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INTRODUCTION
One outcome of the Civil War in Virginia was the creation of a large population of
widows. Within this group of women were pensioners, women who applied for financial
assistance from the Virginia state government. This thesis explores who these widows
were and how they lived both before and after the war.
Many scholars refer to widows in their works on the Civil War, but few in-depth
studies of these women exist. In Mothers oflnvention, Drew Faust discusses the
phenomenon of young widows shamelessly flirting with men and searching for new
husbands soon after the death of their own spouse. But, her study does not mention the
pension widows, a group of women who never remarried. "You All Must Do the Best
You Can: The Civil War Widows of Brunswick County, Virginia, 1860-1920," a
master's thesis by Jennifer Gross, provides the best micro-study of Virginia widows. In
addition, Robert Kenzer's work on Civil War widows represents the only statewide
Southern study of these women.

1

This thesis approaches this topic by investigating widows on a larger scale than
Gross but a smaller scale than Kenzer. It examines 156 widows who hailed from the
central region of Virginia, along the James River.

The widows lived in predominantly

rural areas in Louisa, Nelson, Goochland, Buckingham, Albemarle, Fluvanna, and
Cumberland counties. They were all tied together by the fact that they did not remarry
Drew Faust, Mothers oflnvention: Women of the Slaveholding Southin the American Civil War
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1995); Jennifer Gross, " 'You All Must Do The
Best You Can': The Civil War Widows of Brunswick County, Virginia" (Master's Thesis, University of
Richmond, 1995); Robert Kenzer, " 'Knowing the Uncertainty of Life': A Profile of Virginia's Civil War
Widows," in Joan E. Cashin, ed., The War Was You and Me: Civilians and the American Civil War
(Princeton University Press, 2002 ).
1
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and applied for pensions from the state years after the deaths of their husbands. Before
the war began, they led different lives from one another, except for all being generally
young. Most of them had children and spent much of their time running their
households. None knew the violent changes about to overtake their worlds.
The central counties of Virginia chosen for the study are similar in that most relied
on the James River and lacked true urban communities. The counties were
overwhelmingly agricultural at this time. The primary cash crop of this region was
tobacco. The opportunity to trade tobacco in nearby Richmond proved important to the
economies of these counties. Many farmers in this area owned large plantations, but
small farms also abounded. In addition, slavery held a prominent role in the region with
four of the counties containing more slaves than whites. This region provided a fairly
typical southern community for the study of these women.
This study relies heavily on two primary sources: pension applications and the
federal manuscript census. The pension system in Virginia originally developed in 1866
to provide wounded Confederate veterans with artificial limbs. Over the years, the
system expanded to provide money to veterans who lost a limb. In 1880, the first widow
received money as compensation for the loss of her deceased husband's arm. Her
husband did not live long enough to collect his own commutation, so the General
Assembly awarded the money to the widow. The 1888 Pension Act awarded an annual
pension to wounded and disabled veterans or to widows of deceased veterans. Only
widows whose husbands died during the Civil War were eligible for this $30 per year

-3-

compensation. In addition, the applicant could not have remarried at any time after the
death of her husband and could not own more than $1,000 of personal property.2
In contrast to the Virginia pension system, the federal pension system began
awarding money to widows in 1862 during the Civil War. Widows of deceased Union
soldiers followed similar rules regarding the pension widows of Virginia. They could not
remarry is they wanted to continue to receive benefits, and the soldiers were required
show military service as the cause of death. However, the stipend for Union widows was
anywhere between $8 and $30 per month depending on what her injured husband would
have received ifhe was still alive, and remarried widows could receive back pay for the
years when they were not married. By 1890, widows received a pension of $8 per month
even if their husbands did not die while in military service. The Federal pension system
provided more compensation to a wider range of widowed women. 3
Each pension application provided names of husbands and wives, dates and places
of marriages, and how, where, and when the husbands died. To better understand the
changes in the lives of the widow pensioners over the years, the census is also invaluable.
The censuses from 1860 to 1900 provide an overall picture of what life might have been
like for these women. They list children and property in addition to the occupations of the
widows. The census allows us to track the ages of these women, the number and ages of
their children, and their occupations and property values to find out about their lives.
2

Jeffery R. Morrison, "Increasing the Pension of These Worthy Heroes: Virginia's Confederate
Pensions, 1888 to 1927" (Masters Thesis, Department of History, University of Richmond, 1996), 4-17.
3

Amy E. Holmes," 'Such Is the Price We Pay': American Widows and the Civil War Pension
System" in Maris A. Vinovskis, ed., Toward a Social History of the American Civil War: Exploratory
Essays (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 171-195.
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The pension applications and the census are the only sources that provide
information about these pension widows. No letters, diaries, or other written accounts of
these pension widows could be found. These women and their families were generally
members of the lower class. They did not possess much, if any property at all. During
the war, the soldier/husbands were generally privates or low-ranking officers, such as
sergeants. They probably did not write home to their wives as many officers did with
instructions on how to run the family farm. Many of the women were illiterate and
would not be able to read any sentiment from their husbands. As a result, the only
information available to reconstruct their lives comes from the pension applications and
the census.

CHAPTER 1
BEFORE THE WAR
In April 1888, Annie N. Childress, a 53-year-old widow, traveled to Goochland
County courthouse seeking financial assistance from the government of Virginia. Her
husband, George W. Childress, had fallen 25 years before at the Battle of
Chancellorsville. 1
Annie was just one example of the disturbing legacy left by the Civil War in the
South. The war not only destroyed cities and towns, but also devastated families and
communities. The South lost one-fourth of its young white men and two-thirds of its
wealth.2 The region began to move on from the tragedy of the conflict leaving many
widows to fend for themselves. Many turned to other family members for support and
protection. Some widows maintained their families by working themselves or allowing
older children to help during this difficult time.
The pension system came late in the life of many widows, when most of their
children had become adults. Still, many women flocked to courthouses for the aid. Half
3

the widows who would file did so during the first year of eligibility. After more than
two decades of struggling alone, these women welcomed any support.
1

Pension Application for Annie Childress, Goochland County, 1888 roll, microfilm copy, Library of
Virginia.
James M. McPherson, Battle Crv of Freedom: The Civil War Era (New York: Ballantine Books,
1988), 818.
2

3

Morrison, 41.
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The central region of the state surrounding the Jrunes River proved a representative
region for study both before and after the war. The counties of Albemarle, Buckinghrun,
Cumberland, Fluvanna, Goochland, Louisa, and Nelson provide an interesting cross
section of widows who filed for pensions. Though the counties cover a large area in
central Virginia, many of the 156 women who applied under the 1888 act shared
similarities besides widowhood.
The James River also played a chief position in the region. All but one county
encompassed a portion of the river which provided an important waterway for
transportation and trade of agricultural goods like tobacco. Hauling goods the many miles
to markets in Richmond over roadways was not an option. The journey was too long and
could become longer with muddy roads causing perishable items to spoil. The James
River and Kanawha Canal, an idea promoted early in its development by George
Washington, connected the western portions of central Virginia with Richmond, an
important port city on the James River. The state government saw the canal as so
significant thatthe legislature also invested in the important economic venture. Although
the canal was initially meant to reach the Ohio River Valley, the waterway extended only
to Buchanan. Because farmers needed to transport their tobacco and wheat from these
agricultural counties to a large city for sale, the canal becrune essential. In tum, boats
coming from Richmond carried manufactured goods and finished products
to western consumers, thus completing the economic cycle. The city's flour mills and
iron works prospered, and larger boats carried tobacco and other goods to the sea. With

-7-

branches of the canal reaching into the counties of Fluvanna, Albemarle, Cumberland,
and Buckingham, trade and transportation became much easier and more profitable. 4
Slavery also played a very prominent role in the central Virginia region. Four out
of the seven counties - Albemarle, Buckingham, Cumberland, and Goochland - contained
a greater slave than a white population. Cumberland listed 6, 705 slaves in 1860
compared to only 2,946 whites. Albemarle registered the most slaves, 13,916, in 1860.
Only two counties in Virginia, Pittsylvania and Henrico, held more slaves. Of Louisa
County's 765 slaveholders, 108 owned ten to fifteen slaves.
Goochland, although closest to the capital of Richmond, remained a very
agricultural region before the war. In 1860, with a population of 3,814, Goochland
County contained 260 farms over 100 acres. Goochland farmers produced 2,900,553
pounds of tobacco and 174,129 bushels of wheat. In addition, they owned 8,391 swine,
4, 734 sheep and 2,420 cattle. The proximity of Richmond certainly helped in the sale of
these various agricultural goods.

5

Goochland also experienced the Civil War rather intensely due to its location. Its
close proximity to Richmond and position along the banks of the James River brought a
flurry of excitement to the county. Helen Agee, a Goochland chronicler, proclaims that
Goochland's "men offered, and in many instances gave their lives; her women, far
4 Parke Rouse, Jr., The James: Where A Nation Began, (Richmond: Dietz Press, 1990), 47-50; Ann
Woodlief, In River Time: The Way of the James (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Algonquin Books, 1985),
98-102.

Director of the Secretary of the Interior, Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, vol. 1, Population,
(NewYork, 1864); Director of the Secretary of the Interior, Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, vol.
2, Agriculture, (New York, 1864).
5
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removed from the range of shells and smoke of battle, heroically contributed to that same
inferno . . . ." 6
The major units from Goochland, Carter's Battery of the King William Artillery and
the Goochland Infantry, became part of the 461h Virginia Infantry Regiment on August
7

1

13, 1861. The 46 \ which began its actions in western Virginia, experienced a great deal
of hardship stemming from disease. The unit also lost many men defending Charleston,
South Carolina and Petersburg. 8 Seventeen widows from Goochland whose husbands
served in the 461h and various other groups applied for pensions under the Act of 1888.9
Fluvanna County, which borders Goochland on the west, shares many of its eastern
neighbor's characteristics. The two counties held close ties to one another as the primary

°

population of Fluvanna originated with the influx of farmers from Goochland. 1 From its
beginning, agriculture played an important role in Fluvanna. In 1860, with a white
population of 5,093, the county sustained 322 farms over lOOacres. On the eve of the
war, the farmers of Fluvanna produced 2,583,543 pounds of tobacco, 127,704 bushels of
6

Helene Barret Agee, Facts of Goochland (Virginia) County's History (Richmond, VA: Dietz Press,
1962), 94.
7

Ibid.; 1-13; Darrell L. Collins, 46th Virginia Infantry (Lynchburg, VA: H. E. Howard, Inc. 1992), 1-

8

Ibid., 45-75.

13.

9

Confederate Pension Applications, Goochland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of
Virginia.
10 Virginia Jones Snead, ed. Fl~v~~a Co~nty Sketchbo.ok. 1777-1963: Facts and Fancies of Fluvanna
County in the Commonwealth ofVJrgm1a (Richmond: Whittet and Shepperson, 1963), 13.
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wheat, and owned 8,792 swine and 3,559 sheep. 11 The James River and the James River
and Kanawha Canal were important factors in Fluvanna as in many of the other areas.
Fluvanna felt the pressures of the war much like Goochland. About 1,200
Fluvanna men left their families and joined the Southern cause. 12 They participated in
various units within the Confederate Army such as the 44th Virginia Infantry, the
5th Virginia Cavalry, and the Rescue Corps. Some of those fathers and husbands never
returned to Fluvanna. The death of the male figure in a household moved neighboring
residents to help those in such circumstances. A total of 24 widows from the county
eventually applied for state pensions.
Louisa County, which lies north of Fluvanna and Goochland, was formed in 1740
from Hanover County. From the beginning, Louisa relied on an agricultural economy
similar to the surrounding counties. In 1860, Louisa contained 502 farms over 100 acres
with a white population of 6,183. Tobacco remained the primary crop with slave labor
supporting the growth of the cash crop. In 1860, Louisa produced 5,429,395 pounds of
tobacco and 258,265 bushels of wheat. In addition, farmers owned 16,259 swine, 7,674
sheep, and 4,3 77 head of cattle.

13

With the outbreak of the Civil War, Louisa sent more than six military companies
11

Director of the Secretary of the Interior, Eighth Census of the United States. 1860, vol.2, Agriculture,
(New York, 1864).
12

Snead, Fluvanna County Sketchbook, 74.

Director of the Secretary of the Interior, Eighth Census of the United States. 1860, vol.2, Agriculture,
(New York, 1864).
13
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into the Confederate ranks. 14 Company D of the 13th Virginia, known as the Louisa
"Blues", formed part of J.E. B. Stuart's Foot Cavalry and took part in many major
engagements. 15 By the end of the war, Union forces destroyed the important rail lines
running through the county, devastating a significant means of transportation to and from
the county. Under the Pension Act of 1888, 22 Louisa widows applied for an annual
stipend.
Albemarle County, Louisa's western neighbor, played an important part in Virginia
history, particularly its largest community, the town of Charlottesville. In 1860,
Albemarle's white population totaled 12,103. Albemarle relied heavily on agriculture
despite the town of Charlottesville. The county held 685 farms in Albemarle over 100
acres. Albemarle also was an agricultural area, producing 5,429,395 pounds of tobacco
and 302,307 bushels of wheat and listing 28,917 swine 11,904 sheep, and 6,858 cattle. 16
The community also benefited from its natural boundaries with the James River to the
south and the Blue Ridge Mountains to the west. These geographical features helped
protect Albemarle from severe damage during the Civil War by blocking the paths of
invading Northern soldiers. 17 While Albemarle escaped great physical damage, it
contributed a number of most of the men to the 19th Virginia Infantry Regiment and
14
Louisa Counz 250th Anniversary Committee, Louisa County. Virginia. 1742-1992 (Louisa, VA:
Louisa County 250 Anniversary Committee, 1992), 13.

15

Ibid., 130.

16

Director of the Secretary of the Interior, Eighth Census of the United States. 1860, vol. 2, Agriculture
(New York, 1864).
17

John Hammond Moore, Albemarle: Jefferson's County, 1727-1976 (Charlottesville: Albemarle
County Historical Society, 1976), 191.
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furnished many to the 46th Virginia and Wyatt's Battery. 18 The county also produced the
largest number of pension widows in this study, 38.
Nelson County, the most western county in the study, lies southwest of Albemarle
and encompasses both a portion of the Blue Ridge mountain range and the Piedmont
region. Formed from Albemarle, Amherst, Goochland, and originally Henrico counties,
Nelson relied on agriculture, especially its less mountainous eastern section. 19 In 1860,
Nelson County had a white population of 6,238 people. The county also contained 339
farms over 100 acres. Nelson County farmers harvested 2,833,618 pounds of tobacco
and 78,306 bushels of wheat in 1860. They also owned 17,002 swine, 5,321 sheep, and
3, 141 head of cattle. 20 The remote nature of the county placed great importance on the
railway and the James River to connect it to the rest of the state. 21
Nelson County men, who served in such units as the 49th Virginia Infantry
Regiment, the 3th Virginia Cavalry, and the Nelson Light Artillery, fought at such battles
as Bull Run and Gettysburg. 22 Nelson County historian Oliver Pollard states, "Those
soldiers who did return found the canal facilities along the James severely damaged,
railroad tracks and depots destroyed, barns and fences knocked down or burned, and
18

Moore, Albemarle, 195; Confederate Pension Rolls, Albemarle County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy,
Library of Virginia.
19

Oliver A. Pollard, Jr., Under the Blue Ledge: Nelson County, Virginia (Richmond: The Dietz Press,
1997), vi- I.
20

Director of the Secretary of the Interior, Eighth Census of the United States. 1860, vol. 2, Agriculture
(New York, 1864).
21

22

Ibid., 89-92.

Confederate Pension Rolls, Nelson County, 1888 Pension Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Pollard, Under the Blue Ledge, 225.
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fields untended and choked with weeds.'t23 Many residents of Nelson also dealt with the
loss of significant family members as 25 county widows applied for pensions.
With the fracturing of Albemarle in 1761, the House of Burgesses formed
Buckingham County east of Nelson and south of Albemarle and Fluvanna County. The
James River, which borders the county on both the north and the west, provided a means
of transportation and trade for Buckingham farmers who relied on the James River and
the canals to send their goods to Richmond's markets. With a white population of 8,811
people in 1860, the county held 402 farms over 100 acres. These farmers grew 4,777,000
pounds of tobacco and 114,921 pounds of wheat and owned 12,414 swine, 7,371 sheep,
and 3,936 cattle in 1860. 24
Buckingham did not suffer a major invasion during the Civil War. 25 The county
did furnish the Confederate Army with more than eight different military companies
including the 56th Virginia Infantry Regiment, the 22"d Virginia Battalion and the 4th
Virginia Cavalry. 26 The war left a legacy of eighteen widows. 27
Cumberland County, the last county in the study, lies to the east of Buckingham and
south of Goochland and Fluvanna. A long narrow strip of land stretching south of the

23

Pollard, Under the Blue Ledge, 99.

24

Eugene Maloney, A History of Buckingham County (Waynesboro, VA: Buckingham County
Bicentennial Commission, 1976), 5; Director of the Secretary of the Interior, Eighth Census of the United
States. 1860, vol. 2, Agriculture (New York, 1864).
25

Ibid., 51.

26

Ibid., 47; Confederate Pension Applications, Buckingham County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy,
Library of Virginia.
27

Confederate Pension Applications, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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James River, Cumberland, broke from Goochland in 1749.28 Along with tobacco, com
remained a staple crop in the county's agricultural economy. In 1860, Cumberland
maintained a white population of 6,705 people. The county also contained 309 farms
over 100 acres. Farmers produced 4,627 ,531 pounds of tobacco, 82, 178 bushels of
wheat, and 199,313 bushels of com and owned 6,965 swine, 6,499 sheep, and 2,644 head
of cattle. 29 Describing the plantation system in the county, historian M. K. Vaughan
states, "Wealth in those days was measured in the amount ofland and the number of
slaves that a man owned." 30
Cumberland experienced the Civil War much like the rest of Virginia as it provided
a large number of residents to the army. These Cumberland soldiers served in many units
such as the 21st Virginia Infantry Regiment and the 3rd Virginia Cavalry. 31 Company G
of the

3rd

Virginia Cavalry, known as the "Cumberland Light Horse Cavalry,"

participated in the battles of Petersburg and Appomattox while the 21st was a member of
General Stonewall Jackson's Foot Cavalry. 32 More than 20 years after the war, thirteen
Cumberland widows applied for pensions. 33

28

The Cumberland County Historical Society, Incorporated, Cumberland County Virginia and Its
People (Marceline, MO: Walsworth Publishing Co., 1983), 5.
29

Director of the Secretary of the Interior, Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, vol. 2, Agriculture
(New York, 1864).
30

M. K. Vaughan, Crucible and Cornerstone: A History of Cumberland County, Virginia (Atlanta:
Resource Development Internship Project, 1969), 26.
31

Confederate Pension Applications, Cumberland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of
Virginia.
32

The Cumberland County Historical Society, Cumberland County Virginia and Its People, 57;
Vaughan, Crucible and Cornerstone, 28.
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Each pension applicant was required to provide certain information before approval
of her yearly stipend. Each widow needed to state the year of marriage to her husband
and the county where their marriage took place. Some widows could not recall the year of
their marriage. (See Table 1.)
A great number of the widows were married well before the war began and thus
established a secure family before they lost their husband. By 1860, a total of 125 or
89.3% of the women, whose marriage date is known, were married to the men they would
lose in the war. Women like Ann Brockman of Albemarle, who married her husband
Waller Brockman on December 15, 1850, certainly developed a solid relationship after so
many years of marriage. By 1860, Ann and Waller had three children, William, age
eleven, Mary, age eight, and D. W., age seven months. Waller supported them as a farm
manager before his death due to measles during the war.

34

Perhaps, in part, because these women lost men with whom they spent a great deal
of their prewar lives, the future pensioners did not remarry. Of course, only women who
did not remarry were awarded pensions under the 1888 law. They had formed strong
bonds with their husbands after many years of marriage and established themselves in
their adult lives. Indeed, Elizabeth Cauthom from Fluvanna County and Lucy Maddox
from Nelson County both wed their husbands in 1832. By 1860, Elizabeth Cauthom and
her husband Leander, a farmer, had six children. The oldest of their children, Thornton,
was 27 years old while the youngest, Leander, was eleven. Lucy Maddox and her
33

Confederate Pension Applications, Cumberland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of
Virginia.
34

Ibid.
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husband John had eight children, ranging in age from 27 years to one. John supported his
very large family through farming. 35
Only six women married in 1860 and eight others became newlyweds after the Civil
War began. One of the few women who married in 1860, Mildred Camden, hailed from
Nelson County. Mildred, age 30 by the time she wed, married her 36-year-old husband
William in 1863 in Amherst County. The two spent only a short while together before
William's death in 1864 of chronic diarrhea. By 1870, Mildred had moved to Nelson
County. 36
Given that all of these counties relied heavily on agriculture it is not surprising that
more than half (56.3%) of these soldier husbands were farmers or farm laborers. Many
husbands owned their own farms or worked as overseers. (See Table 2.) Those men who
married well before the war had considerable time to settle into their status. Farming
meant the ownership of property in the form ofland and buildings. (See Table 3.)

An

overwhelming majority of the husbands, 88.5%, owned some form of estate. The
couples became tied to the land economically as a result. A few of the agricultural
couples sustained large areas of land worth thousands of dollars and personal property in
ample amounts. For example, in 1860, William and Nancy Thompson of Albemarle
County possessed the most amount of land in the 156 couple sample with $7,000 worth
of real estate.

37

35

Ibid.

36

Ibid.

37

Manuscript Census, Albemarle County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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Agriculture clearly ruled the lives of a great number of these couples before the
war. For example, in 1837, William McAllister and his wife Catherine had married and
settled in Louisa County. William, 38-years-old on the eve of the war, owned $280
worth of real estate and $102 in personal property. Along with their five sons, the couple
resided with an illiterate domestic. 38 William, a farmer, and Catherine developed a
lifestyle tied to the land. After the death of her soldier-husband from pneumonia,
however, Catherine could have faced a difficult situation. However, she did have five
sons, including the oldest, Nathaniel, age 21 in 1870. The older boys also probably
helped on the farm after their father's death.
Another large group of men, slightly more than one-fourth, found employment in
such crafts or trades as carpentry, bricklaying and mining. (See Table 2.) Carpentry
alone accounted for nearly half of these craftsmen. 39 Most of these skilled workers did
not own any real estate. Only two of the craftsmen found in the 1860 census owned any
real estate at all. For example, 29-year-old William Irving of Fluvanna County worked as
a cooper and owned $100 of personal estate. He and his wife Catherine, after five years
of marriage, were the parents of two small boys. While he did not own huge amounts of
property like some of the farmers, William held enough property to support his family.
Because most of the counties in the study contained few urban areas to support a
large professional population, only one attorney, one merchant, and one teacher appear in
the sample. A. J. Aistrop, a Nelson County attorney, did not own any real or personal

38

Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

39

Manuscript Census, Seven County Sample, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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estate in 1860. He and his wife Nicey lived with an older woman. Nicey actually owned
$1,000 worth of real estate and $4,000 worth of personal estate. They had only one child,
Lorenzo, age four. 40 William Pryor of Goochland, a 30-year-old merchant in 1860,
owned $400 worth of real estate and $600 worth of personal. He and his wife Elizabeth
registered five children, from age eight to two months. 41 Alfred Cobbs of Buckingham
County, a teacher in 1860, along with his wife Leaner, had two children after thirteen
years of marriage. Cobbs owned $150 worth of personal property.
Age played a very important role in the lives of the men and women in the study.
In 1860, most of the husbands were between 25 and 39 years old. A good number,
56.4% of the wives, were between 20 and 29 years of age. (See Table 4.) One year
before the war even began, the median age of the husbands was 33 and the wives was 29.
These married couples approached their thirties by the time the war started with no men
below the age of twenty and only two women younger than twenty. 42
Thomas C. and Malinda V. Jones represent a typical couple. This Fluvanna couple
married in 1852. By 1860 Thomas was 37 and Malinda was 30. Thomas appeared as a
fairly successful farmer with $1,952 worth of real estate and $1,125 worth of personal
estate. The two had four young children: Ella, seven; Nannie, five; James, four; and
William, one. Generally, these couples had one child for every two years of marriage.

40

Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

41

Manuscript Census, Goochland County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

42

Manuscript Census, Seven County Sample, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

43

Manuscript Census, Fluvanna County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications, Fluvanna County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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Some couples were considerably younger or much older. For example, John and
Lucy Maddox from Nelson County, who married in 1832, had a 27-year-old daughter
Elizabeth still at home in 1860. John was 53, and his wife Lucy was 43. John enlisted as
a member of the Nelson Light Artillery. 44 At the opposite end of the spectrum, Sarah
Elizabeth Nester from Fluvanna married her husband, Thomas, in 1855. She was just 21
in 1860 and Thomas only 20. They already had two small children, a son, age three and a
daughter, eight days old. 45
Although a large number of the men in the study were involved in an agricultural
occupation, about two-thirds (68.8%) owned no real estate property. In fact, the median
real estate for the entire group was zero. (See Table 3). Hezekiah Coffey of Nelson
County exemplifies the landless character of the group. In 1860 at the age of 25, he lived
with his wife Mary and their two children, Martellus, three, and Sarah, one. Listed as a
farmer in the census, Coffey held only $40 in personal property.

46

Most of the men in

the study in their early 20s did not own property in 1860, and it probably would have
taken them another ten to fifteen years to acquire or inherit any.

44

Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate Pension
Applications, Nelson County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
45

Manuscript Census, Fluvanna County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications, Fluvanna County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
46
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The men between the ages of 20 and 29-years-old in 1860, though 29.8% of the
group, owned only 0.8% of the total real estate. The husbands between the
ages of 30 and 39, 51.1% of the total group, owned 80.8% of the property. Land
ownership seemed to increase with age, but the men 40 and over totaled a slightly smaller
percentage ofland ownership at 18.4% and colllprised 19.l % of the group probably
because they were beginning to transfer some of their property over to their older
children.
Some wealthy landowners did appear in the study. A good number of men, 18.8%,
held between $1,000 and $4,999 of real estate. The rest of the percentages, however, fall
below ten percent, and only 2.8% of the men held more than $10,000 ofreal estate.
Willis and Sallie Anderson of Cumberland proved an exceptional case. Willis, a 37-yearold in 1860, listed $3,200 worth ofreal estate. Willis and Sallie with $5,300 worth of
personal estate represent one of the wealthier couples in the study. 47
While only a handful of these couples owned real estate, the vast majority
possessed some personal estate. (See Table 3.) The median for personal estate stood at
$150. Still some couples owned no form of property.

For example, Charles and Mary

Ann Johnson of Goochland found themselves in the minority with no personal property at
all . Charles, a 42-year-old laborer in 1860, and Mary Ann, age 32, supported five
daughters ages twelve, ten, six, four and one year old with little sign of financial security.
47

Manuscript Census, Cumberland County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications, Cumberland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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In addition, at his age Charles was not likely to gain any property in the future. Clearly in
1865 when Charles died at Petersburg, Mary Ann was unprepared financially. 48
By combining the two forms of property, a better picture appears of the financial
situation of these couples. The families in the study did not necessarily own land but
tended to own some sort of property. The median combined real and personal estate per
couple stood at $175. The percentage of those owning $0 to $99 lowers while the amount
over ten thousand increases. Seaton and Mary McLain of Nelson County exemplify the
typical couple. Married in 1854, the couple had two small boys under the age of two by
1860. They held no real estate, although Seaton worked as a farmer, and owned $200
worth of personal estate. 49
With the loss of a husband, widows not only needed to care for their children but
also required a means of support for their family. Nearly every married couple in the
study had at least one child in 1860. (See Table 5.) The median number of children
stood at three. A few couples listed as many as seven or eight children. Each additional
child in a family added a greater burden to the household.
James and Elizabeth Barnett of Albemarle County represent a typical family in the
study. In 1860 James, age 30, and Elizabeth, age 28, were the parents of three children:
Mary, seven; Ann, five; and Alonzo, three. James, a carpenter with $50 worth of
48

Manuscript Census, Goochland County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications, Goochland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
49 Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate Pension
Applications, Nelson County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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personal estate, died from a gunshot wound in 1862. Elizabeth stated no employment in
the census and clearly her children were still too young to work. 50
Although the Bametts listed only three small children in 1860, some couples
registered many more who, depending on the age of the children, could increase the
difficulty of the widow's situation. On the eve of the war, Edwin and Lucy Warwick had
six children. Edwin, a 43-year-old farmer, held more property, $1,030 real estate and
$500 personal estate, but left twice as many children as the Bametts for Lucy to care for.
The children ranged greatly in age, Ann, eighteen; Bettie, sixteen; Robert, thirteen;
William, eleven; Cornelius, five; and Sarah, three. In 1862 when Edwin died of typhoid
fever, the older boys, Robert and William, were possibly old enough to help meet some
of the needs of the family through farm labor. In fact, in 1870 Robert worked as a
carpenter and William was a farm laborer. However, speculating how Lucy managed to
support her family after the death of her husband remains difficult as the records leave
. 1e or no concrete ev1'dence. 51
very Iitt

The age of the children mattered a great deal to the families in question. A widow
with older boys might fare better than a widow with a number of small children in the
household. In 1860, nearly half the 286 children in the study were under the age of five.
(See Table 6.) The fact that the median falls right at the age of five further emphasizes
50 Manuscript Census, Albemarle County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications, Albemarle County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
51

Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1860 and 1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications, Nelson County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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the youthful character of the children. Only seven children had reached the age of
nineteen by 1860. 52
Couples with two or three children under the age of five comprise a large share of
the families in the study. For example, William and Sarah Humphrey of Louisa County
listed two children in the 1860 census: Alphonso, two and Missy, one. William, an
overseer with $150 worth of personal estate, may have adequately supported his family
before his death from pneumonia in 1862. Nonetheless, Sarah unquestionably struggled
for a means of support after his demise. Even ten years later, Sarah would still have two
children under the age of fifteen.

53

In contrast to the situation of William and Sarah Humphrey, Samuel and Catherine
Glass of Fluvanna had older children. Married in 1846, Samuel and Catherine were 42
and 44 respectively in 1860. Their three children, Edward, twelve; James, nine; and
John, four, created an entirely different situation for their parents. Samuel, a blacksmith,
held no property in 1860. His sons needed to support their mother after his death in
March of 1865. In 1870, all three sons lived with their mother, including a new addition,
nine-year-old Lewis. Edward worked as a blacksmith and James and John were farm
laborers.
52

54

Many of the older children had left their family's household by 1870.

53

Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1860 and 1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications, Louisa County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
54 Manuscript Census, Fluvanna County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications, Fluvanna County, 1888 Roll,_ microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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As a result of this information, we have a better picture of these families before the
war. Taken as a whole these couples were lower to middle class, family-oriented
households who even in the best of times were not particularly well off. Clearly even
without the loss of their husbands these women were likely to suffer difficulties in the
war.

CHAPTER2
THE WAR YEARS
While their husbands served in the military, many Southern women struggled
through the war years trying to make ends meet and waiting for their spouses'
homecoming. The women in this study, however, never felt the relief that would have
come in seeing their husbands return home. One of the common denominators among all
of these women remains the wartime death of their soldier/husband. Comparisons do
reveal differences in the way the men died. Each loss would effect every widow in a
different fashion according to the date, manner, and place of their husband's death.
The 1888 pension law being studied required widows to list the date of their
spouse's demise on their pension applications. The pension widows never remarried and
most appeared to remember the date of their husband's death. Most deaths fell in the
three full war years of 1862, 1863, and 1864. (See Table 7.)
The shortage of supplies in the South and fear of invading enemies placed a large
burden on these widows. Women were left alone to provide food, clothing, and shelter
for their families '_Vithout the financial support of a husband. Rising prices made many
necessities prohibitive. Farms, already being held together by women and children, were
destroyed by troops from both sides of the conflict.
Some widows also applied to receive their husbands' back pay at the time of his
death. One particular widow, Lucy A. Lowry of Goochland, lost her husband James
Lowry in 1863 during the height of the conflict when he died in a hospital in Richmond.
He worked as a propertyless carpenter before the war. At the time of his death, 30-year-
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old Lucy had three children under the age often. 1 Lucy applied for her husband's back
pay in May of 1863. She was finally awarded $382 in April of 1864.2 The back pay
surely helped the family out after James's death.
Although the great majority of soldiers died between 1862 and 1864, some widows
lost husbands earlier or later. On August 15, 1861, Mary Jane Vawter of Louisa County
lost her husband William Vawter when he died of disease in Louisa County. Mary Jane
watched her husband expire at home less than six months after the war began. 3 The blow
certainly hit the family hard because Mary Jane had three children, ages eight, five, and
two. She did have one slight advantage, however. In 1860, William was a successful
farmer owning $1,640 in real estate and $2,745 in personal estate. The devastated
Southern economy most likely depleted any savings that the family possessed. Though
Mary Jane does not appear in the 1870 census for comparison of her property values,
when she reappeared in 1880 her 22-year-old son worked as a farmer and probably
supported his family on the same land owned by his father in 1860.

4

At the opposite end of the chronological spectrum, one widow, Sarah Wade,
received a pension even though the death of her husband did not occur until May 31,
1

Manuscript Census, Goochland County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications, Goochland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
2

Confederate Death Claim Records, Office of the Second Auditor, Record Group 19, National
Archives, Washington, D.C.
3

William A. Young, Jr. and Patricia C. Young, 56th Virginia Infantry, (Lynchburg, VA: H. E.
Howard, Inc., 1990) p. 184.
4

Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate Pension
Applications Louisa County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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1866. Although the 1888 law stated that the pension widow must prove the death of the
soldier/husband during the war, 31-year-old Alfred Wade of Buckingham County died
over a year after the end of the war of an unspecified disease contracted during his term
of service to the Confederacy. At this time, Sarah was only 30-years-old and cared for
her adolescent daughter. In 1860, Alfred, a small farmer from Tennessee living in
Virginia, listed no real or personal property. Therefore, his illness probably presented
financial difficulties. That Virginia even awarded Sarah a pension was remarkable. No
further explanation or similar example was found in the pension records. 5
The manner in which a soldier died could also place burdens on the wife and the
rest of the family. Long illnesses could mean a return home with the wife usually
accepting the care of an ailing spouse. A sudden death in battle could lead to a scramble
to make ends meet. Even simple accidents could leave women in terrible circumstances
and wondering where to tum.
About half of the husbands perished from disease. (See Table 8.) Because they
served so close to their communities, many of these afflicted men were sent home to be
nursed by their family. Women like Ann Brockman of Albemarle cared for their dying
husbands. Waller, Ann's husband, succumbed to measles at his home in Albemarle.
Before the war, Waller was a 36-year-old farm manager with three children ages eleven,
eight, and seven months. Waller served as a member of 19th Virginia Infantry until his
Manuscript Census, Buckingham County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Buckingham County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
5
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6

death. Sent home from the war, ill soldiers spent their last days at home with their
families. Seeing the men one last time most likely answered the prayers of some, but
placed an additional burden on many others.
Suddenly losing a spouse certainly caused additional strain on widows. Without
warning, a soldier/husband killed in battle left his wife on her own financially and
emotionally. Before the war, Reuben Thurston and his wife Fannie lived in Goochland
County with their seven children who ranged from 20 years to only nine-months-old. In
1860, Reuben, a gold miner, owned $100 real estate. He and Fannie were in their forties
and surely planned to finish watching their children grow and move on with their lives.
Reuben died soon after being wounded in the face at Petersburg. At her age, Fannie
probably looked to her oldest sons Matthew, also a gold miner, or his brother Poindexter,
for help. Unfortunately, many sons could not care for their widowed mothers because
they were also in the military. 7
While most soldiers lost their life to disease or fell in battle, accidents also claimed
a few lives. Due to the intense preparation, the intricacies of transporting an army, and
complicated nature of the war, soldiers encountered accidents in their everyday duties.
Leander Cauthom of Fluvanna, a private in the Fluvanna Artillery, died at the age of 60
after falling from a wagon. He left his illiterate wife Elizabeth and their six children
ranging in age from 30 years to fourteen. By the time of Leander's death the children
6

Manuscript Census, Albemarle County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Albemarle County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
Manuscript Census, Goochland County, 1860, mi~rofilm copy, Li~rary ofVir_gi~i~; Confederate
Pension Applications Goochland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library ofVirgmia.
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most likely took care of themselves. Leander, a farmer, held $630 worth ofreal estate in
1860, which provided some comfort to Fannie. The couple's two oldest sons were
Thornton, 27, and George, 22, in 1860. Theoretically, Fannie could have turned to her
children for help in dealing with the death of her husband, but the knowledge of his
accidental death doubtless continued to sting. In addition, Thornton and George served
in the Fluvanna Artillery with their father and were not at home during the war years. 8
The bulk of the women in this study lost their husbands between the years of 1862
and 1864, forcing the widows to struggle through the rest of the war without a husband.
Half of their husbands withered away due to one of many different diseases, while a
smaller number were killed in battle. The struggle began for these women before the war
was even over.

8 Manuscript Census, Fluvanna County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Fluvanna County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; David G.
Martin, The Fluvanna Artillery (Lynchburg, VA, 1992).

CHAPTER3
THE WAR'S AFTERMATH
Unfortunately, it is impossible to determine much about Civil War widows until
1870 when they reappear in the federal manuscript census. Whereas in 1860 the
soldier/husbands nearly always headed their household, now most widows did. (See
Table 9.) However, some widows' fathers, sons, and brothers undertook care for these
families. However, the low percentage of women turning to other relatives seems
remarkable. 1
Widows like Lucy Maddox of Nelson County sought help to raise her family.
Lucy's husband John, a farmer in 1860, died of fever in August of 1864. John listed no
real estate before the war, but he held $150 worth of personal estate. In 1860, after 28
years of marriage, the couple's eight children ranged in age from 27-year-old Elizabeth to
one-year-old Falton. 2 By 1870, Lucy lived with her 27-year-old son, William, a farm
laborer with no property. Two sons, Charles, sixteen, and Tarlton, twelve, worked as
farm laborers, and thereby contributed to the family income. Lucy's children took the
place that her husband filled just ten years earlier as provider. Five of her eight children
lived in the household headed by their brother William. Lucy and her children, however,
held no real or personal property in 1870.

3

1

Many of the pension widows could not be found in the 1870 census. Perhaps some of these widows
resided with other family members in their households making identifying the location of the widows
difficult.
2

Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1860, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate Pension
Applications Nelson County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
3

Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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Most of the women, as the head of their household, pulled their family together
after the deaths of their husband. In 1870, Elizabeth Tisdale of Louisa County, despite
owning no real or personal estate, managed her own household along with her four
daughters who ranged in age from fourteen to nine. In addition, the domestic arrangement
included one other 28-year-old female and a sixteen-year-old black farm laborer. 4 In
1860 Elizabeth's husband Samuel, an overseer, owned $100 worth of personal estate. At
that time the couple were the parents of only two young daughters. The question of how
Elizabeth kept her family solvent after Samuel died of disease in 1862 remains a mystery.
She held no property in 1870. 5 Perhaps, other family members contributed to the family
through monetary donations. The answers remain hard to unearth with so few records to
retell the story. Still, the fact prevails that Elizabeth headed her household in 1870.
By 1870, some widows, in order to care for themselves and their families, began
listing occupations. (See Table 10.) In 1860, by comparison, not one of the women had
listed an occupation. Many would have assisted their farming husbands, but simply were
not listed with occupations in the census. The increase in the number registering an
occupation remained small just five years after the Civil War - at only one-in-five. Once
again, many of the widows probably farmed but did not list that occupation on the
census. The difference, however, marks a noted shift in the way these widows with
occupations lived their lives. The new jobs meant that widows now helped provide a
source of income for the families.
4

Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

s Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1.860, microfilm ~opy, Libr~ ?~Virginia; Confederate Pension
Applications Louisa County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library ofVIrgm1a
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Mary Zimmerman exemplifies a woman who took matters into her own hands. On
October 10, 1854, Mary, and her husband Angelus, both natives of Germany, were
married in Washington, D.C. By 1860 the couple lived in Albemarle County with their
three young children, a daughter, Lydia and the twins Henry and Walter. Angelus
worked as a master shoemaker and even listed another journeyman shoemaker in his
household. He held $200 worth of personal estate on the eve of the war. When Angelus
was killed in action late in the war, Mary was left to raise the children. Apparently, Mary
decided to go to work herself as a mattress maker by 1870. She listed no real or personal
estate at the time, but all three children attended school. 6 Perhaps the fact that she was
foreign-born and had no relatives in Virginia made it more likely she took employment
instead of relying on others for support.
Mary was the only woman in the study who turned to a non-agricultural specified
occupation for financial support. Most who registered occupations in 1870 simply listed
farming as their vocation. Following in the steps of their deceased husbands, women
took over the family farms. In 1860, Edmond Mills of Goochland County worked as a
farmer and held $3,000 worth of real estate and $3,000 worth of personal estate. After
thirteen years of marriage, in 1862 Mary Mills lost her husband Edmond to measles. By
1870, 39-year-old Mary recorded both keeping house and farming as her occupation. Her
five children, three daughters and two sons, ranged in age from eighteen to ten and none
listed an occupation. In 1870 Mary owned absolutely no real or personal property. Much
Manuscript Census, Albemarle County, 1860 and 1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications Albemarle County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
6
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of the family's personal property before the war probably consisted of slaves which
resulted in a considerable loss of personal property by 1870. Decreased land values and
the possibility of Mary's sale of some of the land after the war presumably contributed to
the decrease ofreal estate. 7
Although the number of women with occupations differed from the absence of jobs
registered by the widows in 1860, the vast majority of the widows continued to keep
house. Four-fifths of the women listed their occupation as "keeping house". Perhaps
family members helped support these women and their families. Extended families, such
as fathers, mothers, brothers or sisters often lived nearby in the same county. These
family members could provide financial support to their widowed relatives so that they
did not need to tum to other jobs. In some cases, older sons or daughters worked outside
the home to help financially. By the time boys reached their early to mid-teens, they
could pursue their own careers, often as farm laborers, or help on the family land. Even
married sons might help support their mothers at least financially, if not through physical
labor on their farms. Widows also might have made money by taking in mending,
tending a garden, keeping chickens, or doing laundry for others without claiming an
occupation on the census.
In 1864, Ann Loving of Fluvanna County lost her husband Mark to brain fever
when she was only 31. Six years later she had five children, Beatrice, seventeen;
William, fifteen; Oscar, ten; Willard, eight; and Annie, six. Beatrice, William, and Oscar
7

Manuscript Census, Goochland County, 1860 and 1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications Goochland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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attended school. Ann also registered $1,500 worth of real estate and $200 worth of
personal property. She did not list an occupation. In 1880, she still headed her own
household, but she lived next to her son William, now a farmer, and his wife and two
sons. Oscar, Willard, and Annie still lived with their mother. Oscar and Willard worked
as farm laborers. Ann also probably felt safe living next to her oldest son, William, who
was close enough to help her in times of need. William may have helped work Ann's
land. 8
Ada Lawhorn of Nelson County kept house in 1870 rather than pursue a job after
her husband William died in 1862. Among her four children living with her at that time
was nineteen-year-old James, a farm laborer. James certainly helped the family with
money, but two older unmarried girls age 25 and seventeen listed no occupation. The
other member of the family appeared to be Ada's grandson Charles, only four-years-old.
Some major differences occur between 1860 and 1870 in the real estate and
personal property held by the widows. (See Table 11.) The greatest difference occurs in
the decline in families with large amounts of property. The dramatic drop in southern
land values after the war had a major effect on the wealth of these widows. In 1870, no
families recorded property over $5,000 real or personal estate, and only one had
combined estate between $5,000 and $9,999. Also, over half of the widows listed no
property at all and almost three-fourths registered no personal property. The
emancipation of the slaves caused a dramatic decrease in personal property, especially
8 Manuscript Census, Fluvanna County, 1860-1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Fluvanna County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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those who owned $1,000 or more in 1860. Selling any unwanted property should have
brought needed money to some widows, but depressed land values diminished this
benefit.
Looking back at a woman mentioned earlier in the study, some differences arise.
In 1860, Edwin and Lucy Warwick ofNelson County listed $1,030 worth ofreal and
$500 worth of personal estate. With this amount of property, Edwin, a farmer, certainly
could have provided for Lucy and their six children before his death in 1862. By 1870,
however, Lucy recorded only $800 worth of real and $170 worth of personal estate.
Lucy did not list an occupation, but three of her sons held jobs. Twenty-four-year-old
Robert was a carpenter and 21-year-old William and fifteen-year-old Cornelius were both
farm laborers. The three boys assuredly helped support Lucy and her two daughters
despite their loss in property value. 9
Widows such as Ann Drum held no real or personal estate to augment their income.
In 1860, James, Ann's husband, listed $1,400 worth of personal estate and worked as an
overseer in Cumberland County. James died two years later from typhoid fever in
Cumberland County, probably after being cared for at home. The couple only had two
small children under the age of two years before the war. In 1870, on the other hand,
Ann reported no property at all, and she now headed her household of four. John, her
oldest, was twelve-years-old followed by ten-year-old Lisabeth, eight-year-old Mary and
seven-year-old James. The question of how Ann maintained her young family without
9

Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1860 and 1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Nelson County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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property, an occupation or a husband remains unanswered. No relatives appeared to
reside near Ann to aid her plight. 10
Not surprisingly, the number of children in these households changes dramatically in
ten years. (See Table 12.) The most common number of children increased from three to
four, acknowledging births before the death of the soldier/husbands. The number of
women with no children at all also declined by 1870. A small decrease also occurred in
the number of women with six or eight children. Often, older children sought their own
place in the world and moved out of the household. In addition, some children may have
died during the 1860s, especially sons who fought in the war. However, the great
majority of the children continued to reside with their mothers. As they matured, they
could help provide for the family. In fact, as already noted, some of the older, married,
children might live near their widowed mothers and help take care of the rest of their
family. On the other hand, the number of young mouths to feed also increased, proving
another difficulty for the widows.
In 1870, with the growth of many families, the most common number of children
present was four. Women like Catharine Johnson ofFluvarma experienced great changes
in just ten years. In 1860 she and her husband, John, had three children: five-year-old
Emma, three-year-old Abraham, and four-month-old John. When John died in 1864, he
left her with the three young children. Emma, Abraham, and John all appear in the 1870
census and were now joined by six-year-old Louis, born in 1864, very near the time of his
10

Manuscript Census, Cumberland County, 1860-1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications Cumberland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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father's death. Louis could not be found in the birth records to verify his date of birth. In
addition, Abraham, thirteen-years-old in 1870, stepped in as the man of the house and
worked as a farm laborer while Catharine kept house. 11
Clearly the children of deceased soldiers had aged by 1870. (See Table 13.) Ten
years pushed the most common age of the children from five to nine years in 1860 to
between ten and fourteen years of age by 1870. The number of young teenagers meant
that most were still too immature to help the family financially. On the other hand,
many children were now at the age to contribute some form oflabor. Furthermore, the
number of children under five decreased dramatically. 12
In 1860, Eliza and William Thurston of Louisa County had only two children,
Nannie, five and John, two. William, a 43-year-old laborer before the war, died of
pneumonia in March of 1865. Five years later, Eliza was listed with five children,
Nannie, twelve, John, eight, Elizabeth, six, Stonewall, four, and Martha, three. Eliza
likely delivered Elizabeth during the war. The major question in the census report
appeared with Stonewall and Martha. The age of these two children does not coincide
with the death of William. Stonewall surely came close on the heels of his father's death,
most likely conceived before his demise. However, Eliza had to conceive Martha after
the death of her husband, ifher age in 1870 is correct. Neither child appeared in birth
records to clarify the identity of the father. Therefore, the mystery of their true age and
11

Manuscript Census, Fluvanna County, 1860 and 1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications Fluvanna County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
12

The share of children attending school increased from 35.2% of the children to 42.7% between 1860
and 1870. The increase is most likely due to the increase in the number of children of school age.
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paternity remains in question. Eliza appeared again in the 1880 census. Stonewall was
now thirteen, and Martha was eleven. Martha was still living with her mother and
attending school, but no clue is given as to the identity of her father. 13
Elizabeth and Leander Cauthom, noted earlier in the study, recorded six children all
over age eleven in 1860. Many changes developed over the decade. By 1870, some of
her children likely moved on with their own families and occupations. Elizabeth
remained a farmer like her husband and recorded $600 worth of real estate and $100 of
personal estate. Consequently, she retained a good deal of the property that her husband
owned before the war. On the other hand, only one child resided with her in 1870.
Elizabeth's daughter Louisiana and her granddaughter Mary resided in the household
along with 90-year-old Patrick Richardson, a retired farmer, and a 60-year-old mulatto
carpenter, James Brooks. The nature of the household obviously changed tremendously
with the conflict and what appears to be four generations under one roof. 14
The 1860s brought great change to the women in the study. With the decline in
real estate and personal property, the addition of the number of children in the household,
and the loss of their husbands, women needed to find ways to support their families. By
1870, widows headed their own households and began listing occupations, especially
farming. Some· women even turned to other relatives for aid. The children did grow
older and often helped with family needs. But the widows clearly changed their lives to
accommodate the differences that they faced without their husbands.
13 Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1860-1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Louisa County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
14

Manuscript Census, Louisa County,-1860 and 1870, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

CHAPTER4
THE WIDOWS IN 1880
In 1860, Sarah Shotwell, age 26, and her husband Jeremiah, a 29-year-old farmer,
lived in Albemarle County with their seven-year-old son Milby. They owned $350 worth
ofreal estate and $1,650 worth of personal estate. Four years later, Sarah lost Jeremiah
when he was killed in action at Fisher's Hill. She went on to head her own household in
1870, a common practice for these widows. Her son Milby was now sixteen, and his
sister, Cornelia, was seven. Sarah's property decreased to $150 real estate and $150
personal property. By 1880, Sarah now lived with her brother, Jack Mitchell and his
large family. None of Sarah's children still lived with her. Twenty years after the war,
she turned to her family for support. Her life had changed once again. 1
The share of widows serving as heads of household decreased by nearly one-fifth
in just ten years. (Compare Tables 9 and 14.) Additionally, the number of different
relations replacing the widows as heads varied much more. In fact, one mother of a
widow and one sister now appeared to head the families. An increased number of male
relatives also became heads of households, especially adult sons.
Frances Brady of Fluvanna County lost her husband William, a farmer, in April of
1863 after he suddenly fell dead in the street in Scottsville, Virginia. In 1870, her two
children, Mary and Walker, resided with her while she kept her own house and
maintained $600 worth of real estate. By 1880, Frances lived with her sister Sarah
Walker. Although Sarah Walker was the head of the household, four other sisters,
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Nancy, Rebecca, Jane, and Josephine resided with Sarah and Frances. Sarah was the
oldest at age 55 followed by Frances at age 52. Frances's children, Sarah and Walker, a
captain on a freight boat, also lived with the six women.2
Other women, including previously-mentioned Elizabeth Tisdale, continued as head
of their household. In 1870, Elizabeth remained in charge of her four daughters, all age
fourteen or younger. In 1880, on the other hand, the daughters, now ten years older,
could help Elizabeth take care of the household. Elizabeth continued as the head of the
household of all four of her daughters, none of whom listed an occupation. No other
family members appeared to head the household, live nearby, or provide assistance
through work outside the home. 3
As time progressed, more and more men became the heads of the household in
which these widows resided. Many families came full circle as sons replaced mothers as
the authority figure in the family. Ellen Stevens' husband Taliaferro died in 1862 when
James, their youngest son, was just twelve. In 1870, Ellen headed her Nelson County
household and owned $2,000 worth of real estate and $200 worth of personal estate. In
ten years the situation changed dramatically. By 1880, Ellen was age 63 and lived in the
household of her 30-year-old son James A. Stevens, a farmer, and his wife Louisa. James
1 Manuscript Census, Albemarle County, 1860-1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Albemarle County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
2

Manuscript Census, Fluvanna County, 1870 and 1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications Fluvanna County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
3

Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1870 and 1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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took the place of his father many years later as provider for his widowed mother,
although no real or personal estate existed between Ellen and James. 4
A significant difference in the occupations of women developed between 1870 and
1880. Women recorded as keeping house decreased by twelve-percent. (See Table 15.)
A ten-percent reduction in the number of women farming also took place. The
emergence of many widows listing no occupations created a surprising difference in just
one decade. Many women, now living with other family members, simply did not need a
job to maintain themselves financially. A greater variation in the number of occupations
listed became another factor. Women diversified their work in order to support
themselves and their families.
In 1880, Sarah Freuch of Goochland County lived with her nephews Charles and
William Holland. She appeared to have no children of her own. Twenty-eight-year-old
Charles was a farmer while 20-year-old William listed no occupation. Charles' sister
Fanny kept house for the family. Sarah also held no occupation and most likely helped
around the house with various chores. Unfortunately, since she did not appear in the
1860 or 1870 census very little information about Sarah's life up to 1880 is known.
Therefore, her existence from the time of her husband's death from coast fever in 1862 to
1880, including her occupations, remains in question. However, she chose to live with
family in 1880 and held no vocation at that time.

5

4

Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1870-1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Nelson County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
5

Manuscript Census, Goochland County, 1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Goochland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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As noted earlier, Mary Zimmerman utilized her skills to support her family after
the death of her husband. She made mattresses in 1870 and turned to dressmaking in
1880. The latter year she received the help of her daughter Louisa, also a dressmaker.
Mary's 20-year-old son Angelus lived with her and worked as a clerk. Mary still faced
eight more years until governmental aid would supplement her income. 6
Some widows dropped the occupations in 1880 that they adopted just ten years
prior. In 1870, Catherine McAlister was a farmer with four boys between the ages of 21
and twelve, three of whom worked on the farm. She even owned $900 worth of real
estate. By 1880, Catherine, age 64, was keeping house rather than farming. Her son
Edwin, a farmer, and his wife Sarah lived with Catherine, but she still headed the
household. Perhaps her advancing age caused Catherine, and others like her, to
relinquish their jobs and tum to keeping house, the position most women held before the
war. 7
Although by 1880 family structures began to change with the aging of the widows,
many of their children remained in the household. Often the widow resided with one of
her children as the head of the household and other siblings joined the group under one
roof. In addition, the number of women with none of their children in their household
increased by almost sixteen percent. (See Table 16.) Only one widow still resided with
as many as six children. The median number of children fell from four to two in just ten
years. Maturing children increasingly began to strike out on their own to seek their place
6

Manuscript Census, Albemarle County, 1870-1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

7

Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1870 and 1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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in the world. Many now headed their own families. Widowed mothers slowly found
their families aging, but still no pension act aided them. Adult children now often became
their mothers' caregivers.
The family structure of a few widows changed very little in the years following
their husbands' deaths. For example, the previously-mentioned Catherine Johnson of
Fluvanna listed three young children in 1860. By 1870, all her children, still under
sixteen years of age, lived with her in addition to a son born during the war. In 1880,
three of her four children still remained in her household. Emma, a 25-year-old, John, a
20-year-old farm laborer, and Louis, a fifteen-year-old farm laborer who also attended
school, chose to stay with their mother. The only child missing was Abraham, who
would have been 23. Catherine still led her own household and remained closely tied to
her children through the years. Certainly, the boys, now mature and with occupations,
helped support the family. 8
While some families remained mostly intact, others drifted apart and widows often
chose to live with other family members. In 1864 after her husband John died near Cold
Harbor, Phoebe Clasby of Nelson County was left with a very young family. She listed
three children, Judy: thirteen, Thomas: twelve, and Newman: eight in 1870. However, in
1880 none of the children resided with her. Instead, her five-year-old cousin-in-law,
William Falkner, lived with her. None of her children appeared to live nearby.
Phoebe's family changed considerably in the years after John's death. In 1880 Phoebe
cared for a child that was not even her own with no clear method of support.
8

Manuscript Census, Fluvanna County, 1870 and 1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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A small number of women never bore children before their husbands died. In
1864, after only one year of marriage, Mildred Camden of Nelson County lost her
husband to illness. In 1870, 37-year-old Mildred was a farmer with $780 worth of real
and $100 worth of personal estate. Her two sisters Sarah and Clara Gillespie now lived
with Mildred. She had no children to care for and probably remained a major means of
support for her sisters. In 1880 Mildred, still a farmer, continued to live with her two
sisters. Unlike most of the women, Mildred never needed to support her children, but she
also missed the opportunity of relying on those offspring as she grew older.
By 1880, many of the children of widows were now the same age as their parents
were when the Civil War began. As a result, they spent most of their lives without a
father figure as their widowed mothers raised them alone. Children were now adults with
careers and families of their own. Just as in 1870, a few widows appeared with sons or
daughters age nine and under. (See Table 17.) These children, born after the war and
death of their fathers, remain a puzzle. Some offspring in 1880 were even under five
years of age. The census listed over half of the children in 1880 between the ages of 20
and 29. A large number, however, were still teenagers. A few children even reached into
their thirties, and one even into his forties. The dynamics of these families certainly
altered with most of the children now becoming adults.
The appearance of even a few children under the age of nine remains a mystery. A
total of sixteen widows had children simply too young to be fathered by their
soldier/husbands. Unfortunately, their fathers cannot be identified. Only one of these
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sixteen mothers actually listed her child on the statewide birth index. In 1880, Elizabeth
Childress from Buckingham County listed two children under the age of nine, eight-yearold Dolly and six-year-old Leaner. Dolly appeared on the birth record in June of 1872
and Leaner appeared in January of 1876, but in both cases, Elizabeth listed no father's
name. 9
Lucy Warwick from Nelson County still registered four children in her household in
1880. She and her husband Edwin married in 1837 and built a large family by the
beginning of the war. In 1860, she listed six children between the ages of eighteen and
three. In 1862, Edwin, a farmer, died of typhoid fever. In 1870, Lucy still reported five
children in the family from 25 to twelve-years-old. Therefore, in 1880, Lucy's children,
Ann, 37, Robert, 33, William, 31, and Sarah, 22, were now adults. Robert worked as a
farmer while William toiled as a laborer. In addition, Lucy's brother and a boarder
resided in the home. Lucy's oldest child Ann was older than many of the widows before
the war.

10

In 1857, Sarah Clough of Goochland married her husband, Richard and, by
1860, they had three small children. In 1864, Richard died of his wounds at Point
Lookout. Sarah catalogued twin sons in 1880, John and Ben both five-years-old. The
appearance of the two young sons in 1880 remains perplexing. 11
9

Old Birth Index, Buckingham County, 1853-1896, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

10
Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1860-1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Nelson County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
11

Manuscript Census, Goochland County, 1860 and 1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications Goochland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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Eight years after the 1880 census, Virginia passed the important law that formed the
backbone for this study. Virginia's financial difficulties after the destruction of the war
took years to overcome. The state ultimately had the money to compensate the widows
with the Pension Act of 1888. (See Introduction.) After so many years, the sacrifice of
the women was finally recognized through the creation of the pension system. Each
widow who had not remarried since the death of their husband and who desired to receive
the annual pension could apply and submit her application for verification to the
government of the county in which she lived.
The genuine need among widows for the pensions became evident through the large
number of women applying for a yearly annuity early in 1888 as soon as the law allowed.
About seventy-two percent of the widows in the study filed their pension in March,
April, and May of 1888. 12 (See Table 18.) The women wished to file in county court as
soon as possible to supplement their income. In certain applications, another relative
even appeared before the court due to the illness of the widow filing the pension. A small
minority waited to apply for the pension, and some even let years pass before filing an
application.
Jane Wooten from Buckingham County and her husband Austin married in 1856
and, by 1860, had two young children, Emma and Joseph. In 1870, seven years after
Austin died from his wounds, Jane continued to raise her two children. By 1880, she
kept house and her son Joseph worked as a farm laborer. By the time Jane could apply
for a pension, her son was 30-years-old, just two years younger than his father was when
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he died in battle. Jane applied for her pension on April 12, 1888 as one of the many to
complete her application quickly.

13

Unlike Jane Wooten, Harriet Thomasson of Louisa County waited until June of 1894
to apply for a pension. In 1849, she had married James Thomasson in Louisa County. In
1860, James was a successful carpenter with $720 worth of real estate and $950 of
personal estate. The two also had five children ages eight and under. In 1860, James was
detailed to work for the Confederacy in a sawmill in Louisa. He died when an engine
boiler burst in the sawmill. In 1870, Harriet possessed $1,500 worth of real and $200
worth of personal estate. She had six children in her household, having added one before
the death of her husband. Robert, her oldest child was a railroad laborer. By 1880
Harriet had become a farmer. Two sons still lived with her, Charles: a carpenter, and
Wallace, a railroad employee. Perhaps, Harriet remained economically secure enough
that she did not need a pension until 1894. She owned quite a bit of real estate in 1870.
By 1894, she would have been age 74. Certainly, as she aged a pension became more of
a necessity to her everyday life. 14
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Confederate Pension Applications, Seven County Sample, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of
Virginia.
13

Manuscript Census, Buckingham County, 1860-1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications Buckingham County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
14
Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1860-1880, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Louisa County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

CHAPTERS
THE WIDOWS IN 1900
After 1888, we lose track of the widow pensioners for a period of twelve years
since the 1890 census was destroyed. The immediate effect of the pension on the women
does not appear without the 1890 census. By the 1900 census, the widows were much
older and many others presumably died during the interim. The elderly widows now
faced new challenges. Some women certainly encountered illness or disability. The war
was increasingly a distant memory as America entered a new century and many of the
women began joining their deceased husbands.
Although the widows grew much older by 1900, surprisingly half still served as the
head of their household, compared to two-thirds two decades earlier. (See Table 19.) The
elderly women now turned to various family members for shelter and aid - especially to
sons and daughters. Others resided with brothers, cousins, or aunts. One widow even
dwelled in her grandson's home.
As mentioned earlier, Elizabeth Tisdale headed her household in 1880. By 1900, at
age 68 she still remained in charge of her family. Her daughters Ann and Mary still lived
under her roof. She managed to raise her family without a husband and continued to live
with them as she matured. She also owned her own house. Twelve years after applying
for her pension, Elizabeth lived her life much as she did twenty years earlier. The meager
pension of $30 per year certainly eased some financial tension, but it most likely did not
change her life. 1
1

Manuscript Census, Louisa County, 1880 and 1900, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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In 1880, the widow Catherine Martin of Albemarle lived with her 72-year-old father,
a farmer, and her mother, as did her son James who worked as a farm laborer. In 1900
she lived with her 30-year-old son Henry on his farm. At this time, only two of her six
children still lived, narrowing the number of family members available to support her. By
1900, 60-year-old Catherine spent thirty-five years without the husband she married
seven years before the Civil War began. 2
More and more the occupations of the pensioner widows changed over time. Most
of the widows in 1900 faced their senior years without many options. Many now faced
various illnesses in their old age. While an overwhelming majority of women listed their
occupation as keeping house in 1880, only one widow kept house in 1900. (See Table
20.) Almost sixty percent of the women in 1900 listed no vocation whatsoever, including
keeping house. Most of the widows seemed to allow their children, grandchildren, or
some other family member to care for them. For so many years the widows managed by
themselves and needed to tum to others as they grew older. In a surprising statistic,
however, almost twenty percent more of the widows by 1900 listed farming as their
profession. Although facing old age, some of these widows continued to own property
and produce crops upon it. More than one-third of the widows still appearing in the 1900
census owned their own farm. (See Table 21.) One widow even managed her own
property, renting it out to others. Therefore, these women still preserved their lifestyle
through work. They gained their independence early and continued to exercise it through
2

Manuscript Census, Albemarle County, 1880 and 1900, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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the years. In a way, the deaths of their husbands opened doors for them that otherwise
would have remained closed.
In 1870, Lucy Lowry kept house while taking care of her five children all under the
age of fifteen. Unfortunately, Lucy could not be found on the 1880 census. In 1900 she
was listed as a manager who rented her farm to others. She made money from the land
she owned. Six of her eight children were still alive. Only one, her 25-year-old daughter
Fannie, still resided with Lucy and worked as a cook. By 1900, Lucy had spent 37 years
without her husband. In 1900 she received an income from her farm and her small
pension. In addition, her daughter could contribute with her own earnings. Lucy
appeared to continue to live an active life even at age 67. 3
In 1870 and 1880, Mary Coffey of Nelson County lived with her son Marcellus
while keeping house. In 1900 Mary listed no occupation, not even "keeping house." At
age 68, she lived with her brother E. A. Fitzgerald, a farmer. In addition, Mary's nephew
John and his wife Martha, along with their three children, lived in the household. One
other nephew resided with the group and worked as a farm laborer. Mary bore three
children over the years and two remained alive in 1900, though none resided with her.
Marcellus, Mary's son, did not appear with her in 1900. Due to Mary's advanced age in
1900, Martha, Mary's niece, most likely took charge of the domestic duties of the home.

4

The number of children in the homes where the widows lived also continued to
3

Manuscript Census, Goochland County, 1870-1900, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia; Confederate
Pension Applications Goochland County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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decrease after twenty more years. By 1900, none of the pension widows appearing in the
census resided with more than three of their children in their household. The drop was
considerable compared to 1880. While almost seventy percent of the women in 1880
lived with three or fewer of their children, every widow in 1900 lived with three or fewer.
(See Table 22.) The census listed close to half of the widows with one child in the same
residence. A majority of the widows managed to remain with one or two of their children
after many years. The children now often took care of them.
Spicey Wade of Nelson County bore nine children over her lifetime. In 1900, at age
68, five of her children still lived, though most in separate households. She did reside,
however, with her 40-year-old son Robert, a farmer with three children of his own. His
ten-year-old son Samuel worked as a day laborer. Mary, Robert's wife of eleven years,
took care of the extended household. Due to the number of people in the home and
Spicey's advancing age and inability to work, her pension certainly helped the family.
Twenty years earlier Spicey headed her own household without help from the state.
Now, with her age progressing, she allowed her son to take care of her and finally
received compensation for her wartime loss. 5
By 1900, some of the elderly widows lived completely alone while others resided
with people outside their families. In 1880, Mary Dennis of Fluvanna County kept her
own house while her son Thomas worked as a farm laborer and her daughter Louisa
certainly would have helped with the chores. Mary even listed a black servant in her
household at the time. In 1900, 74-year-old Mary did not reside with any of the seven
5

Manuscript Census, Nelson County, 1870-1900, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.
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children she bore over the years. Nevertheless, Mary's only resident was Sarah Glass, a
40-year-old boarder. Mary probably welcomed the help of a boarder on the farm she
owned. Her situation changed by 1900 when none of her family resided in the same
house and she received needed money from her pension and her boarder. In addition,
none of her family appeared to'live nearby. 6
The now middle-aged children of the pension widows generally lived outside of
their widowed mother's household. By contrast, twenty years earlier a majority of them
lived with their mothers. In 1860, most of the women themselves were under thirty. By
the time they received a pension, their children appeared older than the widows did
before the death of their husbands.
One of these elderly widows, Isabella Waddell of Nelson County, was 70-years-old
in 1900. She applied for her pension in 1888 at the age of 58. She was enumerated as a
farmer in the 1900 census, when only one of her seven children resided with her. In fact,
her 45-year-old son, Thomas, was a widower himself. Most of his five children who
lived with them attended school. Isabella's oldest grandchild in the household, Ethel,
was age nineteen in 1900, just a year younger than the widow when she married in 1850.
Thomas lost his father at the age of nine and would lose his wife many years later. Thus,
like his mother, he raised a family alone. Three generations came together under one
roof in mutual support.
6

7
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One particular child, Jesse Sanderson, never knew his father at all, according to his
November 1862 birthdate, as listed in the 1900 census. His mother, Sarah Sanderson of
Cumberland, registered no children in 1860, but bore a daughter, Sarah, within the year.
In February of 1862, she lost her husband, Jesse C. Sanderson, to camp fever. With two
small children to support, Sarah turned to her brother's household in 1880. By 1900, she
lived with her 37-year-old son Jesse on his farm. According to the census, Jesse was
born nine months after his father's death in November of 1862. Jesse never knew his
father and remained one of the youngest children still living with his widowed mother. 8
The year 1900 marked a new century for the pension widows and continued to
make the tragedies of the Civil War a memory in the minds of those who lived through
the hostilities. The pensioner widows grew older and faced their own mortality. A large
majority of the women in the survey did not even appear in the 1900 census due to death,
illness, residence with other family members, or a variety of other reasons. In fact, most
of the widows listed no occupation and lived with sons, daughters, brothers, cousins, or a
number of other family members. For those who did list some sort of occupation,
agriculture remained the most common enterprise. In addition, very few children still
resided with their mothers. No widow registered more than two children living in their
households, as the children created their own families. The descendants that did reside
with their mother were mostly in their forties, well into middle age. The widows now
relied on the children whom they had raised alone.
8

Manuscript Census, Cumberland County, 1860-1900, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia;
Confederate Pension Applications Fluvanna County, 1888 Roll, microfilm copy, Library of Virginia.

CONCLUSION
The widows involved in this study shared some similarities. They all come from
predominantly rural counties in Central Virginia. Almost 95% of the women, usually in
their twenties, were married well before the war began. Their marriages and families
were well-established, and almost half listed two to three young children in the
household. Over 50% of the men worked in agriculture in their primarily rural counties.
The families generally owned some form of property, most likely personal.
The death of the husbands changed the lives of their families forever. The women
seemed to cope without their husbands tolerably in the beginning. The widows began a
new role running their households and providing for their families. They no longer
depended solely on their husbands. Only 13% of the widows turned to other relatives
during and soon after the war while others simply began their own careers and headed
their own households. Widows followed the lead of their husbands by commonly turning
to agriculture as a profession. Their children were still quite young in 1870. In addition,
over half of the widows had between three and five children, some born during the war.
The women needed to take care of their still youthful families. Generally, their amount
of property decreased during the 1860s. The unfortunate lack of information about the
widows during the crucial period of the late 1860s, after the war ended and before the
1870 census, leaves a gap in understanding how the widows coped immediately after the
war.
The years passed and more and more widows turned to various family members for
help. Only about 68% of the widows headed their households in 1880. In addition, the

- 53 -

, - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - ---------------

---- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

i

- 54 -

number of women holding occupations continued to decline. Children, of course,
continued to grow older and began to help their mothers take care of the family. By the
time the pension process came into effect in 1888, the widows were well into middle age
and were headed toward their senior years. Even the small $30 annual payment they
received in pensions certainly helped ease the financial burden, and most of the women
filed for a pension rather quickly. The late date of the legislation, however, did not
appear to make a major impact in the lives of the widows. The ladies coped for many
years, relying on family or their own ingenuity to pull through.
Jennifer Gross, thesis focused on all widows from Brunswick County, Virginia.
Her sample included pension widows and those widows who never applied for financial
assistance from Virginia. Like the pension widows in this study, her widows were also
young women. They also suffered a loss of property between 1860 and 1870 due to the
decreased values of land and loss of slaves as personal property. Her work explained the
tendency of these widows to head their own households after the war and adopt their own
means of making a living just like the pension widows. She also noticed a trend toward
seeking refuge with other family members and residing in their household as a means of
support. All of these trends are very similar to the pension widows with the major
exception that about one third of her widows remarried after the war. The pension

. d. I
w1"dows never remarne
The pension widows remain a difficult group to fully understand due to the lack of
sources relating to these women. Their stories remain difficult to piece together and few
1

Gross, 98-101.
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conclusions about their lives can be drawn without diaries, letters, or other accounts
written by these women concerning their lives. Their lower class status and illiteracy hurt
the chances of finding any first hand accounts. The true effect of the pension itself on the
plight of the widows also remains elusive. These widows certainly represent an
important outcome of the Civil War, but the pieces needed to complete their stories do
not exist. Widows from rural regions like these counties in Central Virginia could be
found everywhere in the South. The women are an important part of the story of the
Civil War.
Widowhood surely touched a vast majority of people in the South through friends,
relatives, and neighbors. Many others experienced the plight directly, and numerous
children watched their mothers cope without their husbands. The story of Civil War
widows along the James River leaves a lasting impact on a state struggling to piece itself
back together and a region trying to repair its gaping wounds.

Table 1
Year of Marriage of Pension Widow Applicants
Year of Marriage

Number of Women

Percentage of Women

1832-1849

39

28.1%

1850-1854

46

33.1%

1855-1859

40

28.9%

1860

6

4.3%

1861

2

1.4%*

1862

2

1.4%

1863

2

1.4%

1864

2

1.4%

Total

139

100.0%

(Median Year= 1853)
*Both marriages 'in 1861 took place after Fort Sumter was attacked.

SOURCE: Confederate Pension Applications, Seven County Data Base.
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Table 2
Husband's Occupation in 1860
Agriculture:

58

Farmer
Overseer

42

Farm Manager
Trades/Crafts:
Carpenter

13

40.8%
12.6%

3

2.9%

28

27.2%

13

12.6%

Cooper

4

3.9%

Shoemaker
Wheelwright

2
2

1.9%
1.9%

Miner

2

1.9%

Millwright

1

1.0%

Blacksmith

1

1.0%

Bricklayer

1

1.0%

Waggoner

1

1.0%

Boatmason

1

1.0%

Laborers:

11

10.7%

Attorney:

1

1.0%

Teacher:

1

1.0%

Merchant:

1

1.0%

Tenant:
Total

*

56.3%

3
103

Occupation determined from manuscript census and includes both men who were

married in 1860 and those who were still single.
SOURCE: Federal Manuscript Census, Seven County Data Base, 1860.

Table 3
Property Ownership in 1860*

Value of Property

Real Estate

Personal Estate

Total Estate

$0

68.8%

11.5%

10.6%

1-99

2.8%

29.2%

27.7%

100-249

1.4%

19.8%

18.1%

250-499

5.1%

4.2%

5.3%

500-999

5.1%

5.1%

3.2%

1,000-4,999

18.8%

21.9%

23.4%

5,000-9,999

2.8%

4.2%

7.4%

10,000+

2.8%

4.2%

7.4%

median

$0

$150

(Total Households = 94)
*This table includes only those couples who were married by 1860.
SOURCE: See Table 2.
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Table 4
Age of Husbands and Wives in 1860
Percentage

Age in Years

Husband in 1860

under 20

0

0.0%

2

2.1%

20-24

7

7.5%

19

20.2%

25-29

21

22.3%

34

36.2%

30-34

26

27.7%

18

19.1%

35-39

22

23.4%

7

7.5%

40-44

10

10.6%

10

10.6%

45+

8

8.5%

4

4.3%

Number

94

100.0%

94

100.0%

Percentage

Wife in 1860

Median= 34 (men); 30 (women)
*Age in 1860 determined from 1860 manuscript census. Only those couples who were
married in or by 1860 are included.

SOURCE: See Table 2.
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Table 5
Number of Children in Household in 1860*
Number of Children
0

7.6%

1

11.0%

2

23.1%

3

23.1%

4

9.9%

5

12.1%

6

9.9%

7

2.2%

8

1.1%
Number=91

Median= 3

*This table includes only children with the same surname as couple in each household.

SOURCE: See Table 2.
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Table 6
Age of Children in 1860
under 5 years

47.6%

5-9

30.4%

10-14

14.0%

15-19

5.6%

20+

2.4%
Number= 286

Median = 5 years

SOURCE: See Table 2.
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Table 7
Year Of Husband's Death
1861

5.0%

1862

28.4%

1863

22.7%

1864

28.4%

1865

14.9%

1866*

0.7%
Number= 141

*One widow whose husband died in 1866 was awarded a pension because her husband
died of a disease that he caught during the war.

SOURCE: Confederate Pension Applications, Seven County Data Base.
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Table 8
Manner of Soldier's Death
Killed in Action

24.8%

Died of Wounds

17.2%

Died of Disease

51.0%

Accidental Death

1.4%

Died in Prison

2.8%

Died from Elements

2.1%

Sudden Unexplained Death

0.7%
Number= 145

SOURCE: Confederate Pension Applications, Seven County Data Base.
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Table 9
Head of Household in 1870
Widow

85.7%

Widow's Father

3.6%

Widow's Son

2.4%

Widow's Brother

4.7%

Widow's Brother-in-Law

2.4%

Unknown Relationship

1.2%
Number= 84

SOURCE: Manuscript Census, Seven County Data Base, 1870.

- 65 -

Table 10
Widow's Occupation in 1870
Keeping House/At Home

80.0%

Farmer

17.5%

Working on Farm

1.3%

Mattress Maker

1.3%
Number= 80

SOURCE: See Table 9.
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Table 11
Property Ownership in 1870
Property

Real Estate

Personal Estate

Total Estate

Ownership
$0

59.8%

73.2%

59.8%

$1-$99

0.0%

2.4%

0.0%

$100-$249

7.3%

19.5%

6.1%

$250-$499

7.3%

0.0%

7.3%

$500-$999

13.4%

1.2%

12.2%

$1,000-$4,999

12.2%

3.7%

13.4%

$5,000-$9,999

0.0%

0.0%

1.2%

Number= 82

SOURCE: See Table 9.
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Table 12
Number of Children in Household in 1870
0

2.4%

1

13.4%

2

19.5%

3

14.6%

4

22.0%

5

15.9%

6

8.5%

7

3.7%
Number= 82

Median= 3

SOURCE: See Table 9.
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Table 13
Age of Children in 1870
under 5

2.8%

5-9

25.5%

10-14

41.1%

15-19

22.3%

20+

8.2%
Number= 282

Median = 13 years

SOURCE: Manuscript Census, Seven County Sample, 1870.
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Table 14
Head of Household in 1880
Widow

67.7%

Mother

1.1%

Nephew

5.4%

Sister

1.1%

Brother-In-Law

2.2%

Brother

5.4%

Son

6.4%

Father

7.5%

Son-In-Law

3.2%
Number= 93

SOURCE: See Table 9.
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Table 15
Widow's Occupation in 1880
Keeping House

67.7%

Weaver

1.1%

Farmer

7.5%

Washerwoman

1.1%

Dressmaker

2.2%

Teacher

1.1%

None Listed

19.3%
Number=93

SOURCE: Manuscript Census, Seven County Data Base, 1880.
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Table 16
Number of Children in Household in 1880
0

18.3%

1

18.3%

2

32.3%

3

11.8%

4

10.7%

5

7.5%

6

1.1%
Number= 93

Median=2

SOURCE: See Table 15.
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Table 17
Age of Children in 1880
under 5

1.5%

5-9

4.6%

10-14

3.1%

15-19

34.9%

20-29

51.8%

30-39

3.6%

40+

0.5%
Number= 195

Median = 21 years

SOURCE: See Table 15.
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Table 18
Date Widows Filed for Pension
March 1888

7.1%

April 1888

42.3%

May 1888

22.4%

June-December 1888

13.5%

1889

5.1%

1890

2.6%

1891

-----

1892

0.6%

1893+

3.8%

unknown

2.6%
Number= 156

SOURCE: Confederate Pension Applications, Seven County Data Base.
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Table 19
Head Of Household in 1900
Widow

47.5%

Son

20.0%

Daughter

10.0%

Brother-In-Law

5.0%

Grandson

2.5%

Cousin

2.5%

Son-In-Law

2.5%

Brother

2.5%

Nephew

2.5%

Aunt

2.5%

Unknown Relation

2.5%
Number= 39

SOURCE: Manuscript Census, Seven County Data Base, 1900.
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Table 20
Occupation in 1900
None

55.0%

Farmer

37.5%

Manager

2.5%

Keeping House

5.0%
Number=39

SOURCE: See Table 19.
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Table 21
House/Farm Ownership in 1900
Own House

5.1%

Own Farm

38.5%

Rent House

2.6%

Rent Farm

2.6%

Lived with Another Person

51.2%
Number= 39

SOURCE: See Table 19.
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Table 22
Number of Children in Household in 1900
0

35.9%

1

46.2%

2

17.9%
Number=39

SOURC,E: See Table 19.
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Table 23
Age of Children in 1900
20-29

12.5%

30-34

6.3%

35-39

28.1%

40-44

34.4%

45-49

18.7%
Number= 32

Median = 40 years

SOURCE: Manuscript Census, Seven County Sample, 1900.
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