails in an effort to force them to reveal 
their husbands' whereabouts. The women victimized in these situations, 
however, were almost never from the privileged classes of slaveowning fam- 
ilies. Elite southerners had never been numerous in these mountainous 
regions and would in any case have possessed both the means and the 
motivation to flee as refugees from impending social anar~hy.~ 

Inhibitions about violence against white women provided Confederate 
females with opportunities and freedoms denied southern men. "This is 
surely," Mary Lee remarked in April 1862, "the day of woman's power; the 
men are afraid to do or say, anything, & leave all to us." Women, Amanda 
Chappelear confirmed, "do not fear to express their sentiments as the men 
do." "Being a lady," one Missouri slaveholder explained, she was "unac- 
customed to being held responsible for anything she might say." Cornelia 
McDonald of Winchester was so outspoken in her verbal attacks on the 
Yankees who ruined her property and occupied her house that Mary Lee 
described her neighbor as "daring in her audacity," "one of the talking 
heroines." In spite of McDonald's belligerence, the soldiers never touched 
her. But they did seize an opportunity to beat and kick her teenaged son 
Harry when in response to their questions he proudly declared himself a 
"secesh? Kate Carney's mother was similarly spared. When she boldly 
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resisted Yankee efforts to seize her horses, an exasperated soldier declared, 
"If she was a man I would whip her." Protections of class often reinforced 
those of gender. Mary Lee believed Winchester's invaders enthralled by the 
appeal of aristocratic southern women. L'They are completely overwhelmed 
by a very stately & grand air; they have the most profound respect for the 
F.F.V.'s, & would do anything to get a civil word from us."8 

Women readily seized on their immunity. Largely freed from fear of 
northern reprisals, many women seemed liberated as well from the inhibi- 
tions that had defined their positions as ladies. In their eyes Yankees seemed 
to exist outside all constraints of propriety or compassion. "I have such a 
thorough contempt of them," Mary Lee explained, "that I do not realize 
they are human beings." Alice Ready, who retained some compunctions 
about female propriety, hoped to avoid speaking to enemy soldiers directly 
for she did not think "I could control my tongue. :. . I feel as if I could spit 
upon them and never call them anything but dogs? Ready admitted she was 
"shocked at myself at times, when I think of the wishes which my heart 
frames and lips utter for them." Loss of control became the essence of the 
response of many women to the invaders; the presence ofYankees seemed to 
represent a license to vent emotions southern ladies were customarily ex- 
pected to keep in tight rein. "I said many grotesque things," Catherine 
Broun admitted. Sallie Munford was "astonished at the force of my feelings 
against the Yankees." Catherine Cochran of Virginia was similarly surprised 
at the insolent remarks that issued from her mouth. "I couldnt help quarrell- 
ing with them[;] it seemed a relief to my rage." Emma Holmes of South 
Carolina confessed her great satisfaction in taunting Sherman's troops. "Oh 
how I enjoyed being able to relieve my bottled wrath." Holmes's fi-ustrations 
after four long years of war at last found expression in an all but risk-free 
verbal assault on the enemyg 

Women proudly reported the cleverness of their responses to Yankee 
provocations, sometimes recording lengthy dialogues demonstrating their 
verbal triumphs. When a group of young women in Williamsburg, Virginia, 
gathered together for the first time during McClellan's occupation in the 
Peninsula campaign of 1862, Harriette Cary noted that "of course there was 
much to be told by each-instances of courageous retort, for which frequent 
opportunities have been given by these provoking villains." Kate Carney was 
delighted when she seemed to win over the Yankee enlisted men during a 
verbal contest with their officer. In a "cutting speech," she was berating 
Union troops for cowardly retreats at Shiloh, Bull Run, and Richmond, 
when a private broke in and urged her not to forget to question his captain 
about Yankees fleeing before the enemy at Pittsburg Landing.l0 
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For women who had felt useless in the battle against invading north- 
erners, such confrontations offered the satisfaction of direct participation in 
attacks on the enemy troops. What had for many Confederate women been 
"impotent rage" could in the face of Union soldiers achieve expression and 
find a target; southern females embraced the opportunity to employ what 
Sarah Morgan of Louisiana called "their woman weapon, the tongue." As 
Harriette Cary and her friends reassured one another, women too had a 
chance to be "courageous,"to rival the boldness of their men, at least within 
their protected sphere of verbal warfare. "Ambition whispered now perhaps 
is the time to make a heroine of yourself," Alice Ready explained as Federal 
troops approached her Tennessee home. Imbued with the same romantic 
notions of war's glories that inspired their men, southern women seemed in 
the eyes of one Yankee officer to possess "a theatrical desire to figure as 
heroines."" 

At times women progressed beyond words. In Rome, Georgia, students 
at a ladies' seminary emptied their chamber pots on troops below their 
windows. Elizabeth McKamy of Tennessee frightened herself when she 
responded with violence to a Yankee who snatched a crust of bread from her 
nephew. "Before I realized what I was doing, I began beating that Yankee 
over the shoulders with a stick of stove wood." One Arkansas woman 
pushed a soldier down the stairs when he tried to wrestle her dead brother's 
suit out of her hands, and another Arkansan filled a shovel with ashes from 
the hearth and emptied it on the table when six Federal soldiers walked in 
and sat down to dinner. The Yankees grinned and departed. Even when 
seventeen-year-old Belle Boyd drew a pistol from her skirts and shot a 
Yankee threatening to search her mother's Virginia house, Belle escaped 
punishment.12 

The Right to Bear Arms 

A few Confederate women expressed their ambition for female heroism 
and their rage at the Yankees by attempting to become soldiers. From the 
outset, women had looked with envy as their brothers and husbands de- 
parted to reap war's glories, and many indulged fantasies about being men 
and taking part in the gallant fight. For some, this fantasy became reality. As 
many as 400 women North and South d i s ~ i s e d  themselves and served in 
the army. In January 1863 the Charleston Mercury recounted the tale of one 
of the best-known female soldiers, Amy Clarke, who volunteered as a pri- 
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vate, the paper explained, in order not to be parted from her husband. After 
his death at Shiloh, she continued to fight, was twice wounded, and then 

was taken prisoner by the Yankees, who discovered her sex. 'LBut they did 

not permit her to return', to the South, the Mercury explained, "until she 
had donned female apparel," the equivalent in this situation, apparently, of 
the customary parole of noncombatancy from returned prisoners. Actions 
like Clarke's were so exceptional they hardly proved threatening to prevail- 
ing assumptions about women's roles; the occasional Joan of Arc was un- 
likely to turn the world upside down, especially if, as in Clarke's case, her 
motivation for enlistment could be construed as wifely devotion. Neverthe- 
less, in reporting the adventures of a woman with a story much like Amy 
Clarke's, the Milkdgeuille Southern Federal Union felt compelled to assure 
its readers it had "heard nothing in any degree to implicate the good charac- 
ter and standing of this gallant heroine." Her motivations had to be sharply 
distinguished fi-om those of the camp follower.13 

More common than instances of individual women passing as soldiers 
were reports of local companies organized for home defense. In the first 
months of war these efforts often represented women's desire to join in the 
unfolding drama ofwar, to find a purpose for lives that seemed all too useless 
in comparison with their men's. Students at Wesleyan Female College in 
Macon, Georgia, for example, organized themselves into military companies 
and held drills and parades. By the later years of the conflict, however, when 
so few men remained at home to provide protection, women often felt 
compelled to make some effort to defend themselves. In LaGrange, Georgia, 
women banded together to form a military company that they proudly 
named for Nancy Hart, a local heroine who had boldly trapped a group of 
British officers during the Revolution. Enlisting an experienced but dis- 
abled soldier as teacher, "nearly all the young ladies" of LaGrange took up 
marching and marksmanship, practicing in a farm field where they managed 
to kill a few innocent cows. When a force of Yankees approached the town, a 
fleeing Confederate ordered the assembled Nancy Harts to their houses, but 
not one "heeded such an unmilitary request." When the Federal cavalry 
arrived, they found the women soldiers armed to greet them. "Believing it to 
be good policy to conciliate the enemy," an officer of the company ex- 
plained, she invited the Yankees to tea. LaGrange was spared the torch, and 
the Union commander later married one of the Nancy Harts.14 

Reporting on her military experience years after the war, Leila Morris 
characterized it as a fiolic. No intimation of fear or anger darkens her tale of 
female ingenuity and courage; hostility toward the invaders and the women's 
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seriousness of purpose have alike all but disappeared in the romantic haze of 
postwar reconciliation. Twenty-eight women of Harrisonburg, Virginia, 
however, began to organize a regiment in quite a different frame ofmind. In a 
December 1864 letter to the Confederate secretary of war, Annie Samuels, 
Irene Bell, and their associates requested that "the right to bear arms in 
defense of our homes be delegated to certain of the fairer portion of the ill 
starred Confederacy." The latest conscription bill, they explained, would 
take "every 'lord of creation' from sixteen to sixty." Having already been 
subjected to "every conceivable outrage and suffering" because of the "in- 
competency of the Confederate Army upon which we depend for defense," 
these women sought to take matters into their own hands. Angry at their 
"lords," both for abandoning and for failing to protect them, Harrisonburg's 
ladies prepared to defend themselves against Federal troops. "We are not 
quite ready," the s e c r e t a ~  ofwar responded sardonically, "to call the Ladies 
to our help in the Field." But neither was he prepared to provide the women 
with the protection they sought.I5 

Women's anger was here simultaneously directed against Confederate 
and Yankee men-Confederates for their incompetence and Yankees for the 
tangible military threat they posed. Although the secretary of war mocked 
the ladies' military ambitions, he, like Confederate discourse generally, cele- 
brated southern women's outspokenness against the Yankee foe. Far better, 
he might recognize, to have Harrisonburg's females focus their discontent 
on the invaders than on the "incompetency" of their own men. Whatever 
transgressive potential rested within ladies' unaccustomed and unseemly 
rage, there could be no more socially acceptable target or release than the 
Yankee, who served as a safety valve for emotions frustrated women might 
otherwise have directed within their own families, households, or social 
order. Women's anger and women's loss of control were in their confionta- 
tions with Yankees restrained within safe channels, actually posing little 
danger to the females themselves or to the broader conventions of southern 
womanhood. 

Discretion Is the Better Part 

At least some women, dissenting from their sisters' aggressive and bellig- 
erent posture, worried that antagonistic behavior threatened both women's 
safety and prevailing standards of feminine propriety. In part these disagree- 
ments seem to have paralleled divisions of age, with older women more wary 
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of the possibly dangerous consequences of unmitigated hostility and more 
practiced in the maintenance of decorum and self-control. Mary Lee was 

apprehensive lest the Yankees later choose to burn the dwellings of the 
Winchester women who had been most outspoken, and she was concerned 
as well about the ultimate impact of indelicate behavior on woman's charac- 
ter and virtue. "Will we ever," she wondered, "be gentle, refined ladies 
again, using mild terms &walking the streets with pleasant, friendly counte- 
nances[?] Scorn & contempt are such habitual expressions, that I fear they 
will not readily give place to more ladylike ones." Belligerent actions by 
women, she believed, were in "bad taste; cold contemptuous silence is more 
galling." She had quickly grown tired, she confided to her diary, of the 
contest "as to which [woman] shall make the most cutting rejoinders."16 

Lee advocated manipulation rather than confrontation and prided herself 
at all she secretly accomplished-even under constant Federal scrutiny. 
Collecting clothing, boots, and supplies for Confederate soldiers from the 
countryside around Winchester, convincing Union doctors to permit Win- 
chester's ladies to nurse and feed the Confederate wounded, and parrying 
repeated threats of Yankee seizure of her house and property, Mary Lee 
exulted in her L'faculty for managing men." Just as southern women used 
their feminine hoops to hide their valuables, so Lee took advantage of the 
prerogatives of her gender to shield her treasonous activities. Mary Lee 
employed Yankees' chivalry and restraint against them. Violent confronta- 
tion might offer emotional release and satisfaction, Lee noted, but usually 
accomplished little for the Cause at the high price ofdegrading southern 
womanhood." 

Sarah Morgan of Louisiana reconsidered the purposes of the war in light 
of her revulsion at the "rude, illmannered behavior" of some of her female 
compatriots. "I insist, that if the valor and chivalry of our men cannot save 
our country, I would rather have it conquered by a brave race, than owe its 
liberty to the Billingsgate oratory and demonstrations of some of these 
'ladies'. . . . Do I consider the female who could spit on a gentleman's face 
merely because he wore United States buttons, as a fit associate for me?" For 
Morgan, dictates of class and gender identity overrode those of nation. Kate 
Cumming agreed that silence was more eloquent and more seemly than 
outspoken insult. "'Discretion,'" she affirmed, "'is the better part of 
valor.' "Is 

Unmitigated hatred and hostility struck many pious southern women not 
just as unladylike but as unchristian. Alice Ready was "shocked" at the 
intensity of her hatred and confessed, "I sometimes fear I am loosing all the 
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charity which I ever possessed." Nineteen-year-old Amanda Worthington of 
Mississippi worried that hei. inability to repress a "deep underlying thirst for 
vengeance" against the Yankees who had killed her brother would prevent 
her reunion with him in heaven. Both Mary Lee and Ada Bacot struggled to 
overcome their aversion to nursing wounded Federals hospitalized beside 
their heroic Confederates. "It will be hard," Bacot confessed, "to treat them 
as I do the other men but I know it is my duty." As Mary Lee had feared, her 
patriotism threatened to undermine her sense of Christian obligation. Sarah 
Morgan was appalled at the "wicked, malignant feelings that I did not 
believe could dwell in woman's heart." Devout females, fded with "all 
Christian meekness" would burst into "mad tirade[s] of abuse," wishing 
plague, fever, and famine upon the Yankees. "Oh woman!" she exclaimed, 
"into what loathsome violence you have abased your holy mission."1g 

Noting the hypocrisy of so many of her Christian friends, Phoebe Levy 
Pember congratulated herself that she had been born a Jew, adherent of a 
religion that advocated not forgiveness but, as she put it, an "eye for an eye." 
During an evening with a particularly "pious sett" of Christian women, she 
had encountered extraordinarily vengeful attitudes. One kept Yankee bones 
on view in her yard; another sought a Yankee skull to use as a jewelry box. "I 
proposed," Pember remarked, "that till the war was over they should join 
the Jewish Church, let forgiveness and peace and good will alone, and put 
their trust in the sword of the LordF20 

Considerations of both femininity and Christianity influenced some 
women to act with civility toward their captors. Particularly in occupied 
areas where extended contact brought the humanity of the foe into evidence, 
numbers of women turned to Union soldiers for assistance or companion- 
ship, as self-interest and traditional propriety combined to prescribe concil- 
iatory behavior. Even in Winchester, noted for the outspoken hostility of its 
women, Mary Lee despaired that only one or two households were by late 
1863 still rehsing to entertain Yankees. Needy Virginia matrons were taking 
in Federal boarders to make ends meet. "Nearly all our friends," Lee wrote, 
"profit by having them in their houses." Not only did Union officers pay 
rent, they brought supplies of firewood and edibles, scarce commodities in 
the wartorn town. Cornelia McDonald, Lee's "talking heroine," had re- 
sorted to accepting-under cover of darkness-packets of food from chari- 
table Yankee soldiers sympathetic to McDonald's difficulties in providing 
for her nine children.21 

Southern ladies often found they had more in common than in conflict 
with Union men from similar class backgrounds. "When I come in contact 
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with a gentleman," Mary Brown of North Carolina explained to her stepson, 
"I respect him as a gentleman, no matter if he does not agree in sentiment 
with me. I think some of the people of Asheville make themselves appear 
very ridiculous in their scornful manners towards the Federals." In occupied 
Natchez, this pattern of fraternization may have reached its apogee. The 
Mississippi town had been home to perhaps the wealthiest cotton aristoc- 
racy of the Old South, and in 1861 many citizens had felt they had too much 
to lose to embrace the secessionist revolution with enthusiasm. These politi- 
cal sympathies undoubtedly encouraged the residents of Natchez in their 
tempered response to the conquering Federals in the summer of 1863. "For 
some time," Annie Harper remembered, the women of the town "discussed 
whether we sh'd receive them into our homes, whether it wd be treason to 
our absent soldiers but many decided that we could not be less generous 
than our foe, and having accepted so many sorely needed favors and so 
many kindnesses that the best return we could make was to treat them 
hospitably." Harper recognized the peculiarity of such social intercourse 
between supposed enemies but invoked Natchez's almost uniquely aristo- 
cratic character as both explanation and justification. "Only people of the 
highest culture and dignity can sustain themselves honorably in such an 
anomalous position, and Natchez was the place to find such people."22 

Kate Foster was torn when she saw many of her young Natchez friends 
"receiving attention" from the Yankees. It seemed disloyal to relatives and 
friends in the army, yet she recognized much that was admirable in the 
Union soldiers. "When the federals first came I was disposed to think there 
was not a gentleman among them. I have had kindness shown me and 
politeness most assuredly." Union general Crocker seemed more friend than 
foe, and the behavior of the troops made it evident to Harper, at least, that 
"none but gentlemen had been sent to Natchez." A shift in command and 
the replacement of "gentleman" soldiers by a "class of men of less polish" 
brought an end to the pattern of warm civilian-military relations. Faced with 
northern troops from social origins very unlike their own, Natchez ladies 
learned "what it was to fall into the hands of an enemy" at last.23 

Women (Calling Themselves Ladies) 

If the early months of Natchez's occupation symbolized the possibilities 
for fraternization between Confederate civilians and their conquerors, New 
Orleans under Union major general Benjamin Butler represented its polar 
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Confederate women and Yhnkee men in Mississippi. "The War on the Mississippi- 
Secesh Ladies Coming to the United States Commissaries for Provisions. Frank 

Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper, October 10,1863. 

opposite. When the South's largest city fell to Federal forces in April 1862, 
Butler faced the daunting task of governing a bitterly hostile civilian popula- 
tion. Exhibiting little of the submission expected of the defeated, the resi- 
dents of New Orleans refused to comply with orders from the newly arrived 
Federals and gathered in unruly mobs to threaten the safety of Butler and his 
troops. Compelled to rule by force and threat, Butler gradually abandoned 
any pretense of conciliation. Crowds unwilling to disperse were greeted by 
Union artillery. Shopkeepers who refused Yankee business found their 
stores seized and sold. A man destroying a Union flag was sentenced to be 
hung. Ministers resisting prayers for the United States president were ban- 

{ 208 } Confederate Women and Yankee Men 



ished to the North. "Very soon," Butler wrote, "there was no uncivil treat- 

ment received by our soldiers except from the upper class of women."24 

Assuming themselves exempt from the harsh measures meted out to men, 
the ladies of New Orleans continued to treat the Yankees with contempt. 

Flouncing out of churches or streetcars if Union soldiers entered and spit- 
ting or emptying chamber pots on Butler's men, southern women sought to 
humiliate their conquerors. Butler was perplexed about how to respond to 
these outrages. He recognized that the perpetrators were generally young, 
often "pretty and interesting," and frequently socially prominent, the kind of 
individuals who would attract both attention and sympathy if harsh mea- 
sures turned them into martyrs. At the same time, however, Butler knew he 
had to control their actions, for "a city could hardly be said to be under 
good government where such things were permittedYZ5 

On May 15 Butler issued his infamous General Order No. 28, an astute 
invocation of prevailing assumptions about class and gender designed to 
compel the women of New Orleans themselves to restrain their hostile 
outbursts. 

General Order No. 28. 
As the officers and soldiers of the United States have been subject to 

repeated insults from the women (calling themselves ladies) of New Or- 
leans . . . it is ordered that hereafter when any female shall, by word, 
gesture, or movement, insult or show contempt for any officer or soldier 
of the United States, she shall be regarded and held liable to be treated as 
a woman of the town plying her avocation.26 

Butler's order drove to the heart of the ambiguities in white southern 
women's identities. By their behavior shall ye know them, he insisted, not by 
their categorical claims to the status and privileges ofladyhood. Women who 
acted with the vulgarity of harlots would be treated like harlots; if they 
abandoned appropriate feminine delicacy and restraint, they would be de- 
nied the protection accorded ladies. Unlike so many other Yankee com- 
manders, Butler was not going to be manipulated by women's simultaneous 
use and abuse of their femininity. "I did not carry on war with rose-water," 
he explained. Yet Butler rightly anticipated that the desire of almost all 
southern females to be included within the rubric of "lady" would induce 
the conduct he desired without the necessity of day-to-day enforcement. 
The fear of being perceived as a "woman of the town" was so great, the 
threatened loss of honor so unthinkable, that no Yankee officer was ever 
faced with actually carrying out the order's threat. The measure, as Butler 
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had sagely anticipated, "executed itself." Horrified at the prospect of being 
identified as women of the lowest moral and social order, the females ofNew 
Orleans policed their own behavi~r.~' 

On the most obvious level, Butler was manipulating deeply internalized 
class and gender identities to control southern women-or, more precisely, 
to coerce them into controlling themselves. "All the ladies in New Orleans," 
Butler explained, "forebore to insult our troops because they didn't want to 
be deemed common women, and all the common women forebore to insult 
our troops because they wanted to be deemed ladies, and of those two 
classes were all the women secessionists of the city." More profoundly, he 
was making a statement about wartime transformations in women's roles 
and status. General Order No. 28 held women accountable for their actions 
in the public sphere; Butler would not permit them to stand outside political 
responsibility or retribution. In taking such a position Butler acknowledged 
women as politically powerfbl. Their symbolic gestures-waving flags, spit- 
ting, and talking back-had substantive meaning. When, later in the sum- 
mer of 1862, he demanded that all citizens of New Orleans take an oath of 
allegiance to the United States, he again produced surprise and outrage by 
including women within the scope of his edict. Attacked, like the "Woman 
Order," as "opposed to the chivalrous spirit that should actuate a refined 
people," General Order No. 76 was entirely consistent with the earlier 
measure, for it granted women both political agency and acco~ntability.~~ 

New Orleans females responded with fbry to Butler's "war upon the 
women of the land." Like the Missourian who declared herself '&a lady . . . 
unaccustomed to being held responsible for anything she might say," they 
resisted the liabilities of this new empowerment. Assailing General Order 
No. 28 as an assault on sacred female purity, New Orleans women, joined by 
defenders of traditional notions of womanhood from around the world, used 
the confrontation as an occasion to resist threatening wartime changes and 
to reaffirm the most traditional constructions of woman's place. In South 
Carolina, Mary Chesnut read the proclamation as simply "turning over the 
women of New Orleans to his soldiers"; New Orleans's erstwhile mayor 
characterized the measure as ordering soldiers "to perpetrate unexampled 
outrages upon virtuous women." As the Mobile Advertiser and Register saw 
it, General Order No. 28 "purports to be a warning addressed to the ladies, 
but is really a license, expressly given to the soldiers," an "instigation to the 
violation of the women of New Orleans." The New Tork Times protested the 
measure, and the London press and Parliament agreed on Butler's "intoler- 
able brutality." The General was a Beast.2g 
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Although the measure successhlly eliminated the direct confrontations 

between individual Louisiana women and,Yankee soldiers that Butler had 
feared would create martyrs, General Order No. 28 generated a wave of 
indignation and of sympathy for southern women. The discrepancy be- 

tween the language and intention of the order and the interpretation placed 
on it by an international public offers significant insight into wartime conflict 
over gender issues. By construing the measure as a threat to female sexual 
purity, Confederate discourse invoked and reaffirmed the ideology of femi- 
nine weakness and dependence, the rationale for women's subordination 
that we have seen so deeply rooted in assumptions ofwomen's vulnerability 
to sexual violation. Whether the women of New Orleans initiated or simply 
cooperated with men of government and the press in this invocation of 
female frailty, the immediate and widespread transformation of what Butler 
intended as a question of public order into an issue of sexual vulnerability is 
significant. General Order No. 28 in itself contains no explicit or implicit 
encouragement of sexual aggression by soldiers; women of the town, after 
all, negotiate to sell sex in transactions that involve more complex issues of 
female agency than overt rape. Butler's measure imputed responsibility and 
power to New Orleans women, recognizing them as political actors; the 
hostile response to the order cast women as passive victims of their biolog- 
ical attributes. Butler's order was about what scholars today would call 
gender, emphasizing the social constructedness of male-female divisions, 
the ideological bases for the assignment of men's and women's roles within 
any culture. General Order No. 28 represented a significant affirmation of 
the mutability inherent in a social understanding of female identities and 
behaviors, a mutability wartime circumstance had made increasingly clear. 
Yet the cries of his critics all but drowned out his pathbreaking and trans- 
gressive politicization of women by reasserting the "natural" and thus seem- 
ingly unchangeable basis for social dependence that derived from women's 
innate difference-and physical inferiority. Attacks on Butler, then, derived 
not from assumptions about gender but about sex, about biologically rather 
than ideologically rooted contrasts between women and men. In the terms 
they and the world chose to employ to protest Butler's edict, the women of 
New Orleans affirmed a traditional doctrine of fixed sexual divisions and of 
an enduring and necessary female subordination. Here, as in so many other 
instances, Confederate women fled from the responsibility of empowerment 
into the reassuring safety of tradition's protective shelter.30 

Yet perhaps Butler's particular representation of empowered woman 
made such a response overdetermined if not inevitable. General Order No. 
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TEE LADIES OF NEW OILLEANS before GENERAL BUTLE~Z'S Pro~l~mmtion. 

The effects of General Order No. 28. Harper's Weekly, July 12,1862. 

28 recognized the wartime transformation of etiquette into politics. Woman 
had been unavoidably thrust into the public sphere; symbolic politics is 
politics nonetheless. Butler acknowledged these shifts, yet his language 
dismissed women's public actions with disdain. General Order No. 28 at 
once ratified the new public presence of women and derogated it by invok- 
ing an equivalence between a woman acting in public and a prostitute. The 
choice Butler offered women was thus, in the terms he presented it, no real 
choice at all. By recognizing their hostile acts he admitted them into a 
domain of responsibility and power, yet with the same words he used their 
lingering gentility to propel them back into the private sphere. 

Butler's difficulties in pacifjring the civilian population combined with 
crises about the rights of foreign nationals to lead to his replacement in 
December 1862 by Nathaniel Banks. Committed to a more conciliatory 
administration of the turbulent city, Banks was immediately challenged by 
residents who chose to regard his generosity as weakness. Women began 

{ 212 ] Confederate Women and Eznkee Men 



After G~NEILAL BUTLER'S Proclnmntian. 

once again to insult Yankee soldiers and to make public profession of Confed- 
erate loyalties. Late in February 1863 women's continued outspokenness pro- 
duced an incident enshrined in popular legend as the "Battle of the Handker- 
chiefs." When a group ofcaptured Confederate officers was being shipped to 
Baton Rouge for a prisoner exchange, New Orleans ladies offered a bold 
expression of their continuing southern sympathies, gathering at the levee to 
cheer the departing heroes. Union troops endeavored to control the crowd 
and its treasonous enthusiasm but were confronted by a mob of women 
waving parasols and handkerchiefs and refusing to disband. Several women 
incurred slight injuries in the confusion. A southern newspaper poem cele- 
brated the courage of the ladies and mocked the foolishness of the soldiers. 
More significant, however, was Banks's obvious reversion to a pre-Butler 
understanding of women as existing essentially outside political responsibil- 
ity or retribution. The women's triumphant "victory" in the Battle of the 
Handkerchiefs depended on Yankee men's rehsal to engage the enemy.31 
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The reluctance of so many Union officers to acknowledge war's politici- 
zation of women provided a few clear-sighted Confederate females with an 
unprecedented opportunity to contribute to the southern Cause. Like guer- 
rillas in later wars, these women self-consciously used assumptions about 
their innocence and immunity from political reprisal to shield themselves 
and their partisan actions, frustrating the Yankees who feared abandoning 
the velvet glove in their dealings with the South's master class. Mary Lee, 
playing the accepted role of charitable female nurse and nurturer, repeatedly 
performed treasonous acts in occupied Winchester, smuggling letters, infor- 
mation, and supplies to Confederate forces. Her ability to "manage men," 
however, protected her until the very last months of war, when the new 
harshness that accompanied Sheridan's Valley campaign led to her expul- 
sion from her home and her transportation beyond Confederate lines. But 
even amidst the new scorched earth policies of 1865, Lee was not shot, 
imprisoned, or in any way physically harmed. She continued to be surprised 
and outraged when Union actions acknowledged her as the powerful and 
effective southern partisan she in fact was. At the end of the war, news that 
an oath of allegiance would be required of southern women infuriated her. 
"IS it not absurd," she wrote, "that we should be made of so much impor- 
tance, treating us as if we were men." The transgressive implications of her 
own actions for traditional gender roles was more than Mary Lee could-or 
wanted to-under~tand.~~ 

All Was Fair in Love and War 

Countless numbers of southern women in occupied areas probably prac- 
ticed the kind of day-to-day resistance exemplified by Lee in the effort to aid 
husbands, sons, and brothers in the Confederate military, and it has been 
estimated that Yankees expelled hundreds of women of doubtful loyalties 
into southern lines. Relatively few women, however, made treason a vocation 
in the manner of Belle Boyd, the Confederacy's legendary female spy. 
Boyd's exploits, known chiefly through her 1865 autobiography and her 
postwar theatrical tours, have often been discounted as fabulous inventions. 
But research undertaken by Louis Sigaud in the 1940s suggests that military 
and other records confirm the authenticity of most details she recounts 
about her life. For our purposes, however, the verifiability of every exploit is 
less important than Boyd's explanation of her strategies and her description 
of how much she got away with before at last being forced into European 
exile in 1 8 6 4 . ~ ~  
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Boyd is in every sense an exceptional rather than a representative Confed- 
erate woman. Yet the tactics she used against the Yankees simply represent 
the end of a spectrum; she is but the most extreme-and therefore perhaps 
the most striking and suggestive-example of the way some southern women 
invoked prevailing notions about femininity to achieve quite untraditional 
female goals. Boyd's career as a spy depended on the manipulation ofgender 
conventions to make her espionage activities possible. Her female identity 
served as a disguise for her actions in the male sphere ofpartisan political and 
military struggle. With the element of surprise as her weapon, Belle suc- 
ceeded in securing and transmitting information so valuable to Confederate 
troops that Stonewall Jackson commissioned her a captain and made her an 
honorary aide-de-camp. Even after her notoriety should long since have 
voided any claims to innocent womanhood, however, Boyd continued to 
receive from the Yankees special protections and dispensations that shielded 
her from full accountability for her efforts as a spy. 

In comparison with Boyd, Mary Lee was a rank amateur at managing 
men. Born in 1844 in Martinsburg, just north of Winchester in Virginia's 
Shenandoah Valley, Belle Boyd was the daughter of a locally prominent 
slaveowning family. Belle was educated at a respectable female seminary 
outside Baltimore, but from an early age she cultivated a reputation as 
headstrong and unpredictable, once riding her horse into the family living 
room to protest her exclusion from an adult gathering. 

Boyd first attracted public notice when in 1861, at age seventeen, she shot 
and killed a Yankee soldier for cursing her mother "in language as offensive 
as it is possible to conceive." Although his fellow enlisted men threatened to 
burn the Boyds' house, a group of officers investigating the matter con- 
cluded Belle had "done perfectly right." She was, they presumed, a lady 
exercising her right of defense against insult. For his failure to act the 
gentleman, the soldier had, it seemed, deserved to die.34 

Less than a week after this incident the Yankees discovered Boyd gather- 
ing information in the course of flirtatious conversations with Federal sol- 
diers and passing it on to Confederate officials. Once again Boyd was 
spared, as the commanding colonel chose only to read her the article of war 
indicating such actions to be punishable by death. Boyd's successhl es- 
pionage career was launched. 

As she described her exploits over the next three years, nearly every 
triumph derived from her use of Yankee assumptions about womanhood to 
entrap her unsuspecting foes. When her horse ran away into Federal lines 
near Martinsburg, she abjectly requested permission to return home from 
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Belle Boyd. Carte de Visite. Courtesy of the Eleanor S. Brockenbrough Library, 
Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 

her Union captors. Gallant Yankee cavalrymen offered to escort the lady 
back across the lines, and she gratehlly accepted. But when they reached 
the Confederate pickets, Boyd delivered the Union soldiers as prisoners. 
Having extracted the courtesy of safe passage from the Yankees, she de- 
clined to offer them the same. "I consoled myself that, 'all was fair in love 
and war,' " she explained.35 
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As a confrontation between Union and Confederate forces at Front 
Royal, Virginia, began to seem inevitable in May 1862, Boyd sought to 
transport information down the valley into Jackson7s hands. But she needed 
a pass to enter Union-occupied Front Royal. "Knowing Colonel Fille- 
browne was never displeased by a little flattery and a few delicate atten- 
tions," she explained, ."I went to, the florist and chose a very handsome 
bouquet which I sent to him with my compliments, and with a request that 
he would be so kind as to permit me to return to Front Royal," where she 
had an uncle and aunt she frequently visited. The next day proved probably 
the best known of her career, as Belle rushed from town to deliver informa- 
tion that enabled Jackson's troops to capture Front Royal and move on 
toward Winchester. Legend casts the young woman standing amidst the 
oncoming Confederates waving her sunbonnet and shouting details of 
Yankee movements. ~uestionkd about the Union disaster, Colonel Fille- 
browne pointed to Belle's gift and explained, "That bouquet did all the 
mischief: the donor of that . . . is responsiblefor all this mi~fortune."~~ 

Clearly the Federals had begun to recognize that they were paying a high 
price for exempting Belle Boyd from political responsibility. As one exasper- 
ated Union major told her outright, "You will do more harm to our cause 
than half the men could do." Yet Boyd herself continued to exploit her 
advantage and to press her womanly claims. When, in the aftermath of the 
battle of Front Royal, the northern press cried out for her punishment, Belle 
complained of the unwarranted "abuse" she was suffering from the press. 
"They seemed to think that to insult an innocent young girl was to prove 
their manhood and evince their patri~tism."~' 

Belle's disingenuous assertions of innocence-after committing murder, 
treachery, and espionage-only make sense if connected with the words that 
follow her claim to blamelessness. She was, she insisted, an innocent young 
girl because her youth and her gender defined her outside the realm of 
responsibility. As we today might designate someone innocent by reason of 
insanity, Boyd claimed innocence by reason of age and femininity. 

But Boyd had proved herself too dangerous to ignore. In July 1862 Union 
officials incarcerated her in Washington's Old Capitol prison. Well fed and 
comfortably housed, Belle was accorded special treatment even in captivity. 
During her two-month stay she managed both to become engaged to a 
fellow prisoner and to so charm the Old Capitol's superintendent that after 
her release he acquired a trousseau for her and shipped it by flag of truce to 
Richmond. After her return to the South Boyd made no hrther mention of 
her impending marriage. But at least she, presumably almost unique among 
Confederate women, enjoyed the benefits of a new wardrobe. 
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The flamboyant cynicism of Boyd's manipulations of men suggests itself 
in her next romantic adventure. Imprisoned and released once again, Boyd 
decided in the spring of 1864 to apply her talents to smuggling dispatches to 
Europe. But a Union naval vessel seized the blockade-runner Greyhound on 
which she sailed from Wilmington, North Carolina, soon after its departure 
from port. By the time her ship reached New York City for reheling, Belle 
herself had captured the Yankee officer in command of the Greyhound. She 
and Captain Samuel Hardinge were seen shopping and attending the theater 
before the vessel departed for its final destination in Boston. En route to 
Massachusetts, however, the Confederate commander of the ship, now a 
prisoner of war, mysteriously escaped, and suspicion fell on Hardinge, who 
was ultimately court-martialed and imprisoned on charges of complicity in 
the incident. Before his fate was determined, though, Hardinge had fol- 
lowed Belle, exiled from the United States, to London, where they were 
married. 

Hardinge's ultimate destiny is shrouded in mystery. He returned to 
America to take responsibility for his actions on the Greyhound, but it is 
unclear if he ever rejoined Belle in London after his release from Fort 
Delaware in February 1865. Some accounts say he died after an illness 
contracted in prison; others insist he was drowned at sea. Even today 
rumors persist that Belle may have played some role in his disappearance 
and death. He had served his purpose in aiding both Belle and the captain of 
the Greyhound after their capture; Belle had little further need for his ser- 
vices. When the war ended in 1865, Belle was just twenty-one years old, a 
widow and the mother of Hardinge's young child. Compelled to earn a 
living, she turned to acting. It was a field in which she was already an expert. 

Belle Boyd remains an enigmatic and curiously neglected figure. Few 
serious students of history have accorded her much attention. Her extraor- 
dinary exploits, however, represent the most extreme manifestations of am- 
bitions and strategies embraced by hundreds of Confederate females who 
used women's weapons but did not play by women's rules. Long expert in 
managing men, Confederate women in wartime simply turned these skills to 
new purposes. Belle Boyd was perhaps the most exuberantly manipulative 
in the use of her femininity; few women so self-consciously plotted and 
planned their assaults on the northern foe, and few were as untroubled by 
doubt or remorse. Yet Boyd's exploitations of gender assumptions illumi- 
nate many of the fundamental principles governing interactions between 
men and women in the Civil War era, forcing northerners and southerners 
alike to recognize that females could be both powerful and, as one Union 

{ 218 } Confederate Women and Enkee Men 



officer said of Belle, "dangerous." Feminine "weakness" served as the foun- 
dation of female strength. Perhaps most significantly, however, Boyd's story 
marks a destabilization of fixed assumptions that permitted her in some 
sense to live in two genders and two worlds of gender relations simulta- 
neously. Belle Boyd maintained the dress and demeanor of a lady, but her 
actions and purposes were those of a man. Boyd and the hundreds of other 
Confederate women who, like Mary Lee, in one way or another thwarted the 
Yankees had in their own way seen the elephant and made a definitive 
entrance on the tented field. 

Yet they neither welcomed nor even fdly acknowledged this dramatic 
development. "I do not sit myself up as an advocate of the woman's rights 
doctrine," Belle Boyd proclaimed, "but would rather appear in the character 
ofa quiet lady expressing her sentiments, not so much to the public as to her 
immediate friends." Belle insisted on maintaining the woman's sphere, for 
from it she derived her power.38 

Spies succeed because they are not who they appear to be. In this sense 
the extraordinary Belle Boyd can both substantively and metaphorically 
represent southern women more generally. Like Boyd, they, in wartime, 
found themselves in disguise, in figurative costumes and roles ill suited to 
the identities they had nurtured in their prewar lives. Belle Boyd succeeded 
in turning these inconsistencies to her advantage; other women regarded the 
conflict as more a burden than an opportunity. But almost all looked upon 
themselves and their femininity with new eyes. womanhood gradually came 
to seem less like a physical part of one's body and more like a dress one 
could alter or even change. 
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In the summer of 1862 Sarah Morgan of Louisiana confided to her 

diary that she had been considering trying on her absent brother's clothes. 
Jimmy's suit had been hanging in her armoire for six weeks when at last she 
was emboldened to remove it. "I advanced so far," she reported, "as to lay it 
on the bed." But then she turned aside to take her pet bird from the room. "I 
was ashamed to let even my canary see me." When she returned to contem- 
plate the suit, "my courage deserted me, and there ended my first and last 
attempt at disguise. I have heard so many girls boast of having worn men's 
clothes; I wonder where they get the courage."' 

Clothing became fraught with meaning for Confederate women. On the 
most obvious level, shortages of cloth and resulting privations marked loss 



of wealth and status for ladies of the slaveowning class. Perhaps even more 
significantly, however, choices of dress and evolutions in fashion expressed 

shifting perceptions of woman's identity and woman's place, representing a 
new awareness of the fluidity, the instability, and even the arbitrariness of 

gender categories. Dress became a language southerners used to explore 
and to communicate their relationship to the personal, social, and cultural 
transformations of war.2 

For many women like Sarah Morgan, clothing at once expressed desire 
and dread, possibility and impossibility. "If I was only a man!" she ex- 
claimed. "I dont know a woman here who does not groan over her misfor- 
tune in being clothed in petticoats; why cant we fight as well as the men[?]" 
Metaphorically equating clothing and gender, Morgan made garb the em- 
blem of woman's constraints; petticoats at once embodied and symbolized 
female subordination. Yet such a representation contains powerfd implica- 
tions about the meaning of gender and the potential for transformation in 
female lives. Woman need only change her petticoats in order to overcome 
the "mi~fortune'~ of her sex, in order, presumably, to find herself able to fight 
alongside a man. If changing clothes entailed the acceptance of such respon- 
sibility, no wonder Morgan lacked the courage to try on Jimmy's suit. In the 
theater of war, gender-with its protections, privileges, opportunities, and 
responsibilities-had become only a c o ~ t u m e . ~  

Anything I Can Get 

The Confederacy's economic weakness had a direct impact on the avail- 
ability and style ofwomen's clothing in the wartime South. As we have seen, 
all southerners, black and white, rich and poor, suffered from the region's 
prewar reliance on northern textiles. Revived household production met 
only a portion of this deficiency, and fabrics made at home tended to be 
rough in quality, too much like what white southerners called "negro-cloth." 
Her "uriderclothing," Emma LeConte complained in 1865, "is of coarse 
unbleached homespun, such as we gave the negroes formerly only much 
coarser." For reasons of both status and comfort, elite women sought-often 
unsuccessfully-to avoid homespun by turning to a variety of other expedi- 
ents to keep themselves appropriately and adequately clothed. The most 
privileged sometimes procured fashionable northern or European attire 
from blockade-runners, but such fortunate individuals were few. More often, 
women of the slaveowning classes struggled to make do, often resorting to 
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ingenious makeshifts like those of the fictional Scarlett O'Hara, who created 
a gown out of the living-room draperies. Not just curtains but household 
linens, tablecloths, and sheets, as well as worn out or discarded dresses, 
reappeared as underwear, petticoats, and even ball gowm4 

"As to my dress," Virginia's Mary Lee remarked, "I wear anything I can 
get, regardless of propriety." Even though she considered herself in deep 
mourning, she was compelled to go out in a flounced organdy skirt, and she 
had so few winter dresses that she continued in summer frocks till almost 
November, despite October's chill. The lure of fashion had not entirely 
disappeared, however. Occupying Yankee troops brought news of northern 
styles, and Lee recorded her valiant effort to keep up. "Altered the sleeves of 
a dress by the last New York fashion this morning," she noted in her diary. 
Parthenia Hague of Alabama dyed unbleached sheeting with barks and 
twigs to make a dress fabric in a rich brown and decorated plain homespun 
with scraps of worn-out old dresses-"part of an old black silk, and some 
red scraps of merino, and a remnant of an old blue scarf." A refugee, Kate 
Stone purchased used dresses from impecunious locals because "it is all we 
can get," but she felt "funny to be wearing other people's half-worn cloth- 
ing." Margaret Preston met shortages not so much with ingenuity as with 
sacrifice. After the first year of the war she reported with pride that she had 
"rigidly abstained from getting a single article of dress." With similar self- 
denial Jo Gillis of Alabama pretended she did not care about clothes or 
finery so that all her family's resources could be directed toward attiring her 
preacher husband. Leather was so scarce that women sewed shoes out of 
cloth and paper and left their children barefoot. Eleven-year-old Mary Neb- 
lett, her mother Lizzie reported in May 1864, had not worn shoes in months. 
In Rutherford County, North Carolina, a group of women complained to 
Governor Zebulon Vance that "half the ladys" had to stay home from 
church because of the lack of shoes.5 

Lizzie Neblett regretted that she had not dressed better before the war, 
when clothing was available and affordable. By 1864 her wardrobe was so 
threadbare that she found herself compelled to buy back a dress she had 
given one of her slaves several years before. The dress was a "pretty calico 
. . . as good as new," and for three and a half dollars Lizzie was delighted 
with her acquisition. In her enthusiasm she seemed oblivious both to the 
irony and to the loss of status implicit in purchasing her own cast-off dress 
from a 'slave. Mary Chesnut was more perceptive and analytical about shift- 
ing foundations of privilege. Like many of her friends in Richmond, the "ci- 
devant rich, the white ladies,"she wrote acerbically, Chesnut regularly sold 
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dresses to a mulatto woman who ran a shop catering to the capital city's free 

blacks. In areas of Union military advance, white southern females rarely 
missed the significance of emancipated slave women who sported their 
mistresses' captured finery as symbols of their new situation. Kate Stone was 
horrified by stories of the slaves abandoned on her family's Louisiana plan- 
tation "capering around" in her mother's clothes and "taking her place as 
mistress." African American women arrayed in brocades and silks violated 
the South's unwritten sumptuary laws. In a rendition of "the world turned 
upside down," an enactment of the eroding power of the South's master 
class, they used the language of clothing to assault the hierarchies of race 
with far greater assertiveness than Sarah Morgan had dared to challenge the 
structures of gender.'j 

Hoofis Are Subsiding 

Wartime shortages may have been the origin of one of the most striking 
developments in Confederate fashion. The hoopskirt had come into style in 
the early 1850s and continued to define the female silhouette at the time of 
the outbreak of war in 1861. The hoop itself was an elaborately constructed 
frame of cloth-covered steel secured by ties at the waist. Worn under a dress, 
it served to make a skirt bouffant-"truly prodigious" in size, in the words of 
one historian of costume-sometimes more than five feet in diameter. We 
can only speculate about the cultural meaning and attraction of such a style, 
but it seems that the advent of hoops generally coincided with the emer- 
gence of Victorian ideals of domesticity and with the triumph of the ideol- 
ogy of a separate woman's sphere, a notion the hoop physically embodied. 
A lady in hoops transported her enclosed, private space with her; a wide 
skirt represented the circle within which a female was to be protected. 
Moreover, in a Victorian culture that denied and repressed the sexuality of 
middle- and upper-class women, hoops hid and reformed woman's anat- 
omy. Enlarged skirts, requiring perhaps as much as twenty yards of fabric, 
made statements about class as well as gender position, for hoops necessi- 
tated a conspicuous consumption of cloth and could not easily be worn by 
those compelled to perform active physical labor. Efficient movement in 
such garments was all but impossible. The fashion was thus best suited to 
mark the privileged, protected, and largely passive woman of the middle or 
upper class whose duties in life focused on tasteful and lavish consumption.' 

A decline of hoops in the wartime South attracted the attention of men 
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A Confederate woman caught using her hoops to smuggle quinine into the South. 
'!Crinoline and Quinine."Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper, November 22,1862. 

and women alike. As Morgan Callaway reported from Richmond to his wife, 
Leila, in 1862, "Hoops are subsiding, some of the ladies wear none at all." 
Emma Crutcher of Mississippi informed her husband, Will, that she had 
"fallen into the fashion and discarded hoops," but only indoors. For formal 
attire, she confessed, she,felt obliged to return to accustomed style. Kate 
Stone announced that she had abandoned hoops altogether in the summer 
of 1863 because they seemed extravagant-inconsistent with wartime short- 
ages and privations. "Nothing looks funnier," she remarked, "than a woman 
walking around with an immense hoop-barefooted." Many women gave up 
hoops to economize on the amount of cloth required for a skirt and on the 
materials necessary for the hoop itself. With most fabrics unavailable and 
simple calico notjust scarce but by 1864 more than ten times as expensive as 
it had been at the outset of the war, such considerations gained increasing 
significance even for the wealthiest fa mi lie^.^ 
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Like dresses, hoops, with their steel ribs and ties, did wear out, sometimes 
producing embarrassing incidents like one endured by young Amanda Wor- 
thington of Mississippi. On a spring morning in 1862 she set off to church 
delighted with her appearance in a yellow dress, but as she left the service, her 
hoop began to fall. "I rushed to the buggy hardly speaking to a soul and 
barely had time to get in before the hateful thing fell smack on the floor. I felt 

Some women, like Parthenia Hague, constructed new sets of hoops out of 
salvaged remnants. Others paid high prices-Anne Martin of Mississippi 
offered $50 for a set-for replacements. Still others, like Lizzie Hardin, 
persisted in a "desperate" but htile "hunt for hoops." Anticipating military 
movement north into Pennsylvania early in 1863, Ellen Moore forwarded a 
shopping list to her husband, Samuel, and specified new hoops as her most 
cherished desire. Attachment to the style was strong and lingering. Having 
wdlingly abandoned them at home, Emma Crutcher just did not feel right 
appearing in public without them. Catherine Cochran of Virginia admitted 
her continued use of hoops evidence of feminine "weakness," but she clung 
to them nevertheless. "I was not strong minded enough," she wrote, "to 
appear before my old friends without hoops." Cochran's recognition of 
hoops as an emblem of status, still coveted by women of the lower orders, 
may have reinforced her devotion to the style. Traveling in western Virginia, 
Cochran sought shelter with a mountain family. After her guest had dressed 
for bed, the woman of the house longingly requested permission to try on 
Cochran's hoops. In her hostess's yearning for fashion Cochran saw telling 
evidence of female "vanity." "Destitute of so many of the absolute comforts 
oflife," possessing but a single teaspoon that she passed around the table for 
all to share, "what she wanted most in the world was a set of hoops." A sign 
of weakness and vanity perhaps, the hoops also served as a persisting line of 
social demarcation between Cochran and her mountain hostess, even after 
Cochran's wealth and position had been seriously eroded by war.1° 

Economy and practicality, however, gradually weakened the tenacious 
grip of the hoop. Clara Solomon, a teenager in New Orleans with a careful 
eye to fashion, worked on "the renovation of my hoops" in June 1862, but 
she determined to make them "as diminutive as possible." Others, by choice 
or necessity, preference or unavailability, abandoned tbem altogether. With 
the decline of hoops, female silhouettes became less artificial. The distinc- 
tions separating upper-class women from women of the lower orders be- 
came less sharp, and ladies gained a freedom of movement often required 
by their new wartime responsibilities. In a sartorial sense that paralleled 

The Garb of Gender { 225 } 



broader wartime social realities, women experienced a decline in the sepa- 
rateness of their female sphere and in the size of the protected space that 
surrounded their persons." 

A la Soldier 

War inaugurated marked changes in women's hair as well as clothing 
styles. Young ladies began to prefer short hair, which disturbed and shocked 
many of their elders. As with dress, this new fashion bore a certain practical 
logic. Elaborate longer styles required considerable attention and extensive 
brushing and pinning, tasks often undertaken by slaves, whose labor proved 
decreasingly available as emancipation neared. After Yankee occupation of 
New Orleans, Clara Solomon must have wondered how much longer her 
slave Lucy would continue to arrange her hair. One morning in June 1862 as 
she awaited her daily coiffure, Clara worried, "How dependent I am, unable 
to look nice if L. does not 'have a hand' in my toilette." In fact Clara and her 
sisters did cut their hair, with Rosa's so short as to be almost shaved "h la 
Soldier; the height of the dear's ambition." A style called "shingling" be- 
came the rage across the South, and one South Carolina woman looking 
back at the war years explained that it had more than simple practical 
significance. "It was the fashion among some young ladies to wear short 
hair," she remembered. "If they could not go with their brothers to the war, 
they would, at least, look as military as possible." Eighteen-year-old Nannie 
Haskins of Tennessee joined two friends in July 1864, and "We all three had 
our hair shingled. I truly look like a scarred rabbit, with my hair a l l  bobbed 
off. Ma is angry with me for it-she would not hardly speak to me ti1 this 
morning." When refugee Sidney Harding had her hair cut short, she met 
with similarly hostile comment. "They all will never cease talking about it," 
she informed her diary. But the remarks of an elderly retired military officer 
seemed to Harding worth recording in detail. Her short hair, he remarked, 
gave her such a "commanding appearance . . . I ought to get up a brigade of 
bloomers and go to the war.', As with clothing styles, differences between 
men's and women's hair fashions grew less pronounced.12 

When women's lives and duties began to change, so too did their clothing 
needs and preferences. Amanda Worthington, who had been so annoyed at 
her falling hoops, undertook in the summer of 1863 to supplement dwin- 
dling household food supplies by regular fishing. But she found her dresses 
a severe impediment to her success. "I commenced making me a bloomer 
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costume: she informed her diary, "so I can fish without getting so muddy." 
Cordelia Scales, carrying a pistol whenever she left the house, parted her 
hair on the side like a man and dressed as a guerrilla in order to enhance her 
safety. Significantly, one of only a handful of original novels published in the 
Confederacy made cross-dressing the central theme of its romanticized and 
fabulous plot. With both men and women donning garments belonging to 
the opposite sex, Castine: A Charming Romance transformed Civil War 
battlefields into sites of gender experimentation and confusion. But the 
highly melodramatic tale's exaggerated strokes did represent actual social 
behaviors and anxieties. As we have seen, as many as several hundred 
exceptional women in fact disguised themselves as men in order to assume 
the identities of soldiers, and thousands more representative Confederate 
females adopted aspects of male costume and fashion as part of their effort to 
share men's privileges, protections, and responsibilities.13 

Other women tested new clothing choices in less purposeful, more play- 
ful and tentative ways. Wartime theatricals, in particular the widely popular 
tableaux, encouraged respectable women to don costumes and for the first 
time venture onto the stage, a place where roles and identities could be 
invented and changed. Costume became a sign ofperformance, opening the 
possibility of self-construction and redefinition in life as well as theater. 
Emma Crutcher, not a participant in an evening of Vicksburg tableaux 
herself, nonetheless became caught up in the adventure of gender and 
identity shifts. Finding a collection of costumes gathered to be returned the 
morning after the performance, she could not resist trying on the trousers of 
a page. The sensations generated by wearing men's clothing were unexpec- 
tedly powerful, prompting her to reflect to her husband, Will, about the 
ways in which dress shaped not just female bodies but female lives. "A 
woman," she wrote, "does feel so light and ethereal when she slips out from 
the long, tangling, encumbering skirts that wrap around her feet, that I 
expect I should find great difficulty in keeping my toes from flying up like a 
ballet dancer's if I were once released." Suddenly embarrassed at her child- 
ishness in playing dress-up, however, Emma quickly changed back to her 
customary garb. Yet she would not forget the sense of choice and possibility 
inherent in her experiment or the poles of release and encumbrance she had 
identified, at least within the realm of dress.14 

In Petersburg, Virginia, in 1864 a group ofyoung women took play-acting 
and cross-dressing well beyond the confines of the theater. Determined to 
test a widow's vow never to remarry, they encouraged one of their number to 
disguise herself as a "gay Lothario." The masquerader dressed in "all the 
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paraphernalia that make up a gentleman's wardrobe," even including a 
moustache, and succeeded in winning the widow's heart. Plans for a wed- 
ding were under way before the tricksters revealed their secret. Assuring its 
readers that "both ladies are well known in the city and enjoy good standing 
in society," the Richmond Enquirer noted that this "courtship extraordi- 
nary" "almost made a 'married man' of a lady." In the strange new world of 
the Confederate South, women could seemingly turn themselves into men. 
Gender identity attained both an uncertainty and a fluidity warranting jour- 
nalistic remark from an astounded and bemused Richmond editor. The 
South had long understood the notion of "passing" through racial catego- 
ries, but now the fixed binaries of gender seemed subject to transgression as 
well.15 

In Female Attire 

For all women's experimentation with clothing in the Civil War South, it 
was in fact a man who became the Confederacy's most famous-even if 
mythical-cross-dresser. When Jefferson Davis was seized at war's end in 
May 1865, his captors reported that he was dressed as a woman. In all 
likelihood Davis hid in a cloak-possibly his wife's-that gave the appear- 
ance of flowing robes. The public press and popular imagination, however, 
quickly elaborated a quite different tale. Cartoons and engravings depicted 
the deposed president in full female regalia-hoopskirt, petticoats, and bon- 
net. Historian Nina Silber regards the images as representing "a widespread 
desire among northern men to make a mockery of southern manhood." But 
southerners bore a different relation to these portrayals. Although the hos- 
tile depictions of "jeff in Petticoats" were certainly not southern creations, in 
the months after Appomattox, defeated Confederates were inevitably ex- 
posed to them, in popular national magazines such as Leslie's and in broad- 
sides, sheet music, and newspapers. Undoubtedly southerners would have 
regarded these representations as part of the North's spoils of victory, a 
painful humiliation of the defeated enemy. At the same time, however, south- 
erners would necessarily have understood the images within the context of 
the meaning cross-dressing had assumed during the war years themselves. 
Jefferson Davis was hardly the first Confederate man to be seen wearing 
woman's robes.16 

Rowena Webster, living in a contested area of Alabama, reported that 
women regularly outfitted Confederates "in female attire" when it was nec- 
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Jeff Petticoats, handbill, 1865. One hundred thousand copies were printedfor sale at 
ten cents each by the American News Company of New Tork. Courtesy of the Library 
Company of Philadelphia. 

essary to help them escape unexpected arrivals of Yankee forces, and men 
disguised themselves as women in order to serve as Rebel spies. Confeder- 
ates donned female garb for purposes of play as well as for those of politics. 
Helen Garner remembered that a Louisiana regiment encamped near her 
Mississippi home presented theatrical entertainments to the townspeople of 
Columbus. Borrowing dresses from local ladies, the soldiers delighted the 
residents with their energetic performance. The "leading lady," Garner 
recalled, "had a perceptible moustache." As with women, the theater of war 
offered men an opportunity for experimentation with different gender roles, 
for play within a play and for seemingly frivolous behavior that had deeper 
significance. Just as a Petersburg belle could all but become a married man, 
so a leading lady could sport facial hair." 

Soldiers' theatricals partook of the carnivalesque, evident as well in other 
performances by cross-dressed Confederates. On New Year's Day 1863 
young men from a college in Spartanburg, South Carolina, galloped around 
town dressed in women's garb. This celebration encompassed some of the 
characteristics of inversion, an acknowledgment of a world turned upside 
down that is typical of New Year's festivities across history and was certainly 
appropriate to the disintegrating social order of the slave South. Such be- 
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havior took on additional significance in the Confederacy, however, where 
the incursions of modern warfare and the blurring of homefront and bat- 
tlefield had already mounted a severe challenge to the ideology of rigidly 
separate male and female spheres. The young men must on some level have 
been commenting as well on their rather anomalous position as students in a 
society where almost all young men had gone off to war. In Texas in 1861 
women had sent hoopskirts to men who failed to volunteer for service; these 
Carolina boys may have been in parallel language expressing their own 
unconscious ambivalence and guilt about their protected status.18 

Confederate women spoke openly of the desire and dread produced by 
war's challenge both to traditional clothing and traditional roles. Men were 
less explicit, but it is impossible to imagine that the same mixture of attrac- 
tion and abhorrence was not at work. The image ofJeff Davis, associating 
femininity and defeat, certainly embodied the element of aversion to the 
humiliation and the potential loss of status involved in the destabilization of 
traditional gender roles. But Confederate men may have felt a longing to 
share certain attributes and shelters of womanhood as well. Most obviously, 
southern females were protected from military service-neither required nor 
expected to sacrifice their lives on the field of battle. What was initially seen 
as a male privilege became an increasing burden and liability as death tolls 
escalated. 

An oft-repeated Confederate anecdote offers a window into soldiers' 
changing attitude toward women's exclusion from the tented field. Awaiting 
battle, an infantryman joined in a chorus of the popular "Rock Me to Sleep, 
Mother," a song that pleads for an escape from war back into childhood and 
a mother's protecting arms: 

Backward turn backward, oh! time in your flight 
Make me a child again, just for tonight: 

Mother, come back from the echoless shore 
Take me again to your heart, as of yore. 

At the conclusion of the chorus the soldier abruptly stopped singing and 
feelingly interjected that as long as he was to be made a child again, it be a 
girl baby this time. Jefferson Davis's alleged resort to women's clothes 
expressed much the same desire for escape from masculine obligations and 
vulnerabilities. Women were not unique in their new recognition of the 
constraints and liabilities of traditional gender identities, nor were they 
alone in employing the language of clothing to express the at once thrilling 
and terrifying possibilities of changed garments and altered roles.lg 
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A Man's Heart and a Female Form 

Occasionally women went beyond the discourse of apparel to articulate 
more deeply felt incongruities of identity and appearance. Chafing at feel- 
ings deemed inappropriate within prevailing standards of feminine behavior 
and sentiment, these women felt themselves imprisoned not just in the 
wrong clothes but the wrong bodies. "Lord," Lizzie Neblett implored, "if I 
was made a woman why were such rebelious such wicked feelings given to 
me[?] why cant I feel & think like a poor weak inferior slave should. God 
gave me life, but in my case he did not temper the wind to the shorn lamb." 
Sarah Morgan wrote in nearly identical terms, noting'in addition an inver- 
sion of gender traits emerging in the face of war, as she displayed a courage 
the men around her lacked. "Only ask Heaven why you were made with a 
man's heart, and a female form, and the creatures with beards were made so 
bewitchingly n e r v o ~ s ? " ~ ~  

Nearly every female Confederate diarist at some point expressed the 
desire to be a man. "0 if I was only a man,!" exclaimed Sarah Morgan. 
"Then I could don the breeches and slay them with a will!" "Only this 
morning," Belle Edmondson remarked in March 1864, "I did wish I was a 
man." "Would God I were a man," cried Elizabeth Collier. "How I wish I 
was a man!" seconded Emma Walton. "I do long sometimes to be a man," 
confessed Sallie Munford. Such sentiments were at once revolutionary and 
conservative, transgressive yet ultimately conventional. On one level these 
expressions represented the emergence of a newly self-conscious discon- 
tent, a dissatisfaction with the confines of the female sphere. By the later 
years of the war, women's frustration was often accompanied by an angry 
conviction that they would do a betterjob of executing men's duties than the 
men seemed to be doing themselves. Hearing of Butler's outrages in New 
Orleans, Abby Slocomb declared her "intense disappointment & disgust at 
the cowardice of the men" who remained in the city yet failed to protect 
Louisiana's ladies. Elsie Bragg was similarly. dismayed. "If our soldiers 
continue to behave so disgracefdly," she wrote after a series of Confederate 
reverses in the West, "we women had better take the field and send them 
home to raise chickens." Women greeted a force of soldiers retreating from 
Vicksburg with cries of "We are disappointed in you!" Winchester7s females 
tried to seize the bridles of Confederate cavalrymen to prevent what they 
deemed an ignominious abandonment of the town to enemy forces. Ap- 
pomattox was in one sense simply a final failure on the part of white men 
who had already lost control of the region's slave population and had proven 
themselves unable to feed, clothe, or protect their families.21 
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Yet both the wish to be men and the effort to make men act their assigned 
part translated women's dissatisfaction into gestures highly supportive of the 
status quo. In the war years, white southern women recognized a profound 
incompatibility between expectations placed on them and their own desires 
and needs. But they were unwilling and perhaps unable to articulate their 
frustrations in a manner designed to bring about significant change. Sarah 
Morgan chafed at the inability to express her discontent. '!Am I to die with 
these nameless longings unllfilled? I cannot define them, but . . . I am not 
satisfied! I am not content!" She, like so many others, turned to the fantasy 
of wishing herself a man. To resolve dissatisfaction by becoming-or desir- 
ing to become-a man is not to accomplish real change, however; it is to 
endeavor to flee from a system of subordination rather than to challenge the 
system directly. It is not to seek an expansion in women's roles; it is to 
reconfirm the appropriateness of existing constraints on women even as it 
articulates their individual di~satisfaction.~~ 

Throughout the war Confederate men and women used the notion of 
cross-gendered behavior to contain the revolutionary potential of women's 
new roles and responsibilities. When women acted in newly assertive, pow- 

erfd, or independent ways, their behavior would be cited as beyond the 
boundaries of feminine behavior and thus as no threat to prevailing under- 
standings of female attributes. A Savannah judge made this strategy clear in 
his response to a trial of female bread rioters. "When women become 
rioters," he proclaimed in an attempt to deny the pathbreaking significance 
of their resort to violence, "they cease to be women." At the same time he 
sought to deny that women could or would act in such an unseemly manner, 
however, he also unwittingly acknowledged that women's appearance, their 
apparent female identity, no longer provided certain knowledge of their 
behavior. Dressed in the clothes and even the bodies of women, they were 
nevertheless acting like men.23 

Brilliant women were often said to have a male intelligence. Maria Hub- 
ard's sister Lucy was so "singularly gifted," her mind was "almost mas- 
culine," and Mary Chesnut similarly regarded her accomplished friend 
Louisa McCord as possessing "the intellect of a man." Clara MacLean 
rationalized the strength of her neighbor Eliza McKee, recently departed for 
the battlefront as a nurse, in the same manner. She had always manifested 
such courage and self-assurance as to seem "almost masculine-Indeed I 
used to tell her I never felt easy in her society if discussing delicate subjects; 
I could scarcely persuade myself she was not in disguise."24 

MacLean invoked the pervasive metaphor of costume, of theater, under- 
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lining once again the elements of surprise, of uncertainty in wartime gender 
roles. Yet she, like Mary Chesnut or the Savannah judge, at the same time 
affirmed traditional notions of essential womanhood. Females are not 
strong, brilliant, or courageous, and those who appear so must not be truly 
women but somehow men in drag. Amidst the new fluidity and negotiability 
of maleness and femaleness, most elite southern women in fact clung all the 
more forcefully to familiar notions and identities. In the case of Mary Ches- 
nut one suspects that a reluctance to assume new responsibilities accom- 
panied her resistance to change. Lacking the strength and courage to make 
an effective nurse herself, she felt threatened by McCord's achievements and 
therefore designated them not just extraordinary but unnatural. 

, 

Other females were more self-consciously critical of what Gertrude 
Thomas called the "conventionalism which characterises most Southern 
women." The ideas in ladies' heads, Catherine Edmondston confirmed, 
"are like old nails in a bearn-break them off, drive them in, you can; but 
pull them out, never! When you think you have disposed of them, there they 
are as obstinate & rusty as ever." Yet both Thomas and Edmondston meant 
to include themselves within the scope of their strictures. Increasingly self- 
aware, women responded to the wartime threat to their identities more often 
than not by resisting the frightening prospect of self-transformation. "If I 
were once released" from the confines of feminine garb and roles, Emma 
Cmtcher had speculated, "I expect I should find great difficulty in keeping 
my toes from flying up? A change in costume, an abandonment of tradi- 
tional femininity, would literally as well as metaphorically destabilize her 
person. Her grounded identity and her control over her self and her behav- 
ior would disappear as if gravity itself had been eliminated. No wonder the 
possibilities for changing lives as if they were costumes seemed so terrifying. 
No wonder Sarah Morgan lacked the courage to try on her brother's clothes. 
No wonder white southern ladies approached yet ultimately avoided and 
even resisted changes that threatened to erode a self-definition and a sepa- 
rateness founded in the cherished prerogatives of race and class, of white- 
ness and elitism, as well as in the more ambiguous privileges and penalties of 
gender.25 
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For all their efforts to cling to accustomed privileges and familiar 
identities, women of the South's master class found themselves buffeted by 
change and tried by adversity. As years passed with no end to war in sight, 
emotional and material deprivation took their inescapable psychological toll. 
A rising sense of personal desperation, an eroding confidence in those on 
whom they had relied for protection, and an emerging doubt about their 
own ability to endure prompted women to reconsider the most fundamental 
assumptions about their world. As females they had long been socialized to 
think first of others. But faced with the unrelenting hardships of war and the 
escalating difficulty of simple self-preservation, they had begun inevitably to 
think about themselves. The ideology and practice of self-sacrifice and the 



persistence of self-denial demanded by the dictates of patriotism seemed 
increasingly to threaten individual survival. By the end of the war, suffering 
and loss had produced a profound transformation in women's understand- 
ing of the relationship between self and society; pain brought forth a new 
conception of themselves as individuals with needs, interests, and even 
rights, not just duties and obligations. Beginning as personal and psycho- 
logical, this change ultimately involved significant implications for society 
and politics in the late Civil War South.' 

So Much Rests upon the Mind 

In the aftermath of Vietnam we have seen with new clarity and force the 
psychological impact of war on its participants. But our heightened aware- 
ness of these deep and lingering scars has focused almost exclusively on 
combatants, perhaps because American casualties and victims were over- 
whelmingly military personnel. For an invaded rather than an invading 
nation, however, suffering is more widely distributed, with civilians some- 
times enduring even greater depredations and brutalities than uniformed 
troops. The people of Vietnam, like those of the Confederate South, under- 
stood this dimension of war all too well. The traumatic stress reactions that 
have been identified among so many Vietnam veterans would have had their 
Civil War counterpart, not just among soldiers but among southern civilians 
and, in particular, southern women, who faced significant terror, destmc- 
tion, and 1 0 ~ s . ~  

Women themselves recognized the challenge long years of war posed to 
their emotional stability. Mary Jane Cook Chadick of Alabama began her 
diary entries for 1865 with anticipations of difficult months ahead. Listing 
the "trying circumstances" she confronted-a seemingly endless separation 
from her husband, responsibility for the "care of a large family," and the 
gloomiest economic and political prospects-she noted that she was "just 
recovering from another one of my nervous attacks, which are becoming 
more frequent of late." In Tennessee, Virginia French seemed to suffer a 
similar fate: increasingly severe and frequent "nervous attacks." "I fear," she 
confessed, "that I am giving way at last under this long, long pressure of 
anxiety and tension upon the nerves." Emma Dobson of Virginia admitted 
she was "out of my mind at times[.] I candidly confess that fi-om distress I 
sometimes have violent attacks of histeria." Complaining of her destitution 
and despair, Annie Upshur of Lynchburg declared herself "almost upon the 
borders of cra~ziness."~ 
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The intrepid Mary Lee, who had passed most of the war on the front 
lines in the contested town of Winchester, felt that by 1865 she was coming 
"completely unhinged." She noted the admission to Virginia's Insane Asy- 
lum at Staunton of a number of new patients "made insane by the War-all 
women." But, she reflected, "I do not wonder at it." By June 1865, with the 
Confederate experiment in ruins, Mary Lee declared herself "completely 
broken down mentally." Catherine Cooper of Tennessee feared a similar loss 
of balance, which her circumstances made hardly surprising. Living in an 
area ravaged by both Union and Confederate forces, Cooper had given ten 
sons and five grandsons to the army. Five of her sons died and four returned 
wounded. News of the illness of a tenth, she reported, "almost derainged 
me. I think sometimes my trials are greater than I can bear." In the last 
months of the war Emily Harris of North Carolina repeatedly worried that 
she was going insane. From early in the conflict she had seen it her duty to 
"shut up my griefs in my own breast" in order to protect her young children. 
"Truly," she remarked, "I have no time to grieve." But this denial took its 
toll. By 1864 she had begun to question the purpose of her efforts. "Life is 
not desirable for life's sake," she remarked, "but for the sake of those who 
need my services." She began to' fear the loss of her reason as well. "I have 
felt crazy,'' she wrote. "I could almost feel the wrinkles coming on my face 
and the hair turn gray on my heady4 

Many women understood the relationship between their physical condi- 
tion and their mental state. For some, material deprivation wielded a signifi- 
cant psychological impact. Cornelia McDonald of Winchester struggled to 
provide for her nine children; she herself often went without food in order 
to relieve their hunger. "Growing thin and emaciated," she found herself 
becoming "faint hearted" as well. "My feelings were beyond control. . . . I 
had lost the power of resistance and all my self command." Her depression 
was so intense she felt she "could willingly say 'good night' to the world and 
all in it." But physical debilitation was as often the result as the cause of 
mental strain. Women described worry so consuming that it rendered them 
unable to eat or sleep. "Every one is kept in such anxiety of mind by this 
dreadhl war," Mary Legg wrote her friend Hattie Palmer in South Carolina, 
"that it is not strange when we see the body sometimes give way when so 
much rests upon the mind."5 

Unremitting stress drove some women into the protection of an emo- 
tional numbness. Abbie Brooks of Georgia wrote just a few days before 
Appomattox that her "sufferings and trials" had "petrified" her, turned her 
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Ma? Greenhow Lee. Courtesy of the Winchester-Frederick County Historical 

Society, Winchester, Virginia. 

to stone and deadened her feelings. "I care very little for anybody or any- 
thing. I enjoy nothing, am neither sorry nor glad." Grief had, one Virginia 
woman remarked, "stunned and stupefied" many of her acquaintances, and 
Sara Pryor of Virginia observed that "everyone who has suffered a over- 
whelming misfortune must be conscious of a strange deadening of feeling." 
Callous was a word that many women chose to describe their changed 
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outlook. "I have sometimes felt," Lizzie Neblett wrote her husband, Will, 
"like my heart was seared, incapable of feeling as it once didT6 

Repression of feeling often encompassed depression of spirits and a sense 
of futility that arose both from the burden of suffering and its apparent 
uselessness in the face of mounting Confederate military losses. "For what 
am I living?" Belle Edmondson demanded. "Why is it that I am spared, 
from day to day with no happiness myself[?In "Why have I lived to see 

this?" another woman angrily demanded. Under war's pressures, "I am 
wearing a way? The sense of threatened health and sanity gradually re- 
directed women's attention away from nation and community, even some- 
times from husbands and families, toward themselves and their own sur- 
vival. "In my present frame of mind and state of health," Virginia French 
wrote after Union troops consolidated their hold over most of Tennessee, "I 
must confess I feel unpatriotic enough not to care a continental about it any 
way if I could only be well? She was, she admitted, "so low" that she 
persuaded herself she did not "care one jot for the Confederacy or anybody 
in it." "The Confederacy!" wrote Emily Harris, "I almost hate the wordy7 

Tou Must Come Home 

The patriotism women had so enthusiastically embraced in 1861 began to 
erode before seemingly endless-and increasingly purposeless-demands 
for sacrifice. After the defeats of the summer of 1863 Julia Davidson ex- 
claimed to her husband, John, "Oh how I do pray this war was at an end. If 
the Yankees are going to whip us I wish they would hurry about it." Ger- 
trude Thomas expressed a similar "impatience to have it over." As a New 
Orleans woman wrote her soldier son, "je ne vois que des sacrifices, des 
victimes, la ruine, la mis&re, rien de gagnk." By 1864 the war's battles 
seemed no longer glorious but "massacres sans rksultat." Women's willing- 
ness to be selfless, to embrace the needs of the nation as prior to their own, 
had begun to disappear. Their initial dedication to the Cause proved to be 
conditional, dependent on their own capacities to endure war's hardships 
and on a hope for the Confederacy's future that was rapidly evaporating. On 
a tour of the battlefield at Seven Pines in search of her wounded cousin, 
Constance Cary reported seeing men "in every stage of mutilation" and 
proclaimed herself "permanently convinced that nothing is worth war!" 
Margaret Junkin Preston greeted news of the death of her stepson and 
several of his friends by protesting, "Who thinks or cares for victory now!" 
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Sarah Jane Sams proclaimed herself "sick and tired of trying to endure these 
privations to which we are all subjected," and as early as 1862 Julia Le Grand 
had come to believe that "nothing is worth such sacrificeF8 

A practical pacifism born of exhaustion and despair was replacing the 
mood ofromantic militarism that had earlier gripped elite women. One of the 
most striking and curious expressions of this new outlook appeared in 
Marinda Branson Moore's Dixie Speller, published in Raleigh in 1864. 
During the war Moore produced a series ofprimers, readers, and spellers for 
Confederate youth. The 1864 speller was the last of these, and its lesson 22 

contained sentiments very unlike the exuberant patriotic exercises that had 
filled the earlier volumes. In words of one syllable, Moore offered Confeder- 
ate children a sharply dissenting voice, protesting not so much the South's 
political values but the cost of these commitments in human suffering. 

This sad war is a bad thing. 
My pa-pa went, and died in the army. 
My big broth-er went too and got shot. A bomb shell took off his head. 
My aunt had three sons, and all have died in the army. Now she and 

the girls have to work for bread. 
I will work for my ma and my sis-ters. 
I hope we will have peace by the time [I] am old enough to go to war. 
If I were a man, and had to make laws, I would not have any war, if I 

could help it. 
If little boys fight old folks whip them for it; but when men fight, they 

say "how brave!" 

Moore's textbook offered the sentiments of a Confederate woman in the 
language of a small southern boy. To twentieth-century ears, though, it 
echoes the irony, the distance, and the detachment we have come to associ- 
ate with writing from the Great War and the world that followed in its 
aftermath.g 

As Confederate women discussed the war, they increasingly employed 
words such as worth and gain, scrutinizing their circumstances with a new 
attention to costs and benefits and with a new sense of self-interest born of 
what was for most elite southerners the novelty of privation and loss. Com- 
mitment to the Cause was not unbounded but had to be calculated in a 
balance sheet on which the burden of further hardship and the growing 
likelihood of ultimate defeat figured large. An elderly Virginia lady con- 
fessed her growing doubt about the whole Confederate experiment as she 
experienced the escalating trials of war. "I cannot help being unpatriotic-to 
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Confederate women confront the enemy. 'Yrm'val of a Federal Column at a Planter's 
House in Dixie." Harper's Weekly, April 4,1863. 

feel a little selfish sometimes-and," she continued significantly, 'kegret our 
peace and comfort in the old Union." In October 1864 Sal Mabry of North 
Carolina asked her husband Robert, "what do you think of going back into 
the Union[?] dont you think it would be better than to have all our men 
killed[?] . . . I  often think if I could make peace how soon I would have you 
and all my loved ones with me."lo 

By the last years of the conflict, war with its hardships and shortages had 
begun to nurture not nobility and sacrifice so much as a new selfishness, a 
novel awareness of individual needs and desires, of requirements for mini- 
mal personal survival, even if not happiness. In the Confederacy at large an 
emerging venality was evident in widespread speculation and extortion, 
problems that consumed considerable public attention, prompted state and 
national legislation, and won religious notice as the besetting sin of the 
South. Women were most often victims rather than perpetrators of these 
economic and moral crimes, however, for they participated in the market 
chiefly as consumers. 

Women instead displayed their new self-absorption and self-interest in a 
growing reluctance to continue to yield their loved ones to the Confederate 
army. At the outset of the war, women had urged husbands and brothers into 
service, but by the later years of conflict quite a different attitude became 
evident. Even at the expiration of men's first terms of enlistment, as early as 
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1862 or 1863, many wives insisted that their husbands had already given 
enough to the Cause. As Mary Bell of North Carolina bluntly proclaimed to 
Alfred in July 1862, "1 think you have done your share in this war." An initial 
romantic fascination with military heroism had quickly given way to a sober- 
ing recognition ofwar's dangers. Louisa Rice of Georgia wrote her husband, 
Zachariah, at the end of 1862 urging him to leave the army for a post that 
would shield him from conscription. "You have served long enough," she 
declared, "to rest awhile," Mary Williams Pugh, a rehgee in Texas in the fall 
of 1862, warned her husband that both she and her slaves required his 
return. Not only had he "done enough now to satisfy yourself & everyone 
else," but she had borne his absence so "patiently and cheerfully," she 
calculated, "that surely now I deserve some reward." Pugh urged him either 
to hire a substitute or to take advantage of the October 1862 law exempting 
slave supervisors. "My good behavior now is all put on & will soon disap- 
pear unless I see something brighter ahead." The expectation of his immi- 
nent return, moreover, was the only cause of his slaves' "good behavior," she 
warned. "The truth is . . . you must come home." In Florida during the same 
year, Octavia Stephens urged her husband, Winston, to "give up now while 
you have life." In her view it was foolish to "talk of the defense of your home 
& country for you can not defend them, they are too far gone now so give up 
before it is too late." Losing the war and keeping her husband seemed to 
Tivie Stephens a far better bargain than losing both, but Winston would 
fight for another two years before hlfilling Octavia's worst fears.12 

Mounting draft calls prompted first reluctance then resistance from moth- 
ers, wives, and sisters. "We felt like clinging to Walter and holding him 
back," a Virginia woman explained. "I for one had lost my nerve. I was sick 
of war, sick of the butchery, the anguish . . . the fear." Emily Harris declared 
that she felt as much like fighting the men who kept her husband in uniform 
as she did the Yankees. In South Carolina, Margaret Easterling balanced the 
dictates ofpatriotism against her own desires and decided firmly in favor of 
the latter. With two sons in the army, she wrote Jefferson Davis, "I need not 
tell you of my devotion to my country, of the sacrifices I have made, and of 
the many more I am willing to make. . . . But I want my oldest boy at home." 
Facing the conscription of her last son, Mary Scales wrote movingly and 
revealingly to the Confederate secretary of war. "I know my country needs 
all her children and I had thought I could submit to her requisitions. I have 
given her cause my prayers, my time, my means and my children but now 
the last lamb of the fold is to be taken, the mother and helpless woman 
triumph over the patriot."13 
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Mary Scales sought to retreat from the public sphere ofpatriotic duty and 
to reassert the primacy of the domestic, the private, and the dependent in 
female lives. Scales hoped to reinstate the moral economy of gender in 
which women traded "helplessness" and subservience for care and protec- 
tion; she sought a return to a world in which the needs of her heart, her 
family, and her household could take precedence over necessities of state. 
Writing to her son in a northern military prison, Mary Chichester expressed 
a similar desire. "I hope," she confessed, "when you do get exchanged, you 
will think, the time past has sufficed for public service, & that your own 
family require yr protection & help-as others are deciding." Gertrude 
Thomas saw the conflict of loyalties and its resolution clearly. "Am I willing 
to give my husband to gain Atlanta for the Confederacy? No, No, No, a 
thousand times No!'1l4 

In one sense the erosion of women's patriotism simply represented a 
reversion to conventional female concerns, an almost reactionary reassertion 
of the private and domestic and a rejection of the more public and political 
burdens women had been urged to assume. But at the same time, women's 
new perspectives involved an articulation of individual right and identity, of 
self-interest, that was strikingly modern in its implications. Their retreat 
from the public realm was fieled in considerable part by their recognition 
that in the Confederacy the public interest did not encompass their own, for 
it threatened to kill their loved ones, deprive them of life's basic necessities, 
and require them to manage recalcitrant, rebellious, and often frightening 
slaves. A nation that had acknowledged no legitimate female political voice 
had in crisis failed adequately to consider women's needs. 

Before the war, women of the southern elite had regarded themselves as 
dependents within an organic social order in which female subordination 
was accepted in return for protection and support. Yet white men's wartime 
failure to provide women with either physical safety or basic subsistence cast 
this world and its social assumptions into question. Relationships of un- 
challenged status, of assumed superiority and inferiority, were transformed 
into what political theorists would call social relations of contract. Women 
came to regard their sacrifice and subordination as no longer inevitable but 
contingent on men's Mfillment of certain expectations. The notions of 
"virtual" political representation-which argued that women's interests 
would be protected by their men-had proved hollow indeed. Women 
began to acknowledge and defend their own interests apart from those of 
their families and their nation and to regard themselves as individuals pos- 
sessing rights and legitimate desires, notjust duties and obligations.15 
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This warborn evolution in female self-perception parallels a much 
broader transformation in American political life, one that many scholars 

have designated as a shift during the early and middle years of the nineteenth 
century from republican to liberal political forms and values, as a replace- 
ment of virtue and community by faction and self-interest. The changing 
outlook of southern women in the course of the Civil War helps remind us of 
the psychological foundations of such a transformation, for women's shift- 
ing understanding of their larger social place arose from a newfound ability 
to perceive themselves as more than simply appendages to other, more 
important social actors.16 

In their recognition of individual needs and desires amidst all but unbear- 
able emotional and even material deprivation, Confederate women discov- 
ered both new self-interest and new selves. It was not, however, as so many 
discussions ofwomen and war would have it, that new achievements and new 
accomplishments-as nurses or teachers or plantation managers-yielded 
the basis for enhanced self-esteem; this new sense ofselfwas based not in the 
experience of success but in desperation, in the fundamental need simply to 
survive. "Necessity,', as Confederate women so often intoned, was in this 
sense truly "the mother of invention"; only "nece~sity,~' as Julia Davidson 
wrote her husband, John, could "make a different woman of me."" 

By the last months of the war many women, especially those of the 
middling and l o w s  orders, were not just holding husbands and brothers 
back from service but were actively urging them to desert. The risk of 
execution and the shame of flight now seemed .acceptable in the face of 
almost certain and almost certainly useless injury or death at the front. 
Confederate leaders recognized the power that women exerted in persuad- 
ing soldiers to abandon their posts. One military officer even went so far as 
to urge the secretary of war to begin to censor the mails, for, he insisted, "the 
source of all the present evils of Toryism & desertion in our country is letter 
writing to . . . the army." As a Confederate official in North Carolina bluntly 
proclaimed, "Desertion takes place because desertion is encouraged. . . . 
And though the ladies may not be willing to concede the fact, they are 
nevertheless responsible . . . for the desertion in the army and the dissipa- 
tion in the country? At every level of the social order women were making 
their particular contributions to Confederate military failure.'* 

Public lamentations about women's shortcomings as patriots became 
standard fare in the Confederate press. An 1864 correspondent to the Mont- 
gomery Daily Advertiser deplored eroding female commitment to the Cause. 
At first, wrote the pseudonymous Micare, "women were rivalling the other 
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sex in patriotic devotion. . . . But a change, and such a change, has come 
over the spirit of their dream. The Aid societies have died away; they are a 
name and nothing more. The self-sacrifice has vanished; wives and maidens 
now labor only to exempt husbands and lovers from the perils of service." 
Beginning with a discussion of women's interference with military recmit- 
ment and retention, Micare moved to a second, widely articulated indict- 
ment of women's wartime failures. "Never," Micare continued, "were parties 
more numerous. . . . Never were the theatres and places of public amuse- 
ment so resorted to. . . . The love of dress, the display ofjewelry and costly 
attire, the extravagance and folly are all the greater for the brief abstinence 

which has been ob~erved."'~ 

Mirth and Reckless Revelry 

Late in 1864 Augusta Jane Evans published in the Mobik Register a 
similarly scathing attack on her countrywomen. "Can mirth and reckless 
revelry hold high carnival in social circles," she demanded, "while every 
passing breeze chants the requiem of dying heroes? . . . Are Southern 
women so completely oblivious of the claims of patriotism and humanity, 
that in this season of direst extremity, they tread the airy mazes of the dance, 
while the matchless champions of freedom are shivering in bloody trenches 
or lying stark on frozen fields of glory?"Evans invoked "spectral bands" of 
Confederate dead to join her in lamenting women's betrayal, in crying, 
"Shame! Shame upon your degenera~y."~~ 

Evans was hardly unique in criticizing the frivolity that seized elite Con- 
federate society in 1864 and 1865. Women's growing sense of self-interest 
shaded into self-indulgence; sacrifice was replaced by its polar opposite, 
excess. Even a council of Presbyterian elders in Alabama felt compelled in 
1865 to reprimand their usually sober congregants and to "deplore the 
presence, and we fear, the growing prevalence, of a spirit of gaity, especially 
among the female members of some of our congregations." Sara Pryor of 
Virginia found this "disposition to revel in times of danger and suffering" to 
be "passing strange," but Grace Elmore of South Carolina understood that 
"utter abandonment to the pleasure of the present" offered the possibility of 
"shutting out for the moment the horrors that surround us." As hardships 
mounted, escape seemed all the more desirable. Gertrude Thomas tried to 
explain the gaiety in her Georgia town by suggesting that long years of war 
had to some degree hardened southerners' feelings and had left them insen- 
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sitive to others' sufferings. James Chesnut certainly feared such a lack of 
sympathy in his wife, Mary, and declared her "dissipated" for her rehsal to 
abandon constant parties and frivolity. Yet Chesnut was but one of dozens of 
Richmond hostesses contributing to the "whirl" of sociability that gripped 
the capital city in the last months of war. Preeminent was Mrs. Robert 
Stannard, who was reputed to have spent more than $30,000 on entertain- 
ment during a winter that saw Confederate troops camped in nearby coun- 
ties suffering for bare subsis ten~e.~~ 

In February 1864 the Richmond Enquirer expressed its hope that the 
arrival of Lent would bring an end to the "season of reckless frivolity that has 
made Richmond during this winter, a carnival of unhallowed pleasure." 
Incessant parties and balls in the capital represented, in the paper's judg- 
ment, "shameful displays of indifference to national calamity . . . a mockery 
of the misery and desolation that covers the land." At the opposite end of the 
Confederacy, in Texas, "ladies of Galveston" planned a midwinter ball for 
the officer corps stationed in the port city. But the anticipated "revelry and 
carousal" so offended underpaid and underfed enlisted men that they plot- 
ted a raid against the tables of delicacies. When word of the soldiers' inten- 
tions reached Confederate officers, they ordered cavalry to stand ready to 
act against rebellious privates. The cavalry indicated its unwillingness to 
serve in such a capacity, however, and called for the cancellation of the 
ladies' entertainment.22 

The frivolity that attracted such widespread attention and remark in the 
last months of the Confederacy represented an assertion of class privilege in 
the face-and in defiance-of its rapid erosion. The women indulging in 
much-criticized revelry were not those of the lower orders who lacked the 
means for such excess. Poorer women were more likely to express their 
dissent from the ideology of sacrifice and the reality of deprivation in the 
bread riots that swept across the South in the late years of the war. In 
Savannah, Mobile, High Point, Petersburg, Milledgeville, Columbia, and 
even in the capital city of Richmond itself, crowds of desperate females 
joined together to claim provisions they believed their due, and in more 
rural locations bands of female marauders swept into plantation areas to 
seize food crops ready for harvest in the fields. These seemingly unre- 
lated phenomena-upper-class women's frivolity and lower-class women's 
violence-both represented responses to the Confederacy's violation of 
white women's expectations within the South's paternalistic social order. 
Bread riots and reckless revelry both embodied a new level of female self- 
assertiveness. Both represented forceful statements of women's desires, and 
both explicitly rejected the ideology of sacrifice.23 
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Differing economic and class realities and differing understandings of 
life's possibilities shaped emerging dissent to produce quite different be- 
havior among women of the elite and women of the lower orders. Despite a 
common sense of deprivation and anger, these groups of females harbored 
little mutual sympathy; each regarded the actions of the other as depraved. 
Poor women accused elite families of abandoning their responsibilities to 
the less fortunate, even while "the rich livs as well as ever tha did"; respect- 
able middle- and upper-class females were both frightened and appalled by 
rioters' abandonment of deference and propriety, even when they felt pity 
for their desperate plight. "The time appears rapidly approaching," Ger- 
trude Thomas worried, "when we have almost as much to dread from our 
own demoralized mob as from the public enemy." Self-interest had under- 
mined noblesse oblige just as it had eroded patriotism. As a poor woman 
complaining of starvation in Spotsylvania County, Virginia, wrote to the 
president, "it is folly for a poor mother to call on the rich people about 
here[.] there hearts are of steel[.] they would sooner th[r]ow what they have 
to spare to their dogs than give it to a starving childYZ4 

War had called white women across the South to make many similar 
sacrifices. The gendering of the army as male and of the hom ~ , t o n t  " as 
overwhelmingly female and the high rates of military enrollment-and mili- 
tary casualties-among men of all classes constituted important commonal- 
ities in white southern women's wartime experience. Yet class differences 
separated even as gender united Confederate females. At the end of the 
conflict Cornelia McDonald reflected on the comparative impact of the war 
on rich and poor. "I have often thought," she mused, 

that no greater despotism could be than that government was in the last 
months of its existence. To those whose education and habits of life made 
them enthusiastic, or whose pride acted as an incentive for them to 
endure and suffer, as was the case with the higher classes, it wore no such 
aspect, but to those who had but their poor homes and little pieces of 
ground by which they managed to provide little more than bread for their 
families, who knew that they would be as well off under one government 
as another, it was oppression to be forced into the army, and not ever to 
be free from the apprehension that their families were s ~ f f e r i n g . ~ ~  

Put simply, upper-class southerners had a greater investment than their 
poorer countrywomen and -men in the system that had given them their 
superior status. For all their disillusionment with slavery, with Confederate 
leadership, and with their individual men, elite southern women clung to- 
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even reasserted-lingering elements of privilege. Even when patriotism had 
been exhausted by war and even when the Confederacy had died, elite white 
women of the South held fast to the traditional hierarchical social and racial. 
order that had defined their importance. Indeed, their disillusionment with 
the Confederacy arose chiefly from its failure to protect and preserve that 
privilege, to serve white female self-interest. 

In ladyhood southern women accepted gender subordination in ex- 
change for continuing class and racial superiority. Yet their understanding of 
that bargain had changed profoundly in the course of the war. Their expec- 
tations for male protection had all but disappeared; their new sense of 
themselves, born in necessity rather than opportunity, made them sharply 
aware of both the dangers of dependence and the daunting demands of 
autonomy. Filled with doubts about both themselves and their men, elite 
southern women faced the postwar world with a new realism, a deep-seated 
bitterness, and a frightening sense of isolation. The social order they were 
determined to preserve offered them only the best of a bad bargain; the ideal 
of male strength and competence that had justified the paternalistic southern 
world had been proven mythical, and women had discovered little founda- 
tion in their own competence or effectiveness for trying to replace male 
power and authority with their own. In the face of the frightening reality of 
black emancipation, however, white women came to regard the rehabilita- 
tion of patriarchy as a bargain they were compelled to accept. The postwar 
commemoration of male courage and wartime achievement by the Daugh- 
ters of the Confederacy, the Confederate Memorial Society, and other female 
celebrants of the Lost Cause represented women's effort to make what they 
regarded as necessary seem once again legitimate. If white men were once 
again to run the world, southern ladies would struggle to demonstrate the 
confidence in male superiority that would convince both themselves and 
others that such a social order was both natural and d e ~ i r a b l e . ~ ~  
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Shall Never.. . Be the Same 

rned to Winchester after her expul- 
sion by the Union army. She resettled in Baltimore, where she passed the 
remainder of a long life, taking in boarders and dedicating herself to church 
work and to the activities of the United Daughters of the Confederacy. 
"Political reconstruction," she observed late in 1865, "might be unavoidable 
now, but social reconstruction we hold in our hands & might prevent."' 

Lizzie Neblett described "seven years of struggle" shared with her hus- 
band, Will, after the war as they tried to adapt to free labor on their Texas 
cotton land. The value of the Nebletts' real estate had fallen 60 percent by 
1870, and their personal property, with the emancipation of the slaves, was 
5 ?4 percent of its former value. In the spring of 1871 Will died of pneumonia, 



leaving his wife five months pregnant with a third daughter. Widowed at 
thirty-eight, Lizzie had more than half her life to live. She survived until 
1917, emerging briefly in the public eye as a temperance columnist in the 
1880s. Ironically, she would pass the last decades of her life in the Austin 
household of her second daughter, Bettie, the unwelcome war baby2 

Jo Gillis of Alabama turned to teaching to support her family at the end of 
the war, for her husband's income as an itinerant minister did not even cover 
his board. Yet it was her household responsibilities that she found most 
demanding. "Sometimes I have a cook," she wrote in 1866, "and sometimes 
I don't and everything I do is done by guesswork. My ignorance and 
inexperience is a great trial." Often she cried all night contemplating her 
hardships and her husband's lack of support and understanding. In Novem- 
ber 1868 Jo Gillis died from complications following the delivery of her 
second child.3 

After Confederate defeat, Emma and Will Crutcher returned to Vicks- 
burg fiom San Antonio, where they had gone to live as refkgees in 1863 after 
Will's health had prompted him to withdraw from the army. Mother of two 
young sons, Emma contributed to her family's income by teaching at a girls' 
high school in Vicksburg. 

In 1869 Kate Stone of Louisiana married a Confederate officer she had 
met during the war. He first worked as a plantation manager, then eventually 
acquired land of his own. They produced four children, only two of whom 
lived to adulthood. Kate became active in the United Daughters of the 
Confederacy and in local book and literary clubs, reflecting, no doubt, her 
unsatisfied hunger for reading material all through the war. 

Impatient as she had been to see the war's end, Gertrude Thomas found 
life even more trying in its aftermath. Her husband, Jeff, proved financially 
incompetent and irresponsible, wasting what little remained of her inherited 
fortune in a series of disastrous business ventures. Gertrude took up teach- 
ing to support her children. By the end of the century she had emerged as a 
leader in the new southern temperance crusade and had been selected 
president of the Georgia Woman's Suffrage Association and national trea- 
surer of the United Daughters of the C~nfederacy.~ 

Lucy Buck had been prescient indeed when she had observed as early as 
1862, "We shall never any of us be the same as we have been." For each of 
these women, as for the thousands of others who, like them, had been part of 
the Old South's master class, Appomattox brought a new world, inaugurat- 
ing lives unlike those they had anticipated or desired. Perhaps most conspic- 



The aftermath of battle. The Return to Fredericksburg, oil painting, 1865, by 
David English Henderson. Courtesy of Gettysburg National Military Park. 

uously, this was a world without slaves. Loss of the property that had 
provided the foundation for privilege undermined the wealth and position of 
formerly slaveowning families. For the white women within these house- 
holds, however, emancipation had a more personal significance. The daily 
work of domestic life and the routines of white women's lives were revolu- 
tionized by the coming of free labor. "All the talk, everywhere now," Emma 
Mordecai noted just after the cessation of military hostilities, "is servants." 
More than a generation later, the "servant problem" continued to preoccupy 
southern ladies. Asked by a Vanderbilt social scientist in the early 1890s to 
specify the most significant impact of the war on the lives ofwhite southern 
women of her class, a Carolina matron old enough to have memories of 
"better days" before emancipation did not hesitate. "From being queens in 
social life," she replied, ladies had become "after the war, in many instances, 
mere domestic dr~idges."~ 

But the increased labors of white women were not exclusively domestic. 
The disappearance of slave-based wealth left many formerly prosperous 
families struggling to make ends meet and dependent on women's work 
outside the home. Like Emma Crutcher, Jo Gillis, and Gertrude Thomas, 



many of these women turned to teaching. By 1880 the majority of southern 

schoolteachers had for the first time become female. The necessity for 

growing numbers of respectable women to find employment prompted 
southerners to direct more serious attention to women's education. In the 

1890s the president of a southern women's college observed that nearly a 
quarter of his graduates now supported themselves. This expectation, he 
explained, led students to prosecute their studies with far greater earnest- 
ness and diligence than had their antebellum counterparts. Several southern 
state universities introduced coeducation in the i88os, and women's col- 
leges, such as Sophie Newcomb at Tulane in 1886, were established to offer 
women opportunities paralleling those of men. By the 1890s the Vanderbilt 
researcher noted the "growing respectability of self support" emerging &om 
conditions of economic necessity, and one of his interviewees applauded the 
abandonment of prewar beliefs in "the nobility of dependence and helpless- 
ness in ~ o m a n . " ~  

After their experiences of war, southern women found it difficult any 
longer to celebrate helplessness. When male protection had disappeared, 
female dependence had proved far too costly and too painhl. Women had 
not been prepared to manage slaves and farms, control children, and even 
work to provide their own basic support. The desperate plight in which the 
war had placed so many females proved an unforgettable lesson, one only 
reinforced by the postbellum lives of many women of the formerly slaveown- 
ing classes. The absolute necessities of widowhood imposed independence 
on many, but the erosion of slave-based wealth and political power often left 
even those whose husbands returned from war unable to rely on male 
support. The actions of white women in a wide range of postwar arenas and 
their frequent appearances in the public spheres of work and reform can 
perhaps best be understood as a determination never to be entirely helpless 
or dependent again. The enhancement of opportunities for female educa- 
tion, women's advocacy of reforms in married property law, and the move- 
ment for female suffrage emerging by the 1890s all represented women's 
efforts to define and defend their own interests. A mistrust of men fueled 
many of these women's zeal.' 

In large measure, female dependence seemed dangerous because of the 
desperate condition of so many white southern men. Economic instability in 
the postwar environment enhanced the logic of the movement for married 
women's property laws. In a time of enormous financial uncertainty white 
men could protect the larger interests of their families by separating their 
wives' property from their own. Both Gertrude and Jeff Thomas would have 
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fared far better had her wealth been immune from his indebtedness. New 
postbellum women's property laws, securing support from conservative 
men as well as most female suffragists, thus served both traditional and 
seemingly progressive interests. The implications of these new measures for 
domestic power and marital relationships were profound, however, for the 
laws embodied, as historian Suzanne Lebsock has written, a new "vision of 
masculine irresponsibility." Instead of playing its customary role in support 
of men's right and duty to serve as the protectors of women, the law here 
represented the intervention of the state to protect women from men.8 

For many white southern males, difficulties were far more than simply 
financial. From Vietnam we have gained an appreciation of the depth and 
persistence of war's wounds that may help us to understand other postwa; 
generations. It is not unrealistic to think that many former Confederate 
soldiers must have suffered from posttraumatic stress disorders in the years 
after Appomattox. Certainly family papers hint at such distress among white 
southern men. Nearly two years after the end of the war, Amanda Sims of 
South Carolina described her father as "shattered mentally and physically." 
Kate Stone remarked that her brother "rarely talks at all" and her grand- 
father was "much depressed." Jeff Thomas described himself as a "fit sub- 
ject for the Lunatic Asylum," and his wife, Gertrude, hinted at the alcohol- 
ism and the outbursts of rage that compounded his depression. Women 
were confronted not just with the delicate task of defending their own 
interests in the face of the failures and incompetence of their traditional 
( 6  protectors"; they had to deal as well with these injured and broken men. 

For all the pain women had suffered in war, they had not so directly con- 
fronted the horrors of four years on the battlefield, nor did they bear the 
same accountability for failure and defeat. The rehabilitation of southern 
white men became a central postwar responsibility for Confederate women.g 

The United Daughters of the Confederacy, the Ladies Memorial Associa- 
tions, and celebrations of the Lost Cause were designed in considerable 
measure to accomplish this restoration. Beginning in the years immediately 
after Appomattox, women began to organize to honor the dead with ceme- 
teries, monuments, and annual memorial day observances. By the 1880s the 
United Daughters of the Confederacy had broadened women's concerns to 
a more general celebration of the Confederate struggle as well as its martyrs. 
On a personal and psychological level these efforts were meant to reassure 
defeated Confederates about their honor, courage, and manhood and to 
bury the pain of failure by redefining it as noble sacrifice and ultimate moral 
victory. But the Lost Cause operated on a broader social and political level 



as well, for it was intended to rehabilitate the larger system of patriarchy as 

well as the egos of individual southern men.1° 
Doubting the competence of their men and recognizing the necessity of 

defending their own interests, women were at the same time reluctant, 

especially in the face of postwar racial upheaval, to abandon the possibility 
of white male power and protection entirely and forever. As Emily Harris 
had written in 1863 when her husband returned from hrlough to the front, 
"I shall never get used to being left as the head of affairs at home. I am 
constituted so as to crave a guide and protector." Daunted by the experience 
of wartime responsibility, many women hoped to shift some of those bur- 
dens back to their husbands, brothers, and sons. They knew they could no 
longer entirely trust these men, but they wanted at least to avoid assuming all 
of their obligations. "Trying to do a man's business," as Lizzie Neblett put it, 
had proved for many Confederate women an almost overwhelming task. 
Thus, in what seems to our late twentieth-century eyes an almost inexplica- 
ble paradox of progressivism and reaction, Gertrude Thomas-and many 
southern women like her-could logically work for both female suffrage and 
the Lost Cause." 

Through the experiences of war, white southern women had come to a 
new understanding of themselves and their interests as women. Their new 
postwar environment would yield a continued enhancement of female con- 
sciousness through the women's organizations that now flourished in the 
South as they never had in antebellum years. Not just associations to sup- 
port suffrage or the Lost Cause, but temperance societies, educational and 
civic reform groups, church and missionary organizations, literary leagues, 
and women's clubs involved ladies in a variety of efforts aimed at personal 
and social uplift. The power of association, Anne Scott has written, "had its 
own inner dynamic," propelling women into public life as well as into closer 
bonds with one another.'* 

These gendered identities, however, could not be separated from the 
prerogatives of class and race on which "ladyhood" rested. Inevitably the 
omnipresent issue of race tied white men and women together and under- 
mined white southern females' willingness to challenge patriarchy. Black 
freedom seemed to pose an immediate and dangerous threat to the lady's 
status and to her long cherished privileges. In a tellingly symbolic civic 
gathering in turn-of-the-century North Carolina, for example, young white 
girls appeared on a float inscribed with the words Protect Us as part of a 
parade in support of a candidate committed to black disfranchisement. Even 
during the war itself, elite women had recognized the urgency of retaining 



C C  at least one good negro to wait upon" them. The much discussed late 

nineteenth-century "servant problem" was essentially the postemancipation 
expression of southern ladies7 commitment to reestablishing the authority 
and benefits of whiteness. The men of their race would naturally serve as 
important allies in this struggle. Prerogatives of race thus undermined the 
imperatives and commonalities of gender in the postwar South, separating 
black and white women, weakening and retarding the development of south- 
ern feminism, and subordinating its agenda to the seemingly more pressing 
concerns of reestablishing class and racial privilege. 

When some southern women began actively to advocate female suffrage 
in the 1890s~ their movement displayed a regionally distinctive and racist 
cast. Their arguments for women's votes emphasized not female empower- 
ment but the potential for privileged white women's suffrage to serve as 
an instrument to blunt the impact of black enfranchisement. The women 
seemed not to seek validation of their equality with white men so much as 
their superiority to black men. The letterhead of the Southern States 
Woman Suffrage Conference represented its adherents' sense of their right- 
ful preeminence of both race and class, declaring "A government is not yet 
complete that withholds from its most enlightened women what it freely 
gives to its most benighted men? "Never before," proclaimed a speaker at a 
southern suffrage convention, "in the history of the world have men made 
former slaves the political masters of their former mistresses." In a calculated 
effort to create an alliance that would at once serve the interests of white 
women and white men, southern suffragists attempted to forge white unity 
through the definition of common class and racial goals and the adoption of 
a shared white supremacist rhetoric. In their elitism, in their emphasis on 
white superiority, and in their complementary concerns with protecting 
women and rehabilitating men, the suffage movement and the celebration 
of the Lost Cause embodied the paradoxical interplay of old and new in the 
postwar South.ls 

White women of the postwar South were new people living in a new 
world. Yet for those who remembered the rewards of class and racial power 
in the Old South, the desire to cling to eroding status remained strong. The 
ladies of the late nineteenth-century South understood all too well what 
Mary Lee had perceived as early as 1865: "social reconstruction we hold in 
our hands & might prevent? The necessities of changed economic and 
social circumstances and the self-knowledge gained from four years of crisis 
gave white southern women the bases for inventing new selves erected firmly 
upon the elitist assumptions of the old. 



of Southern History 

Within an American nation shaped by prosperity and success, the 
South has been distinctive in its experience' of poverty and failure. "The 
burden of southern history," historian C. Vann Woodward has taught us, 
derives from the knowledge of evil and the tragedy of bloody defeat in Civil 
War. This legacy has persisted into our own time, leaving southerners little 
basis for the American delusion "that there is nothing whatever that is 
beyond their power to accompli~h."~ 

The burden of the South's history has been culturally powerful, serving 
as the foundation for a regional literature in which the presence of the past 
has provided a central theme. For southerners, as William Faulkner has 
perhaps most eloquently reminded us, the past is never dead or even truly 



past; for every white southern boy, it is always two o'clock on July 3,1863, 
just a moment before Pickett's Charge dealt a fatal blow to the cherished 
myth of southern in~incibility.~ 

The very circumstantiality, power, and tenacity of Faulkner's oft-cited 
image should in the late twentieth century prompt us to ask new questions 
about this much discussed burden of southern history. Woodward himself 
revised his original speculations to encompass the challenges the Vietnam 
War posed to the American legend of success. But those reconsiderations 
only serve to underline the centrality of military achievement to the concep- 
tion of national and southern identity at issue here. Southerners burdened 
with the past Woodward describes, like the southerners forever poised at 
two o'clock on July 3, are white southerners and they are male southerners. 

The weight of southern history is just as heavy for women and for African 
Americans, but it is constructed rather differently. Those who lived in 
bondage for 200 years carry a legacy of oppression and resistance that has 
been extensively and powerfully explored in the rich traditions of both 
African American history and literature. The preceding pages remind us 
that the southern past embodies a distinctive burden for many white south- 
ern women as well, a burden that encompassed significant and lasting im- 
plications for women's roles and identities and for the fortunes of women's 
rights and of feminism in the region.3 

The Civil War experience of the women I have treated in this book left 
them with profound doubts about what lay within their power to accomplish 
and thus with serious questions about the desirability of female indepen- 
dence or emancipation. Yet warborn reservations about the competence of 
their men imbued many white southern females with a simultaneous desire to 
protect themselves from reliance on men for survival. Assertions of female 
power in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries often reflected this 
conflicted legacy, the burden of women's wartime failures and doubts. The 
optimism and ebullience that characterized the movement for women's rights 
elsewhere in the nation was not central to the effort in the South. The many 
elite females active as leaders in the southern wing of the woman suffrage 
movement, for example, articulated a disdain for men and a consequent need 
themselves to defend the interests of women and children. Invented from 
necessity and born of disappointment and desperation, southern female 
assertiveness grew from different roots than that of their northern sisters. The 
appeal, the character, and the extent of southern feminism has been shaped 
by women's sense of their own limitations. Southern women, like their men, 
had learned to think of success as elusive; their own experience made it 
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difficult for them to identify with the confidence of Susan B. Anthony's much 
quoted rallying cry, "Failure is impo~sible."~ 

The detailed research necessary for deep and nuanced understanding of 
southern women of the late nineteenth and the twentieth centuries is only 

just beginning; the history of women in the American South is still in its 
youth-if we can perhaps congratulate ourselves that it has now at least 
passed beyond infancy. The patterns I am identifjmg and the legacy I 
describe can only be suggestive. Yet it seems to me consistent both with 
feminism's very restricted appeal in the South, even into our own time, and 
with a popular wisdom that embraces an ambiguous tradition of seemingly 
contradictory strength and frailty in white southern women. The road from 
Altars of Sacrifice to Steel Magnolias remains to be fdly mapped, but we can 
hardly doubt that devastating wartime experience had a profound and last- 
ing impact on women, an impact in significant ways different from its influ- 
ence on southern men. White women of the postwar South have borne their 
own peculiar burden of southern history. 
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The most significant sources for this book have been the manuscript letters and diaries 
of Confederate women and their families located at the more than two dozen libraries 
and repositories listed at the beginning of the Notes. Diaries often provide a more 

introspective view of the writer than letters, which are from the outset explicitly fash- 
ioned for a particular audience. But so many Civil War diarists wrote in hopes of 
eventual publication or with an eye to posterity that a scholar must carehlly define the 
writersy larger purposes before evaluating these works as well. Just as I have argued that 
there was little space for private lives in the wartorn South, so I would suggest that few 
manuscripts can really be considered "private" papers. Confederate women knew they 
lived in an important historic moment, and they often wrote to exert their influence over 
that history. Postwar reminiscences raise even more significant problems, for the 
scholar must evaluate the role of hindsight and the influence of late nineteenth-century 
contexts and concerns. Although such reminiscences abound, in both manuscript and 
published forms, I have been both cautious and sparing in my use of them. Far more 

valuable to me have been the women's letters that appear in the surviving records of 
Confederate national and state governments. I have found collections of letters to the 
governors of Georgia, Mississippi, and North Carolina, housed in the archives of each 
state, especially usehl. The Letters Received by the Confederate Secretary of War and 
other correspondence from civilians located in the Confederate government records at 
the National Archives offer unparalleled insight into the lives of white women of all 
classes-from the wealthiest slave mistresses to illiterate farm wives, who asked their 
more educated neighbors to forward their dictated concerns to Richmond. Manuscript 
records of nongovernmental institutions proved less helpful to me, partly because 

record keeping was often so incomplete during the war years. Nevertheless, I found 
some church and denominational records usehl, most notably those at the Historical 
Foundation of the Presbyterian Church at Montreat, North Carolina. Archives ofwom- 
en's educational institutions were difficult to locate and, with the exception of those of 
long-lived Hollins College of Roanoke, Virginia, less revealing than I had hoped. 
Minutes of women's voluntary and soldiers' aid organizations tend to be fragmentary 
but usually list officers and activities and enumerate goods produced for the front. 

The popularity of Civil War history has combined with expanding interest in the 
past experience of women to encourage editors and publishers to reprint growing 
numbers of wartime diaries and letters. As a result, many primary materials are now 
readily available in bookstores and public libraries. These are an invaluable resource for 
scholars and teachers and permit even a general reader the opportunity to engage these 
women directly. More than a dozen such editions are cited in my notes. Perhaps the 



best known of these is C. Vann Woodward's Pulitzer Prize-winning edition of Mary 
Chesnut's Civil War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981), but the interested reader 
can, for example, also readily locate recent new editions of the diaries of Cornelia Peake 
McDonald, Ella Gertrude Clanton Thomas, Kate Stone, Sarah Morgan, Emma 
Holmes, Ada Bacot, and Keziah Brevard. Editions of family letters are abundant as well. 
Here the classic is Robert Manson Myers's edition of lThe Children of Pride: A Bme 
Story of Georgia and the Civil War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972), the letters 
of the devoutly Presbyterian Jones family. 

For my purposes, material printed during the war years themselves has proved 
indispensable as a source of insight into the wider cultural and social context and 
discourse in which Confederate women operated. Shortages of paper and of printing 
machinery inhibited Confederate publishing, but an influential newspaper and periodi- 

cal press nevertheless survived until the last days of the war. The endnotes demonstrate 
how useful I have found local and denominational newspapers, for discussion of wom- 

en's roles and duties was a staple of cultural commentary. The lengthier disquisitions of 
the periodical press are perhaps even more revealing on subjects such as nursing, 
women's education, and women authors. The interaction between these cultural voices 
and women's own experiences were critical to women's redefinitions of themselves in 
the war era. 

Two bibliographies of Confederate imprints, intended to be exhaustive, together 
with a microfilmed edition of their contents make the great bulk of published Confeder- 
ate literature readily available to the researcher: Marjorie Lyle Crandall, Confederate 
Imprints: A Check List (Boston: Boston Athenaeum, 1955), ~01s. 1 and 2; Richard 
Harwell, More Confederate Imprints (Richmond: Virginia State Library, 1957), vols. 1 

and 2; and Confderate Imprints, 1861-1865 (143 reels of microfilm) (New Haven: 
Research Publications, 1974). I have found printed songs, sermons, novels, and poetry 
essential to my effort to understand Confederate popular culture and women's place 
within it. Published state and national government laws and records, also included in 
these bibliographies, proved essential to my analysis of relevant legislation, particularly 
in regard to nursing and conscription. 

Iconographic materials have posed a special challenge, in part because historians 
have nqt tended in the past to treat them as seriously and rigorously as other sorts of 
evide&e. Identifications and attributions of photographs have been made casually and 
often without attention to the standards historians would apply to the documentary 
record. In my search for illustrations for this book, I have been appalled to find 
photographs seemingly randomly captioned by an author or editor, as if the accuracy of 
their titles somehow did not matter as much as the accuracy of the accompanying text. 
Just to give one example: a widely reprinted photograph captioned "Southern Women 
and their Slaves'' is in fact a picture of northern abolitionist teachers and their recently 
emancipated pupils. 

Another challenge to the scholar wishing to use visual materials about white south- 
ern women is their scarcity. I would contend they are in fact the least photographed and 
most literally invisible group, black or white, North or South. Soldiers attract over- 



whelming attention from photographers and engravers; slaves and recently freed people 
are also of great interest to Civil War artists and photographers and appear not infre- 
quently in the visual record, although black men are certainly more often represented 

than black women. Photography was widespread enough in the North that pictures of 
white northern women are available in numbers that are simply not paralleled in the 
South, where photographers were less numerous and engraving was technologically 
underdeveloped. As a result, images of white southern women are quite rare, and many 
of those we do have come, like the oft-reprinted engravings in Harper's Weekly and 
Frank Leslie's Illustrated News#a#er, from northern sources. I would hope that histo- 
rians could begin to attend more closely and carehlly to photographic sources. We 
need as well to work with the objects-hair sculptures, socks, homespun dresses, and 
so forth-that represent the material record of southern women during the war. 

S E C O N D A R Y  S O U R C E S  ON C O N F E D E R A T E  W O M E N  

Because the literature on the Civil War is voluminous-it is the most written-about 
subject in American history-I will confine my remarks here to works explicitly focused 
on white southern women. Traditional Civil War historiography has not entirely ne- 
glected the experience of white southern women, although treatments have tended to 
focus on celebrating women's contributions to men's military efforts. Francis Butler 
Simkins and James Welch Patton's Women of the Confederacy (Richmond: Garrett and 
Massie, 1936) remains use l l  for its extensive research into the lives of mostly elite white 
women. Mary Elizabeth Massey's Bonnet Brigades: American Women and the Civil 
War (New York: Knopf, 1966), written at the time of the Civil War centennial and 
recently reprinted as Women in the Civil War (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
igg4), is a learned consideration of women North and South that is less dated than its 
original title would lead one to expect. H. E. Sterkx has written a state study, Partners in 
Rebellion: Alabama Women in the Civil War (Rutherford, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson 
University Press, 1970)~ that contains some nuggets of local history. The value of Bell 
Irvin Wiey's Confederate Women (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1975) is limited 
by its biographical approach. Far more useful than any of these for the contemporary 
reader is George Rable's Civil Wars: Women and the Crisis of Southern Nationalism 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, I&), which has been enriched by the outpouring 
of work in women's history that occurred in the decade and a half prior to its ap- 
pearance. Rable's extensive research and his judicious insights have been invaluable to 
me, although I have chosen to place more emphasis on concepts of class and gender in 
shaping my analytic framework and on cultural materials in contextualizing my analysis. 
Rable has been unfailingly generous as I have mucked about on what he might under- 
standably have regarded as his turf. 

The evolution of women's history toward the broader study of gender is exerting an 
important influence on the growing numbers of studies of Civil War women. An early 
example of this is Divided Houses: Gender and the Civil War (New York: Oxford 
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University Press, 1992), edited by Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber. This volume is 
particularly valuable because it contains essays by a number of scholars who have larger 
works in progress, many ofwhich should be available in the very near future. 

Careful attention to my extensive endnotes will reward the reader interested in more 
detailed information about both primary and secondary sources. 
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