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Compelling Question: How Did the Civil War transform Southern Women’s lives considering 
race and class? 
In this inquiry, students will examine primary and secondary sources to help answer the question of how 
the lives of Southern women of different classes and races changed after the American Civil War. After 
reading the documents students will answer the questions below. 
 

THE EXPERIENCE OF BLACK WOMEN 
 
Document A: Excerpt from Maria Clark's widow's pension testimony 
“On the Clark plantation in Hinds Co., until the battle of Vicksburg ended in [July] 1863, which 
was the first time we knew we were free, all the slaves in the surrounding country was gathered 
into a camp on a plantation about five miles from Vicksburg. We remained in this camp until 
October 1863. My husband with others were sent up to Vicksburg to enlist. I went with him; he 
was examined, pronounced sound and was accepted and went immediately into camps with the 
troops, he was made a cook for the company. I followed and for several week I assisted him in 
cooking....”[ Maria Clark was a slave and the wife of Henry Clark, also a former slave, who 
served in the Third Cavalry, United States Colored Troops] 
 
Widow's Pension File, Henry Clark, United States Colored Troops, Cavalry, A Company, 3rd. Regiment, 

National Archives and Records Administration, (NARA), Washington, DC. 
 
Document B: Excerpt from The Southern Side of Gglory” 

Upon arrival, the women sometimes lived in army tents.(5) Gradually, though, the 
majority of women, including family members of Black soldiers, moved into other residences 
outside of the barracks. They lived as near to the enlisted men as the army officers permitted. 
Accommodations ranged from boarding houses to shanties, although to a soldier even the 
poorest housing looked better than army barracks. One soldier recalled that a fellow comrade, 
when not on duty, stayed with his wife, "who lived but a short distance from the barracks" in a 
shanty. "This house was covered with boards...I have been in the house. It was a comfortable 
house. The house was more comfortable than a tent."(6) Still, Northern philanthropists 
journeying South to help the newly freed slaves were greatly distressed over the women's living 
conditions. According to one observer, the exslaves in Natchez, mainly women and children, 
"live in a community by themselves in the outskirts of the town, a cabin is built...say 12 feet wide 
with walls, 7 feet in height and divided off into compartments...and each one is appropriated to a 
family."(7) One army officer bluntly stated that "soldiers' wives and children are living in 
wretchedness and miserable hovels...." (8) 
 
Frankel, N. (1990). The southern side of "glory": Mississippi african-american women during the civil 

war. Minerva, Iii(3), 28. Retrieved from https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/southern-
side-glory-mississippi-african-american/docview/222785557/se-2 

(5.) Widow's Pension File, Richard Roberts, (USCHA), A, 5, 317.426, NARA, Washington, DC. 
(6.) Widow's Pension File, Richard Sled, (USCHA), I, 5, 394.755, 389.853, NARA, Washington, DC. 
(7.) William Thirds to Mr. Whipple, 19 November 1863, American Missionary Association, Mississippi, 

71570. 
(8.) Samuel Thomas, letter, Register of Letters, Office of the General Superintendent of Freedmen, 

Mississippi, BRFAL, Record Group, 105, NARA, Washington, DC. and Samuel Thomas, letter, 
Register of Letters Received, Office of the General Superintendent of Freedmen, Mississippi, 
BRFAL, Record Group, 105, NARA, Washington, DC. 
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THE EXPERIENCE OF UPPER-CLASS WHITE WOMEN 
 
Document C:  Meta Morris Grimball Account of Daily Activities 
 
“A plantation life is a very active one. This morning I got up late having been disturbed in the 
night, hurried down to have some things arranged for breakfast, Ham and eggs; wrote a letter to 
Charles…Had prayers, got off the boys to town….Had work cut out, gave orders about dinner, 
had the horse feed fixed in hot water, had the bin filled with corn;--went to see about the 
carpenters working…and now I have to cut out flannel, jackets, and alter some work.” 
 
Marli F. Weiner, Mistresses and Slaves: Plantation Women in South Carolina, 1830 to 1880 (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1998), 25. 
 
Document D: Mary Chesnut on Grief and the Loss of Loved Ones during the War 
 
“A telegram reaches you, and you leave it on your lap. You are pale with fright. You handle it, or 
you dread to touch it, as you would a rattlesnake; worse, worse, a snake could only strike you. 
How many. Many will this scrap of paper tell you have gone to their death? “ 
 
“Grief and constant anxiety kill nearly as many women at home as men are killed on the battle- 
field.” 
 
“Are our women losing the capacity to weep?” 
 
Mary Boykin Chesnut, Mary Chesnut's Diary (New York: Penguin Books, 2011), 155-156,173. 
 
Document E: Grace Elmore on the Flipping of the Gender Roles 
 
“One thing they insist upon and that is to get away from the Yankee if possible. They do depend 
on us a great deal, and in fact their thoughts and time are so much occupied that they cannot 
attend to private matters. They belong to the country, that is all who are worth anything, and 
their private concerns have in a great measure ceased to engage much thought when thinking 
will do no good.”  
 
Grace Brown Elmore, A Heritage of Woe: The Civil War Diary of Grace Brown Elmore, 1861-1868 ed. by 

Marli F. Weiner (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 1997), 97. 
 
Document F: Mary Chesnut on Scarcity 

Inflation and the Union blockade severely restrained the import of clothing. Before the 
war, Mary Chesnut had imported much of her wardrobe from Europe, however, when her 
mother-in-law died in March of 1865, Chesnut spent $500 for mourning attire made of black 
alpaca and crepe, crafted in the Confederacy.1 Even at that price, she lamented that “Before the 
blockade such things as I have would not have been fit for a chamber-maid.”2 Even simple calico 
was more than ten times as expensive as it was before the war, and as Carolina Joachimson of 
South Carolina recalled, “One by one they [the ladies] gave up their expensive ornaments, their 

	
1 Ibid., 261. 
2 Ibid. 
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jewelry, their silk dresses---nothing was held back.”3 Desperation due to the rise in cost and 
scarcity of fabric drove some women to take back clothing that they had given their slaves.  
 
“No one will exchange eatables for Confederate Money,” she wrote, “so we are devouring our 
clothes.” When Chesnut ran out of money to buy food, she was forced to confront a reality she 
could not have imagined before the war. “When people are without a cent,” she wrote, “how do 
they live? I am about to enter the noble band of homeless, homeless refugees, and Confederate 
pay does not buy one’s shoe-strings.”  The Daily Southern Guardian of Columbia, South 
Carolina, noted that elite women like Chesnut were uniquely unsuited for the world in which 
they now lived. “They know not how to beg,” the Guardian noted, “for being accustomed, 
during all their previous lives, to abundance at their former homes, they have been in the habit 
of giving of their plenty, rather than receiving anything at the hand of charity . . . It is a hard 
lesson to learn, which many of them cannot comprehend.”  Even when destitute, elite Southern 
women did not understand how to adjust to a life without any luxuries or daily necessities. 
 
Except from Annabelle Blevins Pifer thesis titled: “South Carolinian Ladies and the Impact of the 

American Civil War: The Evolution of Upper-Class White Women in South Carolina from the 
Antebellum Years into the Post-Bellum Years”, 71. 

 
Questions for Analysis 

1. In what major way did the war impact African American women in the South? 
 

 
 
 

2. What issues did Upper-Class White Women face during the war? 
 
 
 

 
3. How different was the experience of African American women and White women? 

 
 

	
3 Ott, Confederate Daughters, 130. 


