Sarah’s Journey:

Civilians During the Civil War







Materials         


Internet access, � HYPERLINK "https://www.ushistory.org/us/34d.asp" �The Southern Homefront [ushistory.org]�


Books, included in the trunk, women’s history & mourning rituals





























Women in Mourning: 


19th Century Mourning Rituals





Pieces of the Past 





Subject: Social Studies, Language Arts 


Duration:  two days


Location: Classroom


Key Vocabulary: vestiges, crape (crepe), icon, interment, tomb, posthumous, lament, crepe, in memoriam, pall bearer, vigil, Victorian Period or Age, hair jewelry, embalm

















Method. Students will a) research mourning rituals by looking at historic photographs, using Internet sources, or resources available in the trunk, b) be able to identify pieces of reproduction mourning items inside the traveling trunk, and c) write an obituary or death notice for Sarah Slater’s first husband (in the style used during the 19th century).  











Background.  Nineteenth-century culture and society dictated that families would mourn the death of a child, spouse, parents, or other family members.  Many of these mourning rituals, such as dressing in black, decorating the house with flowers and covering mirrors and windows with black crepe, were adopted during the Victorian Period (1837-1901).  Queen Victoria of England mourned the loss of her husband Prince Albert until her death in 1901.  English citizens and eventually Americans followed the Queen’s mourning custom.  Victorians (those who lived during the Victorian period) were also deeply religious, or at least they had an affiliation with a religious denomination.  They were often spiritualists, believing in the spirits of the after life.  Death was an accepted part of their 19th century life, especially with high mortality rates for children.  





Etiquette books became available in mid- to late-nineteenth century explained mourning rules.  Women observed 2 ½ years of mourning for a husband, dressed entirely in black (except for undergarments).  An important part of this ensemble was a black bonnet or hat draped with a black silk “weeping” veil.





How did economic status or the coming of the Civil War affect mourning customs?  Poorer women may not have had a separate wardrobe.  Instead, they may have had one or two black cotton or wool dresses or their older dresses were dyed black.  Large casualty rates during the war meant women could have literally been in perpetual mourning.  If a husband, son, or father was killed in battle, women tried to observe mourning rules as much as possible, though the extra responsibility as the head of household affected how long women might follow traditional mourning rules.  Often, women who wanted to support the war effort might suspend mourning customs





Evaluation.  Have students speculate on whether or not Sarah Slater spent the traditional length of time in mourning.  Did war or family hardship affect the length of time Sarah may have spent mourning her first husband?





Extension.  Ask students to think about burial customs and mourning rituals for enslaved Africans or free blacks.  Do you think they adopted Victorian customs observed by white Americans?  Did white Americans adopt African customs? Why or why not?





Objectives. Students will gain an understanding of 19th century cultural mourning rituals.








