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ABSTRACT
PATRICK W. O’NEIL: Tying the Knots: The Nationalization of Wedding Rituals
Antebellum America
(Under the direction of Dr. Harry L. Watson)

As middle-class culture became increasingly influential in the edose the Civil War,
the white wedding became a powerful symbol of that culture, embodying both bourgeois,
entrepreneurial values and a companionate view of marriage. In their weddiegg/lam
Americans expressed their willingness or reluctance to view thatramships through a
middle-class lens. Diverse groups of people alternately embraced a bourgapianionate
identity for their relationships and their communities, or crafted counteloigies
hearkening back to what many saw as America’s more stable, powertotiatis and
patriarchal past. The weddings of middle-class New Yorkers, wealthy seertheznslaved
African Americans, and Mormon pioneers all reflected these conflicts. Ybekers
centered their weddings around the marrying couple’s love for each otherstsugteat
marriage was not an economic arrangement but a romantic one. Outside thetnortheas
however, Americans struggled to comprehend and, often, to counter the growing cultural
dominance of the middle class, and crafted ideological and ritual responses. diregya/ef
southern slaveholders and Mormon separatists both asserted different visiongiodAana
patriarchal nation, beating back the specter of gender equality with paeansttupow
masculinity. And southern slaveholders imposed their vision of patriarchy on thagesrr

of slaves, using ritual to undermine blacks’ claims to patriarchal manemanhood. In



exploring these disparate rituals, | offer a vision of an America markeddnse debates
over what form its interpersonal relationships, its gender roles, its ecoitssiritual
future, and its national identity should take. Understanding these conflictingsdesir
partake of the national culture as equals, yet to differentiate themaslgesial and political
actors—helps illuminate the halting, equivocal paths Americans walked toveti@hsé

division, and toward their eventual accession to middle-class values.



For Gina

“Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle’s compass come:
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.”
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Introduction

In the weeks after Gavin Newsom, mayor of San Francisco, legalized gaagaanri
February, 2004, eager couples thronged City Hall to get married. Newsomistecla
precipitated a minor national uproar: President George W. Bush called for autimmetl
amendment restricting marriage to heterosexual couples, and the spectemaigage
played a role in that year’s political debates. But it was not just an expansian of t
definition of marriage that galvanized people: weddings themselves acquiredapolitic
implications. One woman who married at City Hall insisted that her weddingtatett'an
incredibly important statement.”Her political foes clearly agreed: as gay men and women
married in the rotunda, protesters gathered outside the bufldimgl while all sides
understood that marriage, not the rituals, lay at the center of the debate, nrengaity
legal couples did not simply certify a legal bond. Instead, they married in styas|gyif
somewhat defiantly) appropriating the visual signifiers of traditional beteual weddings,
donning tuxedos and wedding dresses, serving giant white cakes, and exchangthgriegs

mother of one bride declared, “Everyone here . . . is a pioneer.”

! This quotation and next come from Suzanne HeB#spite Political Uproar, Weddings Are Private
Affairs; Ceremonies Cap Years of Love, Devotion—&tiuiggle,”San Francisco Chronicle26 February
2004.

2 Rachel Gordon, “Gay Wedding Foes Rally at CitylMa&an Francisco ChronicleMarch 3, 2004.

% Photographss of same-sex couples marrying overitlak’s weekend, 2004 in San Francisco can be
found at numerous websites, including San Francisdentine Weekend Revolution,
http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/g/a002/18/gaywedgallery.DTL and Same Sex Weddings in
San Francisco — Valentines Day 2004, http://wwwosbionet/hitched/main.html.



That a wedding could be invested with such significance would not have surprised the
men and women who gathered to celebrate the nuptials of another pair of pioneergst‘the f
married couple at Nebraska Centre,” a tiny outpost on the frdnfile guests at this 1854
ceremony used their wedding to engage in boisterous discussions about politicajregdics
and small. The assembled crowd shouted their approval of the election of “old pioneers to
office in the West,” while one guest ended his “congratulatory speech” byadohgc
“plant[ing] the stars and stripes on the Eastern continent.” The bridegrooselfispoke
in favor of the Kansas-Nebraska Act and proposed cheers for Stephen A. Douglas.

Few weddings in the antebellum United States were so explicitly padieis this one, or
as the ones that took place in San Francisco in 2004. But these examples illustrage how t
wedding could bear the weight of Americans’ ambitions, hopes and prejudices. In the
decades leading up to the Civil War, Americans came to view behavior angeddi a
marker of identity, and they unhesitatingly interpreted what they saw gedaxced at
weddings in light of the most pressing issues of the day. Americans invested sesidng
personal, communal, and national significance, believing that their nuptidlp lgties to
the status and identities of their participants. The writer who describ&dnlier nuptials
in Nebraska Centre, for example, argued that the reception dinner proved the hardiness
by extension, the political legitimacy of his or her subjects, comparingrtisticity
favorably to the puffed-up airs of the Eastern gentry. The guests and brigagiddn the
bosom of mother Earth,” feasting on “dried buffalo tongues, dried venison, boiled antelope,

boiled ham, wild duck, penola soup; . . . [and] for wine, pure Platte water.” “Ye dainty

*T.T., “Pioneer Wedding—Romance in Realit)eéw York Times3 August 1854. The five-paragraph
article originally appeared in tf@ouncil Bluffs (lowa) Bugle
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dyspeptics of crowded cities,” the author crowed, “who attend bridal partiestlg palaces
of American mould, think you ever enjoyed such a repast?”

In weddings, then, antebellum Americans ordered and symbolized their lives staking
of their class, gender, and racial relationships and identities via an ainnestsally-
recognized form. Although the same could be said of weddings today, what antefelh
and women did was unique to their times. The wedding took on a new form and meaning in
the nineteenth century. Prior to the nineteenth century, weddings, while stiibjomiples
in lifelong relationships, had nowhere near the social or national significanckahagaime
to have in this century. The symbols which gays and lesbians appropriated in S&stbran
in 2004 to signify their right to privileges formerly restricted to hetenasls—white
dresses, sculpted cakes, and golden rings—had little resonance for Asmbraéare 1800,
and in some cases were hardly associated with weddings at all. Indeeth fveor
nineteenth century, Americans had no standard wedding: they married almesy entir
according to local custom. Only from 1800 to 1860 did the American wedding acquire an
aesthetic and meaning similar to what it has today, and only haltingly did the foomée
the national standard. This change helped define major developments in Amerjcaadife
notably the growth of the middle class and the ethic of companionate marriage, which upse
and eventually superseded America’s more explicitly patriarchalitnaslit The new
wedding heralded these changes, making proper comportment at and interprethgon of t
ritual a marker of one’s adherence to middle-class values. As we shall seegnyone
craved such a distinction.

Weddings, of course, had taken place for centuries before Europeans colonizea Ameri

Attempting to counter a long tradition of clandestine marriage, the medievallQmaod led



couples through fulsome rituals which combined verbal consent with a host of physical
items, including rings, pieces of gold and silver, holy water, “a shield or a book h@and t
couple’s hands, lips, fingers and (occasionally) Tebtany of these physical signifiers
recalled “pre-Christian notions that words were not enough to bind bodies to one ahother.”
As the Reformation de-sacramentalized marriage, in hopes of stripping thie ahurc
jurisdiction over it, many Protestants (Anglicans, for instance) retainag ofdhe ritual’s
earlier symbolic elements, rings among tHetdowever, Luther’s dismissal of “tomfoolery
[and] pagan spectacle” suggested a move toward simplifying the ritudl wioiee stringent
reformers took to heart. Weddings in John Calvin’s Geneva left out rings hioYet
Although Protestantism’s less-elaborate ceremonies would leave a markricarthe
Reformation’s most significant change to the wedding ritual (at leastasadéerned
America) was in de-centralizing it: as Luther wrote, “Many lands, ntasyoms.? Each
splinter group sought its own Biblically authentic path to marriage. Even asighean
Church promulgated a national wedding rite, colonial Americans felt freeetd relf they
so chose. Elizabeth Freeman notes that “Betrothal, ceremonial form, and everdityeofal

marriages were matters of custom and community supervision” in Americsylsjett to a

® See George Elliott Howard, History of Matrimonial InstitutionéChicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1904), I: 305-07, quot. p. 306. Clandestiagiages, with varying degrees of Christian ascltar
ritual, remained endemic throughout Europe welt iz Protestant Reformation. See Howardistory of
Matrimonial Institutions |: 340-350.

® Elizabeth Freemarfhe Wedding Complex: Forms of Belonging in Modeme#Acan CulturgDurham:
Duke University Press, 2002), 13.

" Howard,A History of Matrimonial Institutiond: 388.

8 Quoted in Frank C. Senfihe People’s Work: A Social History of the Litu(g§inneapolis: Fortress Press,
2006), 220. See HowarA, History of Matrimonial Institutiond: 383-385, 375.

° Quoted in SenrThe People’s Work219.



wider authority’® According to George Elliott Howard’s exhaustive survey, colonial New
Englanders originally made marriage a solely civil rite, Virginians aahtr the Anglican
ritual, and North Carolinians required no minister and a bare minimum of cerém¢@Bgth
New England and North Carolina eventually allowed or mandated religiosi$ rithis
diversity of form and legality was the defining characteristic of Avaerweddings until

well into the nineteenth century. The ritual spread in threadbare patchworthever
colonies’ wide cultural and geographic expanse, touching some in quite differerthanys
others. (And as clandestine marriage persisted in rural areas, it touched eplaenptat

all.) Americans found it correspondingly difficult to wrap themselves in the. fénm
Plymouth Colony, John Demos suggests that weddings appear to have been conducted with
“a kind of rough and ready spontaneity,” and that “any fitting words would do” to s@emni
a marriagée?

The nineteenth century, however, brought significant changes in the way thatahse
approached marriage and the ritual that commemorated it. The most importeseof t
changes, the Market Revolution, helped enshrine the middle class as the nation’s most
important demographic. The increasing power and importance of the market foea and
women throughout the nation, but especially in the urban Northeast, to leave behind the

“diversified agricultural production” of the colonial and Revolutionary economy anut tma

1% Elizabeth Freemaifhe Wedding Complg®2.
" Howard,A History of Matrimonial Institutiond): 127-128, 228, 249, 251.

12 John DemosA Little Commonwealth: Family Life in Plymouth GeyqLondon: Oxford University Press,
1970), 163. See also Chilton L. Powell, “Marriagé&arly New England,The New England Quarterlly, no.
3 (1928): 323-334; and E. Anthony Rotundmerican Manhood: Transformations in Masculinitgrfr the
Revolution to the Modern Ei@&ew York: BasicBooks, 1993), 129.
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a new world dominated by “small-scale merchandisers and manufacttirérstther, the

political upheavals associated with the American Revolution encouragedcAnseto

replace the eighteenth-century ideal of leisured aristocracy with regaffidustriousness;

and the economic changes taking place as the century developed buttressed digatatieol

changet* These economic and political changes spurred a number of psychological and

social adjustments—most notably the decline of patriarchal, aristoictatiiogy and the

growth of middle-class culture, in which men and women redefined their fagtalyonships

away from class-stratified interdependent community structures ancitawatomized,

female-controlled home, a supposed oasis within the more masculine world of idee’mar
Middle-class culture affected both the ways Americans felt about ttetiomships and

the ways they presented those relationships to the wider world. The new midslleticias

prized companionship between spouses. Where previously people of European descent had

married expressly to link themselves to the wider economic and social networgsangce

for survival and prosperity, the middle-class ideal of the home as a sancamarhé market

encouraged men and women to marry for love, or at least for companionship. The ideal

marital relationship becamecampanionatene, comprised of a man who earned money

outside the home and a woman who maximized the household’s economic efficiency inside,

while giving her husband the comfort and spiritual solace he required to returmiarte.

13 Mary P. RyangCradle of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneidau@ity, New York, 1790-1865
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 3&e also Charles Sellef$)e Market Revolution:
Jacksonian America, 1815-1848ew York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 5-29.

4 See Gordon S. Woodhe Radicalism of the American Revolut{plew York: Vintage Books, 1991),
271-286.

15 See RyanCradle of the Middle Clas®31-35. Another, related adjustment was the S Great
Awakening, in which Americans both dismayed andtercby the growth of the market turned to evarogeli
Protestantism to help control and make sense aftiheges. See Paul E. Johnsdighopkeeper’s Millennium:
Society and Revivals in Rochester, New York, 18BF{New York: Hill and Wang, 1978), 138.
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Instead of weaving couples into the social fabric, companionate marriage becaraar's

of separating a couple from broader ties and obligatithdhis isolation had significant
consequences, putting economic and social pressure on couples to achieve high levels of
emotional intimacy with each other, despite often having little preparatidgro¥oto do so.

If they hoped to earn wealth and status via entrepreneurial and culturabsiélsthan
inheritance or community structures, middle-class men and women had to be able to
demonstrate those skills to their peers. The middle class thereforedastergrowth of
sentimental culture, as Americans trained themselves to read and convienaimot
“sincerity.”*’ Plagued by class anxiety borne of economic and social dislocations, Americans
cast aside residual Puritan ambivalence toward ritual and took refuge in itd,Iadee
Freeman argues, “the incipient U.S. middle class articulated itself bfepabhg rituals and
icons of feeling,” which, properly performed, could identify their perfornasrsocial and
economic worthie$® Between 1800 and 1865, weddings gained in psychological and social
importance, as Americans increasingly viewed them through the prism ioheetatlity, that
collection of signifiers and ideas that conveyed sincerity and helped defidéeralass
legitimacy’® They also gained—as we will discuss in the first chapter—a more uniyersall
acknowledged form and aesthetic, the Victorian “white wedding” replektedresses, cakes,

attendants, and flowers. The new ritual offered men and women a place in which to work out

18 Elizabeth Freema;he Wedding Complet1. As Ellen K. Rothman has argued, aspectseofviedding
ritual came to reflect this change, “self-conscigisolat[ing] the couple” from their communitie®Rothman,
Hands and Hearts: A History of Courtship in Amer{d&ew York: Basic Books, Inc., 1984), 176.

" Karen HalttunenConfidence Men and Painted Women: A Study of Middigs Culture in America,
1830-187Q(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), xv-sgp also John F. Kassdtydeness and Civility:
Manners in Nineteenth-Century Urban Amer{dsew York: Hill and Wang, 1990).

18 Elizabeth FreemaiThe Wedding Complg%09.

19 For a similar formulation, see Halttun&opnfidence Men and Painted Wom&g4.
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a host of new anxieties. Rejecting community structures in favor of the modern,disurge
state of couplehood, and joining oneself emotionally and sexually to a single peastadex
a heavy toll, and the wedding would help Americans pay the price.

But not everyone desired to cross over into middle-class status or to define their
relationships (much less their community or their nation) in bourgeois, companiemase t
Although the aesthetic appeal of the white wedding was undeniable, the comparttuoate e
foretold significant dislocations for those who did not cotton to it. It privileged tddleai
class worldview, suggesting that America’s economic future lay in eatreprship rather
than traditional agricultural economy. It idealized a democratic and dangefloiukktlass
structure instead of the seemingly-stable, aristocratic forms ofghteenth century (and in
doing so, threatened to strip white men and women of grace, dignity, and even—in extreme
cases—racial privilege). And, perhaps most important, it seemed to rob men of their
patriarchal mastery over women by forcing them into marriages ofseqiiae wedding
rituals of diverse groups of people show that, while some antebellum Amenchreced
the bourgeois, companionate ethic, others saw the growth of middle-class culttimecas a
to their personal autonomy and their national identity, and crafted counter-i@sologi
hearkening back to what they saw as America’s more stable, powerful ratistand
patriarchal past.

After discussing the development and idealization of the white wedding, we witl&ons
how four groups responded to the new form and its concomitant values. Not surprisingly, the
weddings of the New York middle class most readily embraced the compandeste
Minimizing the importance of older communal factors such as family inheritamce a

parental consent, New Yorkers tended to center their rituals around the maoypig's



love for each other. Even the truly wealthy sometimes avoided discussing dowries,
preferring to speak as if their financial futures depended on their social anddsuskills,

not on bequests from their parents. Accordingly, they treated marriage not as anieconom
arrangement but a romantic and spiritual one.

The southern slaveholding elite, on the other hand, rejected northerners’ focus on the
bride and groom’s emotions and celebrated the economic power of patriarchstageey s
highly-regimented pageants of parental strength, ensuring above all that tla@tsaibs
economic transaction at hand—passing money, land, and slaves through the generations—
went smoothly, and that nothing untoward endangered the reputations of the men or women
involved. Although in their actual lives, wealthy southerners often conceived of their
relationships as loving and companionate, both men and women rejected the idea of
presenting their men as anything less than aristocratic patriarchsmatidiseously rejected
the idea of participating in the bourgeoisification of America.

African American slaves offer a different perspective on the use oftotaalebrate
identity. When they could marry in the privacy of the slave quarters, blacks ortdstra
rituals that celebrated familial relationships, often in fairly compangoteains: it certainly
seems they gave women a greater voice in their rituals than their nodteBut weddings,
while expressive of blacks’ desire to normalize and own their relationshspspfééred
masters an opportunity to exert control over the black community, and specifically to
undermine slave claims to they patriarchal mastery that whites put $ostog& in. Masters
forced blacks into sham weddings with strangers, they usurped the tradii@sadf parents
in the ritual, they sometimes denied slaves the right to marry at all, anadtbeg Elaves to

take part in rituals—such as jumping the broom—that rendered slave marriageandmic



flimsy. Under other circumstances, African Americans might well have usgdings to
embrace the companionate ideal. But it testifies to how much the wedding had come to
matter in America that slaveholders attempted to interfere in theesslatuals.

Finally, Mormons in Missouri and Utah explicitly rejected the companionatel inode
favor of a patriarchy which they believed was truly old-world. Their weddingth
polygamous and not, offered ritual support to their efforts to reform America bgaBng
Biblical patriarchy. They centered their nuptial rituals on the authorityeof om earth and
in heaven, and emphasized their followers’ spiritual duty to a far greatet thdae their
companionate love. In doing so, church leaders hoped to assert their own spiritual power and
to help their adherents overcome the overly-romantic influence of the effetgtaoiddle
class. Yet few Mormons could escape the dominant culture’s notion that marriagéoought
celebrate companionate love, and their weddings betrayed their participagisings
about sacrificing their romantic ideas to their religious ideals.

Parts of this story have been told before. Ellen Rothman’s and Karen Lystedlsre
histories of courtship and romantic love deal perceptively with the psycholagidaocial
effects that the transition to companionate marriage had on the social, economic, and
psychological lives of the northeastern middle cfdsRothman, in particular, constructs the
most insightful narrative of the growth American wedding rituals to datetiliesctheir
development into consumerist ritual that helped to set couples apart from their caesnunit
And Elizabeth Freeman’s provocatiVee Wedding Compleffers an authoritative
discussion of weddings in Western culture and surveys a wide swath of weddingj-relate

ideas. But no one has examined the antebellum era, when the ritual came into its own, in

% RothmanHands and Heartsand Karen LystréSearching the Heart: Women, Men, and Romantic irove
Nineteenth-Century Ameriddlew York: Oxford University Press, 1989).
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sufficient depth. Nor has any scholar examined the rituals by which sajioups
responded to the consumerist, companionate imperative established by the masdldrcla
doing so, | offer a vision of an America marked by intense debates over whatform i
interpersonal relationships, its gender roles, its economy, and its nationdl/ideatild
take.

In studying how various groups responded to the newly standardized wedding ritual, |
consider cultural changes via Americans’ regional and ideological respofisesvedding
is a convenient vehicle for this sort of analysis, as it is so intimately cednecthe
transatlantic bourgeois culture that attained dominance in the Victorian ageic#maelove
affair with dresses and cakes, vows and receptions continues to the present day in bot
popular culture and personal fantasies. But the white wedding came wigs sttiached.
Not all Americans were comfortable with the values the wedding promotedticups the
ritual’s companionate undertones alienated those with economic or sociahMesentiside
the middle-class worldview. In a way, this project expands on James MacP&erson’
discussion of Northern exceptionalism, noting that, as the Northern middle class was
changing the economic, social, and political game during the antebellum yeals, gethe
outside looking in crafted ideological responSedhe Mormon experience shows clearly
that elevating the white wedding to a position of cultural importance hardlgrgead the
universal adoption of its values. And even as wealthy southerners gravitatedl ttoava
wedding’s look, they used the ritual to define themselves as avatars of traditistoaratic
gentility—culturally a world apart from the modernizing north. Understanding thes

conflicting desires—to partake of the national culture as equals, yetdcedtiite

2L James M. McPherson, “Antebellum Southern Exceptiem: A New Look at an Old QuestiorGivil
War History50, no. 4 (2004): 418-433.
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themselves as social and political actors—helps illuminate the halting, edpatita
Americans walked toward sectional division, and toward their eventual accessiutdte-
class values.

In the end, it is entirely apt that the chronicler of the wedding at Nebrasiie C
compared his subjects so pointedly to the “dainty dyspeptics” of “crowdesl’tittavas in
the cities and small towns of the northeast that the middle class first coddiadw
bourgeois values, the ethic of companionate marriage, and the ritual by which thegtedle
these things. Outside the northeast, Americans struggled to comprehend and, often, to
counter the growing cultural dominance of the middle class, and crafted idebkgicritual
responses. In particular, southern slaveholders and Mormon separatists lytet asssion
of America as a patriarchal nation, beating back the specter of gendétyegith paeans to
powerful masculinity. But they were fighting a losing battle. By the enldeohineteenth
century, the subtler patriarchal thrust of the companionate white wedding wouldémot th
together into a remarkably unified (and deeply contradictory) middle-&lagsican

identity.
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Chapter One

“A Wedding without the Ring”:
The Ascension of the Middle-Class Wedding in America

In November of 1809, a southern planter sent a letter to his son, Thomas Ruffin, whom he

addressed as “Tommy."Thomas Ruffin had recently moved to Hillsborough, North
Carolina and was preparing to marry Anne Kirkland, the fifteen-year-old daugjtedocal
merchant. His father wrote to advise him to accept an offer from the father oidihéoblet

the new couple live with him. As he closed, he sent a word of kindness to his future
daughter-in-law: “To Anne,” he wrote, “offer our unfeigned affection, telvireibegin to
consider her as our Daughter.” But he said nothing of wedding preparations, or obplans t
travel to the ceremony, which would take place within a month. Indeed, aside from an
effusive diary entry that Thomas Ruffin wrote immediately aftermgge#thgaged, the family
left little record that the wedding happened at alll.

In 1829, a Connecticut shopkeeper took a business trip to New York City, “pressed” into
the journey, he recalled, “by the necessity of purchasing goods for my $tdheext
evening (coincidentally, exactly twenty years to the day after Thomiis'R father wrote
to his son), he met his fiancée, another Connecticut native in town visiting her uncle, and

married her “in the presence of sundry friends and relatives.” His memuoiesirthe

! Ster[ling] Ruffin to Thomas Ruffin, 8 Nov 1809, dimas Ruffin Papers, Southern Historical Collection,
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (hereaf SHC).

2 See Financial and Legal Volumes, Volume 5, 180541 homas Ruffin Papers, SHC.

3 P. T. BarnumStruggles and Triumphs: Or, Forty Years’ Recolleasi of P. T. Barnum, Written by Himself
(1869; reprint: Arno & théNew York Timegsl970), 61.



minister who performed the rites, but left no other details of the wedding preparati
ceremony; nor did they named any of the “friends and relatives” in attendaneeceR’s
end, he and his bride had returned home to Connecticut.

The sparse information that has survived of the Ruffin wedding of 1809 and the
shopkeeper’'s 1829 nuptials suggest the patchy rhetorical state of Americangsetiding
the first few decades of the nineteenth century. Nothing about either weddindahghé
discouraged broader description or deeper reflection. Both couples had been engaged for
several months prior to marrying. Both had the means to stage relativeyatta
ceremonies and, for all we know, did so. Yet neither reporter preserved affigangni
descriptions of their weddings: Ruffin’s personal papers and the shopkeepedgsnem
reveal little of guests, preparations, or location, and less of any emotionsahdyaue felt
upon entering into marriage.

While many weddings throughout the nineteenth century went largely undocumented,
these men'’s relative silence is intriguing because they and their prageiid/have much to
say about the subject in later years. As we shall see, when Thomas Ruffin’sdaalgbt
named Anne, married Paul Cameron in 1832, her family sent her a steady stream of
encouragement and advice, and contributed materially to her wedding preparations; her
fiancé, meanwhile, composed breathtakingly lengthy and self-consciousatioms on how
marriage might change his life. Yet her grandfather’'s mattémadfadvice to Thomas
Ruffin reflected little of this self-consciousness. Meanwhile, the Connéstiopkeeper
would go on to orchestrate and publicize one of the most elaborate and exhaustively-

documented weddings of the nineteenth century, the Civil War nuptials of the entertaine

14



Tom Thumb. But as he looked back upon his own marriage at the age of nineteen, Phineas
T. Barnum—for once—found little to say.

The unadorned depictions of Thomas Ruffin’s and P. T. Barnum’s weddings, especially
when compared to the effusive outpourings of their successors, reflect the scditratt
paid to weddings in the literature of early-nineteenth-century Americathdr man had
sought a contemporary published model on which to base his wedding, he would have found
the pickings decidedly slim: a few references scattered through religiktasand assorted
novels comprised nearly all the information available. Yet within a few decgities man
could have divined the perfect wedding from any number of sources: novels, etiquette books,
magazines, newspapers, even phrenological handbooks. This process took decades and
extended well into the twentieth century, but it is fair to say that by 1860, an Ame#tca
wanted to know how to hold a wedding needed only to get his or her hands on the right
literature.

As we discussed in the Introduction, weddings had taken place for centuries before
Europeans colonized America. Most colonial Americans, inheriting from the Puaitans
distrust of ritual (which the early colonists disparaged as decadent ant}, pamstheir
marriage rituals simple in comparison with the Catholic and Protestané ofuaurope. In
the wake of the Revolution, Americans’ inculcation of what John F. Kasson has called a
“radical Protestant antipathy toward social and religious ritual” andpaibteean distaste for
the least trappings of aristocratic luxury” conspired to render weddingsiptyent
suspicious. Citizens of the new nation little trouble linking their Puritan ethic to a
republican fear of corruption, luxury, and power, and usually resisted rituglbyhat

celebrating aristocratic transfers of wealth and power, might loosen tteiptes hold of

* KassonRudeness and Civili3.
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liberty in the early republic. Through the 1820s, then, most weddings were “simple, almost
informal affairs” in the bride’s home, with a justice of the peace overseapgra

ceremony, and without, Elizabeth Freeman suggests, bridal attendants, “stea¢otypi
costumes,” or ring$.

The Market Revolution and the growth of a middle-class, companionate view of
relationships, however, broke down Americans’ fear of ritual. Weddings began to help
Americans both to work out their anxieties about entering into atomized, emotiotatiye
spousal relationships and to display their sincerity and worthiness as middledars. As
they attached social and cultural meanings to a ritual that now bore the ofdiggit
emotional and social anxieties, commercial interests arose to explodnixesties and direct
the ritual’s meaning. These interests tended to promote versions of what Freeman has
called “the Anglo-American white wedding,” a mixture of old and new forms asttietéecs
characterized by white gowns, “rings of betrothal, attendants, . . . veils, andmboaisjike
orange blossoms and double rin§sPromulgators of the white wedding encouraged
Americans to go far beyond the simpler rituals of the eighteenth-centurye Asntury
progressed, American authors devoted more and more space to describing antingterpre
weddings’ Wedding rhetoric made its way into a wide array of published material bretwee

1800 and 1865. This was a halting, irregular process, but it is fair to say that inyhe earl

® See Harry L. Watsortiberty and Power: The Politics of Jacksonian AroafiNew York: Hill and Wang,
1990), 43-46.

® See Rothmartands and Hearts77-79, quot. p. 77; Elizabeth Freem@ihe Wedding Comple®5.
" On the development of this literature, see KasBomleness and CivilifB6-43.
8 Elizabeth FreemafThe Wedding Complexiv, 24.

° On the growth of the beauty industry in antebellumerica (which began to cater to weddings), seis Lo
W. Banner American BeautyNew York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983).
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decades of the nineteenth century, people read and wrote little about weddingstaoveli
included weddings in their plots but rendered them in incompletely or in problematic
circumstances and settings, while other writers addressed them hatiilyrFaom the 1830s
on, however, writers began to emphasize weddings as sentimental rites with |[potentia
towering emotional, economic, and nationalistic ramifications. Authors cameitege the
companionate, sentimental outlook that increasingly defined the middle class, making
weddings a staging ground for the creation not only of the bourgeois social sphefeg but
middle-class narrative of national origins and purpose. In doing so, they offadedsan
opportunity to work out their anxieties about their family relationships, their slatss, and
their nation’s future; yet the solutions they proposed did not always resonate wytbneve
sense of their own identity. The bourgeois American wedding and the companionate,
middle-class ideology these authors promulgated simultaneously captivatdeaattd

wide swaths of the populace.

Published Weddings in Colonial America

Prior to the nineteenth century, weddings made occasional appearances iarte Atl
literature. When they did appear, they did so typically in manuals instruactingriies on
how to conduct proper religious or civil ceremonies, suggesting that weddings weaglprim
of interest to specialists rather than general readers.

By virtue of the Anglican Church’s political and social sway in the mother gouinér
wedding rite of the rich and ambitious in colonial America was Anglican. Althdsg
continual presence in books and films has given the ceremony archetypal fignmiliar

modern culture, it is still striking the extent to which the Anglican rite egsithe
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impression that getting married waard to de—that it took a great deal of religious and

legal maneuvering to unite a man and woman. The front end of the Anglican ritual takes
pains to establish the couple’s legal right to marry. The priest firstegetifat the Banns of
marriage have been published on three separate Sundays before the service. Taenahe of
lengthy exposition on the Biblical and social justifications for marriage,queaent of the
“Inasmuch as . . .” sections of legislative resolutions and also a warning to cimaples
marriage is a serious business, “not by any to be enterprised . . . [{§hié priest then

asks both the congregation and the couple to reveal any “impediment[s]” they knoweof to t
couple’s marrying? If they do not, the priest construes their silence as the community’s
legal consent. Only then do the vows commence: over and over again the couple affirm and
re-affirm their relationship. First, the priest asks the couple if they *wilhave” each other

“in sickness, and in health, and forsaking all other . . . so long as ye both shall live,”ho whic
they each answer, “l will¥* Although this, the “I do” moment, has contemporary resonance
as the moment at which the marriage is completed, for Anglicans, the ritudy igetting

started. After the priest asks for the consent of the bride’s father orgudndileads the

couple through the vows, sometimes repeating the previous matter verbatimekfiess,

and in health"—and other times merely rephrasing earlier vows—"till deadb part”
recapitulating “so long as ye both shall liV&.’After that, the man places a ring on his wife’s

finger. Later in the ceremony, the priest will describe the ring as e ‘ttoéen and pledge”

9 The Book of Common Prayer [l], from the Original Mescript(London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1892),
294. This chapter uses the 1662 version of thedimgd which remained essentially unchanged in Aozefor
at least the next century and a half.

" The Book of Common Prayer [[294.

2The Book of Common Prayer [[295.

13 The Book of Common Prayer [296.
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of the couple’s “vow and covenarlf” But at the moment when the ring touches the
woman'’s hand, the groom makes a more concrete and powerful statement: “Witkgthis r
thee wed.*® This is a profoundly ambiguous statement. Either he weds her “with” (i.e., in
the company of) the ring, or, more likely, he weds her “with” (i.e., using) the etiopd the
ring play a constitutive role in the ceremony. Either way, the ring saxité it the same
implications of physical binding that obtained in Catholic and pre-Christiamoeres.
Finally, the minister himself deems them married, “pronounc[ing] that theyabeand wife
together.*® Whether the priest's pronouncement or the many words and actions beforehand
seal the couple, the Anglican ceremony leaves nothing to chance. Its lehgtberégmony
approaches 3,000 words altogether—and repetitiveness leave no doubt that the couple has
been properly married. The legal certainty the ritual establishes provedfoséte
aristocratic upper class, as the transfers of property their mareatgled needed to be
certified and acknowledged by the community.

However, the Anglican rite did not inaugurate most American weddings. ThelEngli
church served the elite and Southerners; elsewhere, it constituted only aynaiibri As a
result, churches and governments in the several colonies allowed or mandatedaiefige v
of rituals. When people married in religious rites outside the Anglicanitnadibheir
weddings were often simplified, and, at times, stripped of some of the older form’s
aristocratic implications. John Wesley's proto-Methodist revision of tigdiéan rite, which

he published in 1784 but which reflected the reforms of the eighteenth century, captured thi

¥ The Book of Common Prayer [297.
5 The Book of Common Prayer [296.

® The Book of Common Prayer [297.
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simplifying thrust:” Although Methodism had adherents at all levels of society, it had a
more democratic thrust than the Anglican Church. Despite copying much of theafing
ritual word-for-word, Wesley excised the tradition asking the consent ofittedfather or
guardian, suggesting that marriage was less important as a transdaiastpal power than
as a spiritual union between a man and wife. He also omitted any referenaggto a ri
Perhaps the most common way of marrying in colonial America was in aenerhony
under a justice of the peace. A number of handbooks for justices of the peace made their
way to America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But, as most of these
handbooks were printed in England, where the Anglican rite held legal and cuwitayal s
they said little of weddings. 16191$e Countrey Justi¢éor instance, which Peter Charles
Hoffer deems “the law book most often imported into the first English North Aameric
colonies,” contained no weddings; neither did some of its succé&sdimwvever, a post-
Revolutionary handbooK,he Massachusetts Justidr95), does contain a wedding ritual
and thus offers some idea as to the nuptial resources available to New Englaad instie
eighteenth century. Its primary goal seems to be to squeeze as much of thanAnglic
ceremony as it can into as small a space as possible. It offers twacesrdeBiblical
justifications for marriage, and one enjoining the couple to take marriage seritidoes
not mention the bride’s father or guardian, nodding, like Wesley, to the fact that many
couples (especially poorer ones) were coming to make this life-choice rfiosehes.

Instead of the Anglican rite’s multiple marrying moments, the justiceeopeace merely

7 SeeThe Sunday Service of the Methodists, Late in Géonavith the Rev. John Wesley, M (kondon:
Thomas Cordeux, 1817), 145-151.

18 peter Charles Hoffet,aw and People in Colonial AmericRevised Edition (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1998), 7; see Michael Dalfdime country Justice: Containing the Practice of dnstices of
the Peace, as well in, as out of the Sessjbasdon: John Walthoe, 1715) and Henry C&eglish liberties:
or, the Free-Born Subject's Inheritanfieondon: B. Harris, [17037]).
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asks the operative question to each party (in language similar in length and tateotdhe
Anglican ceremony) and awaits an “affirmative” answer from éadHe then pronounces
them “Husband and Wife, married according to the Laws of this Commonw&alEirially,
the civil ceremony minimizes elements of physical binding that had survivecetidrar
rites. It indirectly suggests that the man and woman hold hands during the vows, but, again,
leaves rings out of the equation.

Ultimately, most colonial Americans were willing to treat madnmin a remarkably
informal manner. Weddings could be long, short, elaborate or simpleMassachusetts
Justiceadvised a justice of the peace to “enlarge, or alter it, as he shall jugge.|5f
Before the colony mandated Anglican weddings in 1715, North Carolina deemed that any
couple who declared “that they doe joyne together in the holy state of Wedlock” in the
presence of a government official and “three or fower of their Neighbmrg with them”
was as well married “as if they had binn maryed by a minister accoadthg tites and
customs of England?® And one narrator relates that a New England magistrate approached
a couple in the street on the pretext of admonishing them for living together as mafeand w
but refusing to marry. “John Rogers,” he called out, “do you persist in callsg/iman, a
servant, so much younger than yourself, your wife?” “Yes, | do,” the marehiig!

answered him. “And do you, Mary,” sneered the magistrate, “wish such an old rhantas t

19 Samuel Freemaifhe Massachusetts Justice: Being a Collection@Lthws of the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts, Relative to the POWER and DUTYsbités of the Peag@oston: Isaiah Thomas and
Ebenezer T. Andrews, 1795), 216.

% Samuel FreemaiThe Massachusetts Justi@i6.

% samuel FreemafThe Massachusetts Justi@i6. It also betrays its author's quest econbgngkipping
the actual instruction to hold hands, but insteadety referring to “the man [or woman] whom you nbawve
by the hand.”

2 Samuel FreemaiThe Massachusetts Justi@i7.

% Howard,A History of Matrimonial Institutiongll: 249.
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be your husband?” Upon hearing her assent, the magistrate concluded, “Then . .awy the |
of God and this commonwealth, | as a magistrate pronounce you man antfwife.”

These various ways of marrying were not without their wider implications. ysbypl
being Anglican, Americans might align themselves with the upper class andgpelite;
conducting elaborate weddings and taking care to seal a couple definitivety totlear
under the watchful eye of the bride’s guardian could not have hurt their class prodpscts. |
also true that the standards for a proper wedding may have tightened as cotietal s
developed: even New Englanders came to prefer religious weddings, whichadiyent
featured “revelry and extravagancg.’But it also seems that Americans saw virtue in less-
elaborate ceremonie3.he Massachusetts Justiaeknowledged that its truncated rite may
appear tosome. . . as being too short,” but noted that its brevity “magthers render it
“more agreeable®® The issue of rings is particularly telling. Reformers wishing, for
whatever reason, to turn away from Anglican tradition had few better option®tabsdond
with the ring. Originating in pre-Christian rituals, the ring had no Biblicaenee; Puritans
associated it with papist superstition and aristocratic decadence, one ndiesstigiing it as
“a diabolical circle for the divell to daunce if"”In Americans’ civil and non-Anglican
ceremonies, excluding the ring not only made getting married a less mepgrgposition; it
also symbolized participants’ piety and humility. More than anything, howevarsihngile,
stripped-down weddings suggest that colonial Americans did not necessarslyargreat

deal of symbolic importance in the ritual, and weddings’ minimal presence litetla¢ure of

24 Alice Morse EarleCustoms and Fashions in Old New EngléNew York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1893), 71.

% Howard,A History of Matrimonial Institutiondl: 141.
% samuel FreemaiThe Massachusetts Justi@i7.

%" Elizabeth Freemarfhe Weddin@omplex,116.
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the early republic, we shall see, implied the s&m&he process by which Americans came
to embrace rings and the other trappings of the Victorian white weddingeagiakaspects

of their rituals would demonstrate their changing notions of class, piety, amage itself.

1800-1830: Weddings Unspoken, Problematic, and Old-World

The written genres that contain the most direct discussions of weddings today—
publications falling under the wide rubric of etiquette literature, suchgsette books and
Bride magazine, and celebrity and society pages—did not exist in 1800. Although
prescriptive literature commenced its long vogue with Lord Chestisgfiepochal etters to
His Son(cleaned up for an American audiencd he American Chesterfieid 1806), its
authors would not discuss weddings for several decades more. Most prescriptiveaworks i
the early nineteenth century can be classified as advice literatungp@sed to the etiquette
literature that would emerge in the 1830s and 1840s. Authors of advice literature idstructe
young men and women on self-improvement and moral (or, in Chesterfield’'s casal)a
behavior in society. The 110 “Rules of Civility” copied down by a young George
Washington in the 1740s fit into this tradition, advocating bodily and emotional control in
society”® William B. Alcott’s classicThe Young Man’s Guid@834) augmented

Washington’s external regimen with internal controls, enjoining youthsetiog' high

2 By way of comparison, the few English works on dieds for a general readership suggested that the
Anglican form was popular and considered to besseeof wider significance. The English prefaca tbr04
book on weddings noted that “young Maidens” evinaddscination for the ritual, based on the faat they
typically knew “the Service of Matrimony” ithe Book of Common Prayketter than any other religious
form. Louis de Gayaylarriage Ceremonies, as Now Used in All Parts efWiorld(Dublin and London, J.
Robinson, 1744), 2. See also Uxoridgmen: An Accurate Description of the Ceremoniesdls Marriage,
by Every Nation in the Known Wor{ondon: I. Pottinger, 1760).

29 J. M. TonerWashington’s Rules of Civility and Decent Behawio€ompany and Conversatigi/. H.
Morrison, Washington, D. C., 1888).
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standard of actiohby means physical, mentalandmoral”*® The project of delineating
general rules for moral and socially efficacious behavior left little rimyradvice about
specific social events like weddings. Alcott addressed numerous topiasg étatnarriage,
including “Importance of matrimony,” “Choice of a Companion,” and “Qualifaratiof a
wife,” but not weddings themselv&s.The author of the advice bodke Wifdikewise
ignored weddingd? And, although Chesterfield wrote a little on marriage’s economic
aspects, he mentioned weddings not at’all.

Other sources also kept their couriePeddlers of celebrity gossip, firmly entrenched in
English newspapers, had nowhere to publish in America and little to talk about even if the
had: with no court circle and little literature, the young nation could claim earyrfen or
women who qualified as national celebrities. In politics, only a few Revoluyionar
luminaries had much written about their personal lives, and their early chroeinleced no

interest in their nuptial celebrations. Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography (17€dYled a

30 [william A. Alcott,] The Young Man’s Guigd&econd Edition (Boston: Lilly, Wait, Colman, aHdlden,
1834), 27.

31 [Alcott,] The Young Man’s Guide.

%2 seeThe Wife; Interspersed with a Variety of Anecdaies Observations, and Containing Advice and
Directions for All Condition of the Marriage Stateirst American Edition (Boston: A Newell, 1806).

33 See [Philip Dormer Stanhop&;he Works of Lord Chesterfield, Including His Lette His Son, &c., to
which is Prefixed, An Original Life of the Authdiirst Complete American Edition (New York: Har&er
Brothers, 1856). Interestingly, some Americaniedg of Chesterfield began including anonymous (and
distinctly un-Chesterfieldian) “Maxims to Marry Byy 1827. These maxims remained mute on weddings
themselves, but still suggested Americans’ grovifmigrest in marriage. See Kenneth Forward, “Mas ihar
Americans,”American Speech, no. 4 (1927): 182-90.

3 In compiling sources for this chapter, | sampleside range of etiquette and advice books without
reference to their popularity. In order to forreaample of the much larger literature falling outsitle realm of
prescriptive literature, however, | surveyed al ooks written by Americans or about America beft8360
listed in James David HartBhe Popular Book: A History of America’s Literargsie(New York: Oxford
University Press, 1950). While this hardly equaisexhaustive survey, it has the virtue of covedvgde
range of the books that Americans actually reatiatime (rather than books that later enterec#mon). | do
not discuss all of these books, and my discusdidimemn privileges those books written before 1850which
time etiquette books were clearly explicating wbatstituted an “ideal” wedding); but all of thenteéved
consideration.
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lengthy description of his courtship but made no mention of nuptials (appropriately, as
Franklin and his common-law wife never had a wedding cerenidrifdarson” Mason
Weems’s hagiography of Washington (c. 1800) entertained a supremely straagg fant
about ladies ogling the future President at church, but somehow never imagineddiis ac
wedding® As for other forms of literature, Hugh Henry Brackenridge's sMtivdern

Chivalry (1792-1815) never shows us the altar its characters so assiduously/ aoid.
bestselling book of poetry by Lydia Huntlepral Pieces, in Prose and VergE15),

includes no weddings among its many pious treatments of birth, death, and beginnings and
endings of months and seaséhsAnd Washington Irving'$istory of New Yorkriefly

mocks a “buxom county heiress[’'s]” dowry of “red ribbons, glass beads, and mock tortoise
shell combs,” but that is the extent offt.

Only in novels did weddings appear with relative frequency before 1830. The novel had
gained wide popularity in both England and America with Daniel Defeelinson Crusoe
(1719) and Samuel Richardsoiamela(1740). Those two works set the templates,
respectively, for the adventure stories and domestic tales that would defiai@iie on both
sides of the Atlantic for at least a century. As American authors begag tingir hand at
novel-writing around the turn of the century, they usually fell into those two roaients

and, in each type, used weddings to advance the plot and drive home the themes of their

% See Charles W. Eliot, ed’he Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin; The Jourollohn Woolman;
Fruits of SolitudgNew York: P. F. Collier & Son, 1909), pp. 67-6Branklin also discussed the rumor that
Moravians married “by lot” but still said nothing their actual rituals (150). On Franklin’s magé see
Walter IsaacsorBenjamin Franklin: An American Lif@New York: Simon & Schuster, 2003), 75.

% M. L. Weems. The Life of George Washington; with Curious AneegpEqually Honorable to Himself,
and Exemplary to His Young Countrym@&hiladelphia: Joseph Allen, 1840), 58.

37H. H. BrackenridgeModern Chivalry(New York: American Book Co., [1937]).
3 |ydia Huntley,Moral Pieces, in Prose and Ver@idartford: Sheldon & Goodwin, 1815).

39 Washington IrvingKnickerbocker's New YorfNew York: G. P. Putnam and Son, 1868), 223-24.
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books. Novels’ comparatively frequent treatments of weddings make it cleatetfzé!|
Americans could indeed formulate a general idea about what constitutedlly saceptable
wedding. But fictional weddings in the early nineteenth century presented a pridblema
vision of the ritual’s role in American life, often isolating the wedding behindhaereof
European aristocracy or making it a harbinger of doom for its participants.

It is not surprising that novels featured more weddings than other genres. The novel’
famous (and oft-lamented) appeal for female readers made marriageah foats,
especially when compared to other, more “masculine” genres such as histgrgpbioor
political satire. Marriage was on novelists’ minds nearly from the outset, andngeddi
featured often in their plots: by 1822, tderth Americanrmagazine deemed the wedding
“the regulardenoumenof a novel.*° Yet the wedding had not yet acquired a universally-
acknowledged structure, aesthetic, or cultural meaning to enable novelistd tbasean
archetype. Authors rarely described the ritual in detail, and when they ditema®hot
they depicted what | will call problem weddings, in which the ritual waatiedy defined
as a series of mistakes and irregularities. Couples married fordhg vaasons in the
wrong ways, marriages were completed but went unconsummated, and ambigdity rul

Perhaps because the new nation was still negotiating its own aristosgtepaaps
because slavish imitation of British novels required it, early American damesels
revolved around the aristocratic question of their heroines’ marital choices. arha df
these choices hinged on marriage’s potential to foment social mobilityyraimgctheme on
both sides of the Atlantic. The fortunes of wealthy heiresses—and the chighttached

young women—were constant targets of upwardly mobile ne’er-do-wells, irewies

0 Quoted in Nina BaymNovels, Readers, and Reviewers: Responses torFintiantebellum America
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), 66.
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women were reduced to the source of money or sex. Peter Sanford, the malicious rake in
Hannah Foster$he Coquetté1797), unabashedly confesses his plans to marry a soulless
woman with a great fortune—“that,” he writes, “is all the soul | wishra wife"—and
merely to dally with the unmoneyed Eliza Wharfdnin this marketplace, daughters could
hope only that their parents would protect them from the designs of fortune-seekeasts Pa
failed in their duty when they did not exercise their motherly or fatherlpgagive to
protect their daughters from charlatans. Sanford attributed his successyimgnan heiress
to the fact that his target “had not been used to contradiction, and could not bear it, and
therefore [her parents] ventured not to cross ffeiSuch novels implicitly lamented
America’s fluid social structures and all but begged for responsible charactarild up
stronger walls between the classes in lieu of clear social identifiaesin€idental agents of
Eliza’s downfall inThe Coquettare Eliza’s guardians Mr. and Mrs. Richman, who fail to
observe Sanford’s true character and repeatedly allow him into Eliza’s opffipa

We would expect weddings to feature in books that made marrying (or not mattging)
key determinant of a woman’s fortunes. Yet before the 1830s, authors gave weddings
surprisingly little symbolic weight! The first American novel, Susanna Rowsdbtsrlotte
Temple(1794) included no weddings at all. When Charlotte runs off with an unscrupulous

rake, her parents receive a letter euphemistically informing them ofdreage, revealing

“1 [Hannah Foster,The Coquette; or, the History of Eliza Whari{@oston: William P. Fetridge and
Company, 1855), 77.

“2[Hannah FosterThe Coquette202.

3 See Karen A. Weyletntricate Relations: Sexual and Economic Desirdinerican Fiction, 1789-1814
(lowa City: University of lowa Press, 2004), 152615

*4 Elizabeth Freeman notes that “domestic novels tendo linger on the display-oriented apparatuthef
wedding, which discombobulates domestic ideology tests many of its assumptions—including the taeit
private nature of couplehood, the nuclear familyhasprimary and most elevated social form, and the
secondary public role of wives.The Wedding Comple&2.
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only that “she has voluntarily put herself under the protection of a man whose futiye s
shall be to make her happ¥’.”Her grandfather rightly takes this to mean that she is married:
“[s]he has eloped then,” he sighs. Chapter XVII, about a proposed marriage betveeen t
ancillary characters, is entitled “A Wedding,” suggesting perhaps that ngestdiere
significant apart from marriage; yet the chapter never mentiontuits subject. The
Coquettg(1797) likewise gives its heroine Eliza Wharton no wedding: although Eliza
succumbs to Sanford’s seduction, she never marries. The wedding of her friend Lucy, on the
other hand, is described as successful in the most cursory terms possible: ‘@G thegef
congratulating friends were present. Her dress was such as wealth andestegaired.
Her deportment was every thing that modesty and propriety could suggest. ry eyeve
beamed with pleasure on the occasion, and every tongue echoed the wishes of
benevolence® These lines hardly even aspire to the name cliché: they offer nothing to
suggest that the wedding carried particular psychological or symbolibtfergeither the
characters or the readers, in spite of the obvious dramatic contrasts betwgsniedding
and Eliza’s eventual seduction and elopement. And Foster’s failure to describe who
participated in the wedding, where it took place, or how various characters peetfirer
roles suggests that the ritual’s visual and emotional language had not becomespoeadie
in American culture that authors sought to exploit it.

Even in novels which discussed weddings with a fair degree of detail, suchcas Isaa
Mitchell’s Alonzo and Meliss&l804), suggest an America in transition, one not united

behind an established ritual. Characters in Mitchell’'s novel talk continually alecldtings,

“5 Susanna Haswell Rowso@harlotte Temple: A Tale of TruffNew York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1905), 102.

“6[Hannah FosterThe Coquettel30-31. Notably, the question of fortune, segnal to Eliza’s marital
prospects, goes unmentioned, suggesting that andegyroom, whose wedding reception attracts “all th
neighboring gentry,” hail from similarly comfortabéstates (132).
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and the title characters undergo a lengthy engagement. Mitchell doeoftebsef
description of the wedding, observing that “a brilliant circle of ladies” inralal apartment”
array Melissa in clothes “white as the southern clouds,’ spangled with, gilvéitrimmed
with deep gold lace; her hair hung loosely upon her shoulders, encircled by la aireat

artificial flowers.™’

(No ring is ever mentioned.) Yet the weddindAlonzo and Melissa
reflects severe ambivalence about the economic and social aspects ajenaflionzo’s
father hopes to move the marriage up in order to secure Melissa to his son befdoéeshis de
can destroy his son’s marital prospects; meanwhile, Melissa’s fatheeset let his
daughter marry a poor man. Melissa'’s father eventually enters the weddikigdtthat his
daughter is dead, and that he is blessing Alonzo’s marriage to another (reynsirkahbl-
looking) woman. Only after the father publicly chastises himself is Béelsvealed.
Although the wedding accomplishes a happy ending, it also places her fathgra thi
center of the ritual, making his place in the wedding dependent on him renouncing his
previous errorsAlonzo and Melissaffers a vision of a happy wedding, but one whose
social purpose is muddled by forcing the older generation to pay obeisance to teryoun
Ultimately, these economically-motivated disruptions, and the author’scibrgtiBapproval
of them both, suggest the transitional state of American marriage, in which rexeise
were becoming uncomfortable with marrying for money (as Melisa#f*ef encourages her
to do) but could not quite stomanbt marrying for money (as Alonzo’s father hopes Melissa
will do).

Alonzo and Melissdemonstrated the dramatic uses to which a wedding might be put: by

invoking a set of agreed-upon forms, an author could interrupt them and know that his or her

" Daniel Daniel Jackson, JAJonzo and Melissa, or The Unfeeling Father. Arefican Tale
(Philadelphia: Leary & Getz, n.d.), 229.
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audience would wait on tenterhooks until the ritual was complete. After Melisszse
herself, her father deems finishing the wedding more important than hearing gterfy of
her return: “But first,” he says, “let the solemn rites for which we aenasied be
concluded: let not an old man’s anxiety interrupt the cerem®hyike Melissa’s father, the
audience will want to finish what it has seen started.

But in the early nineteenth century, the ritual forms and aesthetics to whiohsaunight
appeal had not yet gained universal currency. We can see this through Lucius Manl
Sargent’s widely-disseminated téyy Mother’'s Gold Rind1833), which advocated
temperance via the tear-jerking tactics of the sentimental novel. In itnarfgrdebauched
workingman uses a gold ring borrowed from his wife as a talisman to keep him from
drinking. What is interesting from our standpoint is that neither the husband nor the wife
connects the ring to their wedding. Instead, they treasure the ring becawsenidi®s
mother gave it to her “the day that she dietf.”Whenever the struggle of appetite has
commenced,” the man explains, “I have looked upon this ring; | have remembereavdsat it
given, with the last words and dying counsels of an excellent mother, to m§*Wife
Although his wife gives the ring to him in turn, she does so only many years aifter the
wedding: the ring commemorates her mother’s (and then her own) selflessoaet-ehbt
her wedding. If Sargent had believed that connecting the gold ring to theimgedolild
resonate with his readers, he surely would have included it: little else ia¢hevinces
subtlety or authorial restraint. Indeed, the wife mentions her wedding but does nohment

the ring in its context, nor does she milk it for its emotional power: “Our wedding deey,” s

“8 Daniel Jackson, JrAlonzo and Melissa231.
“9[Lucius Manlius Sargent§y Mother's Gold Ring15th ed. (Boston: Ford and Damrell, 1833), 19.

0 [Sargent,My Mother’s Gold Ring23.
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recalls, “—and it was a happy one—was but an indifferent sample” of theiaptdds
together! Sargent's failure to link the couple’s marriage to the eponymous ring suggests
that the iconography of the wedding had not yet become sufficiently powerful t@itetees
its inclusion.

Beyond the realm of domestic novels, early nineteenth-century adventufergesa
vision of weddings that revealed their status as relatively unformed cudttifatts. The
dislocations and confusion that marked the weddirijaonzo and Melissaere even more
pronounced the novels of James Fenimore Cooper and his imitators. Cooper’s reputation for
writing out-of-door tales obscures the fact that nearly all his novels featurehtic
subplots leading to marriages. Cooper’s weddingsAlkazo and Melissg, use the ritual
form of the wedding to build dramatic tension: every misstep or break in the actiaysvayl
the expected outcome for the reader. But Cooper’'s weddingdl anessteps and breaks. As
perhaps the most prolific purveyor of American weddings to the reading public in the 1820s
Cooper served up multiple “problem weddings.” Cooper’s characters occasioadiy an
awareness that their weddings are slowly coalescing into a standard (andptbitalde)
form, yet for them, that form mainly reveals Americans’ discomfort with batiriage and a
ritual designed celebrate it in the early republic.

In Cooper’s adventure tales of the 1820s, marriage’s main purpose is the axdstoerati
of ensuring that women could remain under the protection of a man once she left har father
house. Although the most explicit form this protection took was economic, it sometimes
included a blunter physical dimension: on the frontier or in times of war, a woman had to
marry the man who could keep her safe from finaramalphysical depredations. Such

unromantic motives render certain unions almost comically brusquiibei®ilot(1823),

*1 [Sargent,My Mother’s Gold Ring5.
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Colonel Howard'’s last act is to drag his nieces kicking and screaming to theidittheir
respective beaux. Although one submits “with an air of forced resignation,” the other
weeping “violently,” the Colonel dies satisfied, having ensured that he has ijed|fan

[his] duty,” and that the girls will never be left “without that protection whiclobeses your
tender years and still more tender charact&r€Early American adventure novels thus beat
down the ascendant vision of romantic love (albeit promoting it simultaneously) withea mor
traditional notion of class fidelity, aristocratic transfers of power, anthpatal gender
relations.

Cooper’s 1821 novdlhe Spy: A Tale of the Neutral Grouoffers an even better case
study. The novel features two rituals set during the Revolutionary War thaseatata the
early American adventure novel’s problem wedding, in which the ritual has a vdoahle
and an uncertain meaning. In the first of these weddings, Cooper situates the@debate
what constituted a proper wedding, much less a proper marriage, at the focus oéthe rit
As Sarah Wharton and the British officer Colonel Wellmere attempt to mherynuddled
pronouncements of an ancillary character, Dr. Sitgreaves, on the rituadiy lstilitate the
wedding’s many failings and underscore how unfamiliar and uncertain the mewcan
marriage ceremony were.

The catastrophe hinges on the wedding ring. Recall that as late as 1833, a Hedk enti
My Mother’s Gold Ringould ignore weddings almost entirely; yet various charactérisen
Spyexpostulate upon the ring’s centrality to any legitimate wedding. Sitgr@asists that

“custom, antiquity, and the canons of the church” deemed a ring “indispensible” to a

®2J. Fenimore CoopeThe Pilot: A Tale of the SéBoston: Houghton, Mifflin, and Company, 1884)642
425, 426.
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wedding> Although the couple is participating in an Anglican ceremony, Cooper takes
pains to show that a ring wast crucial to the wedding’s success: Sarah Wharton'’s father
only agrees that the ring was necessary, Cooper writes, because “thenquestj put in a
manner to lead to such a result” (i.e., his agreement), and even Sitgreaveshadrsise of
the mythology surrounding the trinket is in “error,” followed only “in obedience to . . .
opinion.” Sitgreaves’ lengthy expostulations on the ring’s indispensabilitkwie pursues
despite his academic doubts of their veracity) suggest that his audience@dasome
convincing on that point—quite reasonably, as many American weddings in theeptghte
century featured no rings at all. Harping on the ring highlights the inadequmey of
wedding at hand: the groom, Colonel Wellmere, has neglected to bring a ring to the
ceremony. Far from sanctifying the marriage, Sitgreaves’ insst@macluding a ring thus
distances the wedding from its purpose of uniting the couple. The supposed need for a ring
delays the wedding, as the clergyman refuses to perform the cerembaytwiit Further,

the ring’s absence changes the emotional tenor of the proceedings: observetgenote “t
awkwardness of the situation,” and Sarah Wharton’s face “was suffused with . . ,"shame
hardly the appropriate modd.Sarah’s aunt, deferring to the notion that, “from time

immemorial,” the responsibility of procuring a ring had fallen to the brialem, refuses to

*3 James Fenimore Coop@he Spy: A Tale of the Neutral Groug@bston: Houghton Mifflin Company,
1911), 244. Sitgreaves, ever the scientist, ackeniyes that some of the ring’s significance tovtleelding, no
matter how ancient, is misplaced: the traditionalstence on the ring’s placement on “the fountlydir of the
left hand” arises, he says, from “an ignorancehefdrganic arrangement of the human frame.” Thadti
insists on the ring’s importance to a properly-parfed wedding slightly undermines his notion thst i
symbolism is ancient and universal.

> Cooper,The Spy1911), 245.
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supply a ring she has at hatidinstead, Sitgreaves sends for a ring originally meant for his
own sister, who had died “ere the hour” of her own nuptfals.

The malign symbolism of Sarah using another, almost-married woman’s weadding
becomes clear when considered in the context of the other topic upon which Dr. Sitgreaves
claims expertise. While the guests wait for the ring to arrive, the surgemudies on the
history of the “honorable” institution of marriage.Although he has traced the modern
wedding ceremony (and rings in particular) back to the ancients, he now muses aloud tha
those same “ancients, in sanctioning polygamy, lost sight of the provisions of nature, a
condemned thousands to misery.The doctor’s appeal to the wisdom of the ancients thus
becomes an ironic acknowledgment of the ancients’ misery-inducing (and ifymarakage
habits. Subsequent events curdle irony into tragedy. After the couple hawesmalitheir
vows but before the clergyman’s “investiture,” the news that Wellmerebaaslaned a wife
in England interrupts the ceremottyThe groom’s bigamy certainly casts Sitgreaves’
lecture about polygamy in a less humorous light. But the path the ring takes to thengere
amplifies the wedding’s transgressive qualities. Before the cesgr8dgreaves has
“unconscious]ly]” slid the ring onto Sarah Wharton'’s finger, symbolically nnagrier

himself and doubling the ceremony’s polygamous undertones by giving the bride two

%> Cooper,The Spy1911), 245. Both Sarah and her sister Franaeaware of the ring as well, but Sarah’s
“shame” at marrying under unpropitious circumstanesd Frances’ desire to delay the wedding, ptesitrer
of them from revealing the existence of their motheng. For more on this refusal, see Shirleyn8als,
Romances of the Republic: Women, the Family, aokgéMie in the Literature of the Early American Igati
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 67-69.

%5 CooperThe Spy(1911), 256.

" CooperThe Spy(1911), 254.

%8 CooperThe Spy(1911), 254.

%9 Cooper,The Spy1911), 256.
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husband§? Extending the polygamous implications even further is the ring’s association
with Sitgreaves’ sister, suggesting that perhaps Wellmere is mgthgrghost of #hird
woman (after his wife and Sarah Wharton)—not to mention that the ring seems to have a
nasty penchant for preventing the women who wear it from ever marryigge&ies’ sister
wore it but died before she could marry, and the revelation of Wellmere’s dupfiday e
Sarah Wharton’s wedding before the priest has pronounced the couple man and wife. So the
insistence on following the ritual’s supposed dictates actually reveals thageas a sham,
and symbolizes its participants’ many failings. The wedding also exfileitdnglican
ceremony’s repetitiveness, ending at precisely the moment of draatielguity and tension,
between the vows and “investiture,” and thereby fails even to certify theagerrAs
Wellmere rides shamefully away from the enraged guests, it cannot hatbaoertainty
whether he is married to Sarah Wharton, ofno.

Unlike the union of Wellmere and Sarah Wharton, the second weddiihg iBpy
commemorates a happy, apparently successful marriage, between Siatahisrances and
the Patriot officer Major Peyton Dunwoodie. Yet it is scarcely lessguobs in form or
outcome than the first. For one thing, its participants approach it with a deternciked la
sentiment. Anticipating the forced nuptialsidfe Pilot Frances Wharton is marched
lockstep to the altar by her brother Henry, who has been condemned to die and refuses to

leave his sister “without a protector,” wishing instead to attach her, to@asic fashion, “to

€9 CooperThe Spy(1911), 256. Shirley Samuels discusses someeddrtibiguities of this wedding in
Romances of the Republic

®1 Cooper here exploits the ambiguity over who, thepte or the minister, actually solemnizes a mgeja
guestion that had haunted not only the medievar¢hhut the Anglican rite of marriage as well. See
Elizabeth Freemamhe Wedding Complet6-19.
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[Dunwoodie’s] powerful name®? After Henry escapes, Dunwoodie, who is charged with
tracking him down and arresting him, suggests to Frances “with an insinuatief thaithe
might exercise lenience if Frances marries him before he commenctmé® Frances,

for her part, marries him expressly in order “to detain Dunwoodie until the fatal hbur ha
elapsed.®* Even as the ceremony proceeds (albeit “violating all the order and decorum of a
wedding to get it up so hastily, and with so little ceremony,” in the opinion of France}' a

the bride’s mind wanders to her brother’s predicament, and she returns her full focus to the
ritual only while saying the vows.

Beyond the fact that both bride and groom use the wedding to manipulate each other
toward ulterior ends, the ritual contains crucial elements of ambiguity. $Wpsticantly,
Frances’ acquiescence to Dunwoodie’s proposal of marriage is hardijphgtrewvard.

Dunwoodie implores her, “Speak, my Franc®sh response, “Frances endeavoured to
reply, but could only whisper something that was inaudible, but which her lover, with the
privilege of immemorial custom, construed into cons&ht&lthough Frances’

determination to marry Dunwoodie becomes clear in subsequent pages, herdaiice t

her assent injects a degree of uncertainty into the ritual. Moreover, Cooperiptaesof

62 James Fenimore Coop@he Spy; A Tale of the Neutral Groyndbl. Il (London: G. B. Whittaker,
1825), 95.

83 Cooper,The Spy1825), 216.

% Cooper,The Spy1825), 216-17.

% Cooper,The Spy1825), 219. Cooper’s description of the weddinijgates somewhat the Machiavellian
activities of both Frances Wharton and Dunwoodbenwoodie acknowledges that Henry's safety hasdire
been guaranteed and that marrying would merelygshaiis own status in relation to Henry; while Fresic
admits her plan to use the wedding to delay Hereg{sture to Dunwoodie before they proceed with the
marriage.

% CooperThe Spy(1825), 217.

7 CooperThe Spy1825), 218.
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her assent undercuts the ritual’s historical validity. “Immemorial cu'staimoes the aunt’s
refusal to supply a ring at the first wedding because the ring was the gresposisibility
“from time immemorial.” A somewhat hollow echo, if grooms have foreveredeer
speechless brides to the altar by “constru[ing]” their actions into “cons€aper hereby
reveals his ambivalence at the idea of companionate marriage: rmam@ggnclude love,

but it often slides into more utilitarian purposes. The actions of the couple after the
ceremony further heighten the wedding’s ambiguity. Moments after the ngeelads,
Dunwoodie is spurred on to battle by his new wife who, no Juliet she, tells him sttty
he contemplates delaying, “go at once. . . . [N]eglect not the orders of Washitigton.”
Frances remains at home to hear her aunt deliver “an abundance of good advice on the
subject of matrimonial duty®® The irony is palpable: Frances hears a sermon on her
“matrimonial duty” on her wedding night, but she has no chance of performing it with her
husband off to war. So the wedding ends, in classic Cooperian style, with characters
discoursing upon what a marriage or a wedding ought to be, but acting it out incompletel
at all.

Other books of the 1820s offered similarly conflicted visions of the wedding’saiodm
potential. The popular captivity narrative of Mary Jemison (1824) features arsiimgre
anthropological footnote on Native Americans’ gynocentric marriage csste@hwhen
Jemison herself marries a Delaware man, she leaves the ritual undesCdmper’'s 1827
novel The Prairiecements the unconsummated wedding as his trademark, kidnapping its
heroine after her wedding but before the night is out. One final work by Chopmes|

Lincoln; Or, The Leaguer of Bost@h825), piles new nuptial torments upon old, and

% CooperThe Spy(1825), 225.

%9 Cooper,The Spy1825), 225. The advice is “modestly receiveadf properly digested.”
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reinforces the author’s overarching depiction of ambiguous, unsettled marriagdridima

early republic. Although the main characters, the eponymous Lincoln and his émile, C
Dynevor, engage themselves freely to each other, the bride’s aunt still Gesheimito

marriage: as soon as she discovers their engagement, she insists, lagamdes will, that

they marry that very night. Cooper makes the wedding a compendium of ill omekssit ta
place late at night, in secret, in a cold church buffeted by a storm and a smaltEmiepi

Cecil admits, “If | were superstitious, and had faith in omens, . . . the hour and the weather
might well intimidate me from taking this steff.”This assessment comes even before the
ceremony turns out to be a pageant of gothic terror haunted by a shadowy, sgetityeré

who appears at the moment at which the minister enjoins the guespeék, or else, . ..

for ever hold his peac€* This figure so terrifies the wedding party that they fail even to
congratulate the bride and groom. After the ceremony, the groom goes messingyg lyet
another wedding unconsummated. The implication that the wedding has gone wrong might
suggest thationel Lincolris audience understood how the proper forms were being
disrupted. But Cooper consistently refuses to demarcate any wedding asopropkr
performed. Indeed, the fictional wedding’s participants discuss how nuptial fagms ar
changing and unfixed, debating whether the wedding should conform to the “loose” laws of
Massachusetts or the more elaborate “forms and ceremonies” of the English.GhAnd

Cecil Dynevor’s desire for a church wedding (which Cooper as well as thdipgesinister
deem quite unusual in America) stems not from any established tradition but from an

admitted desire to cover up her wedding’s “unreasonable haste” with a veneer of

"0 CooperThe Spy(1825), 252.
" CooperThe Spy(1825), 268.

2 Cooper,The Spy(1825), 256, 250.
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“solemnity.””® The Cooperian problem wedding suggested that Americans had not yet shed
their reticence about ritual, that their experience of weddings—and gerriaas still
marked with anxiety over aristocratic traditions in a republican context. 3ibuhle
remained an unfocused blur for audiences in the 1820s, something whose elements could be
tapped for their dramatic power but had not yet calcified into a universally-alddged
form, whose successful completion remained a potential threat to republic.

One last important type of wedding made its way to the American readex tiefor
1830s: the nostalgic, “Old World” wedding, marked by European aristocratic aestred
class values. The old world wedding offered readers a way to partake istaoratic ritual
without entirely abandoning their egalitarian idedlsA definitive Old World wedding takes
place inBracebridge Hall Washington Irving’s 1822 account of a visit to an English manor
house. The wedding, between Guy, “the squire’s second son,” and the squire’s “ward, the
fair Julia Templeton,” unifies what little there is of plot in this episodic nbvéalhe
marriage of a wealthy aristocrat to a woman under his father’'s “pamtéstnares with
problem weddings the aristocratic concerns for the protection of a famy'sen and the
peaceful transfer of power and wealth through the generations. But Irfieguliiates the
wedding inBracebridge Hallfrom the Cooperian mode by bathing the whole affair in a
benign light. Where Cooper’s heroes grimly sentence their wards to maBragebridge

Hall’s match has been gently “promot[ed]” (to each party’s satisfaction) byptnence-

3 CooperThe Spy(1825), 250.

" The roots of this vogue may perhaps be tracedstorg in Washington Irving’Sketch-Bookpublished in
1819-20, entitled “The Spectre Bridegroom,” whidiuates a story of mistaken identity and aristdcriatve
amidst a sumptuous pre-wedding feast in a Germamlzd castle.

> Washington IrvingBracebridge Hall, or The Humoristdew York: G. P. Putnam and Son, 1867), 14.
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minded Lady of the housé. And where Cooper’s brides slink protesting down the aisle,
Irving’s bride blushes, trembles, and disappears happily into the festivitiesg ttves not
bother to stir up any dramatic tension between the two lovers; instead, the bookls appea
derives from an invocation of nostalgia for “old English character” which, Inpegidates

in the book’s last pages, soon “will probably have passed altay.”

The wedding intermingles a host of aristocratic customs under an umbreiksdifyfr
class-based condescension. Along with “a numerous company of relatives and’friends
“many of the tenantry” attend the ceremony “at the village chufthiong “the old
ceremonies” that feature in the wedding are a gaggle of village“dinssed in white,”
laying flowers before the bride, and copious libations (“according to ancient y&agethe
family “bride-cup.”® The “honest peasantry” line the bride’s path to the bridal carriage
before sitting down to the “great rustic rejoicing” of the outdoor wedding-feashieh “all
the peasantry of the neighborhood were regaled with roast-beef and plum-pudding, and
oceans of ale® Meanwhile, the family offers a more exclusive, indoor repast (replete wit
“bridecake”) to its friend&® Afterwards, rich and poor assemble for a lively dance—“not the
modern quadrille, with its graceful gravity, but the merry, social, old country-darate”—

which the lord of the manor plays “master of the ceremonies” for “his rustirers.”®

® Irving, Bracebridge Hall 41.
" Irving, Bracebridge Hall 535.

8 Irving, Bracebridge Hall 524. The groom, in his excitement, lets the vimglding fall to the floor before
placing it on his bride’s finger, but the Lady b&thouse declares this “a very lucky omen” (526).

" Irving, Bracebridge Hall 524, 526.
8 |rving, Bracebridge Hall 527.
8 |rving, Bracebridge Hall 528.

8 |rving, Bracebridge Hall 528, 529.
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All of these activities take place within a cocoon of nostalgia for a pudpovanishing
old English class system. The nostalgia is Irving’s, certainly, butlgashés characters’.
The lord of the manor, in particular, adores “everything which smacks of old tiarek,”
adorns the wedding with old traditions and superstitfdnslany of these traditions
romanticize the idea of members of the lower class waiting at their lorclsaoel call,
celebrating the upper class’ life events as if they were their own, and Igeasramenting
the weddings of the wealthy like so much taffeta. Everything—ideas, customs, soc
relationships—flows from the upper class downward: the “popular superstitions and
traditional rites” upon which the squire expounds, writes Irving, are “cared tihe parlor
to the kitchen by the listening domestics, and, being apparently sanctionedh thygtuc
authority, the whole house has become infected by tférftie poor follow the example of
the rich in life as in aesthetics: the wedding inspires not one but two maiagesg the
family’s servants.

The class implications of this nostalgia implicitly reject moderntagalnism. Irving
laments that Bracebridge Hall itself, the scene of such comfortingpagsantry, will soon
be replaced by “petty farms and kitchen-gardens” aswarm with “coaclposrbhoys,
tipplers, and politicians®® The fact that the wedding’s traditional forms and hierarchies
spring from the lord of the manor create the subtext that the common people of England have
discarded the very traditions that mark them as “honest peasants.” The re&poosibi
returning upwardly mobile peasants to their more pliant past falls on the uppelaslas

evidenced by the squire’s attempts to maintain the venerable traditions of thesseld ¢

8 |rving, Bracebridge Hall 168.
8 |rving, Bracebridge Hall 168, 300.

% |rving, Bracebridge Hall 535.
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system. England’s transition into a middle-class country, in other words, tsteatgreat
many of its charming, happiness-inducing traditions and rituals, not to mentioryits ver
“character.” What must Irving have thought of America, whose citizens approached
weddings with republican ambivalence?

Other works published in the 1820s and afterward similarly cast the ceremonies of the
European aristocracy in a nostalgic light for their American readlersy TempleSusanna
Rowson’s sequel t€harlotte Templepublished posthumously in 1828, ends with a chapter
entitled “An Old-Fashioned Wedding.” The wedding, set in England, engages its
participants in a spectacle mdblesse obligéamiliar to readers dBracebridge Hall poor
villagers “crowded the church to witness the ceremony,” and later Kgaofahe bride cake”
and enjoy a party that lasts well into the nihThese peasants also participate in a “dance
upon the green,” to the appropriately rustic strains of “pipe and t&bddwson picks up
Irving’s nostalgic strain and rhapsodizes about the benevolent aspects of Eurage’s stri
social hierarchy. The wedding, she writes, was “celebrated after therfad the good old
times when the poor not only looked up to the gentry for protection and friendship, but took a
lively interest in their domestic affairs, were depressed at theiornises, and proud and
happy in the fame and happiness of their patr&hs.”

These weddings’ European settings and characters allowed authors argltoesidestep
their ambivalence about hierarchical rituals and indulge fantasies toiceatsc largesse.

The fantasy of a gentle, charming European aristocracy alloweddamgto tap Europe’s

8 Susanna RowsoGharlotte Temple and Lucy Tempézl. Ann Douglas (New York: Penguin Books,
1991), 260.

87 RowsonCharlotte Temple and Lucy Temp#$0.

8 Rowson Charlotte Temple and Lucy Temp®59. See also Henry Wadsworth Longfello®@'stre-Mer:
A Pilgrimage beyond the S¢laondon: George Routledge & Co., 1851), 44-45.
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highly fashionable tastes and forms without resurrecting the Americéocaaisy of the
eighteenth centur}’. Although they often shunted their class implications aside, bourgeois
American taste-makers would adopt the old-world aesthetic and ritual miessor
wholeheartedly over the next three decades, decking brides and grooms out irfbatmple
material and surrounding them with pleasing, rustic ornaments.

Yet the Old World wedding propounded by these books did not just shelve aristocracy in
Europe; rather, it took it down, dusted it off, and Americanized it. These books countered
American criticisms of the mother country as snobbish and exclusive, dilutingitie of
European (and particularly English) social stratification and claasrtyrinto something
more palatable to Americans. The wedding at Bracebridge Hall, for instupposedly
upended the manners of the hall and, by implication, relations between master and servant
“The approaching wedding,” Irving wrote, “has made a kind of Saturnalia at theakidl
has caused a suspension of all sober ille&Sb even as the old world wedding encouraged
its participants to act out their hierarchal relationships, these relationgtripseemingly
stripped of their unequal power dynamic, leaving behind only the beneficent concaah of e
class for the other. Indeed, these accounts invariably rendered the Europearsteass s
harmless, eveoharming with peasants following the lead of solicitous aristocrats, to
everyone’s benefit.

The vogue for Old World weddings in the novels and travel accounts of the 1820s and
1830s thus suggested a way for Americans to resolve their Puritan ambivalence about

aesthetic richness, and to sidestep republican fears of behaving undenibhcr®#gthe

% See Richard L. Bushmafihe Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, GNew York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1992), 306-07.

% |rving, Bracebridge Hall 300.
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middle class came to desire—and, not incidentally, to afford—the aesthbtiess of the
Atlantic bourgeoisie, they began to craft a new vision of a benevolent, rustic European
aristocracy which allowed them to claim upper-class cachet without wiaallifising their
egalitarian ideals. Yet as we shall see, the old-world wedding’s aristoongtications
would remain merely an undercurrent in most representations of American wedderghe
next three decades. Although middle-class Americans happily ratcheted upuhksy
aesthetic richness, they endeavored to cloak their ideal wedding in republicaB glaidr.
the subset of Americans who fancied themselves aristocrats—most|pdstisauthern

slaveholders—the old-world wedding would help define how they viewed themselves.

1830-1865: Weddings of the Middle-Class Nation

Between 1830 and 1865, the literary scene in America expanded far beyond it situat
in the previous three decades, placing weddings in a much brighter light than before. The
maturation of America’s publishing capabilities was as much behind the expansion of
wedding-related literature as anything else. Native-born writers pubbleheels in massive
numbers and increasingly included weddings in their plots—although, as we havé seen, i
took time for them to shake free of republican ambivalence about the ritual. Newgspape
new status as chroniclers of social mores led them to describe weddings ihetadras
well: by the 1860s, readers not uncommonly found a column or two devoted to weddings—
often of European nobles, but of escalating numbers of Americans, too. These deoades al
saw the rise of etiquette literature, which, according to John F. Kasson, “flaaegifmting

presses beginning in the 1830s and swelled to a torrent between 1870 and the turn of the
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century.® Etiquette books codified social rituals for people who, as C. Dallett Hemphill
says, could “no longer” “observe ‘aristocratic’ behaviors firsthand,” cogexiwide variety
of advice about fashion, morals, rhetoric, and behavior in so€ieBy. the 1850s, most such
works contained at least a chapter on weddings. Finally, 1830 saw the maiden pubdicati
Godey’s Lady’s Bogkhe unofficial bible of American fashion, etiquette, and sentimental
literature that sat in thousands of middle-class parlors. By the 1830s, then, andlgspecia
from the 1850s on, a literate American would have had no trouble discovering the proper
form and aesthetic for her wedding from a plethora of sources. Weddings wanehere,
and they were increasingly well-defined. The definition these books provided—tlee whit
wedding—restored the Anglican ritual to pride of place and amplified it withtaohos
bourgeois material goods. The ring came back into vogue, attended by orange blossoms, a
white dress, and an ever-expanding bridal party.

At the same time that they wrote more about weddings, writers applied messilale;
explicitly nationalistic meanings to the ritual. By the 1830s, authors’ amhoaleward
ritual had dissipated. The Cooperian problem wedding, whose characters werdainable
conclude their nuptials in satisfactory fashion, much less consummate them ayae w
clearer, more linear narratives, and even tragic or gothic weddings lacketh¢jeecies
ambiguity of their predecessors. Writers showed less concern for smooth srafisfer
aristocratic power that had marked earlier representations of the fitggtad, the ritual was
adjusted to fit the perceived needs of a middle-class audience. The Victorianvetiding

came to celebrate companionate love above all else, sublimating (if hardigtimi) class

1 KassonRudeness and Civilit.

92 C. Dallett HemphillBowing to Necessities: A History of Manners in Aogerl620-186qNew York:
Oxford University Press, 1999), 147.

45



concerns beneath a veneer of sentimentality. What is more, novels, etiquette books, and
periodicals attached a nationalist mythology to the ritual, celebrasibgurgeois,
companionate ethic not only as an ideal representation of personal gender rddatiassa
symbol of America’s republican promise. In creating this mythology, ,srgapered over
lingering questions of class, race, and religion, constructing narrafie@sesica’s origins

and future that excluded significant constituencies.

In the three decades leading up to the Civil War, authors upped the amount of detail their
descriptions of wedding$. This change came in two waves. Between 1830 and 1845 or
1850 or so, the ritual appeared with increasing frequency, but in essentially the sam
narrative forms as before. Sentimental novels as well as the shorterist@oeey’s Lady’s
Bookfeatured weddings almost habitually—Harriet Beecher Stowe’s syntax of bee
Godey’sstories suggests just how habitually, describing “a wedding with five bridetlsmai
wedding cake, dancing, and so 8h.Typically these stories fought what Richard L.

Bushman has called sentimental fiction’s “war of fashion versus modestytieftreroine of
Stowe’s story, the “bustle” of wedding preparations distracted her from higbrei

purposes® Other stories merely described the proceedings—often at extraordimgtty-le

as did 1835's “The Wedding,” which devoted nearly 5,000 words to a Virginia “fr8lic.”

Beyond novels and stories, etiquette books, although published in relatively large numbers by

the 1830s, still said little about weddindstiquette for Ladiespublished in 1845, skipped

% Elizabeth Freeman also pinpoints the 1830s amthraents when “the elements of the Anglo-American
‘white wedding’ . . . began their slow convergem® a form that is now taken as the standarthe Wedding
Complex xiv.

% Mrs. H. Beecher Stowe, “The Only Daughter, A Stbfyodey’s Lady’s BogkMarch 1839.

% BushmanThe Refinement of Americ802; Stowe, “The Only Daughter, A Story.”

% “The Wedding,”Godey’s Lady’s BogkNovember, 1835.
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weddings entirely; so did 1836The Laws of Etiquett¥ The Young Man's Own Bopk
published in 1832, offered readers only the painfully unspecific advice not to “distinguish
your wedding day too ostentatiously,” nor to “suffer it to pass away without prar&s rof
acknowledgment®®

In spite of weddings’ absence from etiquette literature, the rituahovetheless
acquiring an air of standardization, becoming not merely a wedding but the Victbitan w
wedding. A letter t@sodey’spublished in November of 1842 suggested that the ring had
become essential to any well-performed nuptials, comparing “a babwtrmusic to “a
weddingwithout thering.”®® The same standardization may be found in popular poetry,
whose shorter narratives depended for their effects on either appealingsuptiily
readers’ understanding of the ritual’s regular form and aesthetic. Cextassaries showed
up repeatedly. The poem “The Bridal” included bridesmaids bearing flowersgahd i@ng;
so did the poem “On a Very Old Wedding-Rir§® The bitter lament “He Wedded Again,”

the ode “A Bridal Melody” and the funeral dirge “White Roses” all tossed moatias on

" Etiquette for Ladies; with Hints on the Preservatitmprovement, and Display of Female Beauty
(Philadelphia: Lindsay and Blakiston, 184%ke Laws of Etiquette; Or, Short Rules and Refiestifor
Conduct in Society. By a Gentlem@hiladelphia: Carey, Lea, and Blanchard, 1836).

% The Young Man’s Own Bog¢Rhiladelphia: Key, Mielke and Biddle, 1832), 183ee also Count Alfred
D’Orsay. Etiquette; or, A Guide to the Usages of Societyth\& Glance at Bad Habit@New York: Wilson &
Company, 1843), 19.

99 “Our Fashion PlatesGodey’s Lady’s BogkNovember, 1842.

190 Cotesworth Pinckney, edlhe Wedding Gift, To All Who Are Entering the Mage StatéLowell:
Milton Bonney, 1849), 111; Rufus Wilmot Griswolthe Poets and Poetry of Americeventeenth Edition
(Philadelphia: Parry and McMillan, 1856), 270.
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the pile, and the gothic epic “Melanie” added another gold ring for good mé&suteen
Uncle Tom’s Cabirset “orange-blossoms” on Eliza’s head when she mdffied.

Somewhere around 1845, didactic writers discovered the wedding. We recall that
American didactic authors originally trafficked in moral instruction, and weddfngperies
seemed as likely to lead into temptation as out. But as middle-class Amedstaaside
their reservations about the ritual, didactic writers were free to engagelbject so long as
they framed it in moral terms. Although the volume of didactic wedding writing would not
peak until the twentieth century, a wide variety of literature began formgltte ideal
wedding, promulgating a set of aesthetics and ritual forms necessary tmstarmarriage
on solid, middle-class footing. Since the new middle-class ethic placed companionat
marriage near its ideological center, the way in which Americans inaggiuthose
marriages were of no small importance.

Where previous etiquette books mentioned weddings briefly, didactic litertiaur&845
had far more to say on the topic. The etiquette Guak Politenes$1848) told couples how
to invite their guests, and told guests how to congratulate the c8tpWes. L. G. Abell’s
1851 bookWoman in her Various Relatiodgvoted several pages to weddings, defining,
among many other things, the proper hour (“eight o’clock P.M.”), the proper headdsess (“
white silk lace vail or wreath of white flowers, of orange blossoms, usuafigialt) the

proper mode of entrance (bridesmaids and groomsmen first, the couple second), and the

191 Griswold, The Poets and Poetry of Ameri&16 (first quotation), 575 (second quotation)s &burth
guotation); Rufus Wilmot Griswoldlhe Female Poets of Ameri(@hiladelphia: Carey and Hart, Chesnut
Street, 1849), 212 (third quotation).

192 Harriet Beecher Stowélncle Tom’s Cabin; Or, Life Among the Lowjustrated Edition [Original
Designs by Billings; Engraved by Baker and Smiggton: John P. Jewett and Company, 1853), 28.

193 True Politeness: A Hand-Book of Etiquette for LadiBy an American LadfNew York: Leavitt and
Allen, 1848), 53-55,
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proper order of congratulations after the ceremony (too elaborate to répetofessor
Rondout’s” etiquette bookhe Bliss of Marriagepublished three years later, offered nearly
the same advice—the good Professor may have plagiarized—but added a disquishten on t
proper disposal of the wedding party’s glov® And Godey’sbegan supplementing its
stories and fashion plates with explicit advice, offering editorial commentsamying
fashions:%°

Although etiquette books had only quite recently begun to discuss weddings, and although
Americans had been distinctly wary of the trappings of ritual, authors novedewvel
purportedly hallowed traditiongGodey’spublished more than one history of the wedding
ring; other publications did likewis8’ Godey’salso offered brief histories of wedding cake,
flowers, bridal parties, gloves, and party favors, all of which apparently hadimcarcient
tradition®® And, heedless of the wide variety of bridal colors in the @miey’sdeemed
white the “proper hue” for a wedding dress “from time immemori&l. The bookThe
Lover's Companiorsuggested supplying guests with “Dream cake,” in which “narrow

strips of the wedding-cake passed through the marriage ring,” are distribdtenmarried

1% Mrs. L. G. Abell, Woman in her Various Relations: Containing Practiales for American Females
(New York: William Holdredge, 1851), 210-212.

195 professor RondouThe Bliss of Marriage. The Way to the Altar, Matoiny Made Easy, Or How to Win
a Lover(New York: Professor Rondout, 1854), 165.

1% 5ee, for instance, “Chit-Chat—TrousseaBddey’s Lady’s BogkSeptember, 1850, and “Chit-Chat Upon
Philadelphia Fashions@Godey’s Lady’s BogkAugust, 1850.

197 Mrs. White, “A Chapter on RingsZodey’s Lady’s Bogklanuary 1853; “The Wedding Ring3bdey’s
Lady’s Book October 1853The Lover’'s Companion. A Hand-Book of Courtshig kfarriage (Philadelphia:
George S. Appleton, 1850), 59-62.

198 «Bridemaids and Bridecake@odey’s Lady’s BogkOctober, 1853.

19 «Etiquette of Trousseauodey’s Lady’s Bogklune, 1849.
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ladies,” who would place it underneath their pillows and dream of their future husbands.
Lest this ritual seem impious, the book advised that the clergyman himself be tbaume t
the cake through the ring.

Alongside more straightforward etiquette literature, a wide range tédelerks set
about declaiming upon the ritual. A budding semi-pornographic genre capitalized on
weddings’ famously generative nights, enticing readers with attrdui@dings such as “The
Wedding Night,” “Conjugal Duties,” and “SPECIFIC CONJUGAL ADAPTAMNG." !
These titular come-ons usually climaxed in textual odes to morality, althoughvioe of
The Ladies’ and Gentlemen’s Hymeneal InstruttciMake a companion of your wife, in
the fullest sense of the term” extended the double-entendres into the textité#lédical”
books, too, carried the wedding into realms beyond mere etiquette. In 1869, a faintly
salacious handbook entitlddhe Physical Life of Womdaatured lengthy discussions on
courtship and engagement, as well as notes on “THE RIGHT TIME OF THE YEAR TO
MARRY,” “THE RIGHT TIME IN THE MONTH TO MARRY,” and (briefly) “THE
WEDDING NIGHT,” on which couples were advised to keep themselves “fruiilessder

to protect the health of the bridle. Another bookMatrimony, as Taught by Phrenology and

10The Lover's Companiqrs6-57 (quot. p. 56). See Simon R. CharsWgdding Cakes and Cultural
History (London: Routledge, 1992), 108-10.

M1 The Ladies’ and Gentlemen’s Hymeneal Instructor; Dre Philosophy of Love, Courtship, and
Marriage; Showing The Time to Marry; The Requis@iéa Good Wife; The Manner of Courting; Popping th
Question; The Wedding Night; Conjugal Duties; Rersddpon Rearing the Little Ones, &c. &c., By Quiz.
(New York: John Nicholson, 1847) (first two quotats); O. S. FowleMatrimony, as Taught by Phrenology
and Physiology{New York: O. S. Fowler, 1859), 275 (third quode).

"2The Ladies’ and Gentlemen’s Hymeneal Instrucdr.

13 Geo. H. Napheyd he Physical Life of Woman: Advice to the MaidetieVénd MothePhiladelphia:
George Maclean, 1869), 67, 69, 70. Although itrtl discuss weddings directly, another “medicadihy
purportedly a French text translated into Englisii842, offered advice to men on “popping the daast
alongside frank discussions of nymphomania andumaation. Eugene BecklarBhysiological Mysteries and
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Physiology offered advice on how to marry according to the dictates of its “scientific”
disciplines!** As it turned out, the phrenologically correct wedding shared a great deal with
those described in other advice books.

The existence of all these books makes it clear that by 1845, Americans ofrangelef
interests and backgrounds had gained an intimate familiarity with the ritualdesita to
discuss it. Few works testify to Americans’ growing fascination with nupirgutiae than
George Lippard’s scandal-making gothic noVee Quaker City; Or, the Monks of Monk
Hall (1845). In a key scene, the villain Gus Lorrimer orchestrates a mock-weddieduce
Mary Arlington, the fifteen-year-old “flower of one of the first faiedl” of Philadelphid®®
Any student of melodrama would notice that countless aspects of the wedding bodéd| for
heroine: the wedding takes place at 3 AM in a gothic mansion, without the pemutshne
bride’s family, and in the presence of sham “relatives” whom the bride has netveBuot
what is fascinating is the sheer volume of detail with which Lippard inttestsharade. The
“bridal-bed” (in the “Wedding Room”) receives careful attention, as do thesatfthe
impostor wedding party; meanwhile, the description of the bride in her dress and robe
threatens to overthrow the narrative entiréfyHere is less than a third of it:

From the shoulders to the waist her figure was enveloped in a bodice of snow-white sat

that gathered over her swelling bosom, with such gracefulness of shape thatawigry be

of her form,--the width of the shoulders, and the gradual falling off, of the outline of the

waist,--was clearly perceptible.

Fitting closely around the bust, it gave to view her fair, round neck, half-concedlesl by

Revelations in Love, Courtship and Marriage; Arallilhle Guide-Book for Married and Single Persoirs,
Matters of the Utmost Importance to the Human Ruaeaslated by Philip M. Howard (New York: 1842%0.

14 Fowler,Matrimony, as Taught by Phrenology and Physiology

115 George LippardThe Quaker City; Or, the Monks of Monk Hall. A Ree of Philadelphia Life,
Mystery and CrimégPhiladelphia: Leary, Stuart & Company, 1876), 13.

18| ippard, The Quaker City63, 79.
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drooping curls of glossy hair, and a glimpse of each shoulder, so delicate and white,
swelling away into the fullness of the virgin bosom, that rose heaving above the border of
lace. From the waist downward, in many a fold, but with perfect adaptation torher f

the gorgeous skirt of satin, fell sweeping to the floor, leaving one small griddin

enclosed in a neat slipper, that clung to it as though it had grown there, exposed to the

eye't’

This would verge on pornography, were the dress not so stylish. The book’s characters find
the wedding’s form and aesthetics quite as fascinating as the readdamnisto) indeed, the

ritual takes on a self-reflective quality. Almost every new detail iaspgine character or
another to name it in reverential tones: “The bridal bed!” murmur[s]” Masygher

“This plain fillet of silver, with its diamond star—how well it becomes your difbgushes

the seducer’s accompli¢€’ And Lorrimer tells Mary, “your arms seem to love the light
embrace of these drooping sleev&3."Later, as the groom’s pretended “relatives”—actually
accomplices in Mary’s intended seduction—plan their parts in the farce, ttetiz@the

same astonishment at the ritual’s aesthetics, one of them contemplatimgy“daygshenot
beautiful? in a sort of arasidetone.®* These are people who have read about weddings

and know precisely how they're supposed to look and feel. Even Mary, astoundingly naive
as she may be, notes that the wedding’s circumstances are strikingih&ikeories we read

in a book!"?2

These stories, for what it is worth, had grown less problematic than their psedgces

Whereas Cooper ended one of the wedding$ha Spyat the moment of greatest ambiguity

17 Lippard, The Quaker City75.
18| ippard, The Quaker City63.
119 ippard, The Quaker City74.
20| ippard, The Quaker City78.
21| ippard, The Quaker City81.
122\ ippard, The Quaker City74.
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and tension, between the couple’s vows and “the investiture,” and made a habit of leavin
weddings unconsummated, later authors—even ones whose weddings ended badly—did not
trespass so far upon the ritual. “Fashionable” womésnidey’sstories routinely married

for the wrong reasons, but the ceremonies themselves did not strand them ibel\stetea
singlehood and marriage. British soldiers separate the lovers in Henry Wddswort
Longfellow’s 1847 epic poeravangelineon their wedding day, but the calamity takes place
before the ceremony begitfs. Even the amoral sham weddingTine Quaker Citys
interrupted before the lovers can be united. After the 1820s, authors evinced far less
trepidation about the value or validity of the ritual and fit weddings into lineary easil
interpreted narratives. They either took place or they didn’t, and if they didn’t, orke coul
safely say how and why.

Authors from the 1830s to the 1860s on, then, set aside their ambivalence about the ritual
and created (or, perhaps, catalogued) a repertoire of nuptial aesthétiosnas. And the
gusto with which authors engaged the ritual suggests that Americans wearg tailinvest it
with significance—itmatteredwhether a ritual was performed to standards of moral,
fashionable, or even physiological correctness. So what significance didcAngeapply to
the wedding? What did this newly-acceptable ritual mean?

Most unavoidably, the white wedding signified one’s membership in the middle class.
Membership in that club entitled one to a great many satisfactions and ioastrand its
members found contradictions down every corridor. But mid-nineteenth-centteguliees
ideal wedding advertised marriage as a companionate, bourgeois relationstative

equals, rather than a vehicle for promoting the transfer of wealth from oreggato

123 Henry Wadsworth LongfellowEvangeline: A Tale of Acadigondon: George Routledge and Sons,
1878).
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another. And, not incidentally, it prized businessmen over aristocrats, celebrativepttie
earning values of temperance and industry over wealth-inheriting faomlyections. These
changes suggest the increasing cultural dominance of the middle class in thieubest-
Revolution United States.

Scholars have documented significant changes in the way people got maweszhbet
1700 and 1850 or so, as the ethic of companionate marriage took hold on both sides of the
Atlantic. Lawrence Stone has noted the decline “in the near-absolute aubhdingy
husband over the wife among the propertied classes” in England, while Mary Beth Norton
finds that, especially after the American Revolution, communities gave young peopl
“greater freedom in the selection of a spou$é.Other scholars, meanwhile, have suggested
that Americans began seeking love in their relationships as never F&fakéile we might
assume that the works promoting weddings to an American audience would havedeflect
these changes, weddings can tell us how people interpreted these changes—+how the
conceptualized these changes within America’s class and politicalusésic

Writers centered their vision of companionate marriage less around loveapérrsere
around compatibility. Love was treacherous to men and women alike, opening thsir hea
up to “unworthy intruders*® One advisor cautioned women to avoid the “danger” of

“suffering from falling in love™ which made ‘epraved mortalsappear asdivinities”*?’

124 awrence StoneThe Family, Sex and Marriage In England 1500-1,886ridged Edition (New York:
Harper & Row, 1979), 221; Mary Beth Nortdnberty’s Daughters: The Revolutionary Experien€e o
American Women, 1750-180Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1980), 230.

125 gee LystraSearching the HearRothmanHands and Heartsand Anya JabouMarriage in the Early
Republic: Elizabeth and William Wirt and the Comioaiate Ideal(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1998).

126 Abell, Woman in Her Various Relation203.

127 Abell, Woman in Her Various Relation202-03.
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Fiction, too, cautioned against love untempered by reason. Henry Wyndham, the hero of the
Godey’'sstory “The Ideal and the Real,” marries a fashionable beauty who hasatkathr
his “senses,” and only later discovers her cruel, indifferent nature, thus progistpty’s
moral, “A man in love is easily deceivetf® In The Quaker CityMary Arlington’s
unceasing romantic obsession with Lorrimer leads to her ruin. In place of laesswr
counseled seeking affection and compatibilithe Lover's Companiodescribed “A good
spouse” as “your kind friend; your counselor; the welcome soother of your cares a
anxieties; the generous and charitable judge of your infirmities; theenghihonourable
ambition; your fellow-labourer in joint interests; the ornament of yourthfe gracious,
considerate, faithful, gentle companion,” and then asked, sarcastically, lathe tin love’
has leisure or inclination to think of sutffles as these?*° And The Young Man’s Own
Bookargued for relative equality among marriage partners (each within his sphere, of
course), suggesting that “the only true condition of matrimony” was that a husbandend wi
shared equally in the responsibilities of maintaining a frugal hous&ifoRiction writers
agreed that lovers should seek more temperate partners: when Henry Wgridihatmate”
wife is fortuitously crushed to death by her own carriage, Henry offers luad@dfe “not a
second love, but a first, true and abiding affectiti.”

Compatibility, “abiding affection” rather than romantic passion, was the goa if the
search for affection and compatibility rendered love a little tepid, it also thad®uple’s

desires the focal point of marriage rather than their parents’. This td@timeas neither as

128 Miss Mary Davenant, “The Ideal and the Re@ddey’s Lady’s BogkOctober, 1843.
129The Lover's Companiori1-12.
130 The Young Man’s Own Bopk79.

131 Miss Mary Davenant, “The Ideal and the Real.”
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obvious as it seems today, nor entirely clear cut. The historian Daniel ScdttsBggests

that couple-centered marriage was relatively new: New Englandemsages came to focus
more on the couple than their families only between the eighteenth and nineteentesenturi
changing from a “parental-run marriage system” to a “participant-rstesy™>* But

advisors did not seem entirely comfortable leaving parents out of the equationalParent
advice could save children from dangerous infatuations. One advisor commended parents for
“prevent[ing] matches which must inevitably result in misery and wretclssdi& The
phrenological handbook suggested that “every marriage shoulthbelaaffair, and

discussed in full council®** In spite of these cautions, and amid much hemming and
hawing, etiquette advisors ultimately left the choice in the hands of the couptées8ar
Rondout” bluntly favored the feelings of lovers over those of parents: “Parents haghtno ri
to tell their offspring where they shall place their affections, or persoadeerce them to

unite their hands when their hearts cannot go with tHémThe phrenological etiquette

book answered the question, “who shall givedagerminingvote?” thusly: “THE
MATRIMONIAL CANDIDATES THEMSELVES."**® Significantly, one etiquette book
purporting to describeRepublican Etiquetteargued that in a new, republican society, a

woman had “a legal as well as a moral right to bestow her love and her hand upon whom she

132 Daniel Scott Smith, “Parental Power and Marriagéd®ns: An Analysis of Historical Trends in
Hingham, Massachusettsldurnal of Marriage and the Familg5, No. 3 (1973): 426.

133 Rondout The Bliss of Marriage49.
134 Fowler,Matrimony, as Taught by Phrenology and Physio)&8.
135 Rondout The Bliss of Marriage49.

136 Fowler,Matrimony, as Taught by Phrenology and Physio|@86.
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pleases®’ The companionate ethic upset the well-established grievance of duty against
will, parent against child.

If the question of whether marriage should focus on the couple or their parents seems
ancillary to the wedding itself, it figured crucially in the ritual in tireseof antebellum
writers, and suggested how weddings had come to symbolize a generational shift in
understandings of individuality, rights, and citizenship. Indeed, writers agonizethever
ritual of asking parents’ permission more than almost any other questioriR&peblicai
etiquette manual dismissed requests for parental consent as “mere fdrimiahaften be
dispensed with:” but it concerned most writers nonethéf&sks difficulty forced authors
into describing parents as either meddlesome or sycophdimgLover's Companion
declared that “the dictates of [a couple’s] affections” should not be subject tqtiee a#
“unreasonably and obstinately hostile” parértsConversely, one letter-writing manual
made its ideal father defer to his daughter with boot-licking reflexivity, newerping her
will, ever reinforcing it. He rejoices that she has “made a prudent chinieerharriage
partner, and happily rejects other suitors on her béffalfhe imagined father even
speculates to a rejected beau, “I have reason to think she has already gpefehence to
another"—but he doesn’t know/t The decision is entirely hers. Authors’ discomfort over

whether parents (and fathers in particular) should play a determining rohearriage or

13" How to Behave: A Pocket Manual of Republican Efigyand Guide to Correct Personal Habjiéew
York: Fowler and Wells, 1856), 114.

138 How to Behavell4.

139The Lover's Companiqr21, 25, 21.

140The American Gentleman’s Every Day hand-Book oféviotietter Writing. Etiquette of Manners.
Dreams, Their Origin, Interpretation and Historfzashionable Song@hiladelphia: Henry F. Anners, 1849),
19.

141 The American Gentleman’s Every Day hand-Book ofévtotletter Writing 33.
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wedding reflected changing social realities: Mary Ryan has obsé\s#ift from patriarchal

authority to domestic affection” among nineteenth-century northerners, naogintjtjhe

relations between adults and children” were coming to be “characterizedotipresh

interchange rather than strict hierarch{#”But it also reflected America’s

bourgeoisification. In the bourgeois worldview, Americans would navigate the worlds of

commerce and society on the strength of their own talents. It supposedinecdkitie

anymore if their parents provided the social or, especially, financial suppbhad defined

aristocratic success. The diminishment of marriage’s financial immuertar the new

middle class wrought a corresponding decline in parents’ authority, as thek stam

economic determiners into wise counselors. Professor Rondout based his assessment of

parents’ role in their children’s marriage decisions on the negligible ianpm@the accorded

to either money or social status: “when the only reason [to prevent a match] is onarsf doll

and cents, rank or station, they [i.e., parents] should use no other means than reason and

argument.*#3
Writers reflected America’s developing bourgeois identity in their advath about how

to choose a mate and about how to celebrate that choice with a wedding. In both cases,

moderation purportedly reigned. Writers quite consciously left dowries orageportions

out of their portraits of ideal partners. William Corbett’s inventory of “TFinegs which you

ought to desire in a wife” named one bourgeois virtue after another: “1. Chastity;iétysobr

3. industry; 4. frugality; 5. cleanliness; 6. knowledge of domestic affairs; 7. gopeteS.

142 Ryan,Cradle of the Middle Clas®31-32. See also Hemphiipwing to Necessitie$3.

143 Rondout The Bliss of Marriage50. Vincent Bertolini discusses domestic cotsliover paternal power
in literature in “Fireside Chastity: The Erotics®Entimental Bachelorhood in the 1850%fierican Literature
68, No. 4 (1996): 723-24.

58



beauty.*** Meanwhile The Daughter's Own Boakade its list of faults the mirror image of
Corbett’s:

Do not marry a fop. . . .

Do not marry a spendthrift. . . .

Do not marry a miser. . . .

Do not marry a man whose age is greatly disproportioned to your own. . . .

Do not marry a man who is not industrious in some honorable vocation. . . .

Do not marry a man of an irritable, violent, or overbearing temper. . . .

Do not marry a man who is deficient in understanding, or in mental acquisitions. . . .

Do not marry a man who is skeptical in his principles. . . .

Do not marry a man of questionable moraifty.
Obviously, many of these attributes concerned money, but none of them were money itself.
Rather, the ideal lover would excel at earning and conserving money, mattéestodal
constitution rather than inheritance. And those attributes that did not contributky dorect
family’s income, such as understanding, morality, and good temper, would stilived &n
the market. The ideal marriage partner, in other words, was a businessmanifa. hi3f\a
woman with no talent for managing money or family affaitse Young Man’s Own Book
cautioned, “let her be ever so sweetly tempered, gracefully made, or siegamtnplished,
she is no wife for a man of busined&®”For a businessman, a prudent, temperate wife
contributed to the bourgeois project, keeping house economically and projecting an image of
financial reliability; grace, sweetness, or conversational fluency merely added bonuses.

As to virtues more associated with aristocracy—an illustrious name, thg abaixhibit

“mastery” over one’s underlings—these carried less weight, or were tedigg the

144william Corbett,Advice to Young Men, And (Incidentally) to Youngnaho, in the Middle and Higher
Ranks of Life. In a Series of Letters, Addresse Youth, A Bachelor, A Lover, A Husband, A Gitiaea
SubjectNew York: John Doyle, 1833), 79. This book wasrsingly addressed to an English audience, but
was printed in America.

145The Daughter's Own Book; or, Practical Hints fronFAther to His DaughterSixth Edition.
Philadelphia: Grigg and Elliot, 1839), 148-57.

148 The Young Man’s Own Bopk78-79.
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emasculating circumstance of having to marry for money. The phrenologicadtet book
decried nations (such as France, ever the easy target) whose citezeiesl for money,

putting a man in the embarrassing situation of possessing his wife’s “pursagtiner

heart'*” And aNew York Timesorrespondent joked that Americans who wished for

nobility should spurn the “dissolute and worthless sprigs of European nobility,” whd woul
cost “from two hundred thousand dollars to half a million” to marry, and instead Vpéaira
homespun [American] Smith” and purchase a title for a mere three hundred Y8Irahss
transaction, the author claimed, was “vastly more economical . . . and . . . equally reonorabl
to all concerned.” Aristocracy was an old-world virtue; marriage in thewmrld demanded
prudence and economy.

Authors extended their desire for moderation into the wedding ceremony, in ways tha
explicitly privileged the bourgeois ethic over the aristocratic. Viyualery authority
encouraged simple, unadorned ceremonies, often for explicitly egalitarian or publican
reasons.How to Behave: A Pocket Manual of Republican Etiquettaved its distaste for
“the usual ceremonies of a formal wedding,” saying, “A simpler, less ceiens, and more
private mode of giving legal sanction to an already existing union of heartd b®uhore to
our taste.*® Godey’sdeclared that “the simple muslin of the pretty country girl, who needs
no foreign ornament” matched up quite adequately with “the silver brocade ot ari

countess*° And the phrenological handbook cautioned against “extra rich or expensive”

147 Fowler,Matrimony, as Taught by Phrenology and Physio)@#$8.-
148 Dick Tinto, “Dick Tinto on His Travels,New York Timesl5 January 1855.
149 How to Behave96.

150 «Etiquette of Trousseau.”
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foods at a wedding reception, as being harder to digest.even suggested—

anachronistically, as luxury clothiers had long dominated trans-Atl@asinion—that the

couple should make their wedding attire themselves, or “at least the bridte’s’at

Emotions, like material goods, were to be kept in reserve: subdued, unaffected displays o
emotion demonstrated that one could be trusted to protect the nation and to deal honestly in
the bourgeois marketplac®. The actors iThe Quaker City’sham wedding practiced not
merely showing emotions, but reigning them in. One cautions another against “coaning i
little too strong,” and advises his fellows instead to take the bride “by therfifgs, and

start as if her beauty overcame you, then exclaim “God bless you my love, Gogdules”

as though your feelings were too strong for utteranté.”

TheQuaker Citycharlatans, of course, exposed the artifice that went into creating a
“simple” wedding. Anyone who regdodey’scould sense the inherent contradictions in a
pageant of moderation and sentimentality, contradictions which troubled but rarabdeids
authors from their task of describing the most fashionable weddiihgs.to Behavethe
“Republican” advice manual, lamented that its readers would want “a stylishnggdalit
nonetheless advised them on how to pull it-off(However, the manual put some

sanctimonious distance between itself and other guides, assuring its readerathenerely

151 Fowler,Matrimony, as Taught by Phrenology and Physio)&#b.
152 Fowler,Matrimony, as Taught by Phrenology and Physiol@&#6. See Bannef\merican Beauty26.

153 Karen Halttunen dissects the “sentimental ritadlthe funeral, wherein performances of suppressed
emotions—“The lonely woman weeping over an unmaiede, the solitary man gazing sadly at a locket h
wore over his heart"—indicated sincerit@onfidence Men and Painted Wom&83. John F. Kasson notes
that “"demonstrations of affection in public” amoeuahtto “excessive mutual engrossmeriRtideness and
Civility, 161. On sentiment’s nationalistic implicatioase Andrew Bursteirgentimental Democracy: The
Evolution of America’s Romantic Self-Imag@éew York: Hill and Wang, 1999), 16, 21.

34| ippard, The Quaker City81.
**How to Behave96.
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“coplied]” its nuptial advice from “one of the numerous manners bobRsFair enough.)
The editors of5odey’sworried in 1854 that the recent trend of giving lucrative gifts at
weddings threatened to corrupt its readers’ republican vitti€Bhey decried it as “a
system of fashionable beggary,” tending “to create fictitious distinctiossdiety” based on
wealth™® But even as the editors advocated sentimental restraint, they still noted that the
custom was “becoming generally adopted” in America. Karen Halttunen atguidysy the
1850s, Americans had come to view “an outward appearance of virtue” as an acceptable
replacement for “an evangelical Christian trust based on heartfeltigiride® In the end,
authors’ statements of preference for simple ceremonies and plain fashezhasact
decoration themselves—republican ornaments layered on a consumerist ritualspaper
writer in 1854, for instance, framed a ridiculously expensive and fashionable wadding
terms of republican simplicity. The bride wore a dress of “superb whiterddid with lace,
and deep flounced, and a long bridal veil of costly thread lace, secured byeavwngath.”
Somehow, all this equated to a kind of austerity: “the toilette” was “altogetharsée,
without sacrificing simplicity to extravaganct&®

Despite its abuses and ambiguities, Americans’ oft-expressed prefienesiceple
materials, foods, and performance had potentially inclusive implications. Jolas$orkhas

argued that “Manners provided yet another way of avoiding talking openly about yhe dirt

**How to Behave96.

" This was in fact a recent trend. See Rothritamds and Hearts167-68.

138 “wWedding Donations,Godey’s Lady’s BogkOctober 1854.

139 Halttunen Confidence Men and Painted Wom&87, 188.

180 «Fashionable and Elegant Fetdléw York Times8 June 1854. See also “Wedding in High Lifdgéw

York Times3 December 1853, which described the weddingné“of Mississippi’s daughters and wealthiest
heiresses . . . to one of New-York's most wealthyssS as “prompt, expeditious, and unostentatious.”
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secret of class in Americd® The wedding’s sometimes-confused vision of extravagant
republicanism demonstrates one result of this silence, but another result veawitthat
swath of the population could now access the materials necessary to display fagklle-c
status. In their repeated praise of “The plainest dress,” and their cenSQesthy
cashmeres, very rich furs and diamonds, as well as many other brilliant ornarmetitsts
potentially opened up the realm of fashion to a less-wealthy audi®nGantemplating a
Parisian woman'’s lavish trousse&@gdey’seditors idealized the far sparer situation of a
hypothetical American woman, asking “whether the happiness of this young couasess w
greater than that of the plain New England girl, whose friends arrange tble simte

muslin dress she has, perhaps, fitted herself, and twine the fresh white rosesidatitae
bridal in her rich brown hair®® A letter-writing manual from 1849 gamely (if perhaps not
entirely authentically) included “A YOUNG TRADESMAN” and “A MAN SERANT” in

its ranks of suitor$®* Both are upwardly mobile: the manservant writes to a serving woman,
describing his habit of putting his earnings in the bank and expressing the hope for “ou
union, and a comfortable settlement in some honest caffiigrhe tradesman aims higher,
declaring that his “expectations of being securely settled in business shouldtlye shor
realized”; and nothing in his letter suggests that the object of his affetiangarking girl

herself'%°

181 Rudeness and Civilig7.

182 Etiquette for Ladiess0, 64.

183 «Chit-Chat—Trousseau.”

%4 The American Gentleman’s Every Day hand-Book ofdviotietter Writing 41, 43.
%5 The American Gentleman’s Every Day hand-Book ofdviodietter Writing 43.

1% The American Gentleman’s Every Day hand-Book ofévtotletter Writing 42.
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Even as they described and facilitated the pursuit of fine markers of gemiigt
etiquette writers acknowledged that nuptials could span—or erase—class bountagies.
bookWoman in her Various Relatiostruck a laissez-faire tone toward bettering oneself
through fashion, noting merely that attention to “neatness and personal habits'iédignif
poverty,” and arguing that the best appearance favored “felicity of adeyptdtcolor, style,
and manufacture” over “costliness of material [and] brilliancy of colYsBut other
authors made weddings the scene of fluid class relations. One advisor frankly kdaghied t
only the wealthy could win a spouse: “The possession of beauty or riches,” he wrote, “is
course a ready passport to matrimony; yet those who have neither . . . need ot despa
Wedlock is a lock to which there are many keys,” he continued, including “Amialaifity
“tact.”'®® The Lover's Companioexpressed the essential ambiguity of America’s class
situation, now admonishing poor men to keep in their place and then, in the next moment,
offering them the chance to be the exception to the rule. Its author declaregdbiag lady
“should not marry below her station,” yet allowed for “extraordinary casesichvimen of]
very uncommon merits, such as great talent or eminent public services” mightdeser
consideratiort®® What poor man would not believe that his talents surpassed the old
strictures? In 1854, tHéew York Timedescribed a case of social climbing through
marriage, chronicling the fictional career of John Thompson, who began as ““a weft know
vagabond, . . . a worthless, miserable fellow, who has been loafing about for nt6httiet”

within nine months, Thompson’s marriage to the beautiful and accomplished daughéer of t

187 Abell, Woman in her Various Relation78, 179.
188 Rondout The Bliss of Marriagel1-12. See Bushmafihe Refinement of Americ#06-410.
%9The Lover's CompaniqQrss.

1%Three Degrees of CrimeNew York Timest December 1855.
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Hon. O. U. LETHERRIP . . . without the knowledge of her parents” had established him as
“highly influential and universally respectet!*

In its extreme manifestations, the wedding in antebellum Americanditeteansgressed
class and even ethnic lines. Robert Montgomery Bird’'s 1836 hbeklof the Wooddor
instance, finds John Atkinson, a backwoods buffoon, attempting to shoehorn a gentleman,
Roland Forrester, into marrying his daughter. When Forrester refuses, the@bdskan
launches into an egalitarian tirade that expresses marriage’s potentiadidlle class
relations: “you don’t think her good enough for you, because you're of a great Gtadiky
and she’s come of nothing but me, . . . a plain, backwoods féfier@uessing that his own
reputation as “a d—d notorious rascal” has prejudiced the beau against his daughter,
Atkinson makes marriage a driver of the protean social relationships in the youngcrepubl
suggesting that Forrester change his daughter’'s name to suit him‘d&itecan just call
her Telie Jones, or Telie Small, or any nickname of that natur’, and nobody’ll be the
wiser.””® And although Forrester firmly rejects Atkinson’s daughter, his doing sthig r
ironic. Forrester, of wealthy stock, has lost his fortune, while Atkinson’s dauglaer i
heiress—their marrying could have effected more than one reversal in fortune.eddiag
in Washington Irving’s non-fictiostoria (1836) translates an even more radical change
into ritual form. When the explorer M’'Dougal and a Chinook princess marry, the ggince

arrives for the wedding in striking fashion, having, “according to the Chinook toilet,”

"1 The Oxford English Dictionary reports that theasw® “let her rip” had circulated for at least theyous
two years.

172 Robert Montgomery Bird\ick of the Woods, or, The Jibbenainosay: A Taléasftucky(New York:
Redfield, 1856), 347.

173 Bjrd, Nick of the Wood<348.
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“painted and anointed herself for the occasitii.Her appearance, however, “caused some
little dismay” among the Americans. The situation is resolved “by dint . . . abu®pi
ablutions,” and the princess is “freed from all adventitious tint and fragrancentemece
into the nuptial state, the cleanest princess that had ever been known, of the somewhat
unctuous tribe of the Chinook&’® The woman’s tribal traditions—her very Indianness,
perhaps—have to be scrubbed clean before she can marry a white man. The imdication i
that the wedding could even whitewash ethnic difference.

The wedding’s potential to unite its participants under an umbrella of sentimadtié-m
class culture had nationalistic implications. Authors in the thirty yedosebthe Civil War
used the wedding to symbolize their nation’s republican promise, renderingcAragan
essentially bourgeois nation in which companionate marriage and middle-class economic
values would guide the citizenry to love and prosperity. The writer who described the 1854
“Pioneer wedding” on the Nebraska prairie, for instance, linked his hopes for Stephen
Douglas’ egalitarian, white-supremacist democracy directly to thegoweedding’s rustic
dignity. In a more domestic modépdey’spreference for the New England country girl’s
simple dress over Europe’s richer, more fabulous threads defined Americang¢ea s
unostentatious, and fundamentally anti-aristocratic nation.

Further, authors imagined the bourgeois wedding backward in time, creating a nyytholog

of “founding” weddings taking place during the American Revoluti8nMore than one

"4 \Washington IrvingAstoria, or, Anecdotes of an Enterprise beyondRbeky MountaingNew York:
George P. Putnam, 1851). 463.

75 rving, Astoria, 463.
176 See SamuelRomances of the Republit7. Samuels also suggests that the antebellsiwricial novel

about the Revolution often functioned to “ratifyiet separation of the spheres in both an intimadeaagiobal
sense (17-18).
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antebellum novel made a bourgeois, anti-aristocratic rejection of parental gubothia
pre-condition for and a result of the Revolutfdh.Authors linked fathers’ attempts to force
their daughters to marry for money to prospects of a Tory victory: fictiothe@riarepeatedly

try to marry their daughters to wealthy Tories instead of letting themry e Patriots they

love. In books such d&dorse-Shoe Robins@nd Daniel P. ThompsonThe Green

Mountain Boysthe Patriot cause triumphs when daughters reject their fathers’ advice and
marry for love alone; the companionate ideal thereby becomes a guarahosafety of

the republici’® Ignoring the companionate dictate, on the other hand, marrying for money or
submitting to unreasonable parental demands, becomes a potential threat, cormeptamgl m
women'’s hearts and minds.

The triple wedding that end$ie Green Mountain Boydfers a consummate example of
how authors made the bourgeois wedding a part of their national mythology, squeezing both
the rejection of parental authority and an inclusive view of class relatiangsmarrative of
America’s origins. Two of the wedding’s three couples have faced parentaltappasione
point or another. The wrong-headed father in the above paragraph has long since been
humbled into begging his daughter’s forgiveness and sanctioning her marriagertotd Pat
The second couple faces a moment of suspense just before the ceremony, veineinod fri

the bride’s reads a letter from her father appearing to refuse his cofbenetter is

17 See Samuelfomances of the Republ&D.

178 See J. P. Kennediorse-Shoe Robinson. A Tale of the Tory Ascend@tiladelphia: J. B.
Lippincott & Co.), and [Daniel P. Thompsoifhe Green Mountain Boys: A Historical Tale of thelig
Settlement of Vermof(Boston: Hall and Whiting, 1881). Meanwhile, fheries themselves have changed.
Cooper’s Tories were conflicted but honorable; Toey Sherwood imThe Green Mountain Boys a
villain out of melodrama, motivated entirely by gdeand the desire to inflict pain on others. Hiath
Freeman also notes the simultaneous growth of septations of founding weddings—"often between
Pocahontas and John Mith or John Alden and Paskilillins—[that] seemed to emblematize the
founding of an ‘America’ distinct from both Englaadd Native homelands.The Wedding Compleg9.

19 Daniel P. Thompson]The Green Mountain Boy852.
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immediately revealed to be outdated, and a second letter appears approvingliheBuiatc

the assembled guests do not seem to receive even the first letter—dehviiek, Scottish
dialect—with entire seriousness, and it seems possible that the couple would not hade heed
his caution, adverting instead to their own good authority, not to mention the good will of the
Revolutionary hero Ethan Allen, who arrives to sanction two other unions without ever
asking about parental wishes. The idea that fathers could deny their children tne$sppi

a loving marriage comes off as mildly laughable, not to mention negligitbheiface of the
support of one of the “fathers of his country.” The triple wedding also showcasksghyt

fluid vision of class in the new nation. Two of the three grooms come from decentthiyweal
stock; but the daughter of the Scottish father does not, and can only offer a “crap o’ wild
oats” for her dowry?® The third couple slides the wedding even further down the class
scale, uniting the fates of a woodsman and a servant. Each of these couples tkeei
attention (and the impeccable Revolutionary bona fides) of Ethan &liefllen actually

makes an abortive attempt to bring a fourth couple—an Indian and a “half-blood"4Adian

the altar®* Finally, the wedding’s aesthetics walk the bourgeois line between wealth and
simplicity, vacillating from one to the other sometimes several timesingke sentence: the
bride sports a “simple, but rich and tasteful array of spotless white, surmouritexd by
emblematic rose of the same color, instead of the dumb, unspeaking {&wEhe Green
Mountain Boyssuggests how the wedding had come to symbolize both the national project

and the bourgeois ascendancy, seemingly inextricable from each other.

180 Daniel P. Thompson]The Green Mountain Boy861.

181 Shirley Samuels points out that Martha Washingteriorms a similar role to Allen’s in Catherine
Sedgwick’s 1835 novelhe Linwoods Romances of the Republ&3.

82 Daniel P. Thompson]The Green Mountain Boy863.

183 Daniel P. Thompson]The Green Mountain Boy853.
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Requirements, Exclusions and Alternate Visions

In discussing the ways in which weddings appeared in antebellum literdave,
largely failed to describe the ways in which theymdappear. Published works did not
consider weddings with nearly the frequency or copious detail with which they would do
after the Civil War, much less with the birth of the modern wedding industry in thadthent
century. Throughout the entire antebellum period, the amount of print about the wedding
rarely approached the voluminous page-totals that chroniclers of balls or dinre= part
devoted to their subjects—although it was catching up. Yet it remains true that183ts,
and increasingly into the 1850s and 1860s, the wedding came to occupy a far more prominent
place in the cultural landscape than it had at the beginning of the nineteentl.cénttg
various manifestations, arbiters of taste and style had come to view the yprérmed
wedding as a doorway to middle-class status and to a loving marital partnesshgll, as a
marker of America’s essentially bourgeois nature. These facts caitiethem the
potential both to unite disparate Americans under an expansive, bourgeois vision and to
alienate people whose values or identities did not fit the middle-class outlook.

The wedding’s potentially alienating aspects were intensified byathéhkt tapping the
power of this class-reifying, nation-defining ritual demanded investmentequatt of its
participants®* Part of this investment was material. The expansion of didactic litemature
weddings suggests the transformation of the ritual into a consumerist pageanto thgor
1840s,Godey’sreaders had been free to assume that they would simply wear their best

clothes to their wedding. But in 1844, the magazine introduced dresses whose sole purpose

184 C. Dallett Hemphill describes the codificationridfial during this period as the “price of admisgito
the middle classBowing to Necessitie447; see also 157-58.
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was to be married in, demarcating nuptial fashions from every-day df&ssemok next to
no time for a market to develop around the ritual. Although decades passed before the
wedding industry acquired its modern form, one etiquette book suggests that wedding
planners had already begun to ply their trade as early as 1854: “Those whanrasigle i
large city, like New York or Philadelphia,” “Professor Rondout” assured his reéddls
have no difficulty in arranging a marriage party, for there are alwaysftauhd certain
individuals who get up such ceremonies for ‘a consideratifi.Moreover, authors’
penchant for cloaking rich materials in a veneer of “simplicity” sugipasteven the
“simplest,” most republican wedding could potentially bankrupt its hosts. Amexithors’
repeated calls for simplicity revealed their anxiety (and that of th&ders and subjects)
about ostentatious displays of wealth. Elaborate weddings fueled wortidsetAamerican
middle-class itself had sacrificed virtue for show.

Aside from material concerns, the wedding also demanded a psychological tall. Afte
exhausting their earlier ambivalence about ritual, writers approachecttkng as if it
were indispensible to one’s happiness, asking women, in particular, to place themselve
continually inside an idealized ritualodey’sclaimed that one topic “engross|ed] the
thoughts of a young lady from the time she comes out until she is married: The ahaic
wedding dress?®’ And from the very moment the wedding entered the consumer market, it

became standardize@odey’sand other sources on etiquette almost always agreed with each

185 «“Fashion Plate. — The fashions for this monthvaeeding-dresses@odey’s Lady’s BogkSeptember,
1844.

18 Rondout The Bliss of Marriage164-65.

187«Etiquette of Trousseau.” Elsewhere, it deemedweédding-dress . . . a matter of first consideratiith
all engaged young ladies.” “A Royal Bridal Dres§ddey’s Lady’s BogkAugust, 1854.
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other (indeed, they sometimes lifted whole passages from each other), nudgimcpAse
toward a single, not unrestrictive, goal in both aesthetics and social refifions.

But not everyone had the capacity—or the desire—to tap the wedding’s unifying
potential. Despite advice books’ tendency to agree with each other, alternate visions of
American weddings took root in various publications at the same time that didacétulie
constructed a mainstream ideal. These alternate visions spurned the modern wedding’s
companionate vision of marriage, its rejection of aristocratic or patahauthority, or its
attempts to unify Americans via consumerist ritual. Although these altermagodings
existed largely on the margins of public discourse, they offered Amerinads@ogical
foundation upon which to build rituals according to their own needs and identities.

Some alternative weddings rejected the notion that a simple, egalitagaroog could
express America’s greatness. Sources suggested that wealthyaxreeviere constructing a
vision of ideal class relations that had little to do with egalitarianism. 8¢&b0s, as
wealthy northerners began, in the words of historian Sven Beckert, to “appropriatefsom
the strategies of social distinction of the elites who had come before them, niostaryy
of the European aristocracy,” newspapers were there to ogle their outlandisih nupti

behaviors®® They noted “large and brilliant” crowds at wealthy ceremonies: one wgddin

“was witnessed by some 300 or 400 persons,” another by “over three hundred guests,” and

third—a triple ceremony—Dby a quite incredible assemblage of “Upward of twoahdus

188 See HemphillBowing to Necessitied.

189 Sven BeckertThe Monied Metropolis: New York City and the Coiustion of the American
Bourgeoisie, 1850-189@Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), @2.the genteel desire to model
oneself on “an aristocratic past,” see Bushnidne Refinement of Americax, 419-20.
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persons.*®® Another article reported that a groom in Saratoga, New York gave his bride “a
marriage settlement of $200,008

In comparison with their northern peers, the literary boosters of the southeyn gent
crafted a more expansive ideological framework for their inegalitatizads, one that not
only distinguished the southern gentry from their social inferiors but alsodigeeate
mythology of a romantic upper class far removed from the bourgeois world. The wsedding
in self-consciously “southern” novels made a hierarchical society seemingand benign,
using precisely the same terms and aesthetics that the Old World weddimygtaygkee to
render the European class system safe for American consumptiBecdhections of a
Southern MatronCaroline Gilman makes one wedding an orgy of small-gift-giving, far
outpacing the suggestions of any etiquette advisor. The bridesmaids shower the bride, Anna
with “kind manifestations of friendship—the pure satin cushion, . . . the beautiful vase, . . .
perfumes, . . . books, . . . jewels, . . . and flow&ts.0One of the groom’s “connexions” gives
the bride “A china toilet cup and saucer, of classical proportions, with Anna’s naiite in g
letters on the outsid&® And the wedding cake “contained a ring” which doled out the
promise of marriage to any woman “who finds the ring in her porti¥hContrasting with
Elizabeth Freeman’s characterization of northern weddings, which “ackageddhe larger

community only briefly in order to launch the couple into economic and emotional

199«A Double Wedding,"New York Timest April 1856; “Long Island,New York Times June 1856;
“Metropolitan Hotel—Brilliant Wedding,New York Times8 December 1855; “Fashionabl&&w York
Times 21 February 1855. This was not the only weddinfigature guests in the thousands: see “Wedding at
the St. Nicholas,New York Times July 1855.

¥1«saratoga,New York Time21 July 1855.

192 Caroline GilmanRecollections of a Southern Matr@New York: Harper & Brothers, 1838), 142,

193 Gilman,Recollections of a Southern Matrdiv3.

194 Gilman,Recollections of a Southern Matrdv4.
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autonomy,” this idealized southern wedding underplays the companionship of the bride and
groom in favor of the circle of hierarchy and obligation of the wider arigtocra
community*®> The relationships the wedding celebrates the most vociferously are not
between husband and wife, but between newly-joined families, masters and sanditig
community at large. Save “one proud, triumphant glance” between the bride and groom,
Gilman offers virtually no description of the couple. Instead, she glories inwilee
semicircle of groomsmen and bridemaids” surrounding them. And while Gilman buries the
wedding vows in a passive, wordless summation—“the solemn words were uttered”—she
makes paramount the new relationship between the bride and her husband’s parents: “soon
the parents of [the groom] embraced their daughter; and as she felt theigtanms and
loving kiss, she whispered, ‘l am no longer an orphaf?.’Likewise, Gilman lingers on the
family slaves’ affection for the bride. While one slave prays for her “yousgisii the
other looks after the bride’s appearance, “quietly but instantly regimgii her dress
“whenever [the bridesmaids] interfered with any part” dft.

Caroline Lee Hentz'8he Planter’'s Northern Bridsimilarly romanticizes the relations
between masters and servants. The planter’s slave Albert is “mortdiézHrh that his
master, a widower, plans a “plain and matter-of-fact” wedding with his new, nofihde.
Albert contrasts this with the rich rituals and aesthetics of his matarser marriage,—
the festal pomp, the crowding guests, the wreathing garlands, the illuminksedrthe

exhilarating dance®® Albert misses the “splendour” in which his master's social circle had
g

19 Elizabeth Freemaifhe Wedding Complef7. Freeman cites Ellen K. Rothman here.
19 Gilman,Recollections of a Southern Matrdiv4.
197 Gilman,Recollections of a Southern Matrdiv3.

1% Caroline Lee HentZ[he Planter's Northern BridéPhiladelphia: T. B. Peterson, 1854), 172.
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enshrined itself; but he also misses the pageantry of social hierarchy. dtes’snfarst

wedding had given the slaves on his plantation license to party: “He rememberdall&we |
among the negroes; the cake and lemonade distributed among them, the music obthe banj
the muffled thunders of the tambourine,” not to mention the “barbecued pigs, . . . stuffed
hams and roasted turkeys, to say nothing of cakes, confectionaries and winessténre ma
had doled out on the occasitii. In this imagined scenario, slaves functioned essentially as
European rural peasants, honoring the life cycles of their betters in a aigitsbut of the
imagination ofBracebridge Hall'sself-mythologizing paterfamilias. And by placing this
nostalgia in the mouths of slaves, it reinforces the same sense that in a beiailgsystem,
social habits flow downward from the top. Depictions of slave weddings servedrtbe sa
purpose in these works, demonstrating slaves’ contentment under the watchful, kenolly ey
masters. IRecollections of a Southern Matrdor instance, two “field hands” “request . . .
the family to be present” in “the servants’ hall” for their weddiffgAnother servant “chose

to have [her wedding] performed in the wash-kitchen instead of our p&HoA% masters

cater condescendingly to the esoteric whims of their bondsmen and women, providing rust
second-hand accoutrements such as “tarnished silver and gold sprigs” fdatlest Isair,

they act out the charms of a class system far removed from an egjahtaron of

America?®? Perhaps the defining virtue of this idealized vision of southern, aristocratic

weddings is that its participants (whether high or low) know their places: althoygh the

199 Hentz, The Planter’s Northern Bridel 72-173.
200 Gjlman,Recollections of a Southern Matrdt09.
201 Gilman,Recollections of a Southern Matrd206.

202 5ee HemphillBowing to Necessities.
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cherish material goods, they do not compete for them, implicitly rebuking the\meetc

tendency among the northern middle class to make weddings pageants of consumerism.
An 1855 wedding of Irish immigrants at the Mission House in New York City’'s Five

Points district provoked a similar critique of the bourgeois wedding’s consuminghgs

tendencies. The article in theew York Timesondescended to the wedding’s participants,

mocking the groom for keeping his overcoat on during the ceremony, the brid&ioing

her bonnet and shawl, and he jokingly pronounced it “one of the most fashionable wedding

parties of the seasoA®® But the reporter also noted that “People on the Five Points . . .

don’t make so great a fuss about [getting married] as some folks.” He usadtthe Ir

American couple’s failure to dress sophisticatedly, gather family s&btl& about them, or

even shed sentimental tears, to critique middle-class mores. The repodeahabtbe bride

kept glancing out the window, and that the groom seemed contented with “nuts and raisins

for wedding favors. And, gently dismissing the self-aggrandizing habits oityteerniddle

and upper classes, he announced approvingly that the Irish “don’t exactly see tietypobp

putting everybody to incalculable expense for new trowsers,” nor “block[ing] upl®ea

with carriages when a Five Pointess gets married.” The Irish presentgérasting case.

Potentially “white,” their manner of marrying could well have offered them axdgointo

the American middle clag8? But theTimesreporter cast them in a different light,

suggesting that their insouciant indifference to bourgeois forms and pretensions bot

alienated them from the middle class and—perhaps—rendered them slightly rstgpiram

in some respects. Here, thieesimplied, was real rusticity, not its extravagant imposture.

203«p Wedding on the Five PointsNew York Time26 December 1855

204 See Bannermerican Beauty25.
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Finally, a more extreme strain in antebellum literature denied thatitermwedding
could ever be an authentic expression of the love of two people. The poem “The Quakeress
Bride,” probably written in the 1830s or 1840s by E. C. Kinney, and published in Rufus
Wilmot Griswold’s popular compendiuifhe Female Poets of Amerjcripped the
ceremony of nearly all its aesthetic, ritual, or even verbal components:

THE building was humble, yet sacred to One

Who heeds the deep worship that utters no tone ;

Whose presence is not to the temple confined,

But dwells with the contrite and lowly of mind.

"Twas there all unveiled, save by modesty,

stood The Quakeress bride in her pure satin hood ;

Her charms unadorned by the garland or gem,

Yet fair as the lily just plucked from its stem.

A tear glistened bright in her dark, shaded eye,

And her bosom half uttered a tremulous sigh,

As the hand she had pledged was confidingly given,

And the low-murmured accents recorded in hed¥en.

This is marriage by negation: in a silent meeting house (wherein worshippers “utho
tone”), a woman “all unveiled” and “unadorned by the garland or gem” (note the
conspicuous lack of a wedding ring) murmurs her vows. The veil, the garland, they jewel
even the words of the worshippers would risk detracting from the ritual’s ess€he poet
retains her desire for the restrained sentiment that marked mainstssiaimgs—the unwept
tear remaining reservedly in the bride’s eye is the consummate sentiaréfget—but she
evinces a clear discomfort with the less central trappings of the ritugain Jgerging
everything inessential, the author seeks to make the wedding transcend hutsaa tiesire

we shall encounter with the marriage-reforming Mormons: God’s presenasesithe

whole world, not just the temple, and the lover’s vows are “recorded in heaven.” The

205 Griswold, The Female Poets of Amerjcto5.
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bourgeois clichés of dress, ornament, and even speech threaten to render thecexperie
inauthentic.

Pushing the boundaries of both negation and transcendence, Nathaniel Hawilhane’s
Scarlet Letteffinds inauthenticity even in the Quakeress Bride’s simple adornments of a
“pure satin hood,” and insists on celebrating an even starker emotional bond. Hawthorne
shows neither the wedding of Hester Prynne and Roger Chillingsworth, nor biéstiedtil
adultery with the minister Arthur Dimmesdale. But Hester’s and Artlm€sting in the
woods seven years after her adultery is exposed offers two visions of westdingsd to
their emotional essence. As they talk in the forest, Hester describexhalr snion with
Dimmesdale in terms that Elizabeth Freeman deems “contractual:t'Wéhdid had a
consecration of its own. We felt it so! We said so to each offfefThe couple’s sexual,
emotional, and verbal intimacy on that day had accomplished—had consecrated—their
marriage more effectively than anything a magistrate could have domeowér, their
sojourn in the woods itself functions as a second wedding of sorts, as Hester “pressed
[Dimmesdale’s] head against her bosom; little caring though his cheek restedsoartae
letter,” and then sits “side by side” with Dimmesdale, “hand clasped in K&hdHe next
chapter’s title, “A Flood of Sunshine,” suggests (metaphorically) that the cauple i
consummating their renewed marriage, an impression reinforced by HesttantgIbose her
hair, and removing the scarlet letter that had signaled her infidelity. BhzRb@eman
rightly notes that the couple’s union participates in the bourgeois vogue for sgatime

relationships, relying on “the postrevolutionary and antebellum emphasis on snatexhe

208 Nathaniel HawthorneéThe Scarlet LettefBoston: James R. Osgood and Company, 1871) ElR@&beth
FreemanThe Wedding Comple%09. Freeman notes the significant legal impiliees of Hester's choice of
words “did,” “said,” and “felt.” The Wedding Complg208.

27 HawthorneThe Scarlet Letter227-228.
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as a binding political force’® Indeed, their wedding is (in Freeman’s words) a “ritual . . . of
feeling,” by which “the incipient U.S. middle class articulated itseBLit the wedding also
discards absolutely everything that the middle class had employed to denedtsstrat
weddings’ sentiment and sincerity. Indeed, he wedding provides a stringejiecoit the

middle class’ manner of self-articulation. Earlier in the book, Hawthorne tiwdé“The

links that united her to the rest of human kind—Ilinks of flowers, or silk, or gold, or whatever
the material—had all been broken. Here was the iron link of mutual crime, which mather
nor she could break® Flowers, silk, and gold: all the trappings of a middle-class wedding,
none of which expressed the union of two souls like a shared emotional intimacy, even a
tragic one like Hester’'s and Dimmesdale’s.

The Scarlet Letteras much as “The Quakeress BrideRacollections of a Southern
Matron, suggests how the middle-class wedding, however prominently it featured in popular
literature, could alienate its audience. To be sure, the wedding allowed agtigtemte
swath of Americans to enter the middle-class fold. In this the weddingesktb# promise
of American republicanism: although sometimes at a cost to their dignity, radaions, or
identity, people from all walks of life could attain membership in the body politenkcting
the proper rituals, whether by voting or by marrying. Yet the middle-cladding denied
that promise to many, for reasons of race, economics, or ideology. For somejdiregwe
encouraged Americans to act out social relationships that confounded their ideas of
themselves. While southerners took to the idea of companionate marriage qagerbsaes
northerners, the northern wedding’s rejection of parental authority struck themiatars as

anathema. For others, like the Mormons, the bourgeois wedding did not express their

28 Elizabeth Freemarfhe Wedding Complgg09.

209 Hawthorne The Scarlet Letter184.
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companionate, or spiritual, goals forcefully enough, obscuring the ideals of emotional
intimacy that the middle class supposedly cherished beneath a facade afidscend
ritual. AsThe Scarlett Lettesuggests, the pretensions of plainness within a consumerist

pageant left some seeking a more “authentic” path.

For much of the first half of the nineteenth century, then, American weddikesl la
universally-acknowledged form and aesthetic. Although marriage united demerin all
walks of life, from Thomas Ruffin to P. T. Barnum and thousands in between, the wedding
itself emerged largely from regional (or old-world) traditions, and did m@tys occasion
particularly deep reflections into self or nation. Only as the century prodreisseovels,
etiquette books, and other literature settle on a (generally) agreed-upon idea&f what
wedding should look like or signify.

It is of special significance to note that, although the ritual itself had loageaients, the
meanings Americans invested in the white wedding, and particularly thiésrdiaam to
signify a sentimental, companionate, and bourgeois America,ngareAs the northern
middle class attained cultural, social, and (after the Civil War) poldicadinance, their
ideas about family and nation, and the rituals they used to celebrate themselves, took on an
aura not only of dominance, but of permanence. This is why the mythology of “founding”
weddings during the American Revolution is so significant—the people who imagimed the
were creating the notion that their nation had been begun by middle-class people, and for
middle-class ends. But in the antebellum era, things were not so settled. Wedeisgs of
diverse Americans one of many stages on which to act out their priorities anddgvéoo

their lives; and the way they did so, and the meanings they applied to their actor, di
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always jibe with the new middle-class ethic. Rather, many Americadghese rituals to
claim different heritages for themselves, some as old as Europeanradgt@ome as new
as Mormons’ ideas about plural marriage.

The growth of the wedding into a national (and nationalist) ritual was an exciting
development for many people. Especially in aesthetic terms, the wedding hadsenm
appeal. The southern elite, for instance, adopted the look and style of the wedding almost
unconditionally between 1820 and 1860. At the very least, southerners wanted their wedding
dresses from Philadelphia instead of Raleigh if they could get them—aadriBtgad of
Philadelphia, of course. Across the class and race divide, African Ameiavas sippear in
some ways to have been enamored of the ritual’s style: one former sladehaitwhen
they could, slaves quote “dressed lak a white folks wedd@tf’It is also true that weddings
became part of the nation’s discourse. Where correspondents had formerlyedisoass
marital fortunes of their friends and family, by the 1830s they tended to discusartherm
in which those fortunes had been united. But the new ritual was not just a way of ¢dressing
and not just a topic of idle interest: it incorporated personal and national ideohadies t
helped define a nation and a people. John F. Kasson has observed that manners “provided
standards by which to assess entire social classes, ethnic groups, and culturbde at , w
the same time they extended deep into the individual persorfdfityfeddings now
factored into Americans’ social calculus, suggesting sophisticated siarimawhich to

judge one’s peers or rivals. As they appeared in novels, etiquette books, and cdlerejte

#0North Carolina Narratives, Vol. X, Pt. 2, p. 42®ailable at the Library of Congress’s Born inv8ly
page on its American Memory website, http://memocygov/ammem/snhtml/snhome.html. For the ease of
the reader, all slave narratives from this websitebe cited without listing the name of the welgpeor the
URL address, but instead merely state the stagetserand volume number. All such narratives can be
accessed from this page: http://memory.loc.gov/amfaehtml/mesnbibVolumesl.html.

211 KassonRudeness and Civility .
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these idealized weddings helped define the parameters of American behavibe and t
consequences that would result if Americans fulfilled or deviated from thosegtara. But
the new ritual and its attendant ideologies did not resonate with everyone’s sense of
themselves. The white wedding enshrined the companionate marriage of thestemthea
middle class as the American ideal. And as we shall see, even Amevitatsyed the look
and feel of the newly national rituals did not always love their meaningeathshey
adjusted their performance of them to the degree that they held (or were abth tadol

values of the ascendant middle class.
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Chapter Two

“Eleanor & | Are Entirely United”: W eddings of the Northeastern Middle Class

Someone seeking the representative modern wedding of the antebellum era would do wel
to consider the nuptials of Mary Harris and Andrew Lester. Lester, a ekvCity dry-
goods merchant and devout Presbyterian, married Harris on Monday, December 20 1847 at
the Thirteenth Street Presbyterian Church in Greenwich Viflagee wedding was some
days in preparation. The couple sent out invitations the Monday before, and Harris and her
mother went about town on Wednesday “to order thiAgslarris spent much of Saturday
cleaning house, and then devoted the evening to “tying up boxes of’cake touple met
at the bride’s home early in the afternoon of the wedding day, after whicls Hegsised and
had her hair done. “[A] little after 7” in the evening, they proceeded to church, watked a
in arm down the aisle, and were married before “a large comfamié party left the

church “immediately” after the ceremony, returning to the bride’s home in Hudise®t,S

! Neither Harris nor Lester said where they married,they were married by the minister of that chur

2 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 15 [Deceenti8]47, New-York Historical Society (hereafter N-
YHS). Information about the wedding and preparetioan be found in this diary from 11 [Decembed 1 &
21 [December 18]47, and in Andrew Lester DiaryDEtember [18]47 to 20 December 1847.

3 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 18 [Deceenti8]47, N-YHS.

* Andrew Lester Diary, 20 December 1847 (first qtiots; Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 20
December 1847 (second quotation), N-YHS.



where they greeted “quite a large number of friends” as man and Wiheir guests
dispersed around midnight.

None of this may seem all that remarkable, much less modern. But a number of the
wedding’s features—and, just as important, the way the couple described thanututs
emotional impact—marked it as characteristic of a new bourgeois ethit, titérsvedding
contained elements that marked it as both consumerist and sentimental. As thesprevi
chapter discussed, the nineteenth century saw the wedding undergo a process of
standardization in both aesthetics and meaning, reflecting the anxietiestandlroalture
of the northern middle class. Lester and Harris displayed an awarenebsyhaéte
participating in a conventional rite. Harris’ shopping trip with her mother, fomosigaid
obeisance to the idea that a proper wedding required its participants to ergagekét. So
did her manner of getting her hair done: Harris’s diary almost never mahtianeressers,
but she hired one on her wedding day, who arrived at half past four. And by boxing up cake
for guests to take home, the couple offered their guests souvenirs by which to corateem
and (to a degree) fetishize the sentimental rite taking place. Further, lo&tabd groom
took special note of the march down the aisle, recognizing the ritual’s sigodieas a
synecdoche for the approach to marriage. Lester noted that he made thdérialtar twith
“My dear Mary . . . upon my arnf.”Harris acknowledged the cultural resonance of an act
she had thought of many times before: “we walked up the isle,” she wrote, “ggth le

embarresment than | expectéd.”

® Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 20 [Deceenti8]47, N-YHS.
® Andrew Lester Diary, 20 December 1847, N-YHS.

" Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 20 Decemh847, N-YHS.
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Second, the couple’s reactions to the proceedings were not merely emotional—as
anyone’s might be on such a day—but specifically evocative of sentimental, wiaske-
notions about companionate, couple-focused marriage. Most significantly, Harriested L
prized their spiritual union above all other considerations, linking them to the seafiment
culture that prized romantic love and piety above nearly other value. In Novembdrathey
gone in tandem to see Harris “make a profession of Christ,” both rejoicing in tharevent
their journal$ They viewed their marriage as an extension of their spirituality. Harri
fondly recorded that one of the ministers at their wedding “made a veryfhepraier.”

Lester was more effusive: “I have tried all the way,” he wrote on his weddhgj fiio get
directions from God. . . . |think God has directed my path. . .. [W]e have committed
ourselves to God for the present, for the futdPeThis commitment lay at the heart of their
relationship: neither one described their chosen partner as a good sodmilnoattid either

one discuss money or a dowry; rather, love, sanctioned and directed by God, was tleeir whol
concern. Further, the ceremony spurred both to reflect on the turn their lives had taken
toward each other, and, not incidentally, away from friends and family. Lestéiomed his
parents only once in his diary during the weeks surrounding the wedding, noting thdt he ha
sent them an invitation; he did not even say whether they actually'¢afis.marriage also
alienated him from his friends, who appear to have disapproved of Harris—“[m]y friends

think it very strange that | should marry” her, he wrote—and both he and his new wife

8 Andrew Lester Diary, 11 November 1847; see alse.Mndrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 14
[November 1847], N-YHS.

° Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 20 Decemh&47, N-YHS.
% Andrew Lester Diary, 20 December 1847, N-YHS.

™ Andrew Lester Diary, Monday [13 December 1847]yNS.
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expressed disappointment that more friends and family had not come to the wédglirig.
Lester told himself, his love for his new wife outweighed his friends’ skepiticil loved
Mary & always had a regard for her from the first,” he wrdt&egardless, the very fact that
the wedding took place at church (rather than the bride’s home) suggests that tee coupl
valued their own spiritual well-being above the need to honor their families madrieAs
for Harris, although her mother had played an important role in wedding preparations
marriage would separate her from her mother and maroon her in an atomized houdghold wi
only her husband, who was gone most days at work. A few weeks after the wedding, she
expressed the mixture of eagerness and emptiness that many womenrigheyheft their
parents for single-family, companionate homes: “I have felt quite lonesome’tskday
wrote, “but | have felt very happy[.] | will soon get used to being albhe.”

In crafting a sentimental, consumerist wedding that emphasized a coppiltisls
affinity over their family inheritance or community ties, Harris amdter (and thousands of
couples like them) took part in a consummately modern, bourgeois ritual. Of all amebel
weddings, the rituals of the northeastern middle class most readily embracediple-
focused companionate ideal, the wedding commemorated in advice books, which replaced

community- or parent-focused marriage as the predominant social ideakighkeenth and

12 Andrew Lester Diary, 20 December 1847; see alss Wndrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 20 December
1847, N-YHS. It seems possible that Lester’s fieabjected to Harris because she was an orphaterligad
just finished discussing Harris’ adopted stateigndiary when he mentioned his friends’ disapprafal
marrying her.

13 Andrew Lester Diary, 20 December 1847; Mrs. And(&¥ary Harris) Lester Diary, 20 December 1847,
N-YHS.

14 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 8 JanuaB8A8, N-YHS.
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nineteenth centurieS. The letters and diaries of the middle class—people who fit Stuart
Blumin’s helpfully broad and upwardly-mobile definition of people who did “non-manual”
work—reveal rituals centering around the marrying couple, and them‘AldPezrents and
the concerns they embodied—patriarchal inheritance, community control—weme oft
relegated to subsidiary status. Most middle-class New Yorkers wrdtthas futures

would depend on their social skills and spiritual directedness, not bequests from their
parents.

Rather than viewing the antebellum era as the heyday of the undifferentlated, al
encompassing middle class, historians such as Edward Pessen and espaoiaiyn&le
shown that the democratic revolution of the late-eighteenth and early-nineteentiesaht
not lead to uninhibited class mixing. The middle-class “social milieu,” Blumitesyr
“overlapped but little with the upper-class and working-class worlds that wese wety far
away.”’ The marriage patterns of New Yorkers reveal forceful class diffationt as

Pessen noted, the wealthy intermarried compulsively, and rarely did thesrtpahe altar

13 |n focusing on New York City, | do not mean to rake city represent the entire northeast; asite fr
notable differences in the class makeup of diffecéies, little of America was even urbanized.islsafer to
say that New York City represents the vanguarddtrextion in which American culture appeared to be
heading and a place invested with significant caltpower. It was, then as now, thereby hometitudes and
ideas that wide swaths of Americans would complaeenselves to or react against. However, many New
Yorkers adopted lifestyles and ideologies thateswonded with wider trends among the northeastatdlen
class. Mary P. Ryan and Paul E. Johnson, formestaghave noted that similar modes of behavionahges—
particularly in regard to companionate marriage dowhestic lifestyles—obtained in smaller citiesrathe
great metropolis. See Rydbradle of the Middle Clasand JohnsorA Shopkeeper’s Millennium

18 Stuart M. BluminThe Emergence of the Middle Class: Social Expegénthe American City, 1760-
1900(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), $68 also 178. Ellen K. Rothman offers the most
detailed and historically contextualized discussidany antebellum group’s weddings for the norgesan
middle class, noting how they changed as the middkes focused increasingly on companionate maariag
However, she does not place these rituals in theegbof the national scene, nor does she offégrafieant
comparison of middle-class and wealthy ritudtsands and Hearts

7 Blumin, The Emergence of the Middle Clag40.
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intersect with those of their social inferidfsYet, in spite of these social divides, middle-
class Americans did not believe that their opportunities were nearly asdiastthey were.
Karen Halttunen has argued that members of the antebellum middle classavdse he
invested in the idea social mobility: “Members of the middle class imagnesaselves on a
social escalator to greater wealth and prestie’hether the escalator was in working
order was not something most people sought to know at the time: indeed, the scholars who
have demonstrated America’s class stratification have always had to shout ove
contemporaries loudly asserting its fluidifyy To protect their interests in this seemingly
mobile society, Americans fashioned a set of values and behaviors—laudingnéedf-m
manners and morals, buying into a market of sentimental signifiers, andiitg#iz safety
and sincerity of the middle-class home—which they believed would equip them with the
proper tools for advancement and shield them from the designs of social cfimbers.

The letters and diaries of New Yorkers in the non-manual middle class shgtj&seir
authors married as if they believed in both America’s egalitarian promis@aaditity of
middle-class values to protect them from the buffets of fortune. Weddings allogvedd
display their good taste and capacity for sentimental love, illustratimrgstheerity and
trustworthiness in a changing world. But the propensity of New Yorkers to thihkiof t
rituals in sentimental, bourgeois terms crossed class lines. Members of Neg/ Mt
families” whom no one could call middling, such as the Beekmans and Lows, hosted larger

gatherings in somewhat different circumstances than the less weBwtfthey described

18 Edward PesseRiches, Class, and Power Before the Civil \{taexington, Mass.: D. C. Heath, 1973),
208-216. See also Sven Beck@tie Monied Metropolis33-37.

19 Halttunen Confidence Men and Painted Womaa.
20 5ee PesseRiches, Class, and Power Before the Civil War-79.

21 see HalttunerConfidence Men and Painted Women
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their marriages in similarly couple-focused ways, abjuring discussionsdy fand dowry

in favor of a man and woman'’s love and fitness for each other—even when family and dowry
played a part in their life choices. They also engaged in many of the itaaseand

aesthetics, such as boxed cakes and white dresses. Blumin rightly notedithetctass

and upper-class lives did not often overlap; but what did overlap were their ideas about
themselves and their rituals, which, while they did not perform them togethenftee

viewed through the same lens of companionate, middle-class values. The diargryft

goods clerk Henry A. Patterson proves particularly revealing of how weaithmaldling

habits and ideals converged, and we will return to it often. Just as the wealthlyedkteir
weddings in light of middle-class values, Patterson closely observed the ofdlaé wealthy

and judged both himself and his economic betters by bourgeois standards. Patterson
illustrates the emerging cultural power of the middle class in the altebeda. C. Dallett
Hemphill has observed that by 1820, “the middle class had completely taken over” the
prerogative to instruct Americans how to beh&vén the thirty years preceding the Civil

War, both the wealthy and the middling described their rituals in sentimesipleefocused
terms that reflected the economic and social realities of the middi€ti@is was the

promise of the modern wedding—the satisfaction of romantic love combined with the bright

future of economic prosperiy. It was a promise that spoke to the possibilities of an

22 Hemphill, Bowing to Necessitie431.

% Of course, wealthy men (and women?) might oftéer e themselves in humble terms for reasons of
democratic ideology or sheer vanity. See PefRiehges, Class, and Power Before the Civil W\af19; and Paul
Goodman, “Ethics and Enterprise: The Values of at@woElite, 1800-1860 American Quarterhy18, No. 3
(Autumn, 1966), 440.

4 Halttunen suggests that the middle class “liveshended between the facts of their present soosiign

and the promise, which they took for granted, efrtkconomic future.”Confidence Men and Painted Women
29.
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egalitarian America, even as social realities divided people by class lineelebrated
companionate marriage for its participants, even as that ideal left iteatthensatisfied in
many ways. The middle-class wedding, then, symbolized the ascension of a se¢®f val
behaviors, and contradictions that would define American life—for better or foewanstil

well into the nineteenth century.

For Love or for Money

When a suitor proposed to her, Charlotte Delaplaine responded with a conditional “no.”
Her primary reason, she said, was “taglty of my healtli if that improved, she advised the
man to ask agaift. But she also suggested that their different financial situations might
encourage him to retract his offer: “avorldly goods” she wrote, “I have buittle;” and
she acknowledged that this fact might “make a material difference irintentions.°
Having said this, though, she immediately backtracked, asking her suitor to “forgive
indulging any such suppositiond” Both in suggesting that her lover might want to marry
for money and in begging his forgiveness for supposing this to be so, Delaplaine walked the
line traversed by many marriageable Americans, understanding that mas@ayportant
but claiming—perhaps even believing—that it was not. This ambivalence rdftaete
changing state of marriage in America, which plunged the middle classsetod

appealing but, for some, inevitably-discouraging contradictions, in which they were

% |ottie to N. Bingham, 9 May 1854, Delaplaine Fanilapers, N-YHS.
% |_ottie to N. Bingham, 9 May 1854, Delaplaine Fanilapers, N-YHS.

27 Lottie to N. Bingham, 9 May 1854, Delaplaine Fanilapers, N-YHS. She originally wrote “thoughts,”
then crossed the word out and replaced it with ssiions.”
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encouraged to believe that hard work and entrepreneurial prudence would suffice to win
them prosperity, and that companionate marriage would satisfy their emotézas.

One of the characteristic features of the nineteenth-century middievaasts romantic
view of love and marriage. Karen Lystra argues that “American middls-ptagh were
selecting their own partners by at least 1800, with little interferenoe parents,” and that
“the heart’ played an increasingly larger role in mating as the ceptogressed® The
increasingly individualist cast of the nineteenth century, says E. Anthony Roturdi®, ma
marriage the scene of romantic love, not merely community stabilitgtrimmony was
viewed increasingly as a union of two unique individuaisThis focus on romantic love
had important social and ideological ramifications. If Americans nebfoielove, perhaps
they lived legitimately bourgeois lives, marrying to satisfy emotionatisenot financial or
community imperative?? Knowing that marriage alone could not secure their futures, they
would merely have wanted a partner to give them aid and solace as they nradaythei
the marketplac&* If they married for money, on the other hand, Americans may have bowed
more to hierarchy and aristocracy than they claimed. Like CharlottplBiek, New
Yorkers seemed at least vaguely aware of these opposing possibilities, laclignogvthat
marrying for money was a possible path they might take; and indeed, historians hav

demonstrated that many northeasterners did indeed follow social and economativiepe

28 Lystra,Searching the Hear28.
2 Rotundo American Manhood130.
30 See RothmarHands and Hearts30.

31 On this idealized role for women within the middlass market economy, see Barbara Welter, “The Cul
of True Womanhood: 1820-1860Xmerican Quarterlyl8, No. 2, Part 1 (Summer, 1966), 151-74. lwiahle
that the “four cardinal virtues” that defined afpet mate—"piety, purity, submissiveness and dormigt—

did not include financial resources (152). Inde&f@]ter points out that “Marrying for Money” wagistly
enjoined against, presumably because it might iggumpon a woman'’s virtue (171).
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into marriage, socializing along class lines and marrying along linesiatslity.>* What is
interesting, then, is their propensity to argue that love—or amiability, atleas the key
factor in marriage, and that money or society should have no role in determiningnaite’s
Even though they often married with money on their minds, New Yorkers typicalreecl
that love conquered all.

When they talked about marriage, most New Yorkers highlighted lovers’ enhatnoha
spiritual affinity. When James Burton, a clerk, got engaged, he wrote in his“dianyour
thoughts and feelings are in unisof.[And when he returned home for the night, he “retired
to dream over the events of the day and evenitig&nd after Eleanor Wright accepted the
proposal of Henry A. Patterson, the two spent an evening together “in unfolding to each other
our situation, prospects, hopes, principles, feelifysilthough Patterson’s mention of
“situation” and “prospects” had undeniable pecuniary implications, he minimized them
declaiming upon his and his fiancée’s “suitableness to each other,” he descriliegirnot t
similar social strata but the “sensation of mutual love, & trust” that existaveen ther’

Coming from a long tradition of aristocratic marriage alliances, New ¥okkew that
relying on feelings rather than social situation and economics was poyetiiaierous.

When it appeared to Burton that his fiancée had rejected him, he admitted thatdt \Wwas

fault: “She like others,” he wrote, “is not able to control her feelings she carstoteer

32 See BluminThe Emergence of the Middle Clagg8; PesserRiches, Class, and Power Before the Civil
War, 208-216, and Beckeffhe Monied Metropolis33-37.

3 Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844, Jithe 1843, N-YHS.
% Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844, Jithe 1843, N-YHS.
% Henry A. Patterson Diary, 28 October 1843, N-YHS.
% Henry A. Patterson Diary, 28 October 1843, N-YHS.
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love merely to gratify anothet” Yet men and women consistently refused to acknowledge
factors which might have rendered their relationships more stable. Parentahofani
instance, appeared to weigh little on them. Burton had been introduced to his fiancée by
friend, not by his or her parents.And it was only after Patterson was engaged that his
mother met his fiancée for the first tiffe (Of course, parental supervision of courtship
continued, and most middle-class parents would not have allowed unknown or un-
recommended men access to their daughters. But it is still interestirgNie@weY orkers
brushing aside these influences in their writings.) Bowing to financialdenasions was
even less acceptable. The ship captain Hewlett T. Coles declared, “nothingpagant to
my feelings as the ‘marrying for money® And in constructing a narrative of how his and
his fiancée’s paths converged, Patterson had no trouble acknowledging financialttigifi
in their pasts, noting “pecuniary embarrassments, unavoidable separation, & oifpEr thi
they had enduretf. But his assessment of these difficulties embodied the individualist
optimism of the middle class, whether warranted or not: he pronounced such matters of “but
temporary or trifing moment? If financial failure was merely temporary, marrying for
money was not merely reprehensible; it was irrelevant.

Language such as this spanned the divide between the wealthy and the non-ndaielal mi

class. A friend of James W. Beekman, a member of New York's wealthieatrstt him in

3" Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844,Jifhe 1843, N-YHS.
3 Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844,Jith [18]43, N-YHS.

% Henry A. Patterson Diary, 11 November 1843, N-YHSweek later, Patterson met her stepfather fer th
first time. Henry A. Patterson Diary, 18 Novemti&d3.

“O[Hewlett T. Coles] to [Catharine V. Smith], undat€oles Family Papers, N-YHS.
“IHenry A. Patterson Diary, 2 December 1843, N-YHS.

“2Henry A. Patterson Diary, 2 December 1843, N-YHS.
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1840 to congratulate him on his choice of a bride, describing the woman in glowing terms.
“I am happy,” he wrote, “to see you have not flattered yourself in beliewdngheloved M
perfect. (for there is no perfection in this world) but have chosen her as a soungl health
goodlooking Girl. physically & morally of genuine principles, and good heart \paat
gentle.®® Each of these features rendered her an amiable and affectionate wife whose
“genuine principles” would serve Beekman well in the worlds of commerce andysocie
Going on to advise his friend on how to reciprocate such good qualities, he suggested: “if
you love her, which | know you do, | hope . . . you will make her a good kind affectionate
and attentive Husband® Even though both Beekman and his bride were wealthy and
prominent members of society, his friend wrote about them as though money didn’t matter—
all that mattered was the degree to which both partners would be loving and attee#ich t
other. Likewise, Abbot Augustus Low, scion of a wealthy family, recordedhbattended

the wedding of his first cousin, at which he “wished the bride joy, which apparenthjilshe
experience as it is said they are much in Id%el’ove, not money or the quality of the

match, drew Low’s attention. There were exceptions to this rule, of courtip:HRime

praised his daughter’s union to Jones Schermerhorn in aristocratic terimsrmi®@chorn,” he
wrote, “is a young man of most amiable disposition, good morals, agreeable depoatmle

a gentleman, and of a family with which | shall consider it an honor to be dffigddt only

did he praise his future son-in-law’s illustrious family, he made famibrest out to be a

3 Robert Sanders to James W. Beekman, 9 Februafy, B&¢kman Family Papers, N-YHS.
“4 Robert Sanders to James W. Beekman, 9 Februafy, B&¢kman Family Papers, N-YHS.
*SA. A. Low Journal, 26 April 1865, Low Family PageN-YHS.

¢ Allan Nevins, ed.The Diary of Philip Hone, 1828-18§New York: Dodd, Mead and Company), Vol. I,
75.
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key player in the relationship: “it is an union calculated to promote our happffelsis”
daughter’s happiness certainly factored in his pleasure, but it was far fromyhconoérn.
None of this changes the fact that the wealthy rarely married below #tigin sho matter
how blithely they insisted on love as their guiding light. Further, we need not doubt that the
rich saw marriage as an opportunity to pass money down through the generations. The
obvious contradictions between people’s ideals and their behavior occasionallyodayhe
James Beekman'’s brother-in-law believed that an unpropitious marriage tiaoi
prevented his family from giving him financial assistance. “l have taken granted,” he
wrote to his sister, “that your refusal or neglect to assist me, is based upoarmage Mr
Beekman has told me many times that had | not so married, every thing | coulskatie
would have been done for m&”If this was true, Milledoler exposed the cracks in the
companionate facade that the upper-class wrapped around itself, revealirgadhtion
underneath. He himself still claimed to hold to a romantic view of love, degldralone
could judge what was right and proper [in marrying], and for my act | and not yobgwill
held responsible by my God> But for marrying, if not for love, at least for individual
fulfillment, he (not surprisingly) paid a price. In other cases, northeastefnstrations
with the seeming hypocrisy of marrying for love in the context of a markebbety would

spur a small minority to advance a radical critique of both marriage and midsdevealaes,

" Nevins, ed.The Diary of Philip HongVol. I., 75.
“8W. J. Milledoler to [Mrs. J. W. Beekman, 24 Febguh859, Beekman Family Papers, N-YHS.

“9W. J. Milledoler to [Mrs. J. W. Beekman, 24 Febu859, Beekman Family Papers, N-YHS. Ellen K.
Rothman points out that the cultural wind was beitilledoler’s back, noting that “When parents sbutp
impose their will, . . . public opinion was inclihéo hold parents responsible for such undesirsiblations.”
RothmanHands and Hear{s29.

94



as historians of the Free Love movement have demonstfatddst people, however,
simply absorbed the contradiction into themselves. It was not as if they souply the
wealthiest person they could and made a proposal; rather, they sought out people with
similar, bourgeois values whom they found in middle-class social networks: chuctiies,
and neighborhoods. In many cases, marrying a woman or man of similar or greiaiesrs
economic standing was not dissimilar to marrying for love. Regardlessctithdt New
Yorkers paid homage to the values encapsulated in the contradiction suggebkey/thadt

imbibed a sense of themselves as modern, bourgeois lovers.

Preparations

The engagement period offered couples a useful moment of transition betwedmnpcourts
and married life. Courtship was often fraught with emotional turmoil, as lovées esch
other’s character and fidelity. As Karen Lystra points out, the new bourgeoisreg had
stripped power from traditional sources of community control; in their stead, kestes
each other, as “courtship testing” provided “a private mode of checks and bafeaces
system that had all but lost any outside supervisibriNow that their commitment to each
other was relatively secure, lovers could contemplate more fully whatotmaitment
meant. This they did through a range of rituals, almost all of which emphasized the
paramount importance of their companionate love for each other. Family and friemds oft
participated alongside them; yet certain facts of life in New York-tiquéarly the freedom

of movement accorded to people in a densely-packed urban space, and the patterns of

0 See John C. Spurlockree Love: Marriage and Middle-Class RadicalismAimerica, 1825-186(0New
York: New York University Press, 1988), 2.

®1 Lystra,Searching the Heartl58.
95



consumption that were developing around the growing middle class—helped keep the focus
on the marrying couple.

The first thing many couples did after getting engaged was often to agbattesits’
permission to do so. This ritual had its roots in older (and often aristocratidptradit
which parents, if they did not routinely veto their children’s marital choices, Imeless had
incentives to exercise significant control over them: if their money or landowgsto their
children’s lover, they wanted to make sure that it went into responsible hands. Beit by th
middle of the nineteenth century (or, as Rothman has it, the end of the eighteentty, parent
exercised far less sway over their children’s choiéeBhe cavalier manner in which young
men and women treated requests for parental permission suggests that comuoersity el
associated with social stability and financial power, had far less to do witlageathan a
couple’s feelings for each other. More than a month after Henry Pattersorgggéedrio
Eleanor Wright, he made his way to her father’s residence to meet him fosthiene.
(Her mother and father were separated.) There, he wrote, he “briefly rateguaim with
my past intercourse with his daughter & my plans for the future; & asked his approval
This request was almost offensively late—and effectively meaninigldssot. When
Eleanor’'s mother expressed dissatisfaction with him, apparently threatenigvoke her
permission, Patterson seems not to have considered that her disapproval might torpedo his
marriage. Instead, he merely railed in his diary against Mrs. Writght&picious, jealous, &

ardent temper,” concluding, “Eleanor & | are entirely united,” whateweibte her mother

*2 RothmanHands and Heart27. Lystra dates parents’ failure to intervaméhieir children’s marital
choices to “the 1830s at leastSearching the Heartl59.

> Henry A. Patterson Diary, 30 December 1843, N-YHS.
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might causé? Others reacted to the disapproval of elders with good humor. When Charlotte
Delaplaine’s aunt, wrongly believing her engagement to have been “broken of&tedecl
“she was ‘perfectly rejoiced to hear it,” Delaplaine simply mused, “sg)its just as well she
should remain unenlightened on the subjéttThese New Yorkers seem to have agreed
with the “Republican” etiquette book that deemed asking parental consent “nmatetfat
“may often be dispensed withr®

Rather than viewing parents as the sine-qua-non of marriage, people seem togigve sim
folded them into their romantic views of their relationships. James Burtonystdraughout
his engagement period mentioned his fiancée’s mother only briefly and incidefiaép
when he met her mother for tea, the entire significance of the event wagehiciised his
mind back on the one true object of his attentions, his fiancée Ann Elisa: “took teAmvith [
Elisa’s mother] it was gratifying to see any one who was a relationgdbhe wrote, using
his code name for his fiancde A clearer statement of the individualist, companionate
priorities of the middle class could hardly be found: Ann Elisa’s mother was refilanedn
indispensable voice in her daughter’s life choices to a mere relation, a@imgfieaol in
which her new son-in-law might see her daughter. Parents in some cagaedtus
position without complaint. Hewlett Coles wrote his mother to assure her that inetwvas
married, as she had heard rumored, nor even engaged. But what is noteworthyna thie te
the letter his mother sent in which she mentioned the rumor. Not only did she have little

trouble believing him married already, but she sent him (unasked) both her “caatgraslil

** Henry A. Patterson Diary, 4 January and 25 Felgriiad4, N-YHS.
%5 Charlotte to Nathaniel, 20 May 1855, Delaplainenffia Papers, N-YHS.
* How to Behavel14.

*" Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844, R3gust 1843, N-YHS.
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and her “forgiveness” for keeping her in the d&rkShe even seems to have been preparing

to bake a cake in honor of the occasion. The reduction of requests for parental permission to
a mere form suggests that many New Yorkers really did view maagagdundamentally
companionate relationship. Of course, these negotiations differed for men and women.
Unmarried men, who often lived alone or in boarding houses, haunted the homes of their
lovers; their own parents exercised little control over their social lives. atired women

typically remained at home, and so had more daily reminders of their fsmpdiwer over

them and investment in their futures.

Many of the activities of the engagement period helped acclimate men and wamen t
companionate relationship. With some of the tension of courtship over, couples had an
opportunity to act and speak around each aberouplesvith an established, albeit
informal, relation—an experience that many took advantage of, preparingeatigtand
spiritually to attach themselves to one another. (Their peers certairdyaware of their
new status: New Yorkers discussed their acquaintances’ engagementatser af habit®)

In the confined spaces of the city, couples were able to spend a great aealtofether,
sometimes without the supervision of elders. Andrew Lester and Mary Hateisbout
together day after day, and seem to have reserved weekends in partioegahfother’s
company’® Henry Patterson might as well have set up camp at the home of Eleanor Wright

and her mother for how much time he spent there, but he occasionally sojourned with her

8 [Hewlett T. Coles] to [Catharine V. Smith], undat€oles Family Papers, N-YHS.

%9 See, for instance, Mary DePeyster to [cousins—avid Mrs. James Beekman], 8 February 1855,
Beekman Family Papers; Mrs. Mary Ann [Coit] ParRéary, 13 September 1849; Diary of an Unidentified
Single Man, 1843-1844, 6 February 1844; and Hewle€@oles to Catharine V. Smith, undated, Colesiyam
Papers, N-YHS.

0 See Andrew Lester Diary, N-YHS.
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alone to the shops on the Bowery or, more often, to a great variety of churches withr Elea
and (sometimes) her sisfér.

The manner in which couples interacted during this period focused on their emotional and
mental sympathies. Patterson, having become familiar with his fiancéesKered life
[full of] adversity, trials, temptations, & afflictions,” came to see hisgcoance with his
beloved as their spiritual fulfillment: “I lift up my heart in unspeakabéigde to the
Infinite Disposer of Events,” he wrote, “in that he has constituted us witltidepdor the
enjoyment of such love as we now experierféeJames Burton and his fiancée Ann Elisa
endeavored to make themselves more familiar to each other, exchanging tokensdaraf wor
tenderness. Ann Elisa gave him an unnamed “present . . . of not much intrinsic value” but
still important because it had come from ffefThey also worked out the sensitive issue of
how to address each other in their liminal state: after Burton complained aboutdiésdg
“Mr. Burton,” Ann Elisa wrote him a teary letter assuring him that “I do love yowelss
you can wish & better than you do me & | will not call you Mr any more, but Deaes *
They also turned their minds toward each other, even when apart. In a fit of romantic
excitement, Burton memorialized his feelings in perhaps the most stecadifyppmantic
way imaginable, “immortaliz[ing] myself by carving my name out in a &re also the name

of another who is dear to m&”

®1 See Henry A. Patterson Diary, 30 December 1843ldnthnuary 1844, N-YHS.

2 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 2 December 1843, N-YHS.

%3 Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844, Rily 1843, N-YHS.

% Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844tsmérom Ann E after 5 September 1843, N-YHS.

% Henry A. Patterson Diary, 23 September 1843, N-YHS
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As they worked out the intricacies of their relationships, men and women described
companionate marriage as a deep and mysterious thing, even the ultimate gmalAindi
yet achieving this goal would necessarily isolate couples emotionallypaitdadly from
their peers. As a result, the engagement period offered them time to paacticdlect on
their coming atomization. We recall that Andrew Lester and Mary Hsavismarrying each
other as an expression of God'’s will, which they would accomplish whether their friends
approved or not. Similarly, Patterson noticed that general society left laatiglied in
comparison with his intended. Even though he and Wright saw each other several times a
week, he sighed, “I cannot be anywhere contented entirely, before . . . | can berwith he
whose presence is necessary to the completion of any scene of happinesmext.&fl t
Bachelorhood came to seem bleak by comparison and, bowing low to the cult of domesticity
he contrasted his “loneliness when at home; my days of toil, without any rewarnt at the
close” with the “advantages, & superior enjoyments of married iffa’e will have
occasion to compare Patterson’s sentiments to those of the southern elite, wieallyepeat
(albeit jokingly) likened marriage to slavery. Burton, too, noted that love had made him
appear foolish to his peers, writing, “I am inclined to think . . . that love makes a fool of a
man, that is in other peoples estimatifh.But he gladly gave in to his feelings: “but what is
the use,” he continued, “I love Ann Elis®."As they envisioned themselves in the marriage
state, lovers sought to venture beyond what etiquette could reveal of control and decorum

and uncover each other’s “true selves,” proving beyond a doubt that they were reggattfor

 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 5 May 1844, N-YHS.

" Henry A. Patterson Diary, 26 May 1844, N-YHS. tha advantages men hoped to reap via a comforting
domestic life, see Welter, “The Cult of True Womaad,” 151.

% Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844,M6évember 1843, N-YHS.

% Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844,Névember 1843, N-YHS.
100



other’® In doing so, they sometimes opened themselves up to each other in new ways.
Burton, for instance, gave his diary to Ann Elisa to read, asking her to choosa ofthe
dates [she] liked best,” and exposing a cavalcade of insecurities and miamdiegs to his
lover's eye’* Again, compare this New Yorker's willingness to enter into marriagfe his
failings in full view of his bride to the aspiring patriarchs of the South, who, as Wesasba
lectured their fiancées on how to write a proper love letter and feareddhging might
strip them of their mastery. Patterson also noted that getting engageeldatimawto express
himself more fully, writing, “I shall no more feel the restraint which | halveays had
imposed upon me when in her presen@eMarriage, quite as much as public life, could be
the theater in which men sought self-actualizatfoNone of this is to say that the northern
middle class pursued—much less achieved—gender equality in their malatexhships:
they would not have taken kindly to assertions of autonomy from their future wives.

Moreover, the effusive idealizations of men such as Patterson and Burton placed heavy

0 See LystraSearching the HearB8, and, in a somewhat contrary vein, France8dgian All-American
Girl; The Ideal of Real Womanhood in Mid-Ninetee@#ntury AmericdAthens: The University of Georgia
Press, 1989), 137.

"I Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844tsérom Ann E after 5 September 1843, N-YHS.
2 Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844, Jithe 1843, N-YHS.

3 The development of separate spheres, that midalés-ieal in which husbands pursued success eutsid
the home and women ruled within it, has suggesteddst historians that men lost a degree of powénea
home compared to their surer dominance over s@psisthouseholds. By “reduc[ing] the number of sitses
for wifely obedience,” Mary P. Ryan argues, the emod sex-segregated home “left little space in Wiffithe
male household head”] could exercise his mascploveer. . . . The revered mother dominated the iemait
space of the home.Cradle of the Middle Clas232. However, this point misses both the poWwat men
continued to exercise in the home and the emotiutfdiment they sought there. Stephen M. Franguees
that, as the hypocrisy and anxiety associated ‘mitirket-oriented work often had the ironic effe€t o
intensifying domestic feeling,” the nineteenth-aggtmiddle class developed “a distinctive socigleythe
family man’ to offer men a sense of comfort withirarriage; Patterson and Burton would seem to haea
pursuing that idealLife With Father: Parenthood and Masculinity in tReneteenth-Century American North
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press,8)99-4. Rothman offers a similar opinion, sayifithe
heightening of domestic expectations in the secpradter of the nineteenth century had made martizg&ey
to home and home the key to success in, and sfroeoy the world.” Hand and Hearts171. See also Lystra,
Searching the Heark0-21.
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burdens on their future wives, without necessarily offering them reciprocaltoppies for
self-discovery* But the way they spoke as they prepared to marry suggests that they
believed that marrying for love was the clearest path to happiness, despiépdhation
from wider community structures that taking this path would entail.

Beyond this emotional preparation, New Yorkers readied themselves in two waysa Fi
couple worked out their domestic arrangements for after marriage. And second, ineyl pla
the ceremony and a party to follow. These more practical preparations-atgplee
second—typically took far less time than we are used to, rarely more than tweeto t
weeks. The relatively short time Americans spent readying the alaspiects of weddings
points to the embryonic state of the wedding industry before the Civil War, only just
beginning to cultivate the garden of necessities that make the modern weddingisiesh a
consuming prospect. Indeed, most of what even the most fastidious etiquette books advised
could be accomplished in a matter of weeks, not months. Still, in preparing for both their
lives after the wedding and the wedding itself, middle-class New Yorkgexed a
consumer market in ways that helped reify their sense of themselves asicoraialovers
within an atomized, bourgeois household.

Couples sometimes planned their living arrangements several months befonarhesy.
Patterson and Wright began discussing their “plans for the future” with Eleamatter
about six months before their wedding (and just short of three months after they got

engaged); they continued the conversation a month’fa@f.course, deciding things and

™ Historians have noted that men and women approatiaeriage with different anxieties. On the impact
marriage had on men’s and women'’s sense of seffirfan concludes that women’s anxieties and expentat
about marriage likely made it ultimately a moremissing prospect for them than for men: “A manl@ou
expect to be ready for marriage before his bridéahds and Hear{sl57; see also 144-57. For a useful
counter-argument, see Cogati:American Gir| 179.

" Henry A. Patterson Diary, 21 January and 25 Febri@44, N-YHS.
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actually doing them were not the same thing: having decided to move into Eleanor’s
mother’s home after their marriage, Patterson waited until the morning lieéoceremony

to send his “furniture, clothing, &c” to his new hofffeThese conversations involved

women as well as men. Women'’s primary responsibility, however, was in coingttheir
trousseaux. The extent of this task depended on a family’s material resourcessand |
wealthy women added little to their store of clothing and household goods during the
engagement period: Mary Lester, for instance, did not mention dressmaking iorithe m
before her wedding took place, suggesting that marriage was only slowlggiagehto the
orgy of consumption it would later becorfleBut for other women, marriage occasioned a
heavy round of dress-making and -buying. One bride brought “10 new dresses”—"“some of
them . . . very handsome” to her marriage, along with her wedding’8résgnds and

family might offer assistance: to the ten dresses mentioned previouslyidéis brend
contributed a “vizette” which the bride then “embroidered heré&l£or women who

brought trousseaux to their weddings, marriage became a consumerist benchmark in the
lives, when they acquired the finer things—Ilinens, dresses, beds—without which a middle
class lifestyle was becoming impossible to mainfairlthough these consumer goods
demonstrated the importance of material goods to starting a life togethergsiosoeived

almost no discussion, suggesting a change in attitudes about marriage. ®déftihgy w

®Henry A. Patterson Diary, 21 July 1844, N-YHS.

""Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 4 Novemtg47-passim. Ellen K. Rothman writes
perceptively on the development of nuptial consuompthrough the early nineteenth centuiyands and
Hearts 76-77.

8 Sarah to Ida [Ann Coles Williams], 18 April 1847¢les Family Papers, N-YHS.

" Sarah to Ida [Ann Coles Williams], 18 April 1847¢les Family Papers, N-YHS.

80 see Rothmartands and Hearts77.
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southerners gossiped continually about how much brides and grooms were worth and how
much various fathers had bestowed upon new sons in-law, northerners rarely brought this
issue into their private correspondence. This is not to say that wealthy dt&ery' did not
pass money and other goods along at weddings; they most certainly did. But, in eldeisanc
middle-class standards, their letters and diaries focused far more on loveotien m

Preparing for the wedding itself concentrated a good deal of work into a snusdimof
time. According to the dictates of contemporary gender ideals, men typaatlgdre of the
details that would take the couple outside of the home, while women organized the domestic
aspects of the wedding. This meant, in effect, that the groom worked out the gevémien
the bride (and, often, her family) organized the reception, an arrangemdaftthan with
exponentially less to do than women. Although Andrew Lester often appeared at Mary
Harris’ home in the week before their wedding, he does not seem to have offetelatpic
aside from possibly helping her tie up boxes of cake. Henry Patterson noted that, nine days
before the wedding, he “made an engagement with Mr Edwin Hatfield, pastor of the
Presbyterian Church, corner of Broome & Ridge streets, to perform thageaceremony
for us, next Thursday evening at eight o’clok.{Mr. Hatfield was actually his third
choice, but one does what one can on short notice.) Patterson, too, was often at his bride’s
home prior to the wedding, but mostly for “tea” and “conversatféri\Women, on the other
hand, found preparing the home for a reception exhausting work. A family member of one
bride wrote of the all-consuming tasks at hand: “my thoughts and times have beexu devot

[the bride], making preperations for the wedding, receiving bridal calls, ne¢uttmem,

8 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 14 July 1844, N-YHS.
8 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 21 July 1844, N-YHS.
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paying parting visits, making preparations for her departure has fully odoopi¢ime.®?
As Mary Harris’s wedding drew near, she found herself increasingly put upon. The
Wednesday before her wedding, she noted in her diary, “have a great deal taadtend t
present.®** By Sunday, her words had taken on a more frenzied air: “Oh what a busy day,
house to be cleaned; and every thing to be sent home that has not come. . . . quite busy all
the evening®

As they readied their homes, women engaged a slowly burgeoning wedding industry. The
week before a wedding found most women heading from store to store, buying essential
goods in order to display their homes—the all-important scene of middle-clasnigom
achievements and failures—in their best light. Mary Harris, we recall, shepping with
her mother in the week before her wedding. A wedding reception stretched the in-house
resources of even the wealthiest families, spurring women to seek outside hetpl ol
who had set all her servants to work “putting the house in perfect order” for a wedding
reception for a family member, still needed to hire outside men to complete théhpb. S
hired “Mr. [Nevers]” “to make arrangements for lighting our home;” the warkmstalled
“a chandalier with four burners in each parler four solar lamps at the folding, @mak two
candelabras for five candles each, on either side of the miffotie also engaged caterers,
who arrived “here at one o’clock & from that time until after midnight prepavurg

suppers.®’ Although the Lows were fabulously wealthy (they invited three hundred people

8 Nellie [Cornelia Brett] to Dear Aunt Abr'an, 7 Nember 1855, Beekman Family Papers, N-YHS.
8 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 15 Decemti847, N-YHS.

8 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 19 Decemti847, N-YHS.

8 Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, 17 February and 19 Fedry 1845, Low Family Papers, N-YHS.

87 Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, 20 February 1845, Ldvamily Papers, N-YHS.
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to this particular party), other, less-wealthy women also hired outsidespdtbeit on a
smaller scale: on the day of Harris’'s wedding, she noted that a “Watterarad arrainged

[sic] every thing and set the tabf&"Even for people outside the highest economic or social
strata, the spectacle of a middle-class gathering—especially onpadant as this—simply
could not be achieved by one’s own effort.

It was not just homes that needed outside assistance to measure up to bourgeois standards
women'’s bodies also needed help to show themselves in their best light. Hairdradsers
come into vogue in the early nineteenth century, making house-calls to assist amme
special occasiorfS. Hairdressers served both the wealthy and the merely comfortable on
wedding days: again, both Low and Harris had outsiders come do their hair for wéddings
Low also might venture from Brooklyn to New York City to get her hair dressed—once she
did so two days before the event—while Philla Delaplaine patronized a Mrs. Rdmse
dress my head® Brides and bridesmaids were expected to buy or make new clothes for
weddings, too, one woman writing excitedly to a friend to tell her that, with theeksieft
before her wedding, the bride “has not purchased her vail a¥y&he wedding veil, by
now indispensable to any proper wedding, embodied the coming specialization of the
wedding industry: here was an accessory which no woman wore except at her waedding
clear divider between the eighteenth century, when women merely wore therdsses to

get married in, and the nineteenth, when women came to wear costumes slyecifical

8 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 20 Decemt847, N-YHS.
89 See Bannermerican Beauty38.

% Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, 1 February 1845, Lovafily Papers, and Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris)
Lester Diary, 20 December 1847, N-YHS.

%L philla Delaplaine Diary, 4 June 1844, Delaplaiaenity Papers, N-YHS.
92 Sarah to Ida [Ann Coles Williams], 18 April 184J¢les Family Papers, N-YHS.
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designed for the purpose of marryitigAside from purchasing clothes, wealthier women
hired people to dress them: a “Mrs. Ten Eyck” dressed Ellen Low for more than onagveddi
she attendetf.

That wedding preparations involved New Yorkers not only in the search for love, but in
the middle-class quest for genteel status can be seen in the way socialigueniNetv
Yorkers sent and received wedding invitations. Invitations’ main purpose was, of,¢ourse
tell friends and family when and where a wedding would take place. But they also
constituted a fashionable mode of conduct, based in the tradition of urban aristocrags leavi
calling cards at each other’'s homes when they visited. Most people sentansitaitween
four and ten days before a wedding: Mary Ann Parker, for one, received noticauwfsday
wedding the Saturday previots.Suggesting that invitations went beyond mere practicality,
couples sent them to people who already knew the relevant details: everriéifigrtwo
letters full of information about a family member’s wedding, one woman enclosefti@al
invitation for good measur&. People noted receiving them. One diarist fastidiously
delineated which events she attended “by invitation;” another used flowatgebanguage
to describe receiving an invitation, declaring to his diary that he had “been honthresh w
invitation to call on” a coupl&’ In the antebellum era, people spent long hours writing and
addressing these tokens of gentility by hand: two friends arrived to help Elleatlthis

task at noon one day, and remained “until 10’ at night, most of the time assisting me in

% See Elizabeth Freemafhe Wedding Comple24-26.

% Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, 3 and 20 February 1846w Family Papers, N-YHS.
% Mrs. Mary Ann [Coit] Parker Diary, [22 November4d], N-YHS.

% Sarah to Ida [Ann Coles Williams], 2 May 1847, €Family Papers, N-YHS.

% See Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, Low Family Papekenry A. Patterson Diary, 14 August 1841, N-
YHS.
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writing invitations.”®® Perhaps unusually, Mary Harris and Andrew Lester wrote invitations
for their wedding together, spending an evening “very much engaged in preparing t
invitations.®® Not surprisingly, however, this mode of gentility was coming to take on more
standardized, commercialized form. The pamphlet celebrating Tom Thumb’s ga&udin
1863 deemed invitations constituting “bits of prettily printed pasteboard” to betRstfter
la mode’slatest edict.**°

The ticket to genteel status promised by the nascent wedding industry had potential f
abuses inscribed on its surface. A man who worked in a dry goods store told a diarist that
one of his customers had succeeded in convincing a man that she was wealthy—and
therefore a desirable partner—by purchasing enough goods to stage a &ddstmgw “It
seems,” wrote the clerk, “she had run up Bills for her wedding dress, confectitahsey
hair, &c &c."** By the time her mark, “a clerk in a dry goods store receiving a salary of
$800 a year,” discovered the deception, they had already m#fridthe brief windows of
time that people spent preparing for weddings facilitated the woman’s ibecdyt the time
the bills arrived for her dress and the rest, she had already absconded. iShelbar

recorded this “curious incident” acknowledged how quickly one’s status couldechaing

was defined by the possession of these dangerously powerful symbols, and did bhis best t

% Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, 15 February 1845, Ldvamily Papers, N-YHS.

% Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 18 [Deceenti8]47, N-YHS.

190 sketch of the Life, Personal Appearance, Charaamer Manners of Charles S. Stratton, The Man in
Miniature, Known as General Tom Thumb, And His Wiévinia Warren Stratton, Including the History of
Their Courtship and Marriage, With Some AccouriRefmarkable Dwarfs, Giants, & Other Human
Phenomena, of Ancient and Modern Tirfidsw York: Wynkoop, Hallenbeck & Thomas, 1863), 15

%1 Henry C. Southworth Diary, 9 July 1857, N-YHS.

192 Henry C. Southworth Diary, 9 July 1857, N-YHS.
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strip the woman of her assumed gentility, calling her “(a lady) | neamite a female X

Yet each of the men involved in this story—the diarist, the storyteller, and the duped man
himself—worked in stores that sold French bonnets, glace silk, and other nuptial
accoutrement®* The storyteller had gotten married a few years earlier, hostingmaey
and reception that emphasized the couple’s companionate love for eacti*otftee.
productions of the nascent wedding industry threatened to catch middle-class Amieriga
dangerous thrall. But they were too valuable—as signifiers of companionate love, as

symbols of bourgeois gentility—to give up.

The Wedding Day

The wedding day, when it arrived, saw New Yorkers enacting—and interpreting—a
pageant of companionate love and bourgeois consumption. Participants and observers
reflected on ceremonies’ companionate implications, searching for indicdtoouples’
emotional and spiritual affinity in the way the rites were performed. Reospmeanwhile,
saw couples celebrating their love within the semi-private, feminized (and carateliyn
middle-class) space of the parlor. All of these reflected the wide redod lobtrgeois
wedding and its attendant values of consumerism, individualism, and sentimen¢égkexpr

It is perhaps surprising that not all New Yorkers devoted the whole of their weldging
to getting married, a fact that reflected both the nascent state of theng/eutiistry and

women'’s greater visibility within the ritual. Women'’s responsibilitydogssing and getting

1% Henry C. Southworth Diary, 9 July 1857, N-YHS. e pitfalls of basing status on material goods, s
BushmanThe Refinement of Americ409-10.

194 See Henry C. Southworth Diary, 1 March 1851, N-YHS

1% Henry C. Southworth Diary, 1and 2 October 1850¢INS.
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their homes in order for the reception typically made the wedding an allfdayfaf them,
readying themselves in the presence of family, friends, and paid help. Maiyfiist made
sure that their house was in order: “all things sent,” she recottidthen, after the
hairdresser had done, a number of people congregated around her: “Amanda cayne shortl
after[,] Mr Dubois and sister was there before 7 OClock[,] Mr Beaty and Mothex ca
shortly after.*®” Interestingly, unlike in southern weddings, this gathering prior to the
wedding featured both men and women, suggesting a focus on couples rather than female
solidarity. But men, requiring simple black suits rather than elaborateedressnetimes
managed to fit a day’s work into their nuptial schedule. Henry Patterson spent the day at
work before marrying: “Thursday | spent at my usual business, until four o’cM¢ckheén
went home, & dressed” for his wedditfj. Another man serving as a groomsman likewise
worked through the morning before starting wedding preparations: “left theastoree O
clock P.M.,” he wrote, “for the purpose of dressing myself for Mr Paddons wed(thés
important as the ritual had become during the first half of the nineteenth centumyglas
time and effort as middle-class people spent preparing for it, weddings hacd oo
all-encompassing as to disrupt the business day.

Ceremonies rarely lasted long: Patterson attended one which “wasogghthr about
five minutes.™° But descriptions of these brief rituals revealed a number of significast fact

about the northern middle class. First of all, almost every discussion of weddings,ero matt

1% Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 20 Decemti&847, N-YHS.
97 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 20 Decemt&47, N-YHS.
1% Henry A. Patterson Diary, 21 July 1844, N-YHS.

199 Henry C. Southworth Diary, 1 October 1850, N-YHS.

10Henry A. Patterson Diary, 3 December 1842, N-YHS.
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how brief, named the minister who performed the rite. “Mr Henry Exall, & Aramieta

made man, & wife by Mr Moore,” wrote one obserVer“They were united by the Rev Mr
Beal,” wrote anothet*? A third noted that “George Horsfield was married on Wednesday
last . . . by th&Rev Mr Clarke’**® The attention paid to ministers suggests the significance of
clergymen as social actors in the middle-class milieu. But it also stswéh the way

wealthy southerners described the wedding rites. Southerners rarelgmadmntino

performed the ceremony, focusing instead on how the couple and their parents looked and
acted. Northerners, by contrast, gave more emphasis to the spiritual asgesits of
weddings. Deviating from Puritan tradition, for instance, they increasmatyied in

church. While home weddings still took place, the church wedding had entirely lost its
stigma by the middle of the century/. Harris and Lester married at church; so did a worker
in a dry-goods store, and so did many of the city’s economic'&litén one level, church
weddings simply followed the dictates of continental fashion: English etidumttes took
(Anglican) church weddings as a given, and upwardly-mobile Americarly daneated

from the English in matters of gentility when they could help®itBut church weddings

were not merely fashionable: combined with the prominence of the minister in acobunt

weddings, they suggest that New Yorkers saw weddings as, at least potentialBnts of

" Henry A. Patterson Diary, 28 October 1836, N-YHS.
M2 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 6 Septemh848, N-YHS.
3 3arah to Ida [Ann Coles Williams], 2 May 1847, €Family Papers, N-YHS.

114 See Rothmartands and Hearts78. Rothman situates the new vogue for churalidimgs among “the
urban elite,” but | find no pattern differentiatitige fabulously wealthy from the middling clerkthis regard.

15 Henry C. Southworth Diary, 1 October 1850; Mrsllifn Webb (Sarah Anne Todd) Green Diary, 27
April 1852, N-YHS.

18 The American Gentleman’s Every Day hand-Book ofévtotletter Writing 38. On England as the
paragon of gentility in America, see Bushma@he Refinement of Americ&l19.
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spiritual consummatiofh:” Lester and Harris considered their marriage a manifestation of
God’s will; so did Henry Patterson. The audiences at weddings appeared to nddéesta
spiritual import of what they were witnessing: at one wedding, a hymn, “saitaihe
occasion” and “done in a most masterly manner,” earned more approbation thaddhewe
it followed, winning “three rounds of applause” at its cl&$eThese weddings’ spiritual
aspects helped highlight couples’ appropriateness for each other, and to give their
relationships with the imprimatur of middle-class piety.

The piety that middle-class New Yorkers felt and displayed at weddingsated
directly to their sense that they were watching or enacting the formateooamhpanionate
union. They related the ritual to a host of sentimental referents, all of which agedur
them to think of the couple as a union of pious lovers. When Sarah Webb recorded the rainy-
day wedding of two friends in her diary, she first invoked a scriptural refetenice
wedding at Cana; then she copied out a quotation from a sentimentat33oeimally, she
wrote an epigraph which made the wedding’s weather a metaphor for the joysramd sor
awaiting the couple:

In sun shine and in tears

fit emblem of the married life

Married by Dr. Williams

Miss Eliza Lee to

Mr. Charles A Morford
20[ ]East 1 st**

117 See RotundoAmerican Manhood129.
18 Diary of an Unidentified Single Man, 1843-1844,ldy 1843.

1190n the sway of evangelical religion in establigham industrious, upwardly-mobile middle class, see
Paul E. Johnso#y Shopkeeper’s Millennium40.

120 Mrs. William Webb (Sarah Anne Todd) Green Diar§,April 1852, N-YHS.

121 Mrs. William Webb (Sarah Anne Todd) Green Diar§,/ril 1852, N-YHS. It was not incongruous to
anticipate tears along with happiness; rather,atuhen has shown, advocates of sentimental eulialieved
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Also given a sentimental gloss were brides and bridesmaids who wore siotipilegcat
their weddings. Bridesmaids sported “plane tarletons” at one wedding; at andiheée, a
was described as wearing “not an ornament, exbpast Pin she had never wornreng
before George put thglain Goldone on her finger*? Referring to a “plain gold” ring
invoked a deep vein of sentimental poetry, putting the bride and groom in the context of
much-praised romantic simplicity (no matter how expensive her dresgyaatually
were)!#

By dwelling on the sentimental aspects of a ceremony, observers placeshmbeesis
on the couple. Historians have seen the growth of the white wedding, particuldaygtre
crowds that began to appear as the nineteenth century progressed, as indicating iof a
marriage’s focus from “the community” to “the two individuals being w&d.In a later
chapter, I will argue that southern slaveholders’ large, elaborate wedtlingsps a clear
focus on the patriarchal family and community, occasionally at the experrserobtrying
couple. Butin the northeast, elaborate weddings do appear to have settled mast of thei
attention on the couple. Over and over again people attended weddings and failed to mention
the couple’s families: not even the cliché of the weeping mother appéardenry

Patterson’s parents do not seem even to have come down to the city for his wedding. By

contrast, bridesmaids and groomsmen received frequent notice. Wedding atterants dr

tears to be “infallible signs of grace in the gitin of the heart.” HalttunerGonfidence Men and Painted
Women56. On the perception of sunshine and tearsairriage, see RothmaHands and Hearts50.

122 3arah to Ida [Ann Coles Williams], 18 April andvay 1847, Coles Family Papers, N-YHS.

123 gee, for instance, “Uncle Philip@odey’s Lady’s BogkSeptember, 1847, and “The Plain Gold Ring” by
W. T. Moncrieff. PoemgLambeth: 1829), 151-52.

124 Rotundo American Manhood129.

125 5ee, for instance, Henry A. Patterson Diary, 3eDawer 1842, N-YHS.
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attention to couples’ bestowal of favor upon their friends, and to friends’ and siblings’
support of their union?® Women and men expected their friends to ask them to serve—one
woman wrote her friend, inquiring, “how long will it be before | am to be called upon to
officiate as bridesmaid for you dear lda?”—and observers made note of tremilvey
appeared: one woman noted, “the bridal party looked beautifdflyThis makes sense

within the context of a middle-class, market-based economy, in which peer networks
replaced kin networks as means of economic and social advancement. Granted, couples in
long-distance relationships typically traveled to the bride’s hometown toagee) an act

that necessarily directed attention toward the bride’s fafffllyBut the family was clearly

not the most important element. At John Giffing’s marriage, much of the fantuigllyc

missed the ceremony: “the Mother and many of the other relatives were] fatisiand they

did not see them married® Mother of the bride or no, the wedding went on according to
schedule: “the new married couple was leaving the church when [the faaritg in.**

The story of the bride and groom passing their families in the church doorway calls
attention to the open-door nature of weddings in the big city. New Yorkers, as march as
more than their contemporaries, viewed weddings not merely as interestingabingeve
events, but specifically gaiblic spectacles. Even rituals with pretensions to privacy seemed

to be open for public display: a groomsman at one wedding reported, “the attendarce at t

126 On wedding attendants, see Rothmdands and Hearts78; and RotunddAmerican Manhoodl129.

127 3arah to Ida [Ann Coles Williams], 18 April 184Foles Family Papers, and Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low
Diary, 1 February 1845, Low Family Papers; see @lsmelia Brett to Dear Aunt Abr’'an, 9 March 1855,
Beekman Family Papers, and Henry C. SouthworthyD&duly 1850, N-YHS.

128 See Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 6 Sspber [1848] and Andrew Lester Diary, 6
September [18]48, and Henry A. Patterson Diaryai2é 27 October 1836, N-YHS.

129 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 12 Apri847, N-YHS.

130 Andrew Lester Diary, 12 April 1847, N-YHS.
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Church was unusually large considering that the affair was kept so private.the crush
of the city, almost anyone who was adequately dressed and decently behavedagaald pl
part in almost anyone else’s wedding. As she “wait[ed] for a stage in 3rdggV&arah
Webb noticed “Carriages driving before Rev. W. McAuley Churéh.Seeing “so many
Ladies a going,” she felt no compunction about joining them: “so | went in too,” she, wrot
finding that “it was a marriage ceremony, (Mr John McLane to Miss Mariao6réf)]."*?
Did she know either party? It hardly mattered. The wedding was a public éveéeed, a
wedding at St. Paul's Church was so wide-open that it featured a minor karfuffeecheap
seats, where Patterson, “after some difficulty, & hustling in the crowdTflyi secured “a
place in the negroe’s gallery™ It is not hard to see why the wealthiest New Yorkers
eventually began to retreat to the privacy of their homes, or to elite churcheartiea
outsiders from entering. Tom Thumb’s wedding in 1863, where police blocked the entrance
to exclusive Grace Church to prevent the uninvited from entering, was in line with the
times® But if the cost of marrying in church according to the dictates of religion and
society was some minor tumult at their weddings, many elite New Y onlegeswilling to
pay it—for a time.

Weddings’ public nature offers some insight into the ritual’s implications fss cla
identity. The many complaints of Henry Patterson, who seems to have made a habit of

attending weddings of people with whom he was minimally acquainted, go fargessug

131 Henry C. Southworth Diary, 1 October 1850, N-YHS.
132 Mrs. William Webb (Sarah Anne Todd) Green Diary,April 1852, N-YHS.
133 Mrs. William Webb (Sarah Anne Todd) Green Diary,April 1852, N-YHS.
134 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 14 January 1844, N-YHS.
135 Sketch of the Life29.
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what sort of ritual fit the middle-class standards of decorum and display. AtiatBidpt
his irritation (aside from his opinion that “the bride & groom were neither af tiendsome,
nor even well looking”) stemmed from the wedding’s ritual simplitity“l was not pleased
with any part of the ceremony,” he wrote: “the plan of merely askingdh&acting parties a
set of questions, to which they give a nod of assent, seems to me not sufficiently biffding.
The same objection recurred at a Presbyterian church: he pronounced the céségiiny
undignified, & wanting in deliberation & solemnity® In these criticisms, Patterson
rejected as undignified and legally suspect the rough-and-ready ethigphitgy that had
marked colonial American weddings. More ceremony, more ritual excitemamntequired
to set a wedding off as important, worthy of the aspirations of the upwardly maébyjlear
and a half later, he corrected these deficiencies somewhat with his own weddsge T
deemed “short, but impressive” and added, nodding to weddings’ capacity to exgress the
participants’ identities, that it “suited us botff>

As much as the ritual itself, participants’ behavior and attitudes alsondetdrwhether a
wedding set them in the proper light. The union of “Mr Weston Gale, of Raleigh, NC, to
Miss Mary Spies, of this City,” Patterson found lacking in decorum: it “wastrait a
pleasing spectacle to me, nor consistent with my ideas of propriety; frarhahecter of the
assemblage, & the nature of the circumstances, there arose such a mixtuserd, geich
unbecoming postures, such striving for places, such a stoppage of the passages évais!

where the bridal party had to pass, & such a complete disarrangement ahawgrgs was

1% Henry A. Patterson Diary, 10 September 1842, N-YHS
13" Henry A. Patterson Diary, 10 September 1842, N-YHS
138 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 3 December 1842, N-YHS.

139 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 21 July 1844, N-YHS.
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utterly subversive of all grace & dignity™ The wedding’s participants ignored a cardinal
rule of middle-class public behavior: self-control. Adopting “unbecoming postanes”
trespassing into “passages and aisles” amounted to what John F. Kasson thésocadie
obscenity,” in which people exposed private behaviors or wishes to publi¢Viévis
behavior marked its perpetrators as unworthy of middle-class status. Hpwdike the
previous two rituals Patterson discussed, this one had all the hallmarks of an apper-cl
wedding: George Washington himself had worshipped in St. Paul’s, and the wedding,
overseen by an Episcopalian bishop, united two relatively wealthy people. d¢rathers
documented not only the transgression of upper-class space by less-cultivatedforder
people, but the failure of the upper class to live up to its responsibilities. The gieddin
paramount crime was the participants’ “striving for place:” in doing sayésthy conveyed
the anxious desire for social advancement that they should have kept hidden. The
prerogative Patterson claimed for himself is key here. A clerk who did atfairdiriving
himself—he got himself received at Horace Greeley’s office, and wasluded to Daniel
Webster by the mayor of New York—Patterson clearly believed that he movedsantiee
circle as his economic superiors (whether they took any notice of him or not)d Hetdi
hesitate to castigate them for behavior unworthy of him. Richard Bushman hed trat
“the refined middle class,” “[tlhough far removed in levels of splendor and displaig not
mention actual political authority, . . . nonetheless laid claim to the sameecadttine

aristocracy and so to a portion of its pow¥?."The wedding was a sentimental, consumerist

140 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 21 July 1844, N-YHS.
141 KassonRudeness and Civilityl 15.

142 ByshmanThe Refinement of Americ410.
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pageant, emblematic of a couple’s love for each other, their piety, and thelistatciee,
and it had to be performed properly. If not, the middle class would know.

After the ceremony, almost anyone who deemed themselves middle-clasggiQr
hosted a reception of some kind. Since receptions were typically hosted by thendrioky
family, they accordingly took place in the parlor. Karen Halttunen haniagd the parlor
as a middle sphere “between the public world of strangers” and “the privalg fanplace
where “middle-class men and women might place tentative confidence in oheranot
without relying on each other’s personal sincerif.”And, as Richard Bushman has pointed
out, the trend of middle-class people “making parlors for themselves” was “dme grieiat
democratic movements of the nineteenth century,” in which middling people stakeh a clai
to gentility** It was, in other words, the perfect place for the middle class to perform their
companionate relationship, acting out the part of bourgeois man and wife before aceudie
of supportive friends and family. Wedding receptions gave New Yorkers a chanagkto m
themselves as genteel in both their personal relationships and their econagdacdstabut
they also offered the truly wealthy an opportunity to distinguish themselvegHeom
ambitious multitudes.

Just like ceremonies, wedding receptions featured expressions of compapigigate
almost always centered on the couple. At one wealthy wedding, a family merxied
secular and religious themes as she serenaded the couple: “Sister gaBgdél” wrote
Ellen Low, “and then, several hymns, in which she was joined by most of the conifany.”

The distribution of wedding cake, which happened at almost every wedding, rich or

13 Halttunen Confidence Men and Painted Wom&8, 187.

144 BushmanThe Refinement of America73.

145 Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, 20 August 1844, Low fRdy Papers, N-YHS.
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otherwise, also focused attention on the couple’s love for each other: it was catlet“br
cake,” after all, and the contemporary trend of “dream cake” probably enedutay
association. Although families appeared at most receptions, the couple reméneed a
center of attention, and siblings or parents of the bride and groom sometimes Wwent to t
ceremony but skipped the reception “at the hoti&eOne bride actually extended her
influence over the gathering even after her departure: “Mary addresseg @etty note to
her family friends, and requested Sister H. to read it to, them, immedidezjaf
departure, which she did, much to the satisfaction of Hll Even in absentia, the couple,
and their expressions of love for each other and their family, reigned supreme.

Receptions gave couples and their families a chance to prove their munifiseyergeel
hosts. A friend of the couple hosted one reception, summarizing, “we reciev'd tealls, a
cake, drank wine &c, &c, & at ten o'clock retiretf® (Just as invitations recalled the
tradition of aristocratic calling cards, receptions featured callgaifiy A reception after a
simple wedding brought “a great many” to the groom’s house afterward, aaddig saw
wedding cake distributed? Wealthier weddings featured elaborate entertainments: a
reception with “more than three hundred” present, noting, “I never was at so crowded a
company before®® After music and dancing, “supper was announced at 11'0’clock, and a
most beautiful, an[d] elegant repast it was.” The hosts clearly pulled o stiaps:

indeed, in crowded drawing rooms “the air was so perfumed with the profusion of flowers

146 Mrs. Andrew (Mary Harris) Lester Diary, 1 June 483, N-YHS.

147 Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, 20 August 1844, Low idy Papers, N-YHS.
148 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 29 October 1836, N-YHS.

149 Henry C. Southworth Diary, 1 and 2 October 1850(HS.

150 Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, 3 February 1845, Lovatily Papers, N-YHS.
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that several of the Ladies faintef™ But the spreads at wealthy weddings differed from
those of the middle class by degree more than by kind. Patterson, attending @ wéddin
two people who were not extraordinarily wealthy, mingled with “a largiashionable
collection” “promenadedsawsome dancing, had piano forte music; &pendidsupper,
consisting of oysters, champagne wine, quail, chickens, confectionary, fruit,c&&c&to

all which | did ample justice®? As the century progressed, such parties attained a level of
largesse that the merely comfortable could not meet. “[I]t was quite a ladyéng,” wrote
Sarah Webb in 1852: “three large-parlors and fill'd with compar.One parlor may have
democratized gentility, but three parlors remained strictly the prexahthe rich. While

such celebrations had their appeal—as we will discuss in a moment—they had thalpotent
to disrupt people’s republican vision of themselves. Hints of lavishness might trigger
negative responses: the chronically dissatisfied Patterson admonished the gui/gyor
magnificent spread above for beirtgd fashionable, too formal® Such critiques

highlighted the tenuous position the middle class occupied, and the complicated cultural
terrain they had to navigate.

While the middle class continued to fret over the appearance of their weddings, in the
1850s, the wealthiest New Yorkers stopped worrying so much about the likes of Patterson.
Letters the Beekman family sent and received during that decade suggesitheréhe
beginning to forego the idea of themselves as bourgeois, plainspoken middle dlass; rat

they gloried in their weddings’ material extravagance and compareddivesi$o European

51 Mrs. Abiel Abbot Low Diary, 3 February 1843, Lovaily Papers, N-YHS.
52 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 11 December 1841, N-YHS.
133 Mrs. William Webb (Sarah Anne Todd) Green Diar§,April 1852, N-YHS.
% Henry A. Patterson Diary, 11 December 1841, N-YHS.
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aristocrats. They took refuge in notions of titled gentility: Mary DePeyst&e to tell

James W. Beekman that a relative was marrying “a Mr. Mo[a]k an Engligteqnan.*>
Deeming the groom “of high standing,” she pronounced the marriage “geedy

match.®*® In the same letter, she described another bride who wore diamonds “valued at
overfive thousands dollareer dress Moire Antique trimmed with point [dé] L'attencon
lace[:] all the ladies,” she added, “were dressed in the most extravagamnita But far

from censuring this display of largesse, she praised it: “she was the handdeesssd bride
they ever saw’®® Catherine Beekman received a letter telling her about the cavalcade of
gifts at another wedding, including “some elegant pieces of silver fronvbury’s friend a
silver tea set from James, spoons from Mother, various small pieces of sildvrfsthers

and sisters, a real silver cake basket from Cousin Louisa some other pretsygbisitver

from the Fellows family a very beautiful breast pin green enamel and freanl&/ncle

William, a cameo-set, set around with pearls from Cousin William, a btdaate Mrs
Andrews and some other pretty things from frierid8.These gifts were not designed to
help a couple establish a household on their own, but to display their aristocedtic et
none of these could top the wedding that took place in Belleville, New Jersey in Qftober
1855. Three hundred guests—including “half of Albany,” and dozens of old Knickerbocker

names—watched the bride dressed in “white silk with Thule skirt and Thule vail with a

wreath of lilies of the Valley,” flanked by four lavishly-dressed gromis and bridesmaids

155 Mary DeP[eyster] to [James W. Beekman], 30 Octdl®&4, Beekman Family Papers, N-YHS.
1% Mary DeP[eyster] to [James W. Beekman], 30 Octdl®&4, Beekman Family Papers, N-YHS.
157 Mary DeP[eyster] to [James W. Beekman], 30 Octdl®&4, Beekman Family Papers, N-YHS.
138 Mary DeP[eyster] to [James W. Beekman], 30 Octdl®&4, Beekman Family Papers, N-YHS.

159 Cornelia Brett to Catherine Beekman, 7 Novembé&5]18eekman Family Papers, N-YHS.
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apiece'® The table was covered “with everything of the best to eat and drink,” not to

mention a two-hundred year-old table cloth and equally ancient china and %ilJére

author deemed that “there was as much show and pride in Bellevill [sic] assatRhe

Queens grand ‘entrée'®® Rather than republican dismay, she expressed pleasure at such a
display: “the greatest wedding ever given there”—“everyone,” she said,del@hted.*®*

The Beekman family had been wealthy for a long time. But weddings of thesveemed

away from the bourgeois wedding that had come to dominate the antebellum yeal (a

as from the bourgeois note that James Beekman had struck in his letters in the 1840s), and re-

asserted the family’s aristocratic prerogatives.

When the party was over, couples made further visits or embarked on a bridal ®eur. Ell
Rothman has described the wedding tour as “a sort of buffer state” that easedanen (a
especially women) into the “heavy responsibilities of married {{t&.Elizabeth Freeman
notes that between the 1830s and 1880s, the honeymoon came to “foster . . . nuptial intimacy
and separation from the natal famify> One couple went south to Richmond, leaving their
options open, going “perhaps farther South,” accompanied in the trip’s first stage by t

friends®® Another couple meandered from New York City to Philadelphia and then back to

%0 Mary DePeyster to James W. Beekman, 23 Octobes, BBsekman Family Papers, N-YHS.
181 Mary DePeyster to James W. Beekman, 23 Octobes, BBsekman Family Papers, N-YHS.
162 Mary DePeyster to James W. Beekman, 23 Octobes, BBsekman Family Papers, N-YHS.
183 Mary DePeyster to James W. Beekman, 23 Octobes, BiEekman Family Papers, N-YHS.
164 RothmanHands and Hearts83.

185 Elizabeth FreemaiThe Wedding Comple%28.

% Henry A. Patterson Diary, 31 October 1836, N-YHS.
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Long Island, visiting friends and family where they found tHémSome less-wealthy
couples did not honeymoon at all, but kept up a round of visits among their peers: their
groomsman stopped by their home the day after their wedding to find them “asysamik
basket of chips,” and dined with them again three days'f&tefet even couples who
interacted with friends and family, even those who moved in with family, still tbeke
themselves in an atomized light. Henry Patterson, living with his wife and hrermot

law, wrote as though marriage had gained him an independence: “How swiftlyn&ystte
weeks roll by,” he wrote, “& how great the changes they bring! | am n@d2aEast
Broadway; seated in my own room, & at my own desk; with the delightful conscesutas
this ismyhome as well as Eleanor's®® His mother in-law, in whose houkés room anchis
desk were, did not factor into his calculations. But this is the essence of the-ceddle
antebellum wedding. Not only did it encourage its participants to think of themselves as
spiritual, companionate lovers, it idealized them as independent economic actses] bles
with the social and economic skills that could guarantee their future success.

When Stuart Blumin writes that antebellum “Americans came to experiassenot as
part of a national consensus of values but in daily routines and social networks that made
their lives visibly similar to those of some people and visibly different fronetbbsthers,”
he means, in part, to differentiate upper-class behavior from middletflaBst the ways

people interpreted their daily routines were not the same as the way thely dvedl

87 3arah to Ida [Ann Coles Williams], 2 May 1847, €Family Papers, N-YHS.

188 Henry C. Southworth Diary, 2 and 6 October 1850(HS.

%9 Henry A. Patterson Diary, 4 August 1844, N-YHSvihg with one’s parents for a time after marriage
was not unusual, nor was it confined to people labked the resources to make it on their own: pPhilbne’s
daughter and son-in-law alternated between theants' residences “for several months” after te2dding in
1832, and they certainly did not lack for moneytair own. Nevins, edThe Diary of Philip HongVol. I, 82.

170 Blumin, The Emergence of the Middle Clag97.
123



Middle-class New Yorkers had little trouble believing that their sentirhaotwities, their
treatment of lovers and inferiors, and their wedding rituals (which they erpedevith an
awareness of how the upper crust performed theirs) roughly corresponded toythieudés|

of the upper class. In so believing, they helped set and act out national standardsiof beh
and ideology, standards that assumed that the middle class really embodiet Amecoies
had to offer. The primary ideological differentiation that took place in théalhien era

was not between the middle class and the rich, but between northeasterners whodembodie
middle-class lifestyles and priorities and people elsewhere who did not viewsetivesin

the same companionate, consumerist light. In the 1850s, New York’s truly yieadfan to
enact a version of the same process, re-establishing the borders betweeandthesir a
economic inferiors by building up a material culture about them that the lelssfixgmply
could not match’* It is possible that they decided that the benefits of participating in
middle-class culture were not worth the strain of the contradictions that adtjuieed them

to take on: at a certain point, the super-rich lost the incentive to keep up the agalitari
masquerade. As we shall see, they were hardly the only Americans foradhening to
middle-class standards was not worth the trouble. But for the socially- and ecaliymi
ambitious middle class, mixing egalitarian social ideas with contineatahens was as

natural as marrying for love.

"1 On the growth of aristocracy in 1850s New Yorle 8®uglas T. Miller,Jacksonian Aristocracy: Class
and Democracy in New York, 1830-188&:w York: Oxford University Press, 1967), andexsplly Beckert,
The Monied Metropolis
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Chapter Three

“I am ‘Doing Exactly Right™: Weddings of Southern Slaveholders

A few weeks before she was to marry, Cornelia Christian lost her nerve. Her wedding
was set for June 11, 1856, but around the first of May, she sent a letter to Wadtiey her
fiancé, confessing misgivings about their upcoming nuptidfer worries seem to have
stemmed primarily from her reluctance to leave her family in Stauntoginid and relocate
to Walter's home in Lenoir, North Carolina. Walter wrote back to allay laes fassuring
her that he sympathized as she prepared to relinquish “all those kind friends and dear
relations, the familiar scenes, the sweet home, the old church, the countlessedher
associations, all to be mine, for my sake.” He promised that his love would mepgare
that of her family—indeed, he wrote, he would love her “better than a brétigy.this
time, however, Cornelia had found reassurance in the words of her friends dgd farher
next letter, she told her fiancé: “I feel better reconciled to going awayiiny brothers than
when | last wrote, because, several friends upon whose judgment | set much sticaig) say

‘doing exactly right.”

! This letter is lost. Cornelia referred to it egjtly in Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 164yl 1856,
Lenoir Family Papers, Southern Historical Collestidniversity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (leafter
SHC), and Walter’s letter of 8 May 1856 answersTihis paper examines the wedding activities ofNbeth
and South Carolina elite. Though from Virginia,r@elia fraternized with the North Carolina elitedgoined
their ranks upon her marriage to Walter.

2 Walter Lenoir to Cornelia Christian, 8 May 185@&nioir Family Papers, SHC.

3 Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 16 May 185&noir Family Papers, SHC.



Within a week, Cornelia wrote Walter again, betraying none of her egrhéns. She
happily described her purchase of clothing for their wedding ceremony and sdgagest
minor change in their honeymoon plans. She also mentioned that three of her uncles had
been to visit over the past few days, helping to “arrange our business matters'fdrnes
task of determining what property would take with her into marriage seemed tdhainne
for Cornelia the changes facing her. “Everything begins to look like | wag gaay,” she
wrote. “Bettie will go with me.”

Cornelia Christian’s correspondence with Walter Lenoir in the weeks ble¢are t
wedding points to multiple processes at work during a transitional moment in the lives of
elite southerner3.In her letters, Cornelia expressed apprehensions many felt as they
prepared to marr§. Marriage was of paramount importance to the elite southern way of life,
exerting a determining influence on their economic, social, and personal lives.. Jean E
Friedman has noted that “Family and property,” rather than “education or pootdsskill,”
“defined power” in the antebellum SouthWhile family connections and access to property
profited men and women everywhere, the plantation economy gave them particular

significance to the southern elite. When a couple married, cementing &ardilyroperty

* Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 23 May 185@noir Family Papers, SHC.

® The term “elite” has demarcated a wide range ofad@nd economic criteria. Most historians follow
Guion Griffis Johnson in treating the ownershigwénty slaves as a rough dividing line betweeralitd non-
elite southernersAnte-bellum North Carolina: A Social Histo¢€hapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1937), 56; Catherine Clint®tantation Mistress: Women’s World in the Old So{New York:
Pantheon Books, 1982), xiii; Elizabeth Fox-Genoy#®ghin the Plantation Household: Black and White
Women of the Old Sou(hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pre4988), 86. While still considering
slave ownership an important factor in determirgfitp status, | use the term “elite” fluidly, todicate people
who moved in the highest strata of social life befine Civil War.

® For expressions of apprehensions similar to Ciriselsee Eliza Worthington to William Gaston, &1
July 1816, William Gaston Papers, SHC.

" Jean E. Friedman, “Women's History and the RewisfdSouthern History,” itSex, Race, and the Role of

Women in the Soutled. Joanne V. Hawks and Sheila L. Kemp (JacKdaiversity Press of Mississippi,
1983), 7.
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relations, they fulfilled their economic, social, and personal destinies witlgae finality
and comprehensiveness. Both men and women approached this milestone with a degree of
apprehension: for women, who had less experience of the world beyond their households,
marriage occasioned an especially violent rupture, moving them from themtgdrome to
their husbands’ (and often away from their circle of friends), and plunging thermentoles
of wives to husbands, mistresses to slaves, and mothers to cAil@@melia’s prenuptial
anxieties were thus quite understandable.

So was the manner in which she resolved those anxieties. Unlike the northern middle
class, who charged headlong into intimate relationships, wealthy southewweragiage as
a cause of ruptures within their community and within their own identity. Their corhasuni
therefore employed wedding rituals to assuage the fears of their youngsame that they
would follow through on their promise to marry. Both the engagement period and the
wedding itself surrounded couples with supportive rhetoric and activities. When éngage
persons like Cornelia Christian voiced doubts, their family and friends reactddlydoi
remind them of their commitments. Cornelia, momentarily irresolute, foundlhers
surrounded by “several friends” assuring her that marrying was “ek#utlyright” thing to
do (even as marrying ensured that she would see less of those friends in the future).

Exactly what southerners were committing themselves to in marrgsgenvealed in the
business matters orchestrated by Cornelia’s uncles. Nothing underlinedwpnémacy as
forcefully as the transfer of slaves from one family to another, an oocertbat marked

almost every elite wedding. Anne Scott has argued that southern familynelagre

8 Brenda E. Stevenson calls marriage “a rude awagmbr southern bellesLife in Black and White:
Family and Community in the Slave So(ttew York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 69. dABlizabeth Fox-
Genovese argues that most women directly linkee ffftospect of marriage” with their “entry into
womanhood.”Within the Plantation Househql@55.
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bound up in slavery: “Because they owned slaves and thus maintained a traditional
landowning aristocracy, southerners tenaciously held on to the patriarcigldmacture.”
Marriage, by which family traditions and property were passed down through the
generations, fortified this structure and its attendant race relatioémost their every
aspect, wedding rituals reinforced white southerners’ privileged position ovreAthean-
American slaves and inculcated them (as if they needed prodding) in habitserfymé&stw
brides considered how their marriages would disrupt slave life: Cornelia was lunusua
recording the reactions of her family’s slaves to the news that her stive \Bould
accompany her into marriage, observing that they did not want to be sepaateidh
other. “They all seem to want to go,” she told Walter. “Emily took a cry aboBettie is
rather a favorite in the family’” Cornelia, like most brides, took it for granted that she would
enter marriage with human property in tow. The rituals surrounding her wedding, with the
incessant focus on hewntransition, inclined her to gloss over her slaves’ tears, believing
that they indicated not sadness at having their family broken up, but grief over ncalbleing
to join her as she began her new life.

It is not surprising that white southerners used their weddings to reifptreir
dominance: this impulse would seem to characterize most dominant social groups. But
southern communities exerted unusual effort to ensure that their weddings pdoceede
properly. Stephen M. Stowe has observed that wealthy southerners consideredigtuass s
weddings to be emblematic of themselves: “The planters understood typidgldaamnts—

marriage, schooling, childbirth—to be . . . thick with signs of the family's worldiygaer.

° Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 23 May 185@noir Family Papers, SHC. Cornelia did not specif
whether Bettie was a favorite in the slave fanti slaveholding family, or both. Cornelia’s lette Walter is
the only evidence | have found regarding the priypsite brought into marriage. Other slaves mayay not
have come with her as well.

128



Such events, passing through ritual, elicited from the planters their mostaedstdlections

about identity and social value¥”As Cornelia Christian’s experience suggests, the values

southerners conveyed in their rituals centered on mastery over sociars)fparticularly

the maintenance of patriarchal domination over slaves. They placed an extrdgrclves

watch over brides and grooms, who moved through the ritual in a tightly constricted manner.
Historians of antebellum America are divided as to whether, or to what degree,

southerners resembled northerners in their social and economic lives. Muchiylififas

arisen from the question of what southern patriarchy actually entailed. Theernasasive

arguments that southerners inculcated distinctive values and behavior havedabsiine

order to keep slaves in check, southern planters adopted the mode of aristocratehpatri

exercising firmer control over their household dependents than the northern bourgé&bis did.

On the other hand, scholars who have doubted the South’s distinctiveness have argued that if

the region truly nourished aristocratic rather than bourgeois values, then southarohsa

must have asserted their leisured dominance at every turn. Jane TurneyfCemstance,

ably documents the many ways in which southern patriarchsotirdle their like imperial

lords but instead behaved in ways that seemed suspiciously bourgeois. Parents,,she notes

1% Steven M. Stowdntimacy and Power in the Old South: Ritual in thees of the PlanteréBaltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 4. “fitaeriage of a daughter,” he continues, “was theasion
for the family to characterize their hopes and atteeir assumptions about femininity, sexualityd dinding
ties.”

1 See Fox-Genovesw/ithin the Plantation HousehaldSee also C. Dallett HemphiBowing to
Necessitiess; Anya JabourScarlett’s Sisters: Young Women in the Old S¢@trapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2007), 8; and Lorri Glowsuthern Sons: Becoming Men in the New Na@aitimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007), 84, who exsjzles along with Stephen M. Stowe that the South’s
continuing emphasis on hierarchy rendered south@mere devoted to appearance and displailliam
Dusinberre suggests that the mobility of free labarineteenth-century America rendered major lanelgtates
worked by free labor unprofitable. “If one wishtedrecreate in North America the British system of
agricultural capitalism, based on great estatedbyugentleman farmers,” slavery was absolutely seasy;
thus, in the antebellum years, the South was theappropriate location for a truly powerful landdimg
aristocracy.Them Dark Days: Slavery in the American Rice Swaip# York: Oxford University Press,
1996), 27.
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desiring “to be friends and confidants as well as figures of authority to thieirechf

idealized “the conjugal family held together by bonds of affecttérDid southerners follow
(or even precede) northerners into middle-class values and behaviors (such asaatgani
marriage, thrift, and egalitarianism), or did they pursue their own aristopeah?

As moments in which the southern elite acted out something akin to an idealized vision of
itself, weddings offer an excellent testing ground for the question of southetiexalism,
and ultimately complicate our sense of how the patriarchy perpetuated‘itsdiriage,
which allowed landowning families to exchange property among themselves andr&o sec
the fortunes of future generations, kept the southern economic system dynamic and
encouraged its expansion. But marriage also occasioned significant risks: biaglsnoatdd
decimate family fortunes and subject participants and their familieditole and dishonor.
Communities therefore took special care to ensure that engagements, onced thegrha
deemed socially acceptable, resulted in weddings that honored participants raciubibes.

The intensity of community commitment to encouraging individual couples to follow

12 Jane Turner Censédorth Carolina Planters and Their Children, 1800608 Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1984), 152.

13 James M. McPherson provides a useful summary afroithese arguments in “Antebellum Southern
Exceptionalism.” McPherson, following C. Vann Waeid, ultimately suggests that “it was therth that
was different” (431).

14 Historians have not had much to say about the imgddf antebellum southerners, typically passing
directly from courtship to the early years of mage. Until very recently, the most complete actovas
Guion Griffis Johnson’s chapter “Courtship and Nege Customs” in her 1937 boékte-bellum North
Carolina: A Social History Johnson described the economic motivations fmriage and offered a synthesis
of the ways in which North Carolinians conducteditimuptials in the context of wider legal and sbci
structures. Daniel Blake Smith and Brenda E. Steer have since suggested that southern wedduadsrit
helped strengthen the bonds of kinship and commumianiel Blake Smithinside the Great House: Planter
Family Life in Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake Sy¢ldtaca: Cornell University Press, 1980), 151-8 an
Stevensonl.ife in Black and White64. Anya Jabour’'s 2007 bo&carlett's Sistershowever, offers the first
extended consideration of the engagement peria# siahnson, and also offers a relatively lengtegudision
of weddings. Her discussion, while insightful redjag romantic love and its effects, does not sidfitly
consider the role community played in weddings, aeglects men (and masculinity) almost entirelpr F
historians passing over weddings, see, for insta@atherine Clinton’®lantation MistressElizabeth Fox-
Genovese'$Vithin the Plantation Househqgldnd Steven M. Stowelstimacy and Power in the Old South
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through on their commitments, and the regimented ways in which communities pérforme
the rituals, distinguished southern rituals from those of their northern conteiegpbtarhe
key here is community: while elite men certainly asserted their patven absolutely
necessary, even people who might have less to gain by from perpetuating #relpatri
(such as young women) actively participated in sustaining its power.

These apparently superficial differences had deep significance, sugyesting
southerners, no matter their ties to national commerce or politics, maintaimgidraal
culture centered around aristocratic hierarchies and patriarchakynaStautherners married
in ways that defined themselves as a world apart from the bourgeois, compaNiantiate
Their weddings, far from promoting egalitarian values and companionate lovdyesaw t
participants taking refuge in patriarchal and aristocratic ideoldigatsepresented the

stability and strength of their relationships and communities.

The Economics of Elite Southern Weddings

Southern communities literally invested prospective brides and grooms with @conom
responsibilities, helping to ensure their continued allegiance to the syistespite of their
increasing devotion to the ideals of companionate marriage and romanticloveraers
never doubted that marriage ought to improve one’s economic stdfdingeed, contrary

to Jane Turner Censer’s observation of “the absence of financial negstiatio

15 My use of the word “community” stems from Joan [@a's probing work on the expansive structure of
antebellum planter families. Family life, she aaguextended well “beyond the nuclear core,” asnthibrders
were permeable and its structure elastic.” Fahitiembership was defined not merely by resident¢du
“shared activities and behavior.” Cashin, “Struetaf Antebellum Planter Families: ‘The Ties thatuBd us
was Strong,”Journal of Southern History6, No. 1 (1990): 56. Cashin’s work is on fanslger se; | apply
her concept of membership to the wider social eiveith whom members of an elite family regularlgistized
or corresponded as relative equals. See alsoEldaedmanThe Enclosed Garden: Women and Community
in the Evangelical South, 1830-19(@@hapel Hill : University of North Carolina Pred4985), 3.

16 See Steven M. Stowktimacy and Power in the Old Soutt05-6; and GloveiSouthern Sond21.
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transactions accompanying marriage” in North Carolina, marriage probakbdraecond
only to death as an occasion for transferring progérilarriage settlements from Bertie
County, North Carolina, between 1800 and 1860 (excluding contracts covering all of a
fiancée’s property without specifying what that property consistecofat that southerners
from a variety of backgrounds considered marriage a moment when propertgathang
hands'® Out of twenty-one settlements, twelve gave between one and twenty-eigist sla
the others involved a wide range of assets, including cash, tracts of land, kyastaiture,
farm implements, and interest in a fish&tyMost wedding-related transactions seem to have
taken place privately and at a remove from the ceremony. However, John BatkibgplG

a South Carolina planter, recorded an apparently ritualistic bestowal of rinormethe

father of the bride to the groom the day after the wedding: “This morningpMndes
presented $10,000 to Gouverneur—in a Bond for $5,000, and in an order for $5,000 in

h.:20

cas On the other hand, couples might wait months or even years to receive their

7 CenserNorth Carolina Planters and Their Childrefi4. Censer, of course, acknowledges that “ecamom
and family standing” remained important qualificai$ for suitors” (65).

18 On marriage contracts and techniques of analytriem, see Marylynn Salmon, “Women and Property in
South Carolina: The Evidence from Marriage Settletsiel 730 to 1830, William and Mary Quarterly39: 4
(October, 1982): 655-685.

19 Eight contracts listed between one and five slases listed nine, another fourteen, and anothesteen;
a final contract listed a bride’s interest in twepight slaves as her father’s next of kin. Nioatcacts were
from before 1830, twelve from after 1830. Bertieu@ty Miscellaneous Marriage Records, 1749-1914,
Marriage Contracts, North Carolina State Archivesr the specific contracts listed above and inélg see
Timothy Walton, Mary Wilkins and Aaron Askew Cortta26 December 1818; Sarah G. Pugh, James Jones
and William Blanchard Contract, 18 May 1852; Satiuder, Samuel Sh[ary] and Jonathan J. Rhodes
Contract, 12 November 1847; Ann Eliza Rayner, SBarBmith and Robert A. Parker Contract, 11 May2t85
Henry Speller, Martha Kittrell and James Ross Gwitr28 January 1807; Margaret Collins, Jeremialabe
and Jonathan [ ] Contract, 16 January 1804g3&n Mitchell and Frances Gilliam Contract, 21dbet
1851; Willie Anne Smith, Thomas B. Hardy and Jam&sd Ballance Contract, 19 January 1860; and Mary
Albina Swain, Lewis T. Thompson and Joseph Jordamtr@ct, 25 June 1856.

2 John Berkley Grimball Diary, 27 February 1856, SH&rimball did not state who else was presenhis t
transaction took place, but the fact that the medticluded himself as well as the groom and thdets father
indicates at least a slightly wider audience. NMamy Salmon reports that in South Carolina, “masiples
executed [settlements] prior to marriage.” “Wonagw Property in South Carolina,” 661.
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marriage gifts. Catherine Edmonston and Mary Chesnut both came into thepstaissd
them by their fathers several years after their weddings, and both foungrdparty much
depleted in the interirft-

These transactions were arguably more important in the South than elsewheegioga Am
In the North, where the middle class was coming to make idols of self-maderemarial
men, property changed hands without the psychic and social significance accbgded it
southerners. Bertram Wyatt-Brown notes that "Northern credit-ragj@gts . . . thought
men ought to stand on their own merits," whereas southern creditors considerésl a man
family, including "wives" and "in-laws;" in the South, therefore, magieguld make—or
preserve—a fortun& Anxious about the security of these transactions, increasing numbers
sought the protection of marriage contracts. Marriage contracts (whiclexsreespecially
frequent) addressed a weakness inherent in using family relationships to ésidbobdmic

and social power: namely, that doing so put women too close to the axis ofpaMerer

2 Beth G. Crabtree and James W. Patton, ddarnal of a Secesh Lady: The Diary of Catherine An
Devereux Edmondston, 1860-18@%leigh: [North Carolina] Division of Archives diistory, Dept. of
Cultural Resources, 1979), 4-5; and C. Vann Woodwed., Mary Chesnut’s Civil Wa(New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1981), 284.

22 Bertram Wyatt-BrownSouthern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the Old tBdiNew York: Oxford
University Press, 1982), 213. But see Glo®aythern Son89. Interestingly, parents appear to have
distributed property relatively equally to sons aadighters, a sign that southerners saw familyingdtiduals,
at the root of economic and social improvementvil@rVernon Burton|n My Father's House Are Many
Mansions: Family and Community in Edgefield, Sabdnolina (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1985), 107.

% By no means did the majority of southerners hattiage contracts; but the practice increased #iter
1820s. Suzanne Lebsodie Free Women of Petersburg: Status and CultueeS$outhern Town, 1784-1860
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1984), 76; for alternate view, see Censhigrth Carolina Planters
and their Children 74-75. Although Marylynn Salmon is correct irting “few women” had marriage
contracts at this time, Elizabeth Warbasse archas'the large landholdings and strong family caossness
in the southeastern states” of North and Southl@ardGeorgia, and Virginia “probably made more coom
the recourse to trusts.” Salmdipmen and the Law of Property in Early AmeriChapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1986); Warbagskanging Legal Rights of Married Women, 1800-18%&w York:
Garland Publishing, 1987), 168. Salmon does acladye that “middling” as well as wealthy persons
sometimes felt the need for marriage contractepatih not as often as the elite. “Women and Ptgjer

133



fearing that women might grab power for themselves, families insteteldfrover women’s
vulnerability to fortune seekers or hard times; thus more and more fanailiegtgeir
daughters ownership or control of some or all of the property they brought into marriage
protecting them from her husband’s del§tahen William Elliot's daughter Harriet married
Ambrosio Gonzales, for instance, Elliot gave 10,000 dollars “for the use of . . . Harriet
Rutledge Elliot during her natural life, so as not to be subject to the debts, comtracts
engagements of the said Ambrosio Jose Gonz&lel practice, marriage contracts rarely
prevented husbands from making use of or even selling their wives’ property, ufaesk/a
took legal action against their daughter’s husband; walling off a wife’spsofstom a
husband’s, however, served as debtor relief for the wife and sometimes the husband as
well.?® Women's titular control of property always competed with concerns about their
family’s well being—would they withhold assets even as their famsked into debt?—not
to mention their husbands’ not insignificant powers of coercioMary Ferrand Henderson,

whose husband squandered much of her property, ruefully asked her diary, “What does the

South Carolina,” 664. My research on Bertie Cowttyresponds with Salmon’s, finding contracts that
protected not only vast estates but small assemblafjgoods.

4| ebsockFree Women of Petersbyrg7-58, 72.

% william Elliot, Ambrosio Gonzales, and HarrietiBt Contract, 17 April 1856, Elliot and Gonzales
Papers, SHC.

% WarbasseChanging Legal Rights of Married Womédoreword. Despite the security that marriage
contracts afforded, some prospective husbandsbktified at their lack of control over their wivesfairs: one
correspondent described an engagement which tloengoooke off when he discovered that, “were hego b
involved in debt. . . he would . . . not have itis power to appropriate his wife's property te flayment of
such liabilities.” William S. Pettigrew to [ Jphnston, 23 April 1853, Pettigrew Family Pap8isC. See
also Drew Gilpin Faustlames Henry Hammond and the Old South: A Desighl&stery(Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1982), 62.

2" Bertram Wyatt-Brown argues that married womentperty rights in the antebellum South depended not
so much on the law as on their husbands’ lenieifaghen so inclined, husbands did what they likeithwheir
wives’ property regardless of the law.” By andgrhe writes, “women had to do what their menfoihed,
if only to keep peace at homeSouthern Honqr268. Still, Lebsock holds that “[m]arriage cauts were
empowering documents on the whole” for womé&nee Women of Petersbyr(y 2).
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marriage contract avail” if a woman was “too readily consenting [and] nmiitigy of the
future”?®

Even as they sought legal means to prevent marriage from bringing finalasiatyca
southerners simultaneously discouraged their sons or daughters from makikyghaatish
by constantly stressing the importance of marrying well. Anxious aboutueis
economic implications, southerners habitually derided men and women who faileagto bri
substantial property to marriage, linking praise of a bride or groom to praisecoft@as
finances?® “She is amiable, intelligent, and not so young as to shock propriety,” wrote one
planter. “She is withal likely to be ric® Another man extolled a potential groom’s
independent fortune, while a third deemed his brother’s bride “a young lady of beattty, me
and wealth.®* Similarly, Meta Morris Grimball linked her hopes for her son’s marriage
directly to his recent financial advances: “I have been trying to perexife]y to get
married,” she told her diary. “[H]e has been set up with 5 thousand dollars, he had saved 1
thousand himself, and is so saving | suppose he will soon have 10 thotfs@uhVersely,
a low opinion of a match often followed directly from a fiancé(e)’s poor economimoduitl
“It is said that Mary Little has made a very bad selection, in the choicar giintner for

life,” wrote Mary Polk to her brother, explaining, “Mr Mosely’s family aréroken down

% Mary Ferrand Henderson Diary, 22 November 185bn&teel Henderson Papers, SHC.

29 See Guion Griffis JohnsoAnte-bellum North Carolinal92; Julia Cherry SpruillVomen'’s Life and
Work in the Southern Coloni¢€hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pre4938), 154; CenseNorth
Carolina Planters and Their Childret®6; and GloverSouthern Sond15.

%0 John Berkley Grimball Diary, 21 December 1833, SHC

3 william Lowndes to Mrs. W. Lowndes, 16 Novembed 18William Lowndes Papers, SHC; William
Hawkins to Benjamin Hawkins, 21 January 1803, HaaHkramily Papers, SHC. See also Margaret Ann
(Meta) Morris Grimball Diary, 15 December 1860, SHC

32 Margaret Ann (Meta) Morris Grimball Diary, 10 Decber 1860, SHC.
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sett.”** One man admitted to his sister that money was not necessarily “the chiefmaod” i
prospective marriage partner. “But,” he continued, “it is positively negebséh to
happiness and respectability, and it would be a hazardous enterprise to attemistdifée
it.”** Compare southerners’ open discussions of marriage’s financial aspects lyy wedlt
middling northerners’ insistence on making love their focus, and we can see howrsrsther
conceived of themselves as something other than bourgeois. Men and women wdte broug
up with the understanding that if they left their wedding with substantial propesty, th
marriage would be a success; if not, it would be a dubious undertaking at best.

In weddings, slaveowners casually disrupted slaves’ lives, an actidrathatiasting
effect on all parties involved. Years later, Lila Nichols remembered#iag part of a
marriage gift moved her from a relatively kind master to an abusive oreeb@énged ter
Mr. Nat Whitaker atter his marriage. His daddy, Mr. Willis, give us to hitmg"recalled.
“Ole massa [Willis] wus good ter his slaves, but young massa Nat wizrfigt some
young whites—especially women, who often grew up sheltered from the rdspioesiof
slaveholding—marriage constituted the first moment in which their actions wouldeha
slaves’ lives in substantial wa§%.The sense of finality that settled on Cornelia Christian
upon discovering which slave would accompany her into marriage aptly expresseditige |
importance of her new identity as a slave mistress. This change bound hetamakoet

of life, inducting her and her husband into a community of slaveholders and implicating the

3 Mary Polk to Lucius Polk, 16 March 1826, Polk, Bad and McGehee Family Papers, SHC.
% Leonidas Polk to Susan S. Polk, 16 August 1836nidas Polk Papers, SHC.

% Rawick, George P., edlhe American Slave: A Composite AutobiografBupplement, Series 1, Vol. 15:
North Carolina (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwoo8liBhing Company, 1977), 148.

% In his biography of Cornelia’s fiancé, Walter LémaVilliam L. Barney describes married slaveownasy

a life-changing event for both man and wifehe Making of a Confederate: Walter Lenoir's Cikiar (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 39.
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in its maintenance. The transfer of slaves at weddings helped the elitghetaeconomic
power, ensuring that wealth remained within a small constellation ofhweatinters and
select aspirants to that cla$sBut it also served as a ritual focal point, in which an older

generation passed the mantle of slaveholding power and responsibility to theingffspr

Wedding Preparations

Before they could cement their economic ties to an adult community of slaveholders
however, engaged couples had to make it to the altar. With the community’s social and
economic continuity at stake, the period prior to a wedding was fraught withcage.
Engagements lasted anywhere from a few weeks to a few years, r@nluiéul times for
the strengthening of community bonds. As couples and their families contempiatesiert
of property, arranged, if necessary, travel to and from the wedding, organizethamcgr
planned a honeymoon, and negotiated future living arrangements, communities sprang into
action in order to smooth the sometimes rocky way toward marriage, ensutitigetbaent
on which so much capital was riding actually happened. Friends and family produced a hum
of rhetoric and activity that assured the couple of the strength of elite soo@d and of
their own involvement therein.

Communal reassurance was necessary because men and women did not glideeasily i
marriage; rather, engagements occasioned bouts of soul-searching iryeurnghmen and
women questioned the specific choices they had made as well as their readinessidge

more generally. Such soul-searching, as one historian points out, rarely took tio¢ form

37 See Fox-Genoves®ithin the Plantation Househql@07. Indeed, some marriage settlements lefod go
deal of power in the hands of brides’ fathers, lderopatriarchs stipulated the uses to which tbifis could
and could not be put. See Caroline Eliza Clithédaries, Vol. 5, SHC.
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frank dialogue (whether written or oral) between a man and wétmBew brides or grooms
found it easy to articulate their expectations of themselves and each others fuovieled
awkwardly toward an understanding of their roles via abstruse and often tentative
declarations in conversations and letf&rstill, the prospect of marriage clearly unnerved
both men and women, forcing them to reconsider their accustomed identities andrbehavio
Engagement forced men into poses of supplication strikingly at odds with the ambitious
independence that southern men generally attempted to chyeyhe asked permission to
marry Thomas Ruffin’s daughter, Anne, Paul Cameron mused, “I now find myself ptaced i
a most delicate, and | may add a novel relation to you and your Lady—: and | edsst ne
present myself to you in the language of a petitiofrerri stressing the “novelty” of the
situation, Cameron reminded his future father-in-law that they would be equalsalmdst
any other circumstance; but he simultaneously acknowledged that love had—fatthe fir
time—temporarily undermined his independence, leaving him beholden to the actions of
others. In this “novel” position, he admitted, “| know no rules’—a fascinating aamie$
being cut adrift from a man otherwise obsessed with rules (and writing tteeS8f@eme
Court Justice who wrote copiously about rules himself).
When he asked for Anne Ruffin’s hand in June, Cameron merely acknowledged his

obeisance to a wealthy and important man (and, probably out of politeness as much as

¥ Steven M. Stowentimacy and Power in the Old Soutt21.

39 An excellent example of this sort of dialogue rbayfound in the letters of Eliza Worthington and
William Gaston (already twice married before) i@ summer of 1816. William Gaston Papers, SHC. See
Jabour Scarlett’s Sistersl73.

“0 Stephen Berry’s concept of “éclat” nicely captuties ambition for “extension, . . . breadth of irmagion,
... building an empire, personal and national,[and] surrendering to something so much biglgen the self
that a man might be treasured up forever” thatreatmen evinced. Berrjll That Makes A Man: Love and
Ambition in the Civil War SoutfOxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 21.

“1 Paul Cameron to Thomas Ruffin, 7 Jun 1831, CamEeonily Papers, SHC.
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anything, to that man’s “Lady”). More unfamiliar territory lay aheag. 38ptember, he was
gushing to his bride, “I have more than once been ready to exclaim to mysdliovdy am
not worthy of thee['] . .. For the more | see of you, . . . the more strongly, and let me i
sincerity add the more positively | am persuaded that | am claimingyself a Priceles
[sic] Jewel, which | fear, that | shall never be worthy to poss8ést.Cameron ever felt
unworthy of anything else in his life, his exuberant, boastful letters fronpéhisd do not
indicate it. But he placed himself at his fiancée’s feet. Wyatt-Brown titaesouthern men
avoided spending too much time with, or revealing too much to, their wives, for fear of
displaying “a too-uxorious manner” in front of male friends; yet in the engaggmeod,
men experimented with poses of submiséibiThey did not always enjoy doing so,
precisely—one man bitterly recalled his feelings after a lover rejéate, wishing “never”
to subject his “proud heart” to “such humiliations again"—but once engaged, they became
willing to test these “thoroughly novel” behavior and feeliffgs.

This rhetorical submission extended into surprisingly sensitive areas. Amorsg lthesn
men toyed with comparing marriage to slavery. One of Walter Lenaeisds joked that
Walter was “caught at last! desperately, decidedly, hopelessly erdrajgpsnared—Ied

45

captive!”™ Another put the matter even more bluntly, congratulating Walter as he left the

freedom of bachelorhood for the “slave state” of marriage: “if you gatten yourself into a

“2 paul Cameron to Anne Ruffin, 2 September 1831, &amFamily Papers, SHC.

3 Southern Honqr274. Anya Jabour has identified a group of seutimen who, she argues, “rejected
masculine competitiveness and achievement andaith&tmbraced such feminine values as cooperation and
intimacy.” Jabour, “Male Friendship and Masculjriih the Early National South: William Wirt and His
Friends,”Journal of the Early Republi20, No. 1 (2000): 108. These men'’s career trajgxt bore striking
resemblances to that of Walter Lenoir; yet thereaias a wide gulf between valuing intimacy and aryafion
and courting enslavement.

*4 Joseph Roulhac to Catharine Ruffin, 8 Novembe6188seph Roulhac to Catharine Ruffin, 27
September 1836, Ruffin, Roulhac, and Hamilton Pap&irC.

“Sam’l[ ]evon to Walter Lenoir, 6 May 1856,raér Family Papers, SHC.
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Condition of hopeless bondage,” wrote William Bingham, he hoped “that your mistress may
prove anything but a xanthippe, and may [ ] with discrettdrObviously, neither well-
wisher actually believed that Walter’s wife would dominate him. In his sextence,
Bingham begged his friend’s pardon and turned the metaphor on its head: “excuse my
freedom with a man who is about to receive the noble degree of ‘wife mastet.ther
irony of slaveholders joking about being enslaved by their wives remaineshggparticular
potency in light of the fact that, as the nineteenth century progressed, 'slapekesmen
increasingly compared masters to husbands and slaves to wives. This comparised repla
the older one representing masters as fathers and slaves as children, and rogant to s
slavery’s image by implying that slaves, like wives (and unlike childrelipgly accepted
“protection and dependence” at the hands of masters.

Why did men entertain—however facetiously—the idea that marriage mgjave
them? Some seemed to nourish a genuine ambivalence about losing their bachelorhood and
its attendant sexual and social license. An unattached young southernedgeflaxften
dwell with pleasure over the untrammelled [sic] life of the bachelor;” andbbWéalter
Lenoir’s friends conveyed a note of loss at his friend’s failure to remain “an igibberold

bachelor—of the crustaceous kirfd."Men who described bachelors as “untrammelled” and

¢ william Bingham to Walter Lenoir, 30 April 1856ehoir Family Papers, SHC. Xanthippe was the wife
of Socrates, who complained incessantly about Rer.a similar comparison, see Anya Jab&aearlett's
Sisters 171.

“”Nancy F. CottPublic Vows: A History of Marriage and the Nati¢@ambridge, Mass: Harvard University
Press, 2000), 63; see also Stephanie McCurry, “Faaes of Republicanism: Gender and Proslaveryiéoiit
Antebellum South CarolinaJournal of American History8, No. 4 (1992): 1245-1264. Stephen Berry notes
that at least one young white man willingly comphinémself to a slave “until | come of age; but arrigl man
would certainly have come of age, thus renderistp@ery comparison less appropriate. Berry, lednces of
Cotton: Four Diaries of Young Men in the South, 88860(Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2007),
11.

8 Jos. G. Wright to Paul Cameron, April 1832, Camefamily Papers, SHC; Sam’l [  ]evon to Walter
Lenoir, 6 May 1856, Lenoir Family Papers, SHC. tBen Wyatt-Brown notes that, unlike with women, “by
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“incorrigible” perhaps approached the moral responsibilities of mamwaheunease. But

for slaveholders to compare wives to slave drivers and themselves to slavesxibéesa
must have dug deeper. Stephen Berry argues that romance and courtship offerecesten a “
from their own competitive drives and masculine pursuits,” a rare arena “in weiglcauld
explore and disclose the softer side of their psycfle®aul Cameron’s letters to his fiancée
allowed him to experiment with submissiveness without risking his manly reputatipas
Berry notes, unlike in relations with other men, a southern man “could surrender his will”
a woman “with the perfect knowledge that he could always take it Backiie same is
true—in a more extreme sense—of men comparing themselves to slaves. Agipeehe
about the responsibilities awaiting them in marriage, men fantasized abouttisighimthe
most extreme way possible—overturning their society’s bedrock socialiiost, the very
institution that kept them in power, and their lifelong identity—in the only safe way
possible’® Being enslaved by their wives was obviously not a realistic possibitityféa

less likely than an uprising by actual slaves); thus they could joke about it witlaouif it.

Yet the fact that engagements sparked such topsy-turvy fantasies showsrtsahmds

were not untroubled when they entered marriage; indeed, the prospect of marriagpk spurr

men to question their ability to uphold their society’s most basic hierarchie sty smaf

the Jacksonian era there was nothing scandalonbally pathetic about the aging bachelor” in Southe
society; in marrying, men consciously forewent geptally pleasant, and not socially-prohibited,ds
lifelong bachelors.Southern Hongr240. But see Glove§outhern Sond 35.

9 Berry, All That Makes a Man89-90. While Jabour documents men who revedleid softer sides often
to male friends, she acknowledges that they, aegsmnals in a planter society, were outliers.al/
Friendship and Masculinity in the Early Nationauig” 86. This study encompasses both plantech(as
Paul Cameron) and professionals (such as Waltesit)eand suggests that engagement allowed eliteahe
many different walks of life to court such “femiefhideals as intimacy and submission.

0bid., 218.

* Lorri Glover notes that southern “boys learnedammunicate” the “authority” of mastery “early imeir
lives.” Glover,Southern Son6-27.
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women and slaveg.

Marriage brought more concrete changes to women. While men’s anxietigstdar
engagement period focused on the psychological transition from youth to adult and their
legitimacy as masters, women faced tangible ruptures. Most women’slteiag the
engagement period centered around their impending move away from family add.frie
Upon getting engaged, Anna Johnson wrote to her friend Eliza Haywood, despondent at the
prospect of leaving her family: “more than to my great discomfort,” she sighgeasgect |
shall be married in the month of May. High ho! My feelings are not very plettezl a
thought of leaving father & mother sister & brother—but the die is casAhother woman,
worried about her own marital prospects and afraid of beingdlefte” confessed her fear
that female friendships would end or diminish upon marriage, imploring her friend taywayl
marriage until they both had secured a mate: “you magtfor me Kate.”™ In marriage,
women’s familiar connections would be replaced by a husband who almost inevitably
appeared unsatisfactory by comparison. Their lives in the presence of frenfasdy had
been relatively easy; their husbands, whom few fiancées knew well, wouldrematvay
from childhood and into a far lonelier world of adult responsibility. Anna Johnson (never
short on drama) downplayed her excitement at seeing her fiancé in comparisangdheee
friend Eliza: “I shall look for you,” she promised Eliza, “as certainly awdenso than | shall

look for the Genl[era]l [her fiancéf™

52 See GloverSouthern Son4 32.

>3 Anna Johnson to Eliza Haywood, 22 March 1823, &rhiywood Papers, SHC. See also William
Gaston to Eliza Worthington, 21 July 1816, Willigaston Papers, SHC.

** Ellen to Catharine Ruffin, 7 April 1836, RuffinoRlhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC. Emphasis in
original.

%> Anna Johnson to Eliza Haywood, 13 April 1823, Etriéaywood Papers, SHC.
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Interestingly, some women confessed to feeling the same sense of unwettiahdseir
fiancés harbored. Catharine Ruffin, for instance, confessed that she feared sheoivbvé
up to her husband’s expectations of her, as her “father, and too partial friends, héave lifte
[his] expectations too high’® She may well have wanted to temper what Stephen Stowe
calls the “language of superlatives” that characterized southern courtimguage that, he
says, reflected “the raised expectations and fears of gender, self, aaty s@rent in an
impending marriage> And expressions of unworthiness certainly fit the submissive pose
mandated by the Victorian Cult of True Womanhddd.

Yet it is strange that women might feel unworthy as they approachedgearfiar these
jewels of southern womanhood, marriage should have represented the fulfillment of thei
hopes. Conditioned since girlhood to consider marriage their natural state, women shoul
have breathed a sigh of relief upon getting engdyeékhat even women—who, by getting
engaged, fulfilled their gender expectations and were on the verge of sebanirfgtures—

entertained fears that they were unworthy of the married state, sutgadhese fears

% Joseph deRoulhac to Catharine Ruffin, 8 NovemB861Ruffin, Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC.
*" Steven M. Stowdntimacy and Power in the Old SoyttD3.

8 See Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1880elter cites Caroline Perkins Gilman, who
wrote that “the three golden threads with which dstit happiness is woven” were “to repress a hanskwer,
to confess a fault, and to stop (right or wrongdhiea midst of self-defense, in gentle submissid0¢-61).

%9 Several historians have noted the unhappinesamxidties that plagued both northern and southern
women in antebellum America. See Jab®&aarlett’s Sistersl65-67; Rothmarklands and Hearts156-57.
Wylma Wates suggests that the southern elite ceraid‘marriage . . . the natural condition” of naam
women and that women acquired what “freedom aritlitkt” they could hope to attain by marrying.
“Precursor to the Victorian Age: The Concept of N&ge and Family as Revealed in the Correspondeice
the lzard Family of South Carolina” In Joy and In Sorrow: Women, Family, and Marriagdhe Victorian
South, 1830-19Q@&d. Carol Bleser (New York: Oxford University Bse1991), 12. Wates echoes Julia Cherry
Spruill's observation that in the southern colonf@glnmarried persons were regarded as pitiable
encumbrances.Women'’s Life and Work in the Southern Coloni&¥. See also Victoria E. Bynuidnruly
Women: The Politics of Social and Sexual ContrahanOld SouttfChapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1992), 35, 44. For a detailed consideratidine obstacles separating women from “singleddeness,”
see Anya Jabour, “It Will Never Do for Me to Be Mad': The Life of Laura Wirt Randall, 1803-1833,”
Journal of the Early Republit7, No. 2 (1997): 193-236.
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played an important part in the wedding ritual itself. Participants in thisdimtual built

up tension within themselves, only to have their anxieties resolved by th&%ifTia¢
engagement period gave southern men and women an opportunity to consider where their
priorities lay, and allowed them to contemplate transgressive ideas (mdntbecoming

slaves, women growing up as old maids) that contravened the social mainstreamtheir
communities helped them put these ideas to rest. The activities of the engageinént pe
prodded couples in socially-sanctioned directions, impressing their expestaticlass and
gender behavior on their young. The anxieties inherent in the ritual made amiplesly
receptive to these expectations.

The communal push toward consummating engagements is clearest in southerners’
extremely negative reactions to elopements. Southerners learned at ageahnigt there
were few sins more terrible than marrying without community sanctiomph&teStowe
argues that elopement broke the social compact not only by spurning the pool oftdecepta
partners (thereby hurting feelings and threatening family legjadiat by sidestepping a
community’s system of social control: “Elopement was perhaps the greatgmss against
courtship's social character. . . . Not only was personal esteem at stake, but the plante
community's honor as a whole was implicat®d This point was doubly true for engaged
persons: abandoning one’s fiancé(e) for another when so close to the goal was nearl
unforgivable. When one North Carolina woman eloped, for instance, leaving herdidncé

a short while before their expected wedding date, the jilted man’s friendsnaityg\faiced

94M1]n the intervals between occupying their cutilly defined socioeconomic positions and statuses,”

writes Victor W. Turner, “men, women, and childfane] in some cases . . . enjoined and in otheossdto
act and feel in ways opposite to or different fribvair standardized modes of behavior.” Specificahe
strong experience e weakness and “the weak, strénghe Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure
(Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1969), 200.

®1 Steven M. Stowentimacy and Power in the Old SouttDO.
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severe disapproval. Lucy Battle reported the consensus to her husband Wiltiaink &
every one | hear speak of it, thinks he has made a happy e&tap@liam replied in kind,
decrying the woman'’s “perfidy, . . . folly and levity” and relaying a rumaot e errant
woman “had broken off a similar engagement with her cousin Nash Wagftiélbivever
they felt about marriage, engaged couples (and women in particular) knehethat t
communities would sanction them severely if they followed their anxietieshatarins of
another.

Most community activity was far more benign, of course, but it pointed couplesitowar
the altar all the same. As southerners learned of an engagement, theteddht&abride, the
groom, or their families to offer blessings. Stowe observes that wealithesners,
conscious of the importance of marriage to the maintenance of their society, adaptd f
ritualistic language in discussing recent engagenténBongratulatory messages varied
little in substance or style. Thomas Pinckney wrote to William Lowndes to calageaim
on becoming engaged, saying, “you have my prayers for your mutual fefitisy.X. Wool
sent Anna Johnson (via an intermediary) her “warmest wishes for their mutual lsapffine
In conversation, too, friends and family assumed formal or semi-formal postites w
praising a union: when Walter Lenoir visited friends two months before his wedditajgdhe

his bride-to-be, “Miss Anne Morehead made a pretty little speech abowtntinggto be a

%2 Lucy M. Battle to William H. Battle, 19 October 8@, Battle Family Papers, SHC. Emphasis in origina
&3 William H. Battle to Lucy M. Battle, 21 October 3@, Battle Family Papers, SHC.
% Steven M. Stowdntimacy and Power in the Old Soutt01-2.

% Thomas Pinckney to William Lowndes, 5 October 1804liam Lowndes Papers, SHC. See also Jos. G.
Wright to Paul Cameron, 19 November 1831, Camermily Papers SHC.

% 'S.M. Wool to Eliza Haywood, 10 April 1823, Ernéktywood Papers, SHC.
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match made in heavef”

This was more than idle chatter. Ritualized, congratulatory rhetoric egeduengaged
couples to follow through on their commitments. When brides or grooms expressed doubts
during the engagement period, community members mobilized to reassure théraytiead
their support as they marriéli.Joseph deRoulhac and Catharine Ruffin testified to the
attempts of family and friends to sway their opinions in favor of each other, deRoulhac
acknowledging, “my [ ] friends [have] given a high coloring to my pictfiteDuring an
engagement, the pattern of social visits intensified as neighbors welcogeged persons
into their homes. Cornelia Christian told Walter Lenoir that she had received more
invitations than usual, musing, “I really had no idea | was such a popular personage in m
own country before™ Even if visits did not increase, couples still found themselves at the
center of attention. Moreover, during the engagement period, family and friendéyverba
incorporated their fiancé(e)s into their ranks. William Pettigrew tadtother’'s fiancée
that he planned “to welcome [her] as a sistérAnd William Gaston, conscious that his
flancée was not acquainted with most of his family, soothed her worries by enpdnass

children’s warmth toward her: “let me assure you,” he told her, “they beagér to know

7 Walter Lenoir to Cornelia Christian, 9 April 1836enoir Family Papers, SHC.

% On patterns of community mobilization in courtstspe Steven M. Stowmtimacy and Power in the Old
South 66-67.

% Joseph deRoulhac to Catharine Ruffin, 8 NovemB861Ruffin, Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC.

0 Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 23 May 18%@noir Family Papers, SHC. See also Joseph
deRoulhac to Catharine Ruffin, 27 September 188&;jmR Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC; and Mary
Polk to George E. Badger, 22 October 1826, PolkgBs and McGehee Family Papers, SHC.

" William S. Pettigrew to Caroline North, 11 Aprid43, Pettigrew Family Papers, SHC. See also Joseph

deRoulhac to Catharine Ruffin, 12 November 1836fiRuRoulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC; and Paul
Cameron to Anne Ruffin, 4 July 1832, Cameron Faidpers, SHC.
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you and determined to love yo(f”

“Told them my news,” reported Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, “but foundlit ha
preceded me’™ More than one bride or groom reached a given locale and discovered word
of his or her engagement already th€rét was proverbial to complain about gossip, or at
least to feign astonishment at its efficiency, but being the object of attesetsons to have
given most couples pleasure, assuring them that their community took an activetissm
hyperactive—interest in their fortun&s.Indeed, wedding gossip confirmed the vigor and
robustness of social connections. Engaged persons enjoyed repeating whaigd@ileut
them, passing along interesting or mildly salacious morsels to their betfdtii@e talk that
found its way back to a bride or groom was, on the whole, friendly, demonstrating to an
engaged couple that members of their community cared about their future happiness.
Walter Lenoir found that hearing gossip related to his engagement gavddahmg of

well-being: his friends and relations “smile so pleasantly when they thwotheir hints

"2 william Gaston to Eliza Worthington, 21 July 1818jlliam Gaston Papers, SHC.
3 Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 22 April 1836noir Family Papers, SHC.

" See also Joseph deRoulhac to Catharine Ruffi@@aber 1836, Ruffin, Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers,
SHC.

»See[ ]to Catharine Ruffin, 27 October 18R6ffin, Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC; Walter
Lenoir to Cornelia Christian, 19 April 1856, Len&iamily Papers, SHC; and Paul Cameron to Anne R usfi
October 1831, Cameron Family Papers, SHC.

® See Paul Cameron to Anne Ruffin, 3 October 183mm&on Family Papers, SHC; and Cornelia Christian
to Walter Lenoir, 23 May 1856, Lenoir Family PapesiC.

" Steven M. Stowe, perhaps too sanguine but coatemit the prevailing tone of engagement-period
correspondence, writes, “[a]n engagement promptedyene involved to reflect on the meaning of fantifie
in as full a mythic sense as their command of riéllawed. . . . [T]his phase in the ritual didtrmlighten so
much as it approved, in the name of everyoriatimacy and Power in the Old SouttD1. Likewise, Patricia
Meyer Spacks suggests that this sort of speeclssiig@s myth-making,” tends to be “unifying, reassy
more often inclusive than exclusive. . .. Thé& tedelf, as well as the results in lasting leganites its
participants.” Gossip(New York: A. A. Knopf, 1985), 231.
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about it, that | smile, too, and feel hapg§. With similar pleasure, William Gaston told his
fiancée Eliza Worthington about a woman who had shared a boat ride with Eliza toeprevi
summer and taken an early interest in the couple’s fortunes, several monthshas#fore t
engagement. “Mrs. Snead,” he wrote, “said she had travelled with my intended ieahe St
Boat between New York and Albany last summer and then suspected from her ¢mmersa
‘how it was to be.” It would seem that she was much wiser than either 6f @aith
anecdotes reassured couples that marriage, far from disruptingubdgimiould solidify

their membership in communities that cared about them.

Gossip also served a prescriptive or punitive function. Most gossip was supportive, but
all of it educated southerners as to what actions might provoke the community 8nsure
The discussion of the North Carolina woman who eloped, for instance, certainlyageticul
the proper and improper ways to go about marrying. Southerners used gossip'topower
“create and maintain a sensibility” to exercise control over membéngiocommunity*

Like most nineteenth-century Americans, southerners reflexivelyuaéd gossip to
women. Paul Cameron claimed to hear the questions “Is he paying attentions‘tréer
they engaged|,]’ [and] ‘When will they be married’ . . . wherever there isheegag to-

gether of ‘babbling widows’ and ‘hope sick mothers’ and . . . the ‘grown up children’ or

8 Walter W. Lenoir to Cornelia, 9 April 1856, Lendiamily Papers, SHC.
¥ william Gaston to Eliza Worthington, 20 July 1818jlliam Gaston Papers, SHC.
8 See Wyatt-BrownSouthern Honqrd46-7.

8. SpacksGossip 13. In her study of an antebellum New Jersey amhhis friends, C. Dallett Hemphill
has persuasively suggested that gossip—espeaiidiyygenerational gossip—had little-to-no diredluience
over a courting couple’s actions. Hemphill, “Isaax ‘Isabella’: Courtship and Conflict in an Angdlom
Circle of Youth,”Early American Studie8, No. 2 (2004): 429-30. This may well be truet lysuspect that
gossip—like any other aspect of one’s upbringingducation—retained at least an indirect influeower
people’s actions and beliefs.
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‘Misses’ of our little village.? If, as Cameron and others claimed, gossip was a particularly
female province, women—or at least elite women—ought to have exercised some powe
independent of men over southern sexual life and marriage, subverting or ngpthiin
society’s value§® And it is true that women used gossip to help shape the boundaries of
acceptable behavior: Catharine Ruffin, for instance, felt comfortahlgzing a local

widower’s o’er-hasty remarriage, saying, “I had hoped he would waiteauittile longer for
decency’s sake® But men had access to gossip’s functions of value-definition as well as
women® In the same letter in which Cameron deridegrhanishigossip,” he opined on

the engagements of no fewer than three other couples and speculated somewhas tasti
the marital prospects of a recently-engaged acquaintance: “from mgfitheadisposition

and feelings of Elanor,” he wrote, “in Mr Moohn she dose not find ‘her man’ tho’ | do not
think that she would ever do bett&f."Despite their avowed aversion to gossip, men
engaged with women on the field of rhetoric, asserting their right to judgalssnd marital
behavior. Even though women had a proverbial monopoly on gossip, patriarchal power
structures continued to grant men the prerogative to shape both public and privateadiscours

Still, the question of gossip highlights the fact that during the engagemient gangs

82 paul Cameron to Anne Ruffin, 3 October 1831, Caméamily Papers, SHC.

8 patricia Meyer Spacks argues that women have gsssip to curry power in their communities: “gossip
‘female talk,” provides a mode of power, of undamimg public rigidities and asserting private iniggrof
discovering means of agency for women, those m@igdizens deprived of public function.Gossip 170.

8 Catharine Ruffin to Thomas Ruffin, 6 May 1836, fRufRoulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC.

% Bertram Wyatt-Brown suggests that if fathers ditl approve of their children’s choice of spouseteast
they “could command formidable resources by malisigakinfolk sentiment against controversial pajsd’
Southern Honqr207. More generally, Kathleen M. Brown argue th the colonial South, “[flemale self-
perceptions and interactions with other womenremained infused with patriarchal value§bod Wives,
Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Rawg Class in Colonial VirginiéChapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1996), 286.

8 paul Cameron to Anne Ruffin, 4 July 1832, Camdtamily Papers, SHC. Emphasis in original.
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considered feminine occupied the attentions of both women and men. The attitudes of the
southern elite toward love letters reveals intricate power dynanwserk as men and

women approached a purportedly feminine activity. When men wrote about love, they
emphasized the newness of both the language and the emotion. Joseph deRoulhac described
the giddiness of love as “thoroughly novel” to HimPaul Cameron, similarly, wrote that he
experienced an “intoxication of Joy . . . to which | aneatire stranger” while thinking of

his betrothed® By contrast, few if any southern ladies would have called love a “novel”
emotion; indeed, they had been raised to speak and write in the language®dfCmraclia
Christian, for instance, seamlessly incorporated a horticultural metaypbar discussion of

her anticipation of her June weddingd€eartseasg she told her fiancé, referring to the

flower of that name, “don’t seem to bloom [in Virginia] as easily as in N.C. itk tve’ll

have it in June® Women in the antebellum South, writes Steven M. Stowe, “were
understood as having an almost preternatural affinity for words. They were supposed . . . t
model their letters on fiction’s overwrought prose and dramatic gestureg mibih

perfected more public topics and styles of discotirsé/hen men wrote of love, they

avowedly stood in foreign rhetorical territory, no matter how appealing thiébtgmvas

87 Joseph deRoulhac to Catharine Ruffin, 27 Septet®@8, Ruffin, Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC.

8 paul Cameron to Anne Ruffin, 8 July and 3 Octdt®81. Emphasis in original. See also Paul Cameron
to Thomas Ruffin, 7 June 1831, Cameron Family PafsiiC.

8 Steven M. Stowe points out that many young wonhbeen writing to and about female objects of
affection for quite some time before beginning hetexual courtshipsintimacy and Power in the Old South
150, 158. See Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, “The FemMé&led of Love and Ritual: Relations between Worren
Nineteenth-Century AmericaSignsl, No. 1 (1975): 1-29.

% Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 8 April 1836noir Family Papers, SHC. Emphasis in original.

1 Steven M. Stowentimacy and Power in the Old Souttt3. Stowe suggests that women'’s authority over
romantic discourse increased in the antebellunogd63).
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(and whether or not they had actually ventured there befoiit as nineteenth-century
southerners came to view marriage through a companionate lens, men found themselves
obliged, as one historian has said, “to submit to the dictates of romantic love arad leetst
rhetorically, “in whatever manner would please” their fiancéeShey grasped for words to
match those of their more sentimentally-assured partners.

The discourse of love seemed to give women pre-eminence as they prepagg.to m
But as with gossip, men were loath to cede control to women, and endeavored to shape
women’s rhetoric. The purportedly joking efforts of two planters to manipdiate t
fiancées’ habits of letter-writing testify to men’s awareness of eniatly-influential female
culture, and their desire to keep that culture under their control. In 1816, Williath EI
offered to “instruct” his fiancée Ann Smith in the writing of love letters, ekibgupon a
highly literary exposition which he entitled “how to answer tenderly and ptigra love
letter:™%*

First read [my] letter attentively—and be sure to believe all the comylnte
contains—this will heighten the complexion; then with your face arrayed iohiest

ornaments—its smiles—run to the looking glass—there read your face atyertivel
and then reflect [ ] the poor devil who is fascinated with these charms . ... Then be

2 For a contrasting view of masculine and feminirmmdards of letter writing, see Anya Jabdvarriage
in the Early Republic5. Several historians have argued that antebeiien had a great deal of experience
writing about love. See Jabour, “Male Friendshig 8asculinity in the Early National South,” 91-88d
Melinda Buza, “Pledges of Our Love’: Friendshimpue, and Marriage among the Virginia Gentry, 1800-
1825,” inThe Edge of the South: Life in Nineteenth-CenturyiMa, ed. Edward L. Ayers and John C. Willis
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 189 10-11 and 14 regarding the South, and, in theH\
Lystra,Searching the Hear20, RothmaniHands and Heartsl1, and C. Dallett Hemphill, “Isaac and
‘Isabella,” 402, 410. While Jabour rightly chaterizes the sometimes “rhapsodic” rhetorical figgbf men, |
find that women'’s letters still tend to internaliterary styles and show more general comfort vl topic of
love than can be found in the letters of men, wkaressed love in a more self-conscious, if sometimere
effusive, manner. See Glov&outhern Son437.

9 JabourMarriage in the Early Republj@1. On the transition to companionate marriage, Daniel Blake
Smith,Inside the Great Housd40-150. IBeyond the Household: Women's Place in the Earltt§d 700-
1835(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), Cynthi&Kierner suggests that “by emphasizing the beénefi
feminine virtue and affection,” the new ideal ohgmanionate marriage “implicitly encouraged menespect
and value their wives” (30).

* Wwilliam Elliott to Ann H. Smith, 29 May 1816, Hiitt and Gonzales Papers, SHC.
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pensive—then before you have time to laugh—run to your desk, and write whatever a
feeling and a generous heart may dictate!

Amid the flowery language and winking self-deprecation, the reader rsegrdiWilliam'’s
directive that Ann write from her heart, rather than from more deliberagdsyation. His
reason for so directing can be seen in the introduction to his treatise, in whiiemwil
suggested that “[i]f Madam Talband [Ann’s schoolteacher] has not instructed jaue]
Nature will do it better!” William placed a premium on Ann’s “natural” fegé because
Ann had not written her previous letter by herself, but instead received help feonale
relative. He implored her to write future letters by herself: “when ygissme flattering
thing to me hereatfter, let me not fancy that | see your Aunt Anna leaning oveshylider,
prompting the compliment!” William wanted his fiancée’s letters to refiaty her own
sentiments (although, if she needed a “teacher,” he had one in mind: “let me be the
instructor.”). But Ann, a mere fourteen years old at the time, cledrihé& composing love
letters demanded recourse not merely to her own, “natural” feelings, bet ittsights of a
potentially wide-ranging group of female friends and relatives. Sewenaths later William
was still complaining that his fiancée was betraying his confiderioethe benefit of our
friends and imploring Ann to promise “that my letters shall meet no eyes but ybuisor
was Elliott the only man to try to shape the discourse of his fiancée ot tibfhe number
of people she made privy to their letters. Paul Cameron went so far as to congpese a |
letter addressed from his fiancée to himself when she did not write often enoutisfyo sa
him, suggesting that she copy it down and send it back to him: “My Dear Paul,” he

suggested she write,

% William Elliott to Ann H. Smith, 14 September 181® December 1816; Elliot and Gonzales Papers,
SHC. Patricia Meyer Spacks suggests that a mahtmadue “secrecy” while a woman values “community.
She needs such community,” she adds, “in ordegdistran imposition of power.Gossip 45.
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Your long letter has been received & | thank you for it. | am well—& no cloud has

crossed my path—to mar my present or anticipated happiness. | shall bedpretbeae

warm heart & open arms to bid you welcome to the hospitality of the Hermitage’'§A
home] when you can most conveniently visit us. Yours most Truly & affectionately—

Adieu—Anne Ruffir®
The letter Cameron addressed to himself was surprisingly brisk, lackisgltfemnscious
rhetorical flights of his own compositions. Instead, it evokes a letter tenfiatean advice
book, albeit slightly less effusive; this fact renders his letter someawmgiie-in-cheek’

But Cameron often mixed the facetious with the serious. He nudged Anne, “Laugh got at m
little letter—youlittle dream what pleasure it would give.” Also like William Elliott,

Cameron repeatedly chided Ruffin for sharing their private moments vattdfiand family,
strictly admonishing her, “once for all let me here tell you never do youenentherto

relation or friend any word @act that has ever passed between us. Let not the most distant
information escape your moutf®”

By falling in love and finding themselves, even temporarily, beholden to women, men
submitted to women in ways that made them uncomfortable. While their fiancégscbul
actually enslave them, women could still undermine their manhood by revealing tthesin at
most intimate and unguarded moments, moments at which men revealed “softer” sides of
themselves that they did not wish exposed to the wider world. Some men thereddie trie
rein in their women'’s speech and behavior.

But even as men endeavored to control women’s words and feelings, women fashioned a

separate space from which young brides could feel a degree of comfort and power.

% paul Cameron to Anne Ruffin, 17 February 1832, &am Family Papers, SHC.

97 Cf., for instance, the letter “ON RECEIVING A MINTURE FROM A LADY,” from The American
Gentleman’s Every Day hand-Book of Modern Letteitigy, 35.

% paul Cameron to Anne Ruffin, 4 July 1832; see &ldaly 1831, Cameron Family Papers, SHC.
Emphasis in original.
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Weddings’ feminine attributes discomfited men (as they may have simulislgattracted
them), but they lent crucial and compelling support to women wavering on the edge of
marriage. This separate space was deeply conflicted, however, and hfgraingdt in our
sense of the word. Although women'’s culture sometimes beat back individual merés desi
for control, it ultimately encouraged brides-to-be to submit to the dictates oEdmemunity
and attach themselves to men in socially accepted ways. In this mannern'sicaoiire”
consistently upheld the power of slaveholding patriarchs. Perhaps no moment in southern
life illustrates this point so poignantly as wedding preparations.

Anya Jabour has recently helped steer the debate over whether southern women
participated in a “female culture” similar to that described by Casmiith-Rosenberg away
from the question of whether the South featured (or could have featured) proto-feminist
politics or female interracial cooperation and toward an interrogation of wpatira
female culture might have had on the southern patriarchy more geriéraipour finds a
culture in which young women “sanctioned and encouraged resistance to prevadielg m

of southern womanhood,” largely by “prolong[ing] each life stage as long a®ledssid

% Historians of southern women originally centerieeirt analyses around the question of why organized
feminism did not develop in the South as it didha North. In the 1980s, Suzanne Lebsock found dtltlines
of a distinctive women’s value system or cultur@’biack and white women in urban Virginia. “Altdger,”
she wrote, “women as a group were more persorgalistre attuned to the needs and interests of atbaren,
more concerned with economic security, more suppodf organized charity, and more serious aboait th
spiritual life than were meni-ree Women of Petersbyngix. Jean E. Friedman, conversely, argued that a
homosocial women'’s culture did not develop in thatext of the South’s “older agrarian and familyeoted
structural pattern,” in which women were boundKio rather than to each other.” “Sporadic soc@asions,”
she contended, “could not compete with the demahtmily and farm.” Friedmargnclosed Garders-7,
128, 25-26. More recently, historians like Jabloave moved away from the notion that this womenltuce
(if it existed) featured a proto-feminist politiéastead considering how same-sex relationshipes el
southern gender roles and whether or not they Helmen perpetuate or avoid the South’s patriarchal
hierarchies. Melinda Buza has argued that “sameeationships served” both men and women “as “a
learning ground for emotional commitments, as a twaglleviate the sadness of unpreventable tragedied as
a way to explore their feelings about the problefsarriage.” Buza, “Pledges of Our Love,” 1And Joan
Cashin has suggested that “a women'’s culture basguersonalism’™ did exist, but perhaps lacked the
“reformist” strain described by Lebsock; indeed; tomen she studies “held extremely conservatie@bkand
political views.” Cashin, “Decidedly Opposedtte Uniori: Women'’s Culture, Marriage, and Politics in
Antebellum South CarolinaGeorgia Historical Quarterly78, No. 4 (1994): 736, 759, 737.
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thereby resisting “cultural imperatives that would usher them smoothly andyginarkl the
status of dependent daughters to that of submissive wi#edt was “southern women'’s
cult of romantic love,” she argues, that “helped to destroy their femalb galitire of
resistance,” encouraging women to sacrifice both individual ambitions and supentiale
friendships to secure the love of a single husB&hdvhen women reached motherhood,
they resigned themselves to a life of submission. While Jabour makes a compelling
argument about the power of romantic love, the wedding preparations of North and South
Carolinians (which Jabour herself has examined) suggest that the southern wautterés
only intermittently protected women from male power. Instead, the culture oérmyamhile
communal and self-preserving, wasiftraJabour) multi-generational and often directed at
reconciling young women to patriarchal power rather than encouragingdhesidt it.

As marriage tore a woman from her sisters, mother, cousins, aunts, and friendsoflvome
all ages gathered to institute habits in brides that would help them retain pgycalol
strength and a sense of autonomy while adjusting to married3if&.culture of women
took advantage of weddings’ intensification of visiting and correspondence and used its
authority over the language and aesthetics of love to retain influence acéheffsignificant

disruptions in a bride’s life. William Elliott and Paul Cameron’s effatprevent their

190 jabourScarlett's Sisters12, 13.
101 JabourScarlett’s Sisters175, Chapters five and six.

102 Jabour notes that “adults controlled the custdrasdefined [young women] as southern belles,”
acknowledging older women'’s role in the marriageals; but she minimizes young women’s concomitale
in these rituals.Scarlett’s Sistersl18. As it focuses only on engagements and weddihis study cannot say
for certain whether this female culture existedfadl time, or whether it only emerged in particularal
spaces. The excitement that many brides expredsad making both physical and written contact may
suggest that southern female culture was actuphgmeral, emerging specifically to steer women tdwa
marriage and comfort them along the way. An ephehiemale culture subsiding during everyday lifet
superseding kin networks but working within themtually jibes with Friedman’s depiction of women’s
manner of achieving autonomy in the South: “[s]eathwomen’s autonomy, which threatened to alter the
nature of relationships, . . . expressed itseffubtle ways, ways that did not destroy the forrtherstructure of
the evangelical community.” lbid., 128.
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fiancées from sharing manifestations of their intimate, private, selMedenitale friends and
relatives demonstrate the emergence during wedding preparations of womerpevho st
brides in self-protective, communal directions. We can only speculate as tonvbeysdes
read and wrote love letters communally, as opposed to individually as their fiaigtds
have preferred, but it seems that female friends and relatives coaleststiuct and protect
their charges during this transitional period. These women impressed on brides the
understanding that they could not rely on their own feelings alone when dealing with the
husbands, but instead ought to consult female friends and relatives about even the smalles
matters:’®

The round of visits that engagements sparked helped strengthen community ties in a
general sense, but it also enabled women to gather to support eacfi’oGeests who lived
a long way from the location of a wedding began planning visits immediatehjedtning
of an engagement. Some women tied their happiness at hearing of a weddihgtdirect
seeing old friends and family. One woman told a relative, “[w]e wereegfimuch pleased
to hear of cousin Walter [Lenoir]'s good fortune, especially as there is sosibilikysof
our seeing/ouupon the occasion® Anna Johnson expressed similar happiness at the

prospect of seeing her friend Eliza Haywood, telling her, “| feel pleasgdwash pleased

193 Ellen K. Rothman argues that in the North, “Peaph® allowed their parents to influence the courfse
their courtship were [seen as] weak and irrespdm8iHands and Heartsl19. This may have been true of
men in the South (but see GlovEguthern Sond 15), but it was certainly not true of southemnen. For an
example of a woman struggling between a man’s Etqoeaeveal her innermost sentiments and yetdogt
“every thought & emotion of my heart” from beingisdovered,” see Eliza Worthington to William Gast&8
May 1816, and William Gaston to Eliza Worthingt@njun 1816, William Gaston Papers, SHC.

104 Joan Cashin lists “weddings, commencements, ameréls” as the major events which precipitatedsisi
among planter families. “Structure of AntebellufarRer Families,” 58.

1% [sallie] to Sarah Lenoir, 29 March 1856, Lenoinfily Papers, SHC. See also Caroline Carrell to
Catharine Ruffin, 6 October 1836, Ruffin, Roulhaegd Hamilton Papers, SHC.
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that | shall see you so sool® For Anna, who confessed “more than . . . great discomfort”
at becoming engaged, the thought that her friend might travel to South Cavalelalirate
her wedding buoyed both her spirits and her ego, as, indeed, it was intended to.
Women supplemented encouraging rhetoric and physical proximity withiahate
evidence of their investment in the couple, helping prepare a wedding’s aestmaatsl
Walter Lenoir’s cousin Adelaide offered to help his sister in any way shid, aying, “If |
can do anything else to oblige you you must let me know, eittsroippingor advice”*’
Nine days before Catharine Ruffin’s wedding in 1836, her aunt wrote to tell her thedshe
purchased “everything that she wanted” in town, minus a bakéir‘a bride” that she had
been unable to fint® A relative of Catharine’s, Mary Cameron, hemmed a “frill” for use on
her wedding day (or, perhaps, night), instructing Catharine’s godmothedr@atetrine to
“Put [t]his frill on a particular garment to be worn on a particular nameless occasion'—be
sure you understand m&® And S.M. Wool purchased wedding gear for Eliza Haywd8d.

Brides, grooms, and their attendants all typically bought new clothing for vgeddimd

men and women corresponded about what they had bought or planned to buy. But men

1% Anna Johnson to Eliza Haywood, 22 March 1823, &rhywood Papers, SHC. Some visits lasted for
weeks. See [Mary E] to Emily Elliott, 13 Decemli®47, Elliott and Gonzales Papers, SHC.

197 Adelaide to Sarah J. Lenoir, 12 May 1836, Lenaimity Papers, SHC. Emphasis in original.

1% MSK to Anne Ruffin, postscript of John Kirkland Amne Ruffin, 15 November 1836, Thomas Ruffin
Papers, SHC.

191 ]to Catharine Ruffin, 27 October 1836, RuffRoulhac, and Hamilton Papers. Emphasis inimalg
It is unclear whether it was Mary Cameron or Catigs godmother who wanted Catharine to “understand
her, as is which garment the frill was meant tooaggany.

1195 M. Wool to Eliza Haywood, 20 May 1823, Ernesyttaod Papers, SHC. Community members might
also assist marrying couples by delivering weddinvifations: Mary Chesnut reported doing so a feysl
before Mary Preston’s wedding in 1864, writing, ey we left Mary Preston’s wedding cards. Johnny
[Chesnut’s nephew] acted as charioteer.” WoodwaddMary Chesnut’s Civil War648. (It is possible that
such activities resulted only from the disrupti@used by the Civil War; however, Chesnut’s langudmgs not
indicate that the delivery of invitations was pautarly unusual.)
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feigned ignorance of or distaste for fashion among themselves, while wometyelisph

intuitive, down-to-the-minute knowledge of the latest stytéswhen Walter Lenoir bought

a suit for his wedding, he described the occasion to his fiancé in momentous language.
“[S]Jomething of so much importance has transpired . . . that | must haste mutabhgut it.

| have just been purchasing my outfit for Juh&!"But in a letter to his brother, Walter

affected nonchalance about his purchase, saying, “I got a black cravat, wmdbltl is the

style now.™® His brother, in turn, expressed a disdain for fashion even alongside a desire to
follow its dictates: “I intend to have my rigging exactly right,” he destl. “I am sorry that |

did not ask Col. Harper, to send fora[ ] of boots [and] a hat of the latest affony.”
Fashion, according to Thomas Lenoir, was a hostile, outside force.

Conversely, ladies’ talk of bridal dresses and accoutrements lacked heyddaimers
of male language, as women exhibited an internalization of fashion sense. 1h8&;l
Anna Johnson told Eliza Haywood what kind of bonnet she ought to buy for Anna’s
upcoming wedding, writing as if knowledge of bonnets were as natural as knowfedge
walking. “As to your Bonnet My Coz,” wrote Anna, “I can only say that our spritg) ha
have not yet come in. Leghorns are yet altogether wdrnSimilarly, a friend of Margaret
Mordecai’s in Philadelphia discussed Margaret’s ideas about a weddingrotessas of her

own, long-held opinions: “You[r] fancy of a silver muslin,” she wrote, “was alwayb&ay

M1 Men distanced themselves from the world of fasliospite of the fact that historians have noted
southern men’s peculiar obedience to its dictafee GloverSouthern Son$98.

12 \valter Lenoir to Cornelia Christian, 9 April 18362noir Family Papers, SHC.
13 Walter Lenoir to Thomas J. Lenoir, 21 April 18%&noir Family Papers, SHC.
14 Thomas Lenoir to Rufus Lenoir, 26 April 1856, Larfeamily Papers, SHC.

15 Anna Johnson to Eliza Haywood, 13 April 1823, Btriéaywood Papers, SHC.
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ideal of a bridal dress™® Furthermore, the elaborate nature of women'’s bridal wear
compared to men’s often necessitated, then as now, the involvement of a large group of
people to choose and assemble women'’s outfits. Aesthetic preparations forragvietddi
women gather together in an imagined space that emphasized what they shavetwa. A
man wishing, like Thomas Lenoir, to “have his rigging exactly right” knew thatase
entering a realm defined as feminine. Even if men denigrated or dismissethtie ¥vorld
of fashion, wedding preparations mandated that they acknowledge, however begyudgin
its legitimacy, and their own lack of mastery over it.

Women’s monopoly on fashion, however, illustrates the complex and tenuous situation of
a female culture within the southern patriarchy. The command of aesthatitdies
exercised at weddings demonstrated an investment in continuing their classtpak
power. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese has observed that the families of elite souttrerdecs
instill in young ladies what she calls an “instinctive” understanding ofsbs and
appropriate limits of aesthetic display: “[flashion articulated clasgiposi .. Alady . ..
had to manifest in her person a restrained elegance that simultaneously betokened
internalized self-control and solid male protectiot.”Wealthy southerners were incisive
judges of who could and could not hope to compete with their women’s highly developed
discourse of appearance. One man condescendingly reported to his sistelniBiHawing
seen “a wedding party and a most ludicrous scene it was. . .. ‘[W]hat do you thinlkdée bri
was dressed in'—she had on some sort of thing that had silver spangles on it and in her head
was stuck silver flowers and a lace veil tied on to her bonnet and then over all wasahrow

brown satin cloak which the gallant bridegroom was very attentive in keeping round her

M6 ]to Margaret Mordecai, 30 March [1842], idaret Mordecai Devereux Papers, SHC.

17 Fox-Genovesapithin the Plantation Househql@12-13.
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neck—altogether she put me in mind of a bull in a china sh8pElite southerners spent
heavily to distance themselves from such undignified persons, mobilizing their economic
resources to render themselves (especially women) as visually impresgiwssible. Ben
Johnson, an ex-slave from North Carolina, told a particularly blatant tale of howdhbywe
leveraged their human resources in order to improve bridal appearances: “I had a brother
Jim,” he recalled, “who wuz sold ter dress young missus fer her wedtinAtthough most
wealthy southerners had enough cash on hand to avoid quid pro quo situations such as this,
Johnson’s account pinpoints the material source of elite wedding gear: slave ldi®r. W
women gathered together to help each other fulfill their society’s expectatiomesioing-

day appearance, giving each other strength via their command of fashiomitifeed the
hegemony of the elite class.

So wedding preparations allowed women of all generations the opportunity to join
together in a nurturing, self-protective manner. But this female culbatesced at just the
moment when it would tie women most tightly to their society’s social hieeschihe
“several friends” who assured Cornelia Christian that she was “doing exiagt,” for
instance, were almost certainly women. Her letter telling Walter thdtieéeds had calmed
her fears was written the day after she returned from a stay wittsteer and in the weeks
prior to her wedding, she visited and hosted a number of female friends, acknowledging that
she was conscious of the opinions and reactions of “the girls” to her aéflo@srnelia’s

access to a female culture helped steady her as she entered marriage.

118 John Devereux to Ellen Mordecai, 28 February 184@garet Mordecai Devereux Papers, SHC.

19 Rawick, ed. American Slav&upplement, Series 1, Vol. 15: North Carolina, 9.

120 Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 23 May 185@noir Family Papers, SHC. See also Cornelia
Christian to Walter Lenoir, 8 March 1856 and 13 that 856, Lenoir Family Papers, SHC.
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Further, Cornelia’s friends complicate, if they do not refute, Jabour’s poiybtinag
women “resisted” their lot in the patriarchy, whereas older mothegnessthemselves to it.
Although Jabour documents many young women encouraging each other to rejegy or del
marriage, the experiences of this study’s subjects suggest that undet ablae
circumstances women of all ages encouraged not only their daughters and niecss, but al
their sisters and friends, to marry. Mothers (Jabour's embodiment of resigtwathe
patriarchal system) may have been particularly complicit: one motfieedenarriage as the
objective for both men and women, telling her diary, “I wish they, the elder ones could be
settled married well, it is for the happiness of a woman, & for that of a fatt when
Cornelia expressed doubts, her (married) sister and “the girls” helped backen the path
to marriage. Marriage, by which the community propagated itself, invitechcoity effort
to ensure that it took place, and even groups within the community with specifististere
such as women looking to gain a degree of autonomy within marriage—got ort45oard.
Elite southerners, devoted to ensuring that their weddings went off as planned, acted out
powerful rituals of social strength and continuity, comforting both men and wontkayas
neared the altar. The female culture that came together around a wedghhdawe made
Paul Cameron nervous. But it should have given him comfort: this temporary, not-quite-
illusory culture helped women muster the strength to join themselves to him aatiohs f

patriarchs.

The Wedding Day

121 Margaret Ann (Meta) Morris Grimball Diary, 15 Mérd861, SHC.

122 5ee GloverSouthern Sonsvho argues that “Young women . . . absorb[edMélees of their older kin”
in choosing mates (118). See also 125.
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As the ritual neared consummation, elite North and South Carolinians closelydgiharde
actions of wedding participants, stifling almost opportunities for deviance or esenent.
The wedding day telescoped the functions of wedding preparations into a setigs®f ri
heavily laden with pressures and incentives to go through with the union, and featured a
demonstrative element which made conformity particularly imperativecetidings, elite
southerners not only reinforced a couple’s sense of their proper roles and bbatorer
sending them into adulthood, but, just as important, reified and displayed theyeffi¢heir
social and economic relationships, not to mention their own personal worth. Southern
weddings exemplified Stephen Stowe’s argument that slavery renderessmaste
concerned with personal display than other Americans: “It was not inner worthéttated
[to southerners], but an obvious, fully displayed awareness of self and others quiteem conc
with the vigilance required of a master of slaves and a pater fanififagd if Stephanie
McCurry is correct in arguing that the household’s heightened political meanting i
antebellum South "inevitably" politicized and publicized domestic issues, thenngeddi
were particularly important moments in a society that based political arad gower on
household mastery* In weddings, in which participants acted out their household duties,
the southern patriarchy hid all but the smallest chinks in its armor. They oathest
strikingly consistent and tightly controlled exhibitions of elite powed, @timately
subordinated individual actors to the all-encompassing project of making the slawgholdi
patriarchy appear unassailable.

Many of the activities on the wedding day, like the months leading up to it, engghasiz

female collectivity. When a bride rose from bed, she often found a group of friends and

123 |ntimacy and Power in the Old Sou2. See also GloveBouthern Sonsii.

124 McCurry, “Two Faces of Republicanism,” 1246.
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family there to help adorn her. Women (then as now) treated aesthetic pomgdiatia
wedding as a communal event, as brides dressed with bridesmaids or othefrfendde

and relations. On a spring morning in 1848, one woman reminisced fondly about dressing
for her wedding. “[T]his time seventeen years ago,” she reminded her cousivetee
together, adorning ourselves for my approaching marriage. . . . [W]hat a lovetyad&y®
Female friends and family visiting from out of town often stayed at the hothe ofide;

thus they could attend her from the moment she awoke. Anna Johnson’s family, for instance,
offered to house Eliza Haywood for nearly a month prior to Anna’s wedding and several
days afterward to bodt® Receiving assistance and encouragement from so many women
who either had been in her shoes before or expected to wear them later likelketdas

bride’s confidence as she prepared to join herself to a husband. (It may also haleatedntri
to feelings of self-importance: Mary Chesnut grumbled about a bride “who scefaiesieof

and want of consideration for her august brideship in every one of her movemgnts.”)
Alongside friends and relatives, of course, stood a slave woman who probably did most of

the actual dressing. Former slave Adeline Johnson remembered that her nimegargs

151 1to “Tilly” [Sally Matilda Westray], 7 Apili1848, Battle Family Papers, SHC. But see SusansD
Nye Hutchison Journal, 29 June 1815, SHC for martioa bridesmaid arriving at a wedding alreadyssegl,
separate from the bride; it may be that the cominpmeess of dressing a bride only developed asenéury
progressed. An antebellum etiquette book confitms grooms wore less elaborate clothing than bradwl
thus required less help from their peers, makintgeradornment a less communal event than fenethe
Habits of Good Society: A Handbook for Ladies amhif&mern(New York: Carleton, 1860), 424-5.

126 Anna Johnson to Eliza Haywood, 19 April 1823, Etriéaywood Papers, SHC. See also [Mary E] to
Emily Elliott, 13 December 1847 Elliott and Gonzakapers, SHC. Orville Vernon Burton notes thgbma
social events sometimes saw visiting ladies staliegrhome of the party’s host, while men found ladg
elsewhere or traveled back and forth: “[wjomen wiosthy over for several days, and men would leade a
return again.”In My Father's House Are Many Mansior). Even when travel arrangements necessitaégd t
men spend the night at the bride’s residence, weddjave women pre-eminence. At one wedding in
Edgecombe, North Carolina, visiting ladies seeinaee stayed in the estate’s primary residence winda
were relegated to “the house which was [its owpeesidence before he built [his] large new dwejlin Blake
Nicholson, “An Old Time Wedding” [typescript], Freis Marion Parker Papers, SHC.

127\Woodward, ed Mary Chesnut’s Civil War834.
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with clothing and grooming her “young mistresses,” “dress[ing] them and comblirg]
hair.”*?® As on most days, a slaveowning woman’s appearance depended on having a slave
woman on hand to perfect it.

Despite the tension inherent in marriage vows—reciting vows, of course, gave one the
option publicly to refuse to marry—elite southerners experienced the mostydrefiere the
ceremony actually began, as one member of a couple awaited the arineabttigr. About
a Civil War wedding delayed by a groom’s late arrival, Mary Chesnut mtiBedbe ready
to be married—and the man not to come! The most awful thing of all we can im&gine.”
is telling that most southerners, always concerned about display, endurukibiss stretch
in relative privacy and did not commence the ceremony until the bride and groom had a
chance to interact. Our current proscription against couples seeing each otherthe
wedding gave no one pause: brides and grooms orchestrated assignations in church
entryways, and many couples met for the purpose of lining up side by side for the bridal
march®®® Conferring before the ceremony reduced the likelihood of public humiliation: if
either were considering backing out, he or she could do so before the guests ddme
bride, “upon [the groom’s] reaching the house the evening appointed for the marriage, . . .
very deliberately told the old Gentleman she had thought better'dt iObviously this

situation was embarrassing, but since it happened beyond the confines of the actual

128 Rawick, ed. American Slav8 (3): South Carolina, 36-7.

129\Woodward, ed.Mary Chesnut’s Civil War383. This particular groom’s tardiness may hasailted
from wartime exigencies, so Chesnut’s concernshferstate of the marriage probably mingled withrdar
the man'’s life; however, her sentiment seems mereiglly applicable.

130 Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 23 May 18%&noir Family Papers, SHC; Henry DeSaussure Fraser
to Jane Ladson, 2 April 1859, Henry DeSaussureeFiRapers, South Caroliniana Library, Universitysotith
Carolina (hereafter SCL); ar@ivil War Etiquette: Martine’s Handbook & Vulgarisnin Conversation
(Mendocina, CA: R.L. Shep, 1988), 140.

131 Mary Polk to Lucius Polk, 30 June 1826, Polk, Baignd McGehee Family Papers, SHC.
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ceremony, far fewer people witnessed the aged groom’s jilting than idhieclea left at the
altar.

The entrance of the bride and groom, then, was the most significant confirmation for
spectators that the couple would go through with their marriage. The ceresedhigft
little room for deviance. Pressing conformity on its participants, the bndaih was a
pageant of elite wealth and power. As a bride and groom entered the room and made the
way down the aisle, they were swept toward a positive answer before themffist
Historians of southern honor, including Steven M. Stowe, Betram Wyatt-Brown, and
Kenneth S. Greenberg, have noted the special emphasis southerners placed on physical
appearance. Southerners “were concerned,” writes Greenberg, “to a degreeldve w
consider unusual, with the surface of things—with the world of appearances; cavel St
argues that southerners linked appearance to “wider social stabifity€ritire class’s
power was thus legitimated by an individual’s living a ‘good lifé*”No set formula
dictated the arrangement of the bridal march, but parents, attendants, ascljuest
exemplified the importance of the particular people on display and the lagjtiof the

southern social system as a whbfe They offered a living tableau of the southern patriarchy

132 The trip down the aisle captivated observersiyatiel an account of a ceremony, no matter howfprie
fail to describe the appearance of the marcheas last to say who walked with whom.

133 Kenneth S. Greenbergonor and Slavery: Lies, Duels, Noses, Masks, Dmgsas a Woman, Gifts,
Strangers, Humanitarianism, Death, Slave Rebellidhe Proslavery Argument, Baseball, Hunting, and
Gambling in the Old SoutfPrinceton: Princeton University Press, 19965t&ven M. Stowdntimacy and
Power in the Old Southxviii. See also Wyatt-Browrgouthern Honqr34.

134 See GloverSouthern Sond45; on the other hand, Ellen K. Rothman notas iiid-nineteenth-century
northern weddings performed essentially the sametifon. Hands and Hear{s168. But Anya Jabour,
somewhat oddly, suggests that “For young womeherQld South, wedding days revolved not around
elaborate ceremonies but around the meaning ofiagaritself.” Scarlett’s Sistersl85. No doubt women
devoted considerable thought to marriage’s meatingthey also put a great deal of energy into the
ceremonies. For examples of bridal marches, ebelnich featured different orders and arrangemenhthke
participants, see Woodward, elllary Chesnut’s Civil War505; Susan Davis Nye Hutchison Journal, 29 June
1815, SHC; and Blake Nicholson, “An Old Time Weddiftypescript], Francis Marion Parker Papers, SHC.
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at its most brilliant. Weddings demonstrated to everyone involved that if dhégrmed to
the behavior the ritual prescribed, exhibiting appropriate gender and clasgheahay
could reap the benefits of the hierarchies they were acting out.

Wedding guests both witnessed and played a crucial role in this pageant. The number of
guests varied depending on space (some rooms could accommodate far more people than
others), on recent events (when a wedding followed hard upon the death of a familymembe
few invitations went out), and on personal preference. One wedding had 175 guests, another
sixty, and another “not more than twent§> Some ceremonies hosted just a few family and
close friends, only to be followed by large parties afterward: this traditioife not
pervasive, eliminated the risk of public rejection, allowing families to keefinthledecision-
making moments private, and then celebrate before a larger crowd only afteetheroe
had succeeded® Regardless of size, the crowd represented community sanction of a union,
emphasizing for the couple that their marriage vows would fulfill the hopes afeadawup
of people. Guests came out in formal clothes, reinforcing their sense of tk@oica
magnitude’*” This large group may have meant more to the bride than the groom. Wedding
guests skewed toward the bride’s family and social circle, for the singderr¢hat most

weddings took place in or nearby the bride’s home. Many weddings among the North and

135William Elliott [Sr.] to William Elliot [Jr.], 1 February 1848, Elliott and Gonzales Papers, SHCy IMic
Battle to William H. Battle, 3 July 1850, BattlerRy Papers, SHC; Woodward, edary Chesnut’s Civil
War, 649; John Berkley Grimball Diary, 26 February 88SHC; and Mary Polk to Lucius Polk, 16 March
1826, Polk, Badger, and McGehee Family Papers, SMya Jabour argues that most antebellum weddings
were small, but the elite certainly had their stariarge weddingsScarlett’s Sisters185.

136 | ouise McCaa to Mary G. Davis, 18 January [18M2ry G. Davis Papers, SCL; Mary Lucas to Melissa
Williams, 11 February 1836, Badger Family PapekCSJohn Berkley Grimball Diary, 19 November 1845.

137 Two of Lucy M. Battle’s sons, in fact, chose nmattend weddings or receptions when faced with the

prospect of lacking suitable clothes to wear. LityBattle to William H. Battle, 1 November 1845dah3
October 1849, Battle Family Papers.
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South Carolina elite necessitated at least a day or two’s travel, oftemththaigroom’s
entouragé>®

At the center of the crowd’s orbit was the bride. Most guests had come on hertbehalf,
wish her well and (perhaps) farewl. At no other time in her life would so many people
pay her so much attention. One wedding guest placed the bride at the weddiraj fokal
point: “the bride,” she wrote, “had her husband on the one hand and the bridesmaids on the
other.™® And while the presence of siblings, cousins, uncles, aunts, friends and even
strangers no doubt comforted her in this transitional moment, it also drove home how
important it was for her to say yes when she reached the altar. Everyooeexpss to
complete the ritual, and women who failed to do courted approbation from all sides.

A wedding guest would have had little trouble interpreting a bride’s appeashe
embodied the highest degree of material wealth and sophistication to which one caald aspi
thereby honoring her family as well as her class. Bridal gowns weeatesdly party
dresses, but ladies bought them specially for the occasion and thought thenheplgrt
important purchaseé! Brides or their delegates had scoured the shops of Charleston,

Raleigh, Philadelphia, New York, and other cosmopolitan centers for clothing tbastat

138 See Walter Lenoir to Thomas Lenoir, 21 April 1866 Thomas Lenoir to Rufus Lenoir, 12 May 1856,
Lenoir Family Papers, SHC; Eliza Haywood to Annankwon, 26 April 1823, Ernest Haywood Papers, SHC;
Joseph deRoulhac to Catharine Ruffin, 12 NovemB86,1Ruffin, Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC.

139 As with the bridal party, brides received with ghia the news that certain family members could not
attend this most important occasion. When CatbdRiuffin’'s godmother informed Catharine that sheldo
not make her wedding, she pleaded, “dont be angtg.C[ ] to Catharine Ruffin, 27 October 18&affin,
Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC. Wary of slighthe bride or her family, people sending thejrets
might promise to be at the wedding in spirit if mobody. Caroline Carrell to Catharine RuffinD@tober
1836, Ruffin, Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SH@ekH. Ruffin to Thomas Ruffin, 19 October 1836,
Thomas Ruffin Papers, SHC.

140 susan Davis Nye Hutchison Journal, 19 July 18H&.S

14135 M. Wool described buying bridal clothes for Blidaywood as “mak[ing] purchases of . . . much
importance.” S.M. Wool to Eliza Haywood, 20 May2B3 Ernest Haywood Papers, SHC.
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resembled “the most elegant lace dresses of the latest European impottat®arinets,
veils, and lavish ornamentation supplemented dresses of expensive, high-quatisy-fab
moiré, tulle, silk, lace, and satin. One guest remembered the entrance ofl, treataiful,
gueenly bride, robed in satin and fine laces, with bridal veil held in place by aftiara
diamonds, falling back over the long train,” while another described the brideng/@areil
of “blond lace—and the dress tulle and blond lace—diamonds and péaria/dmen took
pleasure in dressing up and sought to do it well. Margaret Mordecai’s dress-teputy
warned her, Silver muslin & thread lace veils are both expensive articles, & [ ] you must
expect to pay for them;” but brides, while conscious of price, seem gerterallye bought
whatever suited their hearts’ desire, so long as it rendered them elegamigaod tasté*
Brides far outshone their husbands-to-be in terms of aesthetic extravaganmes sported
dark fancy-dress clothes, including top hats, coats and tails, vests, and néékvmeéact,
women risked dwarfing their men as they swam toward the altar in layer upoofiapstly

fabric. One visitor to Norfolk, Virginia, reported, “all efforts are ma[aelook large.

12 pid.

143 BJake Nicholson, “An Old Time Wedding” [typescripErancis Marion Parker Papers, SHC; and
Woodward, ed.Mary Chesnut’s Civil War648; see also Mary Ferrand Henderson Diary, B&aly 1856 and
18 January 1857, John Steel Henderson Papers, SNCWool to Eliza Haywood, 20 May 1823, Ernest
Haywood Papers, SHC; [ ] to Margaret MordeB@iMarch [1842], Margaret Mordecai Devereux Papers
SHC; andHabits of Good Societyi24-5.

1441 1 to Margaret Mordecai, 30 March [1842], Maret Mordecai Devereux Papers, SHC. Emphasis in
original. See Fox-Genoves#jthin the Plantation Househql@15.

145 An etiquette book declared in 1860, “men show jegsn their attire at the fond consummation adith
hopes, and more in their faceddabits of Good Society#25. See Walter Lenoir to Thomas J. Lenoir, PtilA
1856, Lenoir Family Papers, SHC. Kathleen M. Br@theory of elite women serving as “class ballasty
apply here. In Brown'’s formulation, elite men waige to highlight the similarities between thenassland
their economic inferiors precisely because theim&n “embodied class differences,” ensuring thaershbws
of equality would not “eras[e] important socialtitistions.” Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious
Patriarchs 306, 317. The clothing men wore at weddingsytfimoof high quality, likely resembled that of most
men on most days, while the extravagance of ladvesiding gear elevated them far above other worlen.
this light, women did as much or more work diffefating their class from inferiors on their weddidgys as
men did.
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Bustles or rumps are all the gb%® Even the least sophisticated observer knew that such
luxury expressed economic superiority: only the wealthiest of men could afforel tivese
wives and daughters so bedeck&d.

The bride’s father cut an impressive figure, too. For young southern womentaino of
felt closer to their mothers, fathers wielded authority that rarely brouketstatiort®
Their fathers’ presence reminded young women that failing to marry would disappdi
publicly embarrass the most significant authority figure in their lives. thdeeether
walking down the aisle beside her or awaiting her near the front of the roofathaeof the
bride enacted his continued influence over his daughter: it was he who hadquktinatt
union, and he who would see it through to its proper end. To their future sons-in-law, brides’
fathers appeared as social and economic superiors who could improve their standing. Youth
and inexperience denied young men access to the privileges accordettithreir—John
Berkley Grimball attended a wedding reception that split guests into tweraoa “for the
Ladies and Young men,” and one “for the older Men"—and receiving property from thei
elders placed grooms in a subordinate position, rendering them at least soméwiuznom
them*® The superiority of their future fathers-in-law, then, necessitated that grstoow
them public respect: if they did, however, these older men held the keys to the oldibioys’

of elite planters.

1481 1to Mary Ann Cameron, 7 May 1832, Cameramfly Papers, SHC.

147 Although fashionable ladies could be found thraughAmerica (usually near cosmopolitan centersnfro
at least the 1830s on, beauty historian Lois Banots that antebellum southern ladies, spurregdénsonal
pride and sectional jealousy,” viewed fashion as way in which to assert the superiority of theictfon’s
way of life. They attempted to “establish southleladership in another area concerned with théoarastic
world that southerners claimed they representediuigioing the northern ladies they maimerican Beauty
69.

148 See Fox-Genovesw/ithin the Plantation Househal@0, 64, and 113.
149 John Berkley Grimball Diary, 26 February 1856, SH&ee Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor, 332-9, and
Kenneth S. Greenbergonor and Slavery52-3.
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The performance of friendly relations between grooms and brides’ fathers editvey
continuity and vitality of the elite class. Guests saw this continuityyparblunt economic
terms: rumors circulated freely in the months before a wedding about the maeriaige
gifts, rhetoric that reminded community members of their neighbors’ ecorpowier and
reliability.**® Further, as Steven M. Stowe has argued, friendly interactions among elite men
buttressed their class’ dominance and unity: “the emotional harmony of elitevas
perceived to be a major support of class authority. If men acted and felt wasmégtful to
each other they would be obeyed by their slaves and loved by their farhiliess’the
father of the bride gave the groom property, and as the groom acted out his abilitgdd prot
and care for his wife-to-be (not to mention her property), each man validated the othe
membership in an exclusive group. The public intimacy of two patriarchs, endeasing
other’s legitimacy as masters, assured the crowd of the continued viabthiy southern
social and economic systems, and of the fitness of the elite to rule.

The weeping mother was as much a wedding stereotype then as she is todaly,sm muc
that one observer inferred tears where he saw none: “the sad looks of her sisterqiand mot
were not calculated to cheer [the bride;] there was no foolish crying dagrgetemony but
| dare say there were many inward tears smothéréd&’ mother's unhappiness (real or
imagined) may well have reflected the bride’s own feelings, but it alsochkdpgen the pain
of leaving home. While men might greet news of an impending marriage in jocularte

one letter to Paul Cameron described marriage as “the gam[e and Miss] Ruiiizéte

150 A number of letters and diary entries discuss msnod marriage gifts. See, for instance, Mary Halkgr
to Susan P. Cabanne, 4 February 1841, Battle Fdajhers, SHC; and Margaret Ann (Meta) Morris Grilinba
Diary, 15 December 1860, SHC.

51 Steven M. Stowdntimacy and Power in the Old Soy@®

152 Henry DeSaussure Fraser to Jane Ladson, 2 Af59,18enry DeSaussure Fraser Papers, SCL. See
RothmanHands and Hear{sl73, and Jabou§carlett’'s Sisters188.
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while another man essayed a legal metaphor (“I congratulate you, tisaittinewhich you

were so assiduously engaged . . . is brought to a heppination by a decisiomponits

merits. . .”)—women took a more somber view, expressing sadness at losing their friends
and family’>®* When Cornelia Christian told a friend about her engagement, she responded
with grief: “she expressed great distress,” Cornelia wrote, and “satd/ebkl not give me
up.”*** A friend of Harriett Elliott’s lamented the end that Harriett’s engsaye would

bring to their adolescent dreams of a life together: “can | think that yousbaa@on

renounced all idea of bearing me company in old maidism[?] Ah! Hattie, Irard #iose
splendid air castles we used to build together werghbyeared on a most sandy
foundation.**> Joseph deRoulhac speculated (jokingly) that Catharine Ruffin’s aunt refused
to see him when he visited because “she was unwilling to seeulenanwho was to carry
away her favorite niece™ If a bride’s mother cried at a wedding, she provided her
daughter with a psychological outlet, validating the mixed emotions she might be
experiencing. But her presence, even in sadness, also encouraged the bridetmbgo thr

with her marriage. Especially when escorted down the aisle by the groomotiter of the

bride assured her daughter of the continuity of patriarchal relationghiplgjng that the

153 Jos. G. Wright to Paul Cameron, 19 November 18&inks filled in by Paul Cameron to Anne Ruffin,
10 December 1831, in which Paul quoted the origgnéénsively) Cameron Family Papers, SHC; E.H. vl
William Gaston, 26 October 1816, William Gaston &apSHC. Emphasis in original.

154 Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 8 March 1886noir Family Papers, SHC.

15 Marion to Harriett Elliott, 21 February 1856, Bliand Gonzales Papers, SHC. Emphasis in original.

1%6 Joseph deRoulhac to Catharine Ruffin, 27 Septe®®@8, Ruffin, Roulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC.
Emphasis in original. Certainly both this and pineceding quotation were delivered in at leastraesehat
jesting manner; yet they convey emotions not todalon by male correspondents. See also Lucy MleBa

to William H. Battle, 6 May 1851, Battle Family Rap, SHC, Sarah Ann Tate to Cornelia Christian, 11
February 1856, Lenoir Family Papers, SHC; and Méayper Beall Letter, SHC.
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support she had given her in childhood would follow her into marfigand by walking
his future mother-in-law down the aisle, a man showed his wife-to-behthatculd not
enter marriage alone, but that her (female) family could still plajeam her life.

Although their practical purpose was to witness the ceremony and assist tieenathupl
clothing and other incidentals, wedding attendants or “waiters” highlightembtipde’s
interconnectedness with others in the southern social sy3teBridal parties typically
consisted of equal numbers of young men and women, symbolizing the intention of other
couples to marry too someday, and suggesting that the bride and groom, by going through
with their marriage, would conform to their peers’ expectatidh<ouples knew they were
distributing social capital in naming their bridal paity.Cornelia Christian felt obligated
(by her family? by the bonds of friendship?) to ask a friend to attend her. “HE]}xwél
have to ask her to officiate,” she told her fiah®In return for solidifying their
relationships with them, the bridal party reassured a couple that their union hadkihg bac
of their closest friends. Like brides’ mothers, wedding attendants seem to lthusohe
significance for brides than for grooms. Anna Johnson’s reaction to Eypadéd’s

decision not to attend her in her wedding, although unusually fulsome (and possibly with a

57 For two such examples, see Woodward, Méry Chesnut's Civil War505 and 648.
18 Habits of Good Society23-6.

159 5ee, for instance, Patty Cain to Catharine deRamulh February 1841, Tod Robinson Caldwell Papers,
SHC; and Susan Davis Nye Hutchison Journal, 29 18&6, SHC. Despite the fact that Walter Lenoirldo
bring only two attendants to his wedding, Corn@iaistian filled out his side with her own friendsd
relations. Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 22ril 1856 and Walter Lenoir to Cornelia Christj@8 May
1856, Lenoir Family Papers, SHC. See also Elizathifmyton to William Gaston, 31 July 1816, William
Gaston Papers, SHC. For an explicit mention einatants walking as heterosexual couples, see Henry
DeSaussure Fraser to Jane Ladson, 2 April 1859 yHeeSaussure Fraser Papers, SCL. SeeHabis of
Good Society423-4.

10 One etiquette book called the naming of bridesmdcompliment.” Ibid., 423.

161 Cornelia Christian to Walter Lenoir, 13 March 1866noir Family Papers, SHC.
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lame attempt at humor), suggests the intensity of brides’ feelings: filcsemg but want of
inclination to hinder you,” she wrote. “[l]f you do not [come], remember | n@iter invite
you to come and eat collards and Bacon with me, . . . | will never speak to you ndowrite
you or see you or do anything but abuse you for the futGfeWomen like Anna may have
taken rejection harder than men because they had more riding on the t&qG&st wrote as
if she needed support as they entered marriage. “You must come, for | canndtaidd wit
you.”** Grooms exhibited no comparable neediness.

An etiquette book expected the bridal party “to complete the picture witly'elifexcthe
bride, waiters embodied material wealth.Guests understood that attendants enjoyed social
and economic status similar to that of the bride and groom, as most were sduiuglss, or
close friends of the coup&® Economic power shone in their clothing, which diverged from
the bride’s and groom’s only minutely in color or desithLike the marrying couple,
attendants often bought new outfits for weddings, at no small exp&ngéiters might
wear streamers or other accessories to set themselves off from osteragukto invest their

appearance with ritual strangeness or distinction. One observer reportedyridfhaids

182 Anna Johnson to Eliza Haywood, 3 May 1823, Erhtestwood Papers, SHC.

163 Compare Anna’s response to Eliza with Walter Leagemark to his brother that a prospective
groomsman of his might not be able to attend hiddivey, 21 April 1856, Lenoir Family Papers, SHC.

184 Anna Johnson to Eliza Haywood, 3 May 1823, Erhtestwood Papers, SHC.

185 Habits of Good Societyt26.

1% bid., 423.

167.5.M. Wool bought a dress for Eliza Haywood despiteknowing whether Eliza was engaged, and
suggested only a slight change depending on whé&iliex married in it. “[T]he dress will be very datiful,”
she wrote, “over a white, lemon colored, or rosewed silk. If wornby a bridewhite satin will of course be
most suitable.” S.M. Wool to Eliza Haywood, 20 ME823, Ernest Haywood Papers, SHC. Emphasis in
original.

188 | ycy Battle fretted to her husband about how mitigfould cost to dress their children as attendants

Lucy M. Battle to William H. Battle, 4 Nov 1851, Ble Family Papers, SHC.
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[sic] wore splendid gowns. The gentlemen were attired in the latest fashidmcdtagng a
tall silver candlestick with a lighted candle thered."Even the size of the bridal party
bespoke class status, as weddings usually featured at least three aifers for both the
bride and groom: fewer than that might betray a couple’s lesser econandingt Indeed,
although an etiquette book deemed more than eight waiters “ridiculous,” one wedding
1856 featured sixteen groomsmen and sixteen bridesmaids—thirty-twa i all!

Despite the material extravagance of these performances, and the ctamopol
sophistication necessary to pull them off (fashionable southerners looked unwawveringl
“the latest European importation”), the white elite still cherished a notion oistlees as
simple country folk. Walter Lenoir wrote his brother that “plain” dress wouldcsufibr his
wedding: “A plain white Marsailes [sic] vest will answer every puepims you, . . . and you
will not need a white cravat at all. There will be no necessity for extravagaihe rest of
your preparation, as the company . . . will, | suppose, be mostly country people like
ourselves.*”* Lenoir, a lawyer and a prominent member of a politically powerful family,
was not entirely unused to pretension or artifice; nor were southern weddinggaftall a
from the currents of fashior? Identifying themselves with country simplicity, however,
aligned elite southerners’ interests and behavior with powerful and long-staatlieg.

According to Lois Banner, cosmopolitan tastes in fashion began to veer away from

189 Blake Nicholson, “An Old Time Wedding” [typescijpErancis Marion Parker Papers, SHC. See also
Walter Lenoir to Thomas Lenoir, 21 April 1856, LénBamily Papers, SHC; and Susan Davis Nye Hutchiso
Journal, 28 June 1815, SHC.

19 Habits of Good Society23; John Berkley Grimball Diary, 26 February 88SHC. See Stevensdrife
in Black and White65.

" Walter Lenoir to Thomas J. Lenoir, 21 April 18%&noir Family Papers, SHC.
172 pfter the Civil War (and after the death of hifevCornelia), Walter retired to the North Carolina

mountains to live alone in a cabin. But in 1856 $tatus as simple country folk was doubtful.
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republican simplicity in the 18365° For the southern gentry, whose women, especially,
kept assiduouslgu courant praising their own countrified lack of pretension tied them to
more solid, reliable modes of society and economy than might be found in the Northeast: to
land rather than markets, to tradition rather than modernity, and, implicithe tntient,
Biblically-sanctioned practice of slavery rather than new-fangleléteor' ™

Weddings helped southerners define their values and broadcast them to their
communities.”> Their material splendor and emotional resonance smothered any
transgressive impulses a bride or groom might have nurtured during the enggenasl,
along with any doubts as to their ability to go through with the ritual. All theezies of the
bridal march, for instance, combined to impress upon a couple that failing to foimwgh
when the moment arrived would publicly humiliate the authority figures who had so much
invested in their marriage. Men women had learned to abhor this prospect, and nothing in
the ceremony encouraged them to court it. Elite southerners, tying th&wosisl to public
display, used a tightly constructed, highly persuasive manner of bringingaheig to the
altar, minimizing the risk that wedding participants might act out anytesgthan
benevolent male mastery and willing female submission. This risk was méaifurther by
many weddings’ location: the bride’s home. The percentage of weddingspankd at
home rather than at church is uncertain, but southerners attached no social stigmea to ei

location. It is possible that the ritual process may have made women'’s heemes s

173 American Beautyl7-18.

174 On the southern cultural aversion to modernitg, Seven M. Stowéntimacy and Power in the Old
South 253.

75 Victor W. Turner argues that “[w]hen a social goau . celebrates a particular even or occasion,
such as a birth, harvest, or national independénakso ‘celebrates itself.” . . . [I]t attempts manifest, in
symbolic form, what it conceives to be its essetifiy at once the distillation and typificatiorf ibs
corporate experience.” “Introduction” Tfrurner, ed.Celebration: Studies in Festivity and Ritual
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Pre€82), 16.
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temporarily strange and new; more likely, women found their options circineddry the
familiar location. They had formed their expectations of adulthood (and, no doubt, marriag
in these rooms: the image of their parents, comfortably ensconced in the seat of aodhfor
power, would have guided them toward the easiest and most socially-sanctioned choice

By the time they reached the front of the room, then, both bride and groom had passed
through such a dazzling array of pressures and incentives that their acquieésterecte
minister was nearly a foregone conclusion. The rites themselves provdkecblitiment.
Rather, most reporters abridged discussions of the ceremony with a commdkeldteey
twain were made one™ or did not describe it at-&ll.One groomsman’s summation that
“[t]hey both behaved well, repeating their parts after Mr. D[  ]” aptlyattarized the ease
with which most couples did what was expected of th€nslight deviations from the
prescribed norms spurred nervous reactions. One observer told a friend, “Nothing
remarkable happened during the wedding times, only Mr. Caldwell [the groom] salid ‘I
rather too soon, and made all the girls laugh.”

If ceremonies were unremarkable, they did not lack meaning. Words and chases
in Biblical texts and used by Christians the world over resonated with the soelitein
particular ways, tending most of all to affirm white male mastegth Bhe Episcopal and
Presbyterian Churches, from which most wealthy southerners hailed, edsanrsde
obedience in their rites. Episcopal vows diverged for men and women in only one respect,

but the difference implied male dominance and female subordination. Episcopalistersini

176 Blake Nicholson, “An Old Time Wedding” [typescripErancis Marion Parker Papers, SHC; see also
Woodward, ed.Mary Chesnut’s Civil War648-9.

" Henry DeSaussure Fraser to Jane Ladson, 2 Af9,18enry DeSaussure Fraser Papers, SCL.

178 patty Cain to Catherine Roulhac, 7 February 1848, Robinson Caldwell Papers, SHC.
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asked men, “[w]ilt thou love her, comfort her, honour, and keep her?” but women, “[w]ilt
thou obey him, and serve him, love, honour and keep AlfhThe Presbyterian rites
likewise found men vowing to “be unto her a loving and faithful husband,” while wives went
a step further, pledging to “be unto him a loving, faithful, and obedient WiteThe
Anglican Book of Common Prayer (but not the Presbyterian Constitution) retained the
explicit suggestion that a woman was her father’s or guardian’s t@agag, stipulating that
the minister ask, “Who giveth this Woman to be married to this Man?” and “receig[e] th
Woman at her father’s or friend’s hand8” Perhaps most participants ignored the
hierarchies conveyed by their words and actions, accepting them as partitofthzut not
necessarily applying them to their own lives. Their writings, however, iedscaawareness
and perhaps an internalization of weddings’ gendered language. Cathafinaued
humor to distance herself from language portraying her as a gift: her getrdescribed
her “being given away’ as you sportively say> But George Badger seriously (although in
a self-consciously literary mode) quoted the marriage rites in a lettés taughter: “in
giving you to [your fiancé] | shall bestow a treasure of the highest Vadne sure.**®

Jean E. Friedman has argued that southerners believed that women’s dgrgasécit

them greater access to Christ than men had: “evangelical tradition assatn&dren

179 The Book of Common Prayer [lI], and Administratiofithe Sacraments; and Other Rites and
Ceremonies of the Church, According to the Usd®frotestant Episcopal Church in the United Stafes
America; Together with the Psalms of Da#hiladelphia: Thomas Wardle, 1848), 316-7.

180The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church, in theted States of Amerig®hiladelphia: Ed.
Barrington and Geo. D. Maxwell, [1850?]), 444.

181 Book of Common Prayer [IJ]317. Note that it was thminister, not the groom, who received the
woman, limiting the specifically patriarchal impditons of the act; yet the absence of any similang
rhetoric in regard to the groom clearly placed waorimea less autonomous position than men.

1821 ]to Catharine Ruffin, 27 October 1836, RuffRoulhac, and Hamilton Papers, SHC.

183 George Badger to Sally Badger, 17 June 1854, Bdtyaily Papers, SHC.
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possessed a greater spiritual capacity than men who engaged in worldly pW&rnten

took their spiritual superiority seriously and used it to attempt to build an equal
partnership.*** Standing before a minister, women may have felt spiritual proficiency that
their fiancés lacked. During the engagement period, some men did play the paituafl spi
novices under the influence of beneficent women. Paul Cameron praised Anne Ruffin for
knowing “but little of this worlds [sic] dissimulation,” and being “a strangergo it
corruption.™®> Walter Lenoir likewise noted that he had been praying more under his
fiancée’s care and expressed the hope that marriage would “be the means throagh God’
mercy of preparing me for heavelf® But whatever women'’s spirituality might accomplish,
it never upset the course of the ritual in which they transferred their obe(ienekgious
words, no less) from one patriarch to anoffiér.

With the ceremony over and any doubts about the couple’s intentions put to rest,
reassured communities paraded their wealth and power at a reception. Thestekent
variety of forms: families whose children married in the morning might hosiaktast after
the ceremony, while an evening wedding sometimes followed a brief gaflae preceded
a gala lasting into the wee hours. Post-wedding activities expanded the cpetgptd who

were exposed to a family’s hospitality, involving as many as 300 pactbisrating the

184 Enclosed GarderB5. Civil ceremonies were an option, but appéyenrelatively rare one. Women,
perhaps enacting their deeper religiosity, may halbied to have their marriages solemnized by sténg as
opposed to civil servants: Mary Polk and Georgedgadat least, wrote back and forth debating wroukh
perform their wedding, with Polk favoring a Pressdn minister and Badger supporting a justicéheffieace.
Mary Polk to George E. Badger, 25 and 27 Octob261Bolk, Badger, and McGehee Family Papers, SHC.

185 paul Cameron to Anne Ruffin, 10 July 1832, Camdtamily Papers, SHC.
18 Wwalter Lenoir to Cornelia Christian, 9 April 18362noir Family Papers, SHC.
187 And indeed, increases in piety traveled along@way street: one bride assured her fiancé, “Thnoug

you | shall be continually improving in piety & wWre.” Eliza Worthington to William Gaston, 9 Ji8116,
William Gaston Papers, SHC.
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continued good fortunes of the bride, the groom, and their farffifieReceptions prompted
guests to reflect upon the impressive resources a southern patriarch had at has dispos
Guests marveled at the quality and quantity of food and decorations. “[S]uch H"suppe
remembered one. “Everything good to eat and drink were there in the greatesbprdf

John Berkley Grimball, too, praised the spread he encountered at another reception: “Supper
in two rooms. One richly and tastefully ornamented for the Ladies and Young Men, and the
other of a more substantial but very recherché kind for the older el this largesse

shored up elite dominance, both by demonstrating the impressive resourceshgatriar
commanded and by indebting guests to their hosts in a multitude of smaf®*V&ertram
Wyatt-Brown has described hospitality in the antebellum South not merelyasfanthe

elite to cow their inferiors with displays of wealth, but as a competitiversyst

obligation!®* Some hosts kept up the festivities for upwards of two days, and with every

18| ouise McCaa to Mary G. Davis, 18 January [18M2ry G. Davis Papers, SCL. Wealthy families
sometimes went to impressive lengths to dissemihateelebration of a successful wedding. Marysbhe
attended one wedding whose guests were splitwaaéceptions on two different nights, though, she
observed, “[tlhe second-best did not like it.” Vdaa@rd, ed.Mary Chesnut’s Civil War696. Even people
who were not invited to the actual receptions mighhe to visitations held at the bride’s houseftitiewing
afternoon; and the people who could not comtadsemight find pieces of wedding cake delivered tarthe
homes. Mary Ferrand Henderson Diary, 25 Januas$,183 January 1857, John Steele Henderson Papers,
SHC; Susan Davis Nye Hutchison Journal, 29 Jun&,18#C; John Berkley Grimball Diary, 14 February
1834, SHC; and Lucy M. Battle to William H. Battls} October 1851, Battle Family Papers, SHC.

189 Blake Nicholson, “An Old Time Wedding” [typescripErancis Marion Parker Papers, SHC; John
Berkley Grimball Diary, 26 February 1856, SHC. @& Mary Ferrand Henderson Diary, 18 January 1857
John Steele Henderston Papers, SHC. Frances fealloted similarly segregated situations at paitties
Cincinnati.Domestic Manners of the Americaresl. Richard Mullen (New York: Oxford Universityd3s,
1984), 256-57.

10 This applies particularly to wedding presents fritve community, apparently rare until midcentuSee
RothmanHands and Heartsl67. Mary Ferrand Henderson noted “many handdmrdal presents” including
“silverware jewelry &c &c” at a wedding in 1856. @y Ferrand Henderson Diary, 25 January 1856, John
Steele Henderson Papers, SHC.

191 southern Honqr332-9, quot. p. 337. An anecdote Mary Chesruinded about a man who attempted to
elope with a South Carolina belle bears out WyativB's theory. Rather than being confronted witlyex or
violence, the man and his friend “were receivedwitcold and stately and faultless politeness’heywtoman’s
family and treated to an extensive round of “balidl parties,” “which made them feel as if they hadn
sheep-stealing.” Woodward, eMary Chesnut’s Civil Warl78. In this way the family both retained cohtro
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meal, every favor they bestowed, they accumulated a social®ddbtthe context of a wider
display of class unity, throwing a magnificent wedding reception enaltiestdo
distinguish himself from his peers as being particularly generous.

Receptions alert us to a crucial facet of elite weddings that guestdrmiticrarely
mentioned: their idealization of slavery. In 1815, Susan Davis Nye Hutchison attended one
reception at a Judge Taylor's home in Raleigh, and wrote in her diary: fiagdaevas
carried around and all kinds of cake served. . .. At eleven syllabubs and sweetmeats were
presented*®* Her passive constructions beg the questidrgserved the food? Who
carried tea around, who presented syllabubs and sweetmeats? Who made themssdelica
the first place? Accounts of southern weddings before the Civil War exhibitekirzgs
visual block when it came to slaves. Hutchison, like almost every other whitéerdduave
found**left no conclusive evidence that slaves walked among the wedding guests, but who
else in Judge Taylor's—or anyone else’s—household would have served his guases? Si
were not invisible—they did important physical and symbolic work at white weddibgs

they were not spoken of. We know from slave narratives that slaves attended some

over the nuptial process (as opposed to suffeningnabarrassing elopement) and shamed the perpsttgto
displaying magnanimity in the face of the strangetblation of social codes. More generally, Eugén
Genovese has argued that material splendor hetygesbuthern elite maintain its dominance: conswnpdf
luxuries, he writes, “provided the ruling classiwihe fagade necessary to control the middle andriclasses,
.. . impress[ing] a whole community and keep[ihgfore its humbler men the shining ideal of plaatat
magnificence. . . . In this manner, every dollzerg by the planters for elegant clothes, a colestyecation for
their children, or a lavish barbecue contributethpolitical and social domination of their clds$he
Political Economy of Slavery: Studies in the Ecop@Bociety of the Slave Soutdew York: Pantheon
Books, 1965), 18.

192 BJake Nicholson, “An Old Time Wedding” [typescfipErancis Marion Parker Papers, SHC; William
Polk to [his daughter] Mary Polk, 24 January 182dlk, Badger, and McGehee Family Papers, SHC.

193 susan Davis Nye Hutchison Journal, 29 June 1846,.S
19 Mary Chesnut did describe one slave who fiddlgdafieour parties,” though she did not specifically

mention weddings. Woodward, etflary Chesnut’s Civil War20-1. Her account seems to be corroborated by
the slave narrative of Richard Mack. Rawick, eimerican Slav8 (3): South Carolina, 151-2.

180



weddings: Georgian James Bolton, for instance, recalled, “When the youngrsarst
mistesses at the big houses got married they ‘lowed the slaves to gadder on theghorch a
peep through the windows at the weddin’. Mos’en generally they ‘ud give the youpig c
a slave or two to take with them to they new hoffe.Bolton offered a telling juxtaposition
of black faces peering through parlor windows to witness a wedding and black bodies
moving from plantation to plantation in dowries. At weddings, evocative and ritually
important moments in their lives, the southern elite exhibited slaves—in tleeaicesilin their
un-remarked service, in their status as valuable property—as much as thetedxhi
themselves. Aside from making weddings run smoothly with their labor, slavés|sead
the power of their owner in particular and the elite class in general. Thantbiodiment of
elite power was so common that whites did not think to mention it hardly undermines its
significance.

At times, the display of patriarchal power trumped almost all other concetns. J
Berkley Grimball’s description of separate suppers for older men and yaemgmd women
suggests that after-parties sometimes focused not on the newly-maupde, dut rather on
their elders. The bride’s father did not need bright clothing to shine at a weddiregitre |
of slaves providing lavish hospitality on his orders also answered that point. Weddiags we
traditionally women'’s events, and a female culture did coalesce around thenthe
wedding Grimball attended, the most exclusive table (and the “more substattiia very
recherché” dinner) was reserved for the older e he southern instinct for honoring

patriarchs prevailed. Once the bride and groom had done their duty, the commulcitya:

19 Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 1, 101.

1% Frances Trollope noted that this sex-segregatesigement marked “many private balls,” and did not
deem it a regional habiDomestic Manners of the America@$7.
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back to celebrating the brilliance and mastery of their patriarchs. Indegdesters were so
accustomed to weddings’ focus on men that the bride and groom’s presence wasysot alwa
required. One guest remarked upon the “fine times, agreeable company, gondingusi
eating & drinking &c &c” at a wedding reception. He noted that illness haepted the

happy couple from appearing; yet the party went on without fiem.

“Such, my dear Dorothy, is the account of my wedding which took place so many years
ago, and with it ends the first period of my lif€® When Nancy Bostick DeSaussure
reflected upon her wedding nearly fifty years after the fact, she markednteaof her life’s
defining moments, the beginning of her adulthood. On the other side of marriage, &new lif
awaited elite men and women, a life of difficult adjustments to each ofiresence and
their new roles (sexual as well as social) as husband and wife. Men, nosspasbeth the
requisite property and social imprimatur, began to assert themselvestass m@somen set
about the frequently exhausting work of housekeeping and became mistressessto s
They also worked to form or strengthen relationships with their husbands’ faaddamily
members, some of whom might live in the house over which they now exercised at least
nominal authority, and did their best to keep up with the ones they had left b&hind.

In weddings, members of the southern elite cemented ties to their soeial bgédre
entering adulthood. From the time a couple announced their engagement until thehend of t

wedding ceremony, brides and grooms found themselves immersed in imagery and rhetoric

17 Lucy M. Battle to William H. Battle, 8 May 1832 altlle Family Papers, SHC.

198 N.B. DeSaussur@ld Plantation Days: Being Recollections of Southiife Before the Civil War:
Electronic Edition(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 19980, available online at
http://docsouth.unc.edu/desaussure/desaussure.html.

199 5ee JabouScarlett's Sisters191-95.
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that connected their future happiness with their allegiance to the southernhmesrafclass,
gender, and race. Weddings economic activities hardly diminished this connastmen
and women understood that the successful completion of the ritual offered them fiagncia
well as social and cultural maturity. As members of a landholding (not toanenti
slaveholding) patriarchy, southerners were unusually invested in weddingsssuand so
marshaled unusual resources to ensure that all went smoothly. Through forrdized a
persuasive rhetoric and activities during and leading up to weddings, commatitiesed
together to support and encourage couples; and if a bride or groom strayed awidng from
path toward marriage, friends and family mobilized quickly to set them right. dnthee
emergence of a sustaining women’s culture during this period shows just lcefuligr
wedding activities ushered participants toward acceptance of theirysobierarchies. The
structure of the ritual was so tightly organized, and quashed transgressivessrgauls
efficiently, that most men and women probably entered and left the exgewdéhout ever
seriously considering other options.

Southern weddings’ emphasis on patriarchal mastery did not only enshrine white mal
authority at the heart of their relationships; it also advanced an impltajueriof
northerners’ more egalitarian marriages, and suggested that only siévg@autherners
retained the patriarchal strength necessary to uphold civilization. &Erpugh, the critic
of free labor and apologist for slavery, excoriated northerners both for adgowaimen’s
rights and for “reduc[ing]” marriage to “a mere civil contract, enteremlwith no more
thought, ceremony, or solemnity than the bargain for a hét$eSbutherners, by contrast,

“take care of the women of the South,” and acted out their mastery via Epistueal r

20 George FitzhugtSociology for the South, or the Failure of Freei8tyRichmond, VA.: A. Morris,
1854), 195.
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which, Fitzhugh declared, “reminded the parties of the solemn and sacred engagaments
which they were about to ente®’* Fitzhugh bridled not only at northerners’ lack of ritual
but the lack of patriarchal dignity northerners’ truncated rites conveygmeriiing with a
sacred marker of civilization like so much taffeta. Marriages of aughonéstery, and
patriarchy had defined civilization from Virgil to Shakespeare, and Nortiewere
throwing them away, just as they seemed to toss aside white supremacy and reafepow
bourgeois egalitarianism and women’s rights. Southerners, Fitzhugh declared, wdutd hol
the old traditions. God “instituted slavery from the first,” he wrote, “as heuteditmarriage
and parental authority® The southern wedding honored those three covenants as one, and
set its participants apart from the bourgeois North.

The honeymoon offered a final moment of comfort and community reassurance heefore t
stresses of married life (some nearly universal, some particular antisleellum South) set
in. In effect, it extended all the good things that had helped convince a man and woman to
go through with their wedding in the first place. Soon they would return to a more familia
world, but for now elite southerners tasted the finest fruits that wealth providedgtouri
Europe in style or spending long sojourns at resorts like the Virginia Spfihgsthese
locales, wealthy southerners interacted with people of their own, rarefiatl stcata and
engaged in fine dining and leisure activitf.If couples did neither of these things, they

still visited family and friends on both sides, enjoying their hospitality andviegeheir

201 Fitzhugh,Sociology for the South, or the Failure of FreeiStyc 216 and 195.
292 Fitzhugh,Sociology for the South, or the Failure of Free iSty; 167.

23 0n life at the Virginia Springs, see Charlene My8r Lewis,Ladies and Gentlemen on Display: Planter
Society at the Virginia Springs, 1790-18@harlottesville: University Press of Virginia, @D).

24 gee, for instance, Harriet [Gonzales] to AnnieJally 1856, Elliott and Gonzales Papers, SHC; Mary
Harper Beall Letter, SHC.
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congratulations. Some couples even brought friends and family, especially nobtiners

bride, along with them for a leg or two of the 1. And, perhaps more than in the North,
families welcomed new members by bringing them into their homes and usiiiglféorms

of address. As she traveled from home to home on her honeymoon, the new Cornelia Lenoir
told her sister how friendly her husbands’ relations had been, writing, “This/famil

rec[eive]d us very kindly[,] call me ‘cousin’ alread¥’® For Cornelia, the pleasurable

activities surrounding her wedding assuaged her earlier fears of |dearifgmily and eased

her transition into adulthood. She left no record of having thought twice about the structur

of these activities, their deeper significance to a slaveholding societygutrthb hierarchies

they perpetuated. Everything was in its right place. “Tell William,” sheuct&d her sister,

“I'm quite in love with being married so far.”

205 peg [Margaret Devereux] to Ellen Mordecai, 18 JL®42, Margaret Mordecai Devereux Papers, SHC;
William S. Pettigrewto [ ], 23 April 1853, Rigrew Family Papers, SHC; N.B. DeSauss@ll Plantation
Days 62-3; and Mamie [Elliott] to Hattie Gonzales, R6gust 1856, Elliot and Gonzales Papers, SHC.nElle
K. Rothman describes northern bridal tours thati) thre 1870s, were similar to those enjoyed bytlserners.
Hands and Hear{s32-83, 175-76.

2% Cornelia Lenoir to Sarah Ann Tate, 21 June 18%8i0ir Family Papers, SHC.
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Chapter Four

“They Were Commanded to Jump”: Weddings of Southern Slaves

Tempie Herndon Durham relished the memory of her wedding day. At the time of her
marriage—most likely the mid-to-late-1850s—she was enslaved by Georgetagd Be
Herndon of Chatham County, North Carolina. Interviewed some eighty yearsHater, s
recalled how the plantation community came together to celebrate her union with her
husband:

We had a big weddin’. We was married on de front po’ch of de big house. Marse George

killed a shoat an’ Mis’ Betsy had Georgianna, de cook, to bake a big weddin’ calkeel all i

up white as snow wid a bride an’ groom standin’ in de middle holdin’ an’s. De table was

set out in de yard under de trees, an’ you ain’t never seed de like of eats. Allede nigg
come to de feas’ an’ Marse George had a dram for everybody. Dat was sorme tveddi

Far afield from Durham’s wedding ceremony was the blunt, parodistio mtkich
another enslaved North Carolina couple participated. Willie McCullough éektifat her
mother’'s master had forced her to marry a man from a neighboring plantationt icawha
only be described as a travesty of a traditional wedding. “Her marsteGuiMdagh
reported, “went to a slave owner near by and got a six-foot nigger mant aimerstire
stranger to her, and told her she must marry him. Her marster read a paper tolthir@nt

they were man and wife and told this negro he could take her to a certain cabin @abedo t

This was done without getting her consent or even asking her abbut it.”

! North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 28B-

2 North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 78.



Different again were the nuptials of Vicey Rogers and Bob Hunter of Wake County,
North Carolina. Their daughter Rena Raines told an interviewer that theimgeddtured
a rite peculiarly associated with African-American slaves. “Mo#mel father married by
jumpin’ de broom. Dey put de broom down on de floor den dey helt one another’'s hands an
den dey jumped de broom.Unlike at Tempie Herndon Durham’s wedding, Rogers and
Hunter seem not to have had a reception or party: after the ceremony, ieporésd, “dey
went ter de slave house an’ went ter bed.” Although Rogers’ and Hunter’s twarsnast
allowed them to marry despite living on separate plantations, Raines did noy syesifier
either master oversaw or attended the proceedings. Nor did she say how thamfellow
slaves sanctioned the union with their presence.

Finally, Henrietta Fields, enslaved in South Carolina, said that weddings during he
enslavement were notable only for their absence. On her plantation, marr@ayg daves
was prohibited. “You know dat in dem times,” she reminder her interviewer, “de didn’t le
um marry.*

Although the laws of neither North nor South Carolina recognized slave msfriage
enslaved African Americans participated throughout the antebellum periodahesuot
cultural bonds that both they and historians have rightly called marridgethese stories

show, they commemorated these unions with a wide range of rituals, whose enormous

3 North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 195.

* Rawick, ed.The American Slave: A Composite AutobiografBupplement, Series 1, Vol. 11: South
Carolina, 125.

® Herbert G. Gutmarihe Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1@®8w York: Vintage Books,
1976), 270. A good example of the confusion altloaistatus of monogamous sexual relations amorigveus
persons comes from the former slave John Smith,delotared that “Nobody married on marster’s plaotat
yet also spoke of a female slave who lived on #mesplantation and who “had a nigger husband."tiNor
Carolina Narratives, Volume Xl, Part 2, 275, 2'Ben where marriage was prohibited, many (probatugt)
slaves considered their monogamous sexual relatinagiage.”
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variety stemmed from the multitude of legal, social, and cultural circumstémetemight
surround them. Although this variety makes it difficult to draw clear conclusions déeeit s
weddings, it points to the multitude of uses—for both slaves and masters—to which
weddings could be put.

Historians have long discussed slave weddings as part of a wider cormsidgrabw
slaves related to their masters, but the brief scholarly forays into theyepcally discount
the rituals’ complex meanings for their participaht§homas E. Will has provided a more
thoroughgoing examination of slave weddings, finding a “paternalistic ntindseasters

who orchestrated the rituals and noting that “slaves who married sought tdtsssert

® Early scholarly treatments of slave weddings adldwslaveholders’ words to dominate the analyses) ev
as the best of the pioneering work refused to skeeholders entirely at their word. By the 19#istorians
such as Eugene D. Genovese and Herbert G. Gutndalmelgain to give African Americans’ words precedence
leading to a better sense of the power relationslved in these rituals. See Gutm&tack Family in Slavery
and Freedom269-91; Genoves®oll, Jordan, RollThe World the Slaves Ma@&ew York: Pantheon Books,
1974), 463-81; and John W. Blassingaifiee Slave Community: Plantation Life in the AnteimelSouth(New
York: Oxford University Press, 1972), 85-87. Moeeently, historians have added gender and otlefulus
constructs to their analyses. The most importariyevorks on slave women, by Deborah Gray Whitg an
Jacqueline Jones, unfortunately did not consideldivgs in detail. WhiteAr'n't | a Woman?: Female Slaves
in the Plantation SoutfNew York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1985), 98-99cdueline Jonesabor of Love,
Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the Fatndyn Slavery to the Presefiiew York: Basic Books,
1985), 33-35. Rebecca J. Fraser offers a usefidideration of the importance of who presided alave
weddings inCourtship and Love Among the Enslaved in North @aaqJackson, Miss.: University Press of
Mississippi, 2007), chap. 5. Marie Jenkins Schaveonsiders weddings at some length but preserggema
slave relations during weddings in too benign htligSchwartzBorn in Bondage: Growing Up Enslaved in the
Antebellum SoutfCambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2008ap. 7.Brenda E. Stevenson, Wilma
A. Dunaway, Emily West, Leslie A. Schwalm, and lyal. Hudson Jr. all discuss the topic briefly, they
focus primarily on other issues. Stevendafg in Black and White63-94; DunawayAfrican-American
Family in Slavery and Emancipatig@ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003)-4Q;/West,Chains of
Love: Slave Couples in Antebellum South Carofldebana: University of lllinois Press, 2004), 192:-4
Schwalm A Hard Fight for We: Women'’s Transition from Slayés Freedom in South Caroli@rbana:
University of lllinois Press, 1997), 52-54; Hudsd, Have and to Hold: Slave Work and Family Life in
Antebellum South CarolingAthens: University of Georgia Press, 1997), 16@-1The bulk of the evidence for
this article comes from the 1930s slave narratirasscribed by the Federal Writers’ Project (urtleraegis of
the Works Progress Administration, (WPA)), supplated by a number of other published sources. @n th
possibilities and pitfalls of using WPA slave néinas, see Norman R. Yetman, “Ex-Slave Interviend the
Historiography of Slavery,American Quarterly36 (1984): 181-210. Donna J. Spindel, highlyical of using
slave narratives as evidence, still grants thatitiduals are likely to recall such ‘life cycle nkars’ as
marriage, childbirth, divorce, widowhood, or po@akth.” Spindel, “Assessing Memory: Twentieth-Gept
Slave Narratives Reconsideredgurnal of Interdisciplinary Histor27 (1996): 247-61 (quotation on 254).
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identity in terms drawn largely from the dominant culturewill determines that slaves—
“not their masters—ultimately determined and guarded” their own marria@ls. Yet even
as he notes blacks’ efforts to claim the rituals for themselves, Will unceatss the degree
to which white intrusions affected African American rituals. A closer lodloat African
Americans described slave weddings—and particularly the ways in whichttneuted
certain rituals (most especially the practice of jumping the broom) tosaritelacks—Ileads
to less encouraging conclusions. When black men and women could withdraw to their own
spaces they did indeed craft rituals that established their essential,digoityering
slaveholder attempts to cast them in the light of immoral behavior and childisir gende
neutrality. When whites interfered, however, African Americans weredadctemper their
self-expression and submit to degradations of both their culture and their aotenomy.

In recent years, historians have questioned the extent to which slaves,of spite
formidable efforts at resistance, achieved autonomy before freedom. Williamberre has
criticized the “surprisingly uncritical analysis of the system Whi@asters tried to impose
upon their bondsmen and women” that has marked much of the historiography of $lavery.
This is hardly the first study to consider masters’ intricate attermpisrhinate their slaves:
Drew Gilpin Faust, for instance, has thoughtfully documented the South Carolinian
slaveholder James Henry Hammond'’s “carefully designed plan of physical arnblogycal

domination,” asserting mastery via “symbolic and psychological coritridwever, slave

" Thomas E. Will, “Weddings on Contested Groundav8IMarriage in the Antebellum Soutfhe
Historian 62, No. 1 (September 1999): 99-117 (quotationt@3). Although stemming from a dissertation
chapter about slave weddings in North and Soutbl®@ar, this article expands its inquiry to all theuthern
states.

8 DusinberreThem Dark Days206.

® Faust, “Culture, Conflict, and Community: The Mianof Power on an Ante-Bellum Plantatiodgurnal
of Social Historyl4, No. 1 (1980): 83-97 (first quotation on 83%;@&d quotation on 87).
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weddings help show how white control over slaves’ ritual lives allowed slavehaldasett
signifiers of white power into slaves’ most intimate rites of passagehwainforced black
subservience in subtle but widely diffused w&yysAfrican Americans’ accounts of their
weddings demonstrate that slaves contended not merely with daily physictdl, raed
spiritual brutality but also with invasive, ritualized attempts to degrade thdmamalize
their subordination. Indeed, many blacks had to wait until freedom—or later—to realize
autonomy in their ritual lives. Seeing the specific ways in which magtersgded to
insinuate their dominance into slaves’ lives can only increase our appreciation of how
tremendously difficult a project resistance really was.

Slave weddings illuminate the conflicted uses of ritual in slavery andabieshe
enormous challenges African Americans faced in their struggle for autononeyscBolar
has suggested recently that slave rituals defied masters’ attempts tathentdenere
productive bodies in a system of scientific management: “when [a slave] becamthan a
vehicle for profit and more than a discrete and secular object . . . , she attacked tia only
condition of being a slave but also the systems of modernity and scientditatesim that
supported slavery** This is true to an extent: in weddings slaves, by celebrating their
familial and social roles and obligations, did sometimes challenge theis st
dehumanized laborers. But weddings, and particularly the broomstick ritual, altovsers
the intricate and multifaceted techniques by which masters wedged thesnetivbeir

slaves’ lives.

19 On ritual, see Charles Joyner, “History as Rit@ales of Power and Resistance on the Slave Pianfat
Australasian Journal of American Stude$1986): 1-9, which mentions but does not expleeddings.

1 Jason R. YoundRituals of Resistance: African Atlantic Religionkiongo and the Lowcountry South in
the Era of SlaveryBaton Rouge: Louisiana State University Pres8,/201L4.
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The rituals by which southern slaves married suggest that their racesmnblotla
separated them from and bound them to the values and identities that other Amerieans wer
using to define themselves by. In many senses, the weddings of enslavad Afriericans
operated outside the parameters defined by the Victorian white wedding: with a
companionate marriage hardly guaranteed, and with almost no chance of adlmgving
some cases, knowing about) middle-class status, slaves had few reasons tthengage
national debate on the proper way to marry. On the other hand, their weddings were loaded
with significance for their participants, helping to define each partysigos terms of the
other. The wedding helped both masters and slaves to stake out their roles, sigves us
ritual signifiers to demonstrate their humanity, their dignity, and theiredfes autonomy,
and masters using the rituals to assert their authority in a multitude of \Wnaled, as hard
as they worked to make their own weddings symbolize their own patriarcharynagite
southerners endeavored equally hard in slave weddings to undermine blacks'alaims t

patriarchal man- (or woman-) hood.

Always outside the law and sometimes beyond the sanction of masters, the content of
slave weddings depended above all on whether or not masters styled themselves
benevolent? Masters were of two minds about slave marriage, and their dueling impulses
had important consequences for African American weddings. On the one hand, married

slaves bore children who would grow into productive workers; just as important, rearriag

12 Other factors, such as location (i.e., lowlandity) and status (i.e., house slave or artisan) haae
contributed to the variety of slave weddings, Inet available evidence does not suggest a stromglation
between the type of ritual and either locationtatus. William Dusinberre notes that among slawesne
South Carolina rice plantation, “the wife of eadpecially privileged male was a field hand,” meagrtimat
even if “privileged” slaves received fancy weddirfgad there is little indication that they did sther
universally or exclusively), so too did their unpléged partners. Local tradition, combined witmaster’s
own sense of himself, was likely more importantntktatus or location in determining what kind ofding a
slave had.Them Dark Days199.
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implicated slaves in a web of interpersonal relationships, making thermkigggdi try to
escape® Some slaveholders therefore encouraged marriages and celebratedtthem w
elaborate rites. On the other hand, marriage threatened to confer on Africdnafusére

twin stamps of adulthood and morality. Slaves in monogamous relationships undermined
notions of African American childishness and immorality—pervasive ideas thatlhelpe
justify white supremacy and black enslaveménEurther, while slaveholders benefited from
the birth of a slave child, they might later benefit from selling that childheomother.
Masters who promoted marriage too zealously risked losing their credibiltgtarnalistic
guardians when they broke those marriages up. (That some slaveholders wereedoncer
about their reputations as moral masters is evidenced by William A. Smithéedment

not to separate husbands from wives. In a manual for slaveholders, the Virginiariitatight
violations of slave morality threatened the peculiar institution itselfstéta who
disrespected the marriage tie, he suggested, “must revise their systenthayessuld
continue to outrage the moral sense of their fellow citizefisS)aveholders as a group

never decided whether it was more to their advantage to sanction or prohibit slaagenar

13 One former slave from Missouri likened his misstesttempts to get him to marry to a “trap . . ntake
me satisfied with my . . . home.” William W. BrowNarrative of William W. Brown, An American Slave,
Written by Himsel{London: Charles Gilpin, 1849), available at Doeunting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/brownw/brown.html#BroNar84. See Janet Cornelius, “Slave Marriages in a
Georgia Congregation,” iBlass, Conflict, and Consensus: Antebellum Sout@@mmunity Studie®d.

Orville Vernon Burton and Robert C. McMath, Jr. (Mtfeort, CT: Greenwood Press, 1982), 128-30, antyBet
Wood, “Some Aspects of Female Resistance to CHaliwkery in Low Country Georgia, 1763-181%fie
Historical Journal30, No. 3 (1987): 608.

14 On slaves’ alleged immorality, see William A. Smitvho suggested in the 1850s that African Amescan
“are peculiarly addicted to licentious indulgencasq particularly disposed to violate the marribgd.”
Lectures on the Philosophy and Practice of SlavasyExhibited in the Institution of Domestic Slavierthe
United Stateg¢Nashville: Stevenson and Evans, 1856), availablme at Documenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/church/smith/smith.htmb.31

15 william A. Smith, Lectures on the Philosophy and Practice of Slay@hp. See also [David BrowrThe
Planter: OR, Thirteen Years in the South. By athern Man(Philadelphia: H. Hooker, 1853), available online
at Documenting the American South, http://docsautt.edu/brownd/dbrown.html, 47, and Bynudmruly
Women40.
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to praise or deride it. As a result, even masters who celebrated slave welikhagaged
them simultaneously, signaling at every turn the inconsequence of the rituals and the

unworthiness of their participants.

Wedding Preparations

As African Americans prepared to marry, whites wedged signifieraadrsi into almost
every part of the process. Although blacks hardly needed reminding of their erestaviey
intruding just as enslaved men and women set about defining their relationshigs atheac
and to their community, whites attempted to mark blacks as inferior and subservient
Further, by inserting themselves into marriage preparations, whites steeclaim to
authority over black hearths and homes, thereby undermining any claims blackghéen mi
have made to patriarchal authority, or black women to Victorian femininity.

Slaveholders’ economic and social motivations helped render the wedding preparations of
African Americans quite different from their own. The engagementstefsgluthern whites
lasted anywhere from a few weeks to a few years, during which time faaddamily
produced a hum of rhetoric and activity that assured the couple of the strength oté&lite s
bonds and of their own involvement therein. This period played a crucial role in ensuring
that a couple followed through on the extremely important financial transactidheira
marriage would accomplish. Slave marriages, in contrast, had nowhere neantiraiec
impact of those of their owners: dowries, if they existed at all, did not involve fjoe snans

of money and property (not to mention slaves) that changed hands at elite wétiGlmgs

'8 John W. Blassingame does describe enslaved pessonmulating small property like utensils for irse
a new cabin.The Slave Communijt85. Dylan Penningroth agrees, arguing: “Someeslanay have married
with an eye toward gaining property, and propemyymg slaves may have had more marriage proposals”
(415). Penningroth, “Slavery, Freedom, and Sdclalms to Property among African Americans in Liger
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weddings’ lack of economic heft rendered short engagements a seemingy natur
arrangement for African American slaves—and subtly devalued theilag@aunions. Yet
their relative economic insignificance may also have given women a morenpranole in
their community’s decision-making process.

John W. Blassingame argues that some slaves’ engagements rivatd’ nmakeingth:
“In some cases,” he writes, “the slaves were engaged for as much adbafgeatheir union
was consummated” But most evidence points to much shorter engagements. The man
who owned Willie McCullough’s mother, for instance, apparently sought to marryflibeo
moment she turned sixteen, and completed the transaction as soon as he could fineé a suitabl
man to do the deed. Under less humiliating circumstances, Elizabeth Hobbs (the future
Elizabeth Keckley), a young woman enslaved in Hillsborough, North Carolina, ted litt
more than a week to prepare her dress as a bridesmaid in an 1837 céfefomyer slaves
commonly recalled engagement periods that lasted a day or less. Henry B©harleston
reported that “W’en [an enslaved man] want to marry he jus’ went to master dhesag a
gal he would like to have for wife. Master would say yes an’ that night moreechieould
be fry,” and the marriage would be considered vAlitlVashington Dozier, another South

Carolinian, remembered: “Aw colored people hadder do to marry den wus to go to dey

County, Georgia, 1850-1880Journal of American Historg4, No. 2 (1997): 415; see also pp. 421-4.
Economic significance is, of course, a relative andtifaceted concept: marriages between slaves fro
different plantations, for instance, were econofhjcgignificant enough to their masters to keemitHeom
living together. See also Hudsdrg Have and to Hold32. Still, comparatively little property held by
enslaved persons changed hands when they maEimdy West suggests that this fact encouraged bléaxk
enter “modern,” romantic marriages and abandorfhiean ideal of “economic partnership,” as romaritve
was simply more useful than economic accumulatidomondsmen and womeiChains of Love26.

7 BlassingameThe Slave Communitg5.

18 John W. Blassingame, e&lave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speetttesviews, and
AutobiographiegBaton Rouge: Louisiana State University Presg/121.

19 South Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 124.
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Massa en ge’ uh permit en consider demselves man en3life.”

Brief engagements did not reflect a lack of forethought or emotional corantion the
part of slave couples: many reported lengthy courtships before marryindor Buty
number of reasons—most likely to keep whites from getting involved—most couples kept
quiet about their relationships, and did not spread word of their engagements yntgtbe
ready to marry® Whites, however, would have interpreted brief engagements as evidence of
slave marriages’ unimportance. The southern elite defined maturity not rmg@yning of
age, but as having enough economic resources at one’s disposal to assure a potesgial s
(and her father) that her bridegroom could one day bear the responsibilitiedridraipa

No slave could promise such wealthwith little-to-no property at stake, slave marriages

2 3outh Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 1, 3%or short engagements, see Francis Frederick,
Autobiography of Rev. Francis Frederick, of VirgiiBaltimore: J. W. Woods, 1869), available onlite a
Documenting the American South, http://docsouthesha/neh/frederick/frederick.htmiunt Sally 51; Guion
Griffis JohnsonAnte-Bellum North Carolingb36; and North Carolina Narratives, Volume XlrtF2g 188.
Blassingame’s contention that some enslaved persomained engaged for several months may stiliuee t
One who recorded having done so was KentuckianyHgitnb, who arranged a “conditional contract of
matrimony” between himself and his fiancée, to “mdf our minds should not change within one year.”
Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry BiBh,American Slave, Written By HimséNew York: Henry
Bibb, 1849), available online at Documenting thee&iwan South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/bibb/bitinh,
37. For other long engagements, see Octavia VeRoglbert,House of Bondage; or, Charlotte Brooks and
Other Slaves Original and Life-Like, as They Appean Their Old Plantation and City Slave Life; Btiger
with Pen-Pictures of the Peculiar Institution, W8ights and Insights Into Their New Relations aseldmen,
Freemen, and Citizer{®ew York: Hunt & Eaton, 1890), available onlineCcumenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/albert/albert.html,; ®&nry WatsonNarrative of Henry Watson, A Fugitive
Slave, Written by Himse(Boston, 1848), available online at Documentirg American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/watson/watson.html8pandAunt Sally: Or, The Cross the Way of Freedom. A
Narrative of the Slave-Life and Purchase of theldobf Rev. Isaac Williams, of Detroit, Michigan
(Cincinnati: Western Tract and Book Company, 18&8gilable online at Documenting the American Sputh
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/sally/sally.html, p. 50

2L Discussions of marriage preparations almost in¥A narratives uniformly began at or near the maime
of a slaveholder’s involvement. (The narrativelgrece on this matter might have resulted fromghestions
the predominately white interviewers asked; foiszassion of the bias of interviewers, see Rawick’s
introduction inThe American Slay&upplement, Series 1, 15: North and South Caxrglin

%2 Regarding financial maturity as a prerequisiteviibite marriage, one southern woman linked her fope
for her son’s marriage directly to his financialtoration: “| have been trying to persuade Berkl[&]yget
married,” she wrote; “he has been set up with hishod dollars, he had saved 1 thousand himselisasal
saving | suppose he will soon have 10 thousanddrgdret Ann (Meta) Morris Grimball Diary, 10 Decegnb
1860, Southern Historical Collection, UniversityNdrth Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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appeared trifling—literally childish—to whites eager to see them ds’3uBlacks were
certainly familiar with the elaborate preparations that slaveholders foatheir own rituals.
They also possessed an intimate understanding of the economic considerations involved in
elite weddings, as they themselves might factor in them as property. Whiendaheges
were announced and then accomplished in a matter of hours, slaves could not help but
recognize the condescension with which white society viewed them. This wass# cou
doubly true of the weddings (such as they were) that masters forced upon slaves.

A hasty marriage also underscored slaves’ status as property, and in pamnisiaiaed
men and women'’s role as breeders rather than people with concerns of their own. There
were few compelling reasons for wealthy white couples to marry quickiho#gh whites
frequently enjoined against engagements of more than a year or two, a few maitths
gave families time to investigate the character of proposed partneis arcistom uneasy
brides or grooms to the prospect of marriage. Further, as today, a long eagaakowed a
couple to enter into social networks (asoaiple at parties, family introductions, and other
occasions; as well as giving them time to plan a wedding and—if necessary—ttte@inge
minds before embarking on married life. Conversely, slaveholders who wanteslaties
to marry had every reason to hope they would marry and bear children as quicklylas.possi
North Carolinian Clara Jones reported that her master expressed frustititibenvand her
beau for failing to marry: “I can’t tell yo’ much ‘bout our courtin’,” shedsdcase hit went

on fer years an’ de Marster wanted us ter git married so’s dat I'd hdkms. When de

% On masters’ attempts to infantilize slaves, seeri¢éh M. StamppThe Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the
Ante-Bellum SoutfNew York: Knopf, 1956), 327. Short wedding pregiins were, of course, only one of the
ways in which enslavement denigrated marriage. tthiisgs that nineteenth-century Americans consider
central to marriage—a lifelong emotional commitmené opportunity to raise children, even a wife’s
subjugation to her husband—were undermined if rstrdyed by slavery. A short engagement periodhdtd
necessarily compromise the dignity of a slave mggiby itself, but it symbolically reinforced slay's
denigration of marriage.
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slaves on de McGee place got married de marster always said dat deregiigyiveae a
houseful of chilluns fer him?® While Jones’ master did not compel her to marry before she
wished, many slaveholders endeavored—whether by encouragement or force—taves/e s
consummate their engagements post-haste. Once a master learned iohahgldietween

his slaves, he typically moved quickly to ensure that the union would bed? fruit.

When African Americans attempted to inaugurate “abroad” marriages, or urtions w
slaves from other plantations, they faced difficulties. (Hoping to retain controtiawes’
offspring, many slaveholders discouraged such unions.) After deciding to link tkeir fat
together, a couple had to obtain the consent of at least two different men with pgtentiall
conflicting economic motivations. Parker Pool, who lived near Garner, North i&groli
described the machinations that took place: “When a man, a slave, loved a ‘oman on another
plantation dey axed der master, sometimes de master would ax de other fhdsieally,
two slaveholders could come to terms allowing a husband and wife to live together on one

plantation—an arrangement that generally necessitated one owner bugast anle slave

24 North Carolina Narratives, Volume X, Part 2, 32.

% Jacqueline Jones argues that slaveholders’ huatiethpts to have slaves marry reified white pdwer
disrupting African Americans’ own timetables: “Wds often intervened . . . to upset the sexualrdidz
black men and women created for themselves, thesblitgrating otherwise viable courtship and mayeia
practices. . . . [W]hite men and women at timézegkthe opportunity to manipulated slave maritadices, for
economic reasons.Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrgv84. This may account for some slaves’ attenptietay
a master’s awareness of their relationships. Banter examples, see C. Peter Ripley, “The Blackilyan
Transition: Louisiana, 1860-1865]Jburnal of Southern Histor1, No. 3 (1975): 370, who describes a master
who insisted on a “one-month waiting period befeiteer marriage or divorce,” and Genovegell, Jordan,
Roll, 463-4. Itis also true that slaves did not hasenuch at stake in a bad match, risking only pleds!
happiness, not the economic and social stabilignoéntire community. A number of factors influed¢he
speed with which slave marriages were completee @istress in Maryland, distressed by her husisand’
philandering, encouraged a slave woman to marrgktyuin hopes that the master would respect theesla
woman’s vows and stop pursuing her. (The gambét agparently unsuccessful, and the mistress ldted ‘of
a broken heart.”) John Thompsdrhe Life of John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave; Cotai His History of 25
Years in Bondage, and His Providential Esc@Morcester: John Thompson, 1856), available ordine
Documenting the American South, http://docsoutheshe/neh/thompson/thompson.html.

26 North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 188.
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from the othef’ Rebecca Jane Grant, from Hampton County, South Carolina, described the
dislocations that occurred when the ideal failed to materialize: “Niefdielong to Marse
Tom Willingham; but my mother belong to another white man. Marse Tom wassalway
trying to buy us so we could all be together, but de men wouldn’t sell us t¢thim.”

In abroad marriages we find evidence for Blassingame’s suggestioratiest islight
become engaged or act and conceive of themselves as husband and wife long before their
masters consented to the match. Slaves who did so asserted their autonomyg, tceplace
the desires of whites above their own. Even though Charlie Davis’ mother and fetber w
not officially married, Davis recalled that his parents considered thead marriage
legitimate, regardless of their masters’ opinion. “My mammy and daddyayoiech after
freedom,” he said, “’cause they didn’t git de time for a weddin’ befo’. Theydcdbeselves
man and wife a long time befo’ they was really married. . . . | reckon they visimige
fust place, ‘cause they never did want nobody else ‘ept each other, n"Ghawisting on
the validity of their own relationships, Davis’ parents and countless others euhmbasters’

attempts to undermine their social and gender relations.

2" For discussions of the ideal, see South Carolimaatives, Volume XIV, Part 3, 2; and North Caralin
Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 152. The possibithiat slaves already had children together mighuire
slaveholders to purchase more than one slaveyifileee to allow families to remain together.

2 5outh Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 2, 1Fr an instance of a slaveholder discouraging an
“abroad” union, see Frederick Law OlmstédJourney in the Seaboard Slave States; With Renarkheir
Economy(London: Sampson Low, Son, & Co., 1856), availaiitne at Documenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/nc/olmsted/olmsted.htmii48. Wilma A. Dunaway, however, posits that “draald
middling plantations” encouraged such marriagesrder to bypass a smaller range of marriage choices
African-American Family in Slavery and Emancipatiétt. For an example of a master requesting soch a
arrangement of another master, see Wm. Ozell to[EdIPeete, Permission to Marry, 1825, Slave &xibn,
North Carolina State Archives; see also South @aadlarratives, Volume XIV, Part 3, 201. For more
familial dislocations, see North Carolina Narrasiygolume Xl, Part 2, 171. And for a thoughtfusclisson of
abroad marriages, see Hudsdn,Have and to Hold141-54.

2 South Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 1, 2%ee Jacqueline Jonéspor of Love, Labor of
Sorrow 12-13.
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Not all masters prohibited marriage outright; some worked more insidiouslyy Ma
slaveholder withheld his or her consent to a union until after quizzing slaves on proper
marital behavior. A master and mistress in Kentucky interrogated a séavasio how he
could be sure that he loved his bride, and then told him: “we don’t whip Fanny, Jerry, and
you must not whip her® The owner of Lunsford Lane’s fiancée in Raleigh assented to their
match only if Lane promised to “behave [him]self . . . and make her behave h&rskifd a
Georgia master asked a man: “Will you act the dog and beat my good deekyyou get
mad with her?® Some whites wished to imbue slave households with values now
considered unobjectionable: few today would quarrel with admonitions against domestic
violence. But there was more at work here than concern for women’s welfareesé
“catechisms,” as one observer called them, slaveholders depicted thenasetlre arbiters
of behavior and morality in African American homes. Patriarchal ideologythat women
fell under the jurisdiction of their husbands, who were duty-bound to protect and provide for
them. No antebellum southerner could have missed the implications of masteitsnigegula
slaves’ treatment of women. In insisting that men defer to white ruleeraadtempted to
minimize marriage’s capacity to confer adulthood on slaves. Whetheetharrmo, black
men would not be patriarchs; instead, they would defer to whites in all importaatanatt

including the disposition of their women. Moreover, even though slave marriages often sa

% Frederick Autobiography of Rev. Francis Frederi@8.

31 Lunsford LaneThe Narrative of Lunsford Lane, Formerly of RaleihC.(Boston: J.G. Torrey, 1842),
available online at Documenting the American Sobttp://docsouth.unc.edu/lanelunsford/lane.htmliglan
10.

32 Rebecca Latimer FeltoGountry Life in Georgia In the Days of My You@#tlanta: Index Printing
Company, 1919), available online at DocumentingAhreerican South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/felton/felton.html, 56.isTélaveholder desired a response in the negaBee. also
Nina Hill RobinsonAunt Dice: The Story of a Faithful Slagidashville: M.E. Church, South, 1897), available
online at Documenting the American South, httpg&tuth.unc.edu/robinsonn/robinson.html, 25; andiavil
W. Brown, Narrative of William W. Brown85-86.
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a couple moving into a new cabin together, slaveholders asserted via teebesoat that
this physical change would not affect the symbolic control of a “household;” pdenstat
encompassed only one household, controlled by the nfastme slaveholder made this
point clear, telling a slave man: “It's my house you will live in with yoifeveut you are
welcome if you behave yourseft”

In the engagement period, then, whites denigrated black men’s claims talpaitriar
authority. Intriguing, then, is the suggestion that enslaved African Americans did not
structure their own communities around the white patriarchal model. Although Imstoria
have agreed that enslaved men tended to take the initiative in courtship,ithente sif
former slaves suggests that some African American women took a more activeandlleeir
elite white counterparts did. Discussing the difficulties involved in securing an abroad
marriage, Andy Marion, a former slave from near Winnsboro, South Carolinigtegd the
people whose consent was necessary to complete a marriage. “I'm hdrgdo,tdie
declared,

dat a nigger had a hell of a time gittin’ a wife durin’ slavery. If you dide'tose on de

place to suit you and chances was you didn’t suit them, why what could you do? Couldn’t

spring up, grab a mule and ride to de next plantation widout a written pass. S’pose you
gits your marster’s consent to go? Look here, de gal's marster got to cdesgaitgot

3 0n households in the antebellum South, see Elindbex-Genovese, who argues, “Slaves can more
appropriately be regarded as members of the holgsehtheir master—defined as the plantation onfar
than as primarily members of distinct slave houldhd Within the Plantation Househql85.

3 Felton,Country Life in Georgia in the Days of My Yoult6. These catechisms prefigured masters’ “pre-
empt[ion of] parental authority” later in marriagBunaway African-American Family in Slavery and
Emancipation 75. On this “benevolent” paternalism, see W&kgins of Love27. It does not strike me as
coincidental that all the examples | have founduesd slaveholders questioningen not women, although the
point would likely remain if women received sucktimctions as well.

% Historians who have suggested that men initiateterourtships than women include Jacqueline Jones,
Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrqvd3; White,Ar'n't | a Woman? BlassingameSlave Communify85; and
Stevensonl.ife in Black and White227. Emily West traces this male initiative t@%VAfrican roots, while
acknowledging that southern white men also tooKehd in courtship Chains of Lovg22.
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to co;?seent, de gal's daddy got to consent, de gal’'s mammy got to consent. liteNads a
a way?

It is possible that, in listing a litany of obstacles, Marion exaggerated tBeitrtaken in

context, his words represent an important, and not a unique, departure from southern white
mores. Southerners black and white acknowledged that in the vast majoritysoh cage
needed the permission of both the object of his affection and her father to get married.
Marion’s contention that marriage required the consent of a woman’s mother,dipwev

would not have resonated with both races. An elite white engagement in the antebellum
South was at base an agreement between two patriarchs—the groom and theatinete’s f
Even the consent of a widowed mother paled in importance next to that of a brother or uncle
of the bride, and no self-respecting white bridegroom would admit being to beholden to the
mother of his betrothed by anything more than the dictates of honor and nm&nRerbaps

it was not so among some African Americans. A less direct source than Mariom-ed-t
the-century paean to slave docility—also described a North Carolinian slaveeviawving a
decisive voice in marriages of African Americans: in this case, “The tulb&inean Mrs.
Grundy would pass both parties to the marriage in sharp review and settle Vvidestiveas

‘de nigger for dat gal, Fanny, to marry®”Blacks may have granted women more power

over marriage decisions because of their weddings’ relative lack of econgnificance (as

a bad match would do less to imperil male fortunes); or other factors may havegfzared

3¢ 5outh Carolina Narratives, Volume X1V, Part 3, 68

3" Ellen K. Rothman suggests that in the mid-nineteeentury North, a woman being asked for her
daughter’s consent was “unusuaHands and Heart217. See Lucy M. Battle to William H. BattleMay
1851, Battle Family Papers, SHC, in which the r&tauthor expressed regret that her daughter basiagered
getting engaged before consulting her father.

3 James Battle AviretThe Old Plantation: How We Lived in Great House &abin Before the WaiNew

York: F. Tennyson Neely Co., 1901), available amlitt Documenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/avirett/avirett.html, 124,
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But the idea that a mother’s, not just a father’s, consent was a prerequisitiifgrmarried
suggests, ever so tenuously, that enslaved African Americans accorded asigeificant,

even decisive, voice in their communiti@s.

Weddings as Contests for Authority

In December of the Civil War’s first year, a wedding took place that to esgesewould
have been indistinguishable from a wedding of white slaveholders. The cerensny wa
performed in a church near South Carolina’s Camden plantation by a white miister w
doubtless had celebrated many an elite white union. The guests appearedaivéspaad
greeted the occasion with almost “unbroken solemnity,” and the bridesmaids—of whom
there were more than one, par for the course for an elite wedding—arrayed\vhbsrimse
“white swiss muslin.*°

Mary Chesnut’'s eyes, however, were more discriminating. As she committedrery
of the ceremony to her diary, Chesnut spared even paternalistic praise farilfwetisis that
this wedding between two of her family’s slaves bore to the rites enactet byn class.
Her sentiments toward African Americans mingled disgust, condescensiogsandd

these emotions shone forth in her full account:

39 Stevenson suggests that some slave mothers naigathad decisive power over their children’s—
particularly their daughter's—marriage choicésfe in Black and White227. Jacqueline Jones likewise
alludes to the possibility that both parents hadasent to their daughter’'s marriage in slavergbor of Love,
Labor of Sorrow33. Other sources that describe the conserdtbfgmrents, not merely the father, as being
necessary for a marriage, include H.C. Brades New Man. Twenty-Nine Years a Slave. Twemtg-)8ars a
Free Man: Recollections of H.C. Bru¢¥ork, Pa.: P. Anstadt & Sons, 1895, availabldrenht Documenting
the American South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/brucefahtml, 74; and I.E. Loweryjfe on the Old Plantation
in Ante-Bellum Days, OR A Story Based on Fé&Ctdumbia, S.C.: The State Co., 1911), availablkéne at
Documenting the American South, http://docsouthesha/lowery/lowery.html, 59. See also Will, “Wedds
on Contested Grounds.” For an illustration of itlative importance of fathers compared to motherghite
marriage negations, s@@e American Gentleman’s Every Day hand-Book ofévtodletter Writing 35.

“Woodward, ed.Mary Chesnut’s Civil War259-60.
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Oh! the bridal party—all as black as the ace of spades. The bride and her ldsl@sma
white swiss muslin, the gayest of sashes—and bonnets too wonderful to be described.
They had on red blanket shawls, which they removed as they entered the aisle athd seeme
loath to put on when the time came to go out—so proud were they of their finery. But it
grew colder and colder—every window and door wide open, sharp December wind.
Gibbes Carter arose amidst the ceremony and threw a red shawl over thethead of
congregation, to a shivering bridesmaid. The shawl fell short and wrapped itselhabout t
head of a sable dame comfortably asleep. She waked with a snort, struggleddid get i
her head, with queer little cries. “Lord ha’ mussy! What dish er here now.” Wwherter

a moment a decided tendency to snigger—but they were too well-bred to misbehave in

church, and soon it was unbroken solemnity. | know that | shook with silent laughter long

after every dusky face was long and respectable.

The bride’s gloves were white, and the bridegroom’s shirt bosom was a snowyeexpans

fearfully like Johnny’s Paris garments, which he says disappear by the dbeeond

had neat little frills and a mock diamond of great size in the middle. MissC3ednut

said, “Those frills marked it Camden or homemdde.”

Chesnut’s description is worth quoting at length because it offers insight intorpkex
ways antebellum southerners viewed—and used—slave weddings. For her part, Chesnut
enacted one version of the condescension Kenneth M. Stampp ascribed so eloquently to
whites at slave weddings: “The white family,” he wrote in 1959, “found it a purghdéd
watch a bride and groom move awkwardly through the wedding ceremony, to hearra solem
preacher mispronounce and misuse polysyllabic words, or to witness the incredible
maneuvers and gyrations of a ‘shakedown’ [a dariGeCertainly Chesnut's painstaking
description of the sleeping slave woman represents the finest currency insaaih.din
literary terms, the shawl thrown by Chesnut’s friend onto the woman’s head cduld we
represent an artifact of civilization settling briefly but awkwardly uporhtéreed of a savage.

That the woman responded to the disturbance with animalistic noises and a semiconscious

outburst of dialect made clear just how far she and her enslaved sistaretefran the

“I Woodward, ed.Mary Chesnut’s Civil War259-60.

2 StamppThe Peculiar Institution329.
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diarist’'s own role as urbane sophisticate. Further, Chesnut’s repeated isroplths color
of the slaves’ skin—describing “a sable dame,” bridesmaids “all black asdhw apades,”
and the “dusky face[s]” in the crowd—and her sister-in-law Sally Chesmugtgestion that
the slaves had stolen their masters’ clothing underscored the disjuncture baevetrmltin
its ideal (that is, elite white) form and its African-American peregrsiMary Chesnut aimed
particularly piercing barbs toward the women in the party: as an incisiieoérgender
conventions, Chesnut knew just how to cut pretenders to the Southern Lady’s mastery of
aesthetic expression. In this context, Chesnut rendered the idea that a diding weght
be solemn and “respectable” every bit as laughable as the clownish woman'g sraiti®

Yet historians ought not simply ignore Chesnut’s tone and praise the solemnity and
respectability she reported. Perhaps Eugene D. Genovese protests too much wihen he cal
his readers’ attention to “the dignity and seriousness” of enslaved weddirggppats, the
attempts of slaves to make their ceremonies “dignified” in spite of ciramees, and their
“solemn, elaborate, and dignified” rites—all in the space of three fagathile no one
should understate the dignity African Americans exhibited throughout their enslyeme
emphasizing that trait as described by the slaveholding class mightyagtonenish our

appreciation of African Americans’ unique “cultural aesthetics,” ag Bégkley Brown uses

“3 Chesnut’s troubled attitudes toward African Amarniavomen are well known, but they seem to me
unique more in their cutting eloquence than ingh®tions they reveal. Woodward, ddary Chesnut’s Civil
War, li-liii. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese has observed thatfamilies of elite southerners tried to instillyoung
ladies what she calls an “instinctive” understagdifithe uses and appropriate limits of aesthésiplaly:
“[flashion articulated class position. . . . Alad. . had to manifest in her person a restragledance that
simultaneously betokened internalized self-cordral solid male protection.Within the Plantation
Household212-13. Wealthy southerners were sophisticatedgsiaf who could and could not hope to
compete with their women'’s highly developed disseusf appearance. See also Kathleen M. Br&aod
Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious PatrigrdBg, 316. Antebellum etiquette books documetited'sable
dame’s” many faux pas—only some of which could teleated by changes of behavior—more explicitnth
Chesnut's arched eyebrow did. In particular, beesections on “Peculiarities in Female Carriage an
Demeanour,” “The Management of the Person in Daytend “Management of the Voice; Consistency of
Deportment and Dress” Htiquette for Ladies

44 GenoveseRoll, Jordan, Roll479-81.
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the term. The historian risks judging enslaved African Americans by thetaegdesds by
which slave-owning southerners so cunningly denigrated them. It is pegestipble that
slaves could retain their dignity—in the sense of possessing “inherent nabdityorth”—
without being constrained by the cultural values that insisted upon their exhibitihg all
time “stateliness and formality in manner and appearance”—qualitieswlite southerners
consistently judged blacks incapable of possessing and whose meanings in this tibntext s
bear some of the weight of white southerners’ glib, self-serving rh&toNtany activities in
slave weddings would not have struck whites as particularly dignified, and, indetzs’ whi
activities throughout their slaves’ nuptial celebrations, particularly in etcieng the
“broomstick ritual,” were meant to render African Americans faintlycritbus. Yet in their
weddings, blacks continually endeavored to express positive cultural chatastemd

values distinct from their owners’. The ways in which they did and did not succeedeat the
goals tell us much about the institution of slavery in the nineteenth-century south.

Like Chesnut, slaveholders who gave their slaves weddings positioneédltleenas
benevolent guardians concerned about black families’ moral upkeep; yet Chbareit/s
suppressed scorn reveals the cultural power the ruling class kept in tes@ne a facade of
solicitude. For their part, weddings forced slaves to step gingerly througtegoretive
thicket, celebrating an important rite of passage for themselves whaenedy from
allowing the ritual to upset white supremacy in ways that might endanger the

By no means were all the weddings of enslaved African-Americanstasagk or

comfortable as that of the Camden slaves. As ever, variety defined slave wedthdged,

“5 Elsa Barkley Brown, “What Has Happened Here’: Pitics of Difference in Women'’s History and
Feminist Politics,” inWe Specialize in the Wholly Impossible: A Read&atk Women'’s Historyed. Darlene
Clark Hine et al (Brooklyn, New York: Carlson Pudfiling, 1995), 40; andmerican Heritage Dictionary of the
English LanguageFourth Edition.
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a master’s ability to impose variable strictures on his slaves’ ritoalstituted one prop to
his power.) Many slaveholders placed themselves at the center of maroagedings,
whether by insisting that the wedding be performed in a certain way or iia tiene, or
by conducting ceremonies themselves. In doing so, they endeavored to undersut slave
ability to order their own lives as they wished. But most blacks found ways to make
weddings define and celebrate their own social and cultural institutions—in hovmeted
a fashion. Included in this project was defining themselves in gendered tertesstilhi
allowing for female self-expression and autonomy to an extent that simply didistahehe
marriages of their white overlords.

Innumerable slaves were allowed no wedding at all, not even a totemistigretdi
scrap of paper such as in the wedding of Willie McCullough’s paf@n@.course, many
blacks who could not celebrate weddings still lived together as married coupleheBut
chafed at the absence of ritual. Although Henry Brown reported that slavageanvere
celebrated with a dinner “at master’ expense,” he still noted the lackevhory: “The
couple went home after the supper, without any readin’ of matrimony, man and wife.”
Lewis Evans defined his parents’ relationship, unmarried on separate plantations, as

unofficial and deviant: “My pappy,” he said, “wasn’t married reg’lar to naymmy.*® And

“ Slave narratives describing the outright prohititof weddings include I.E. Lowerkife on the Old
Plantation in Ante-Bellum Day46; Bethany Veneylhe Narrative of Bethany Veney, A Slave Woman
(Worcester, Massachusetts, 1889), available oaliri@ocumenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/veney/veney.html, p. 18; &vhn Andrew Jacksomhe Experience of a Slave in South
Carolina (London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1862), availablenerat Documenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/jackson/jackson.html, p. @lilma A. Dunaway finds that “One of every eightave
marriages in Appalachia featured “no ceremonyldt &frican-American Family in Slavery and
Emancipation117.

47 South Carolina Narratives, Volume X1V, Part 1, 124

8 South Carolina Narratives, Volume X1V, Part 2, 33.
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Friday Jones dismissed his non-wedding with an animal metaphor: “we went totijether
goose and gander—no weddirg.”

Still, many masters sanctioned weddings for their slaves. The mosa&tabeddings
took place under the direct supervision of whites. To see these rituals as @waflanc
master’s lenience or kindness—or, as white contemporaries did, of slaverywsleece—is
to underestimate slavery’s effect on its participants. Slaveholding famged such
occasions, on which “marster’s dinin’ room” might be “decorated wid flowers” and
“marster’s dinin’ table [be] set,” to prove their paternalistic beneficéh&ne Virginia

slave recalled that his master “had always promised that he would give ogeveedding,

* Friday JonesDays of Bondage. Autobiography of Friday Jonesin a Brief Narrative of his Trials and
Tribulations in SlaveryWashington, D.C.: Commercial Pub. Co., 1883)jlalsée online at Documenting the
American South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/fignass.html, p. 7. The failure of slave weddingst{e lack
thereof) to satisfy blacks can be seen in the sibWilliam and Ellen Craft, who, desiring “a mdegal and
civilized mode of conforming to the marriage ritah had been permitted them in slavery,” marriexhsafter
escaping to Massachusetts. As a wedding gift,i&\illreceived “a revolver and a dirk-knife” to usednfully
in defense of his wife and himself, if ever an ¢ should be made . . . to re-enslave them.” 3anidiams,
Life and Adventures of James Williams, a Fugitilee&with a Full Description of the Underground Raad
(San Francisco: Women'’s Union Print, 1873), avddlaimline at Documenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/williams/williams.html,90. For slaves’ umbrage at being denied wagdlisee
Ann Patton MaloneSweet Chariot: Slave Family and Household Structufdineteenth-Century Louisiana
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pres99P), 225.

0 South Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 1, 3R@rth Carolina Narratives, Volume X, Part 2, 139
40. A number of sources testified that only fateslaves, often those who worked in the big hause
proximity with the master’s family, received big deings. But | would caution against emphasizirig thctor
without more evidence than | have been able to wercoWilliam Dusinberre notes that among slaveson
South Carolina rice plantation, “the wife of eadpecially privileged male was a field hand,” megrtimat
even if “privileged” slaves received fancy weddirfgad there is little indication that they did sther
universally or exclusively), so too did their unpieged partners. Local tradition, combined wittaster’s
own sense of himself, was likely more importantthaslave’s status in determining what kind of waddook
place. Them Dark Days 199. See also R.Q. Mallarf@lantation Life Before EmancipatidiRichmond, VA:
Whittet and Shepperson, 1892), available onlineadumenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/mallard/mallard.html, p-509 Lowery,Life on the Old Plantation in Ante-Bellum
Days 59; OlmstedA Journey in the Seaboard Slave Stadd®; Susan Dabney Smedkgmorials of a
Southern Plante(Baltimore: Cushings and Bailey, 1887), availaiiine at Documenting the American
South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/smedes/smedes itmB; Williams,Narrative of James William&3; and
Aunt Sally52. One master allowed two slaves a honeymod&iwofor three weeks to ourselves, which we
spent in visiting and other amusements.” Needtesay, such treatment was exceedingly rare. &\il,
Narrative of James William$&3.
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and he kept his worc®® The master's motive? “He was very proud, and liked praise.” Kind
treatment also stemmed from a desire to have slaves propagate. JuliussNe&siar gave
receptions to reward and encourage slaves intending to breed: “de marstergigeialya
big supper,” he remembered, “case he knowed dat he was gwine ter soon habevemre sla
from de union.®? Further, some slaveholders used weddings to insinuate themselves into
their slaves’ community structures, as did the master who took the first dahdbewvbride
(thus usurping the place of her father): “Dey gived a big dance atter de degypg®ad,” said
the bride’s daughter, “an’ Master Charlie dance de fust set wid my mafinRatial
hierarchies did not dissipate with these rituals, nor did accustomed habitolie &lleast
one slaveholder in Fayetteville, North Carolina, could not quite muster the kindness to
exempt a slave bride from service: “Aunt Sally” baked her own wedding cakevas
made to sit down and pour coffee for the company” at her own wedftling.

Celebratory (not forced or truncated) weddings sponsored by masterbytypiced
enslaved persons sporting fine clothes, often cast-offs from the slaveholdilyg f@eorge

Fleming, from Laurens County, South Carolina, recalled, “Dem dat got mardkaiba sho

* Louis HughesThirty Years a Slave: From Bondage to Freedom; [fiséitution of Slavery as Seen on the
Plantation and in the Home of the Planter; Autolsayghy of Louis Hughe@Vilwaukee: South Side Printing
Company, 1897), available online at DocumentingAhreerican South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/hughes/hughes.html, p. 94.

52 North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 146.
53 North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 84.

> Aunt Sally 53. Itis also true that few slaves were allowedlit in the presence of (or perhaps even at the
same or adjoining tables with) their masters. y&ailedding thus offered her a unique moment oeptance
into the white community. Yet did not disrupt li&-long pattern of service to that community; rover, it
gave whites yet another chance to smile condesoglydit the violations of etiquette that were staréollow.
Cf. Eliza Ripley,Social Life in Old New Orleans: Being Recollectiofidly Girlhood which describes
children of the slaveholding family serving the wad) dinner (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 291
available online at Documenting the American Sobttp://docsouth.unc.edu/ripley/ripley.html, 256-58ut
see Avirett,The Old Plantationin which slaves waited to eat until “de ole marsand all de white folkses’
had been generously served” (126); as well as Bitlee New Man74. See also See Charles Joyner, “History
as Ritual, 2-3.
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did have it in high fashion. Man would have a good striped suit, and de woman have silk and
satin clothes® Anna Wright noted that at slave weddings “De niggers dressed lak a white
folks weddin’.®® And another former slave reported, “Brides use to wear some of de finest
dress an’ if dey could afford it, have de best kind of furniture. Your master nor yousmiss
objected to good t'ings>* Masters who allowed slaves to sport such clothes during their
weddings likely evinced some version of Mary Chesnut’s condescension, smilingtathe
saw as slaves’ quaint attempts to look the part of the southern tfef@ne need not think

that African Americans internalized their masters’ condescension, howesgiikely took

what fine things they could get and ignored the messages behind thé giftieed, the fact

that more than one bride wore red, a color with special sexual connotations and tolk ties
parts of Africa (as well as to a popular narrative of whites tricking blackseiglavement),
suggests that African Americans attempted to use wedding ritualseto @s®nomy,

particularly when that assertion would not be understood by a white auffience.

%> Rawick, The American SlavBupplement, Series 1, Vol. 11: South Carolina, 136
*8 North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 422.

" South Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 2, 23%r other examples of slaves wearing similar
clothing, see Fredericljutobiography of Rev. Francis Frederj9; Lowery,Life on the Old Plantation in
Ante-Bellum Days60; Aunt Sally 51; and Eliza Ripley§ocial Life in Old New Orlean256-257.

8 See Thomas Nelson Pa@acial Life in Old Virginia Before the WéKew York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1897), available online at Documenting theeAcan South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/pagesocial/page.html, p-10P; andAunt Sally 52.

*In “Slave Clothing and African-American Culturetime Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuri®ast and
PresentNo. 148 (1995): 181, Shane White and Graham Wiggest that slaves wore clothes similar to their
masters in order to subject their master to “gentleridicule” as well as to wear styles thatthieemselves
found appealing (163).

% For examples of slaves sporting red at weddirggsNorth Carolina Narratives, Vol. X, Pt. 2, p2iand
Woodward, ed.Mary Chesnut’s Civil War259. See Shane White and Graham WH&itglin": African
American Expressive Culture from Its BeginningthtZoot Suiflthaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), 28;
Will, “Weddings on Contested Grounds,” 112-13; era€ourtship and Love Among the Enslaved in North
Carolina, 91-95; and, on “red cloth tales,” Michael A. Gayigxchanging Our Country Marks: The
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It also suggests that black women, rather than heed slaveholders’ dictum thatdboight c
betokened an unladylike lack of modesty, dressed to please themselves and tieinicgm
not slaveholders, and thereby asserted their autonomy on the field of gender behavior
The majority of slave weddings were located in the slave quarters. Thasemwes
sometimes, though not always, took place beyond the purview (or the consent) of whites.
African Americans considered relationships formed without their mastarseat or
knowledge perfectly legitimate, although they would have preferred widegniom for
their unions. Weddings in the slave quarters may have lacked the visual splendor and
sumptuous food of ceremonies at the big house. But blacks gladly exchanged these for the
more adventurous entertainment and relative freedom of expression that flawetetes’
absence. Nellie Boyd of Union County, South Carolina, described the dancing that took
place at weddings: “Niggers had lots of dancing and frolics,” she wrote. d&resed de
‘flat-foot’. Dat was when a nigger would slam his foot flat down on de floor. De wooden
bottom shoes sho would make a loud noise. At weddings everybody would eat and*frolic.”
Another South Carolina wedding featured “rhythmic stick beating, from moumitilg
night.”® At a remove from slaveholder supervision, African Americans engaged in loud,
boisterous behavior without fearing white derision. Women, in particular, could act i
“unladylike” ways, escaping the pressure to conform to gender roles to whicblohef

their skin left them unable to measure up—regardless of their desire to do so.

Transformation of African Identities in the Colohéand Antebellum SouttChapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1998), 199-209 (quotation on 208).

®1 Rawick,American Slav&upplement, Series 1, Vol. 11: South Carolina, 63.

®2 See Arthur P. Ford and Marion Johnstone Fbifd,in the Confederate Army: Being Personal
Experiences of a Private Soldier in the Confedefatay; And Some Experiences and Sketches of Soutler
(New York: The Neale Publishing Company, 1905),labe online at Documenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/ford/ford.html, p. 85-8ee also Rawickdmerican Slav&upplement, Series 1, Vol.
11: South Carolina, 57.
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Some weddings seemingly negotiated the prerogatives and desires of beshawthit
blacks. Margaret Hughes, who had lived as a slave near Columbia, recalled that her
plantation divided its spaces and resources between the big house and the slave‘tjdarters:
had a big time when any of de slaves got married. De massa and de mibss et
married in de big house, and then we had a big dance at one of de slave house. De white
folks furnish all kinds of good things to eat, and de colored peoples furnish de music for de
dance®® The division of space seems to have assured whites of control over what they
would have viewed as the important, sacred part of the wedding. But the frolicking
afterward enabled African Americans to draw from a cultural repettuateencouraged and
validated rather than constricted and judged them. Whites could consider themselve
sufficiently benevolent, while the black community took ownership of at least pae of t
ritual 2

Some marriage rites evinced confusion about whether black or white traditionsoought t
predominate. Masters varied from plantation to plantation in whom they allowed towperfo
slave weddings. Sometimes white preachers did so, as in the wedding Mary Chesnut
described. Richard C. Moring recalled that on Anderson Clemons’ North Carolindam
preacher married ‘em up good an’ tight jist lak he done de white folk&ther weddings
straddled white and black religious institutions: one woman told an intervieweas"l w
married in the town of Newberry at the white folk’s Methodist church, by a colorechgrea

named Rev. Geo. DeWalt” Eugene D. Genovese notes that “many slaves clearly

83 South Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 2, 329
% For a similar formulation about courtship and rizaye more generally, see WeShains of Love27.
% North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 140.

% South Carolina Narratives, Volume X1V, Part 1, 63.
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preferred” black preachers as celebrants; otherwise, masters condaatecethonies
themselve§’ A master who took the place of a minister made his authority the focal point of
the ritual, expressing slaves’ subordination to both God and madtéasters and white
ministers also asserted white authority in the phrase they brutally @kose most

weddings. “One t'ing,” Susan Hamilton bitterly recalled, “no ministebeelsay in readin’

de matrimony ‘let no man put asounder’ ‘cause a couple would be married tonight an’
tomorrow one would be taken away en be s8ldThere is evidence that prohibitions against

this phrase were not ironclad, but the phrase, whether uttered or omitted, heghtight

7 GenoveseRoll, Jordan, Roll476. The question of who performed slave maesdg a contentious one.
For white preachers, see South Carolina Narrativeime XIV, Part 3, 202; and Hughéhirty Years a
Slave 94. At least one Kentuckian slave claimed toehlagen married by a justice of the peace, althdugh
legal status of his union was no firmer than tHaither slave marriages. Israel Campbé&ii, Autobiography.
Bond and Free: Or, Yearnings for Freedom, from Mgé&® Brier House. being the Story of My Life in
Bondage, and My Life in FreedafRhiladelphia: Israel Campbell, 1861), availabiéire at Documenting the
American South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/cantghehpbell.html, p. 58. Wilma A. Dunaway repoitsit
“about one-tenth” of masters in Appalachia allowelijious weddings. Dunawagfrican-American Family
in Slavery and Emancipatipal18. Marie Jenkins Schwartz suggests that muer@ore slave weddings
featured religious (and extravagant) ceremonigheantebellum period progressed, a result of bialders’
desire to improve slavery’s imag8orn in Bondage200-202. See also Malor&yweet Charigt224, and Will,
“Weddings on Contested Grounds,” 111-12. If Africamerican ministers received approval from theela
community, they won at least as much condescerfiiiomwhites. Black ministers misreading the ritas,
reading from an upside-down book, appeared in séga@ries about African American weddings, to
predictably “comic” effect. See Frederidktobiography of Rev. Francis Frederj9; FeltonCountry Life
in Georgia In the Days of My Youth6-57; and (after emancipation) Frances Butlégl.efen Years on a
Georgia Plantation Since the Wérondon: Richard Bentley & Son, 1883), availabidiree at Documenting
the American South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/leabh.html, 161-63 and 248. A former slave from fiessee
suggested that African Americans desired legalityva all: “The slaves,” he wrote, “have no partulules,
except in regard to marriage: they try to makesihear lawful as they can.” Benjamin DreAiNorth-Side
View of Slavery. The Refugee: or the NarrativeBurfitive Slaves in Canada. Related by Themseliés.an
Account of the History and Condition of the ColoRmpulation of Upper Canad@oston: John P. Jewett &
Co., 1856), available online at Documenting the Aoan South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/drew/dreml,
p. 187.

% One Louisiana master allowed a slave ministeretfopm a wedding, but intervened to assert his own
authority: when the minister finished administerthg vows, the master “advanced and made some kentar
the effect that this marriage was a solemn tie,thate must be no shirking of its duties; they niettave and
be faithful to each other; he would have no foalsts.” Eliza RipleySocial Life in Old New Orlean®58.

% south Carolina Narratives, Volume X1V, Part 2, 234
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ironies of celebrating families within slavely.Indeed, one black minister commented on
slave marriages’ precariousness when he himself modified the phrase tdeadyhat de
Lord hab j'ined together is married” The white man who recorded this incident seems to
have considered this merely one of many malapropisms in the ceremothg bigcks in
attendance undoubtedly understood its ironic undertones. With poignant hope, a groom at a
wedding in Virginia drank to the prospect that he and his wife “nebber will belgesta
each other, or our childred®

The most unique and problematic question regarding the ownership of a cultural form in
slave weddings involves jumping the broom. In one of the most complete descriptio@s of t
broomstick ritual, North Carolinian Tempie Herndon Durham recalled:

Uncle Edmond Kirby married us. He was de nigger preacher dat preached at de
plantation church. After Uncle Edmond said de las' words over me an' Exter, Marse
George got to have his little fun: He say, 'Come on, Exter, you an' Tempiegapto |

over de broom stick backwards; you got to do dat to see which one gwine be boss of your
househol'." Everybody come stan' 'roun to watch. Marse George hold de broom 'bout a
foot high off de floor. De one dat jump over it backwards an' never touch de handle,
gwine boss de house, an' if bof of dem jump over widout touchin' it, dey won't gwine be
no bossin', dey jus' gwine be 'genial. | jumped fus', an' you ought to seed me. | sailed
right over dat broom stick same as a cricket, but when Exter jump he done had a big dram
an' his feets was so big an' clumsy dat dey got all tangled up in dat broaedirhéad

long. Marse George he laugh an' laugh, an' tole Exter he gwine be boshdu 'tw

skeered to speak less'n | tole him to spéak.

"% One woman claimed that her parents’ wedding cengnmcluded “a clause . . . which gave the slave-
holder the right to separate husband and wife wiartee chose to do so,” reading “until distanceusththem
part.” Eliza SuggsShadow and Sunshiti®maha, 1906), available online at DocumentingAherican
South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/suggs/suggs.ptr@B, 72. See also Vendarrative of Bethany Vengy
18; GenoveseRoll, Jordan, Roll480-81; and Leon F. LitwacBeen in the Storm So Long: The Aftermath of
Slavery(New York: Knopf, 1981), 239-40. A North Carolinzaster is reported to have stood by while a slave
minister spoke the phrase, but apparently listevidua “satirical” ear. Aunt Sally 52-53.

1 Avirett, The Old Plantation126.

"2 Hedging his bets, he also drank to the slavehgl&imily’s continued prosperity and ultimate aséens
to heaven. Fredericljutobiography of Rev. Francis FrederjcL.

3 North Carolina Narratives, Volume XlI, Part 2, 374.
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This is a confounding passage. In Durham’s telling, the broomstick ceremony woualé deci
whether she or her husband would be “boss” in their household. By successfully leaping
over the broom handle, she earned the right to boss her husband who, addled by drink,
stumbled and fell. Now, no one interpreted the ceremony with utter seriousness: Durham
described it as merely a “little fun,” and her master proclaimed her “ob$&r husband
through gales of laughter. But the use of a wedding ritual to foster or joke about &mbigui
in gender roles stands in marked contrast to the nuptials of elite white southehueyes
tightly-choreographed rites reduced the risk of unpredictability or ampitgug minimum.
Further, the architect of this ambiguity was not the black preacher who had prondwnced t
couple man and wife. Instead, it was Durham’s master, George Herndon, whd tiefine
broomstick ritual as a contest over household rule. Yet Durham herself did not deshethat
might be “boss” in her household; and, while she attributed the ritual to her miaster, s
seemed to enjoy it. Did other slaves or slaveholders consider household authoritly to be a
issue in the broomstick ceremony? And did other masters take control of the ritual in a
manner similar to George Herndon, or did slaves exert their own influence?

The broomstick wedding is remarkable for the multiplicity of meaning$isiatians
have found in it. John W. Blassingame denied that slaves every married by jumping the
broom, instead deeming it a metaphor or “post-nuptial” ritual; while Thomas E. Wil
suggests that jumping the broom “typically” (if sometimes unremarkablpwed readings
from the Bible in “slave-led ceremonies,” but also notes that masters cooddonatenstick
rituals/* Herbert Gutman suggests that the ritual, particularly if it originatédrica,

magically cemented marriage bonds, thus serving masters by stalitizisigve

4 BlassingameSlave Communifyl67; Will, “Weddings on Contested Grounds,” 111.
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community, and slaves by validating bonds that the legal system did not recGgBizada

E. Stevenson, conversely, argues that the broomstick ritual came from “psga@hr. .

western Europe,” and that southern whites “impos|ed] this cultural albatrosyves’sta

mark slave marriages as “quaint” and “amusiffgMeanwhile, Alan Dundes seems to have
put to rest the popular notion that jumping the broom originated in Africa, and insteasl argue
that the ritual’s origins in European folklore support his anecdotal that masteniblf

imposed” the ritual on slavé$. The ritual’s multivalence results partially from the ways that
slaves and their descendants described it: one can find a multitude of meanibgsl &sdr

in the slave narratives (as well as in other sources from both blacks and whiteg). Yet
systematic evaluation of WPA accounts of the ritual, which no historian hatteyepted,

does much to clarify its meaninéfs.One hundred WPA narratives discussed broomstick

S Gutman Black Family in Slavery and Freedp@83-284. Gutman found evidence that “some sonthe
whites also used broomsticks in marriage cerembd@§s). My search of the WPA narratives yieldewo
confirmation of that suggestion: Willis Cozart afrBon County, NC reported that, even as “de sladdin’s
in dat country” were performed with broomstickse ‘dore white folks done de same way.” North Cagoli
Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 185.

8 stevensonL.ife in Black and White228-29.

" Dundes, “Jumping the Broom’: On the Origin andavieng of an African American Wedding Custom,”
Journal of American Folklor&09, No. 433 (1996): 328. See also Hud3anHave and to Hold?13 n. 37;
Dunaway African-American Family in Slavery and Emancipatiaf7-18; Genoves&oll, Jordan, Roll475
and 480; C. W. Sullivan 11, “Jumping the Broom® Further Consideration of the Origins of an Africa
American Wedding Custom,Journal of American Folklor&10, No. 436 (Spring, 1997), 203-04; and Orville
W. Taylor, “Jumping the Broomstick’: Slave Marriagnd Morality in Arkansas” (1958) iWWomen and the
Family in a Slave Societed. Paul Finkelman (New York: Garland Publishiimg,, 1989), 373-87.

8 The WPA narratives’ fourteen references to thetnstick ritual in North and South Carolina suggest
intriguing answers to these questions, but to putanclusions on firmer ground, | have expandedmquiry
in this area to all the slave states, increasiegtimple to 100 narratives. The larger sampleadiae's
significant patterns to emerge. For a list oftladl WPA narratives that discuss broomstick weddindsorth
and South Carolina, see Appendix One. Searchm@uURA narratives has recently become much easthr wi
digitization. The Library of Congress’ invalualiorn in Slavery” website contains the complete WPA
narratives in text-searchable form. In order tevpent references to the broomstick ceremony fraopisig
through the cracks, | used multiple search teriifsey were: “broomstick,” “broom (and) stick,” “brog”
“jump (and) marry,” “jump (and) married,” “jump (dhweddin’,” and “jump (and) wedding.” The search
engine included number and tense variations on wactl, meaning that the search for “jump (and) viegd
also included “jumped,” “jumps,” and “weddings;"ee my exclusion of plural terms in my searchest the

100 narratives that these searches yielded, seen&ippTwo.
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weddings, and, taken as a whole, these narratives offer compelling evideribe that
broomstick ritual was almost universally imposed on slaves by masters. Stershded
the broomstick not merely to mark slave marriage as transitory and unintpbrthto assert
their authority over black households.

Although most former slaves did not discuss jumping the broom any further than to say
that it solemnized a slave marriage, a few touched on the ritual’'s stgnuiéicn greater
detail. Some proposed that the ritual revealed or governed future fortunes. Two men
suggested that jumping the broom determined whether a marriage could be completed. John
Ellis, for instance, stipulated that in Texas “de bride she has to jump over [a broom]
backwards and iffen she couldn’t jump it backwards she couldn’t git maffidddwever
unlikely it was that a couple would cancel their nuptials on account of a failunepogver
a broom, the myth that a marriage hinged on a successful jump related to the notloa that
broomstick ritual could affect a man and woman'’s future life and marriage. Twerform
slaves (one describing slavery times, the other life after emancipaporjed that couples

jumped for “luck,” while a third warned that in slave weddings, stumbling over the broom

As Paul Escott’s work on nineteenth-centuryigsin American life suggests, quantifying the imfation in
slave narratives can be both useful and problemaiie sample of interviewees is far from randdvtore
troubling, many narratives do not lend themseleesasy quantification. How shall one weigh thedvof a
former slave who testified that all slaves martigdumping the broom against another who voucheatidah
the slaves on his plantation did so, or againbtrd tvho could only verify that her own mother dather
married that way? Granting the difficulty of inteeting what one number of slave narratives imp@igainst
another, however, it remains important for me tmdestrate that the patterns | claim exist really tfd say
that “many” former slaves reported that broomsti@ddings happened in a certain way, | ought tahell
reader how many actually did so.

Finally, in hopes of making my findings eagiereplicate and test, | have excluded discussidtise
broomstick ritual that come from sources other tthenWPA narratives from my statistical tabulations
However, | still refer to non-WPA sources to bugse@nd complicate the WPA narratives.

¥ Texas Narratives, Vol. XVI, Pt. 2, p. 23; see dWississippi Narratives, Volume IX, 87
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boded ill: “If either of you stumps you toe on de broom, dat mean you got trouble comin’
‘tween you, so you sho’ jumps higf’”

Other African Americans testified to a more general connection betwelrotdmastick
and luck or magic, not always in relation to marriage. They viewed proper employment of
the broomstick as one key to good fortune. Josephine Anderson argued that blacks used the
broom in postemancipation marriage ceremonies because of its power to theres \and
ghosts: “Ya see brooms keep hants away,” she’5di@ne thing bout witches, dey gotta
count everthing fore dey can git acrosst it. You put a broom acrosst your door ainnadht
witches gotta count ever straw in dat broom fore she can come in.” Presumably, one could
avoid marrying a witch by subjecting a partner to this final test on théntidesf
matrimony. Two others testified that brooms possessed magical propertiesxthed f
suggested that they did not always work for good. Betty Curlett testifiedwba in the
1930s, “You can’t get nobody—colored folks | mean—to step over a broom; they say it bad
luck. Ifit fall and they step over they step back. They say if somebody sweep aander y
feet you won’t marry that yeaf® And Measy Hudson, enslaved in North Carolina, included
in a litany of “bad luck signs” this admonition: “bad luck to step over a brddm.”

That some people connected jumping the broom to luck or magic might suggest that

African Americans, putting stock in broomsticks’ otherworldly significanogleasized the

8 The narratives associating jumping the broom withd or bad fortune in marriage are Alabama
Narratives, Volume |, 257; Florida Narratives, Viole 111, 4; and Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, PartL89.

81 Florida Narratives, Volume Il1, 4.
82 Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 76.

8 Tennessee Narratives, Volume XV, 32. For a uséfidussion of magic in the African American
worldview, see Lawrence W. LevinBlack Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-AmeriEalk Thought
From Slavery to Freedotf©xford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 55-8@béars mentioning that some
Southern whites, too, associated brooms with mégaoms, then as now, were the preferred modean§port
for witches. Whether African Americans’ sense tivatoms were magical objects relates to witches’afs
brooms, | have not been able to discover, but lseelzundes, “Jumping the Broom,” 327.
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ritual. Its prevalence might therefore demonstrate that slaves retaihedity over their
weddings that their masters could not supptéseet this suggestion contradicts the
overwhelming impression given by the WPA narratives, which is that the brokmsial
served whites far more than blacks. Recall that Tempie Herndon Durham’s wedding
consisted of two distinct parts, the first conducted by blacks, the second by whigeandS
her husband jumped the broaiter a “nigger preacher” married them, and Durham’s master
defined the terms on which the couple jumpedhe portrayed the ritual as her master’s
“little fun.” Solomon Lambert described his parents’ broomstick wedding in Arkansa
nearly identical terms: “How they marry? They say they jump the broomsgekher! But
they had brush brooms so | recken that whut they jumped. Think the moster [sic] and
mistress jes havin’ a little fun outen it thefi.”And Charlotte Willis, whose grandfather
jumped the broom in Mississippi, reported, “Grandpa said that was the way white fiblks ha
of showing off their couples®

Taken as a whole, the WPA narratives demonstrate that masters alnagstiastigated
and played a central role in the broomstick ceremony. Of the 100 narratives nhianhed
broomstick weddings, eighty-nine actually describe ceremonies in which glavesd the
broom® Forty-two of these offer no hint as to who orchestrated the rituals—sayihgmeit

who performed them, nor where they took place (at the master's home, in the slamesquart

8 On the possibility that the broomstick wedding lagabsitive purpose in black life, see GutnBlack
Family in Slavery and Freedqr76-78.

8 Although the division of roles in Durham’s weddiisgllustrative, this was not the norm: most bratick
ceremonies took place simultaneously with, or acplof, the more traditional ritual.

8 Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 4, 229.
87 Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 7, 198.
8 For a list of the eleven WPA narratives that memtiroomstick weddings but do not describe them in

slavery, see Appendix Three. A few intervieweescdbed broomstick weddings after slavery, whileeos
denied having seen or participated in broomsticédirggys.
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or elsewhere), and six say who orchestrated the wedding but fit no signifidam FaOnly
three interviewees attributed broomstick weddings to slaves: Dora Robatstne, saying
that slaves in Mississippi “got togedder” to jump the broom after the mastethe

marriage riteS° But all of the remaining thirty-nine interviewees (representing 43.8 percent
of the total number of descriptions and 83.0 percent of the narratives indicating who
performed the ceremony) described either weddings that mastergehdrasolemnized or
weddings which took place at the “big house” under the gaze of the slaveholdihg®faihi
seems, then, that the Reverend W.H. Robinson, a former slave from Wilmington, North
Carolina, was correct in describing the broomstick ceremony as a foracriped by the

master.®?

8 For the forty-two narratives that describe a brstick wedding but do not make clear who performed o
initiated it, see Appendix Four. Six weddingsri conform to a clear pattern: one was said husade of the
peace (Texas Narratives, Vol. XVI, Pt. 1, p. 152¥%econd featured a “jack-leg’ preacher” but did specify
his race (South Carolina Narratives, Vol. XIV, Ptp. 323); two more interviewees testified thatte/h
clergymen sometimes performed broomstick marrigtiessecond of these narratives implies that msislielr
so as well) (Georgia Narratives, Vol. IV, Pt. 37d; Texas Narratives, Vol. XVI, Pt. 3, pp. 63-6djother
narrative implies, but does not say outright, thasters and slaves orchestrated ceremonies tog€tbergia
Narratives, Vol. IV, Pt. 1, p. 101); and, finalthe narrative of one involves an enslaved womaegpotiations
for self-purchase (Texas Narratives, Vol. XVI, Bt62-64).

% Georgia Narratives, Vol. IV, Pt. 3, p. 206. Stmand Oklahoma Narratives, Vol. XlII, 207. Tasthst
ought to be added the report of Alabaman Anne lrtduthat a wedding party “would be arranged some
Saturday night among the slaves,” the weddingdfitsmisisting “of the pair jumping over a stick.”uon,
Memories of Childhood'’s Slavery DafBoston: Ross Publishing Company, 1909), availablme at
Documenting the American South, http://docsouthesha/burton/burton.html, p. 5.

L For a list of WPA narratives that describe brodokstveddings performed or initiated by masters, see
Appendix Five.

92W.H. RobinsonFrom Log Cabin to the Pulpit, or, Fifteen YearsStavery third ed. (Eau Claire,
Wisconsin: W. H. Robinson, 1913), available onéocumenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/robinson/robinson.htmlLl52. See also William Wells Browly Southern Home:
or, The South and Its PeofBoston: A. G. Brown & Co., 1880), available omliat Documenting the
American South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/brom®dvn80.html, p. 45; John Hawkins Simpsbiorrors
of the Virginian Slave Trade, and of the Slave-RegPlantations. The True Story of Dinah, an Eszhp
Virginian Slave, Now in London, On Whose Body Aex&h Scars Left by Tortures Which Were Inflicted b
Her Master, Her Own FathgiLondon: A. W. Bennett, 1863), available onlinédbatcumenting the American
South, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/simpson/simpsmh.p. 28. Intriguingly, Robinson and othersatbthat
some broomstick ceremonies featured women or fyata the slaveholding family: in his case, “the pgu
mistresses” as well as “older ladies” alternateldiing the broom depending on the age of the cogeténg
married. Why women featured so prominently | caly speculate, although two reasons seem likelyst,F
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The nature of masters’ participation in the broomstick ritual comes into Ingjleéwhen
we consider the language former slaves used to describe those ritualsptesaof the
ritual often betray a note of coercion, suggesting that even if jumping the brootituteds
merely a “little fun,” many slaves were essentially required to do ith©eéighty-nine
descriptions of broomstick weddings in the WPA narratives, twenty-three (25.8 percent
include some form of coercive languafeSix merely say that one “had to” jump the broom
in order to marry: Georgina Giwbs, for instance, said that “When yer marriglageo
jump over a broom three times. Dat wuz de liceri¢eBut the others reported more forceful
interactions. George Womble portrayed one ceremony as a series of comrdmadem
was placed in the center of the floor and the couple was told to hold hands. After joining

hands they were commanded to jump over the broom and then to turn around and jump

slaveholding women often assumed a degree of mespbnsibility over slaves, so their participatioay have
been designed to impart morality to the slave aou@econd, the idea that women—as opposed to male
ministers or even masters—could play an integrelipasolemnizing a slave marriage might indicduatt
whites viewed slave marriages as more playful asd solemn than their own, less needful of theimmdur of
male authority. See also Simpseétarrors of the Virginian Slave Trad@8.

% |n narratives describing the broomstick rituaipted all the descriptions using these terms (wicois
variations on them) in close proximity to the atjumping: “had to” or “have to,” “made” or “make;told” or
“tell,” “had them jump,” or “commanded to.” Forliat of narratives using coercive language in dpsions of
jumping the broom, see Appendix Six. Analysistef language of WPA narratives is a risky projecilose
of the large number of variables that must be agtsalifor. Some interviewers merely summarized what
former slaves said; others attempted to transdéoibeer slaves’ words (usually in dialect which het
obscures accurate readings). Even those repavterpurported to offer an accurate record of whairt
subjects said cannot be expected to have donecparbek without modern recording devices. However,
found a strong trend toward coercive language stidgtions of broomstick ceremonies, one that seems
correspond to masters’ prominence in these rituals.

* vVirginia Narratives, Volume XVII, 15. The termbé&d to” and “have to” are the vaguest terms and
therefore the least reliable in representing coarciWhen Rachel Sullivan said that “In dem daysley
hadder do to git married was step over de broohg”reay have meant merely that jumping the broomawvas
necessary element of marriage, in the manner thatles “have to” say “l do” before they are conside
married (Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 22@n the other hand, Will Glass’ description od t
broomstick ceremony intimates a higher degree efaon: “After old man Glass bought Jennie,” helsédie
held up a broom and they would have to jump oveadkwards and then old man Glass pronounced th&m m
and wife” (Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, ParB9). If we remove the expressions “had to” andvéhtn”
from consideration, eighteen of the WPA narrativesd terms of coercion to describe broomstick rages.
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back.”® And another former slave described jumping the broom as entertainment for a
condescending slaveholding family: “Old Marster and Missus,” said Tom M8 “fixed

up a lunch and they and their chillum brought it to my cabin. Then they said, ‘Nigger, jump
the broom’ and we wuz married.” McGruder’s wedding encapsulates the strange,
contradictory nature of the broomstick ritual. Although he and his bride receivadaodr

and attention, their marriage was solemnized by a direct, derisive comraanth& owner’s
family: “Nigger, jump the broom® In the final analysis, McGruder reflected that his leap
over the broom constituted something less than a real wedding: “you see,” he abrviede
didn’t know nothing ‘bout no ceremony?”

What, finally, did jumping the broom mean? Tempie Herndon Durham’s experience
suggested that the ceremony enacted a contest over household authorityniohetevhether
husband or wife would act as “boss.” The WPA narratives as a whole providsugpert
for this theory: no one else described the broomstick ceremony in such stauddyeye
terms. But on another level, Durham’s wedding was perfectly representattiex=d| almost
all broomstick weddings hinged on the question of authority—specifically, the aytbiorit
masters to force their ideas of appropriate slave behavior and identity into thetmuse
corners of African American life. Ultimately, it was Durham’s mastleo wanted to be

“boss” in his slaves’ household@$.Masters made slaves marry by jumping the broom, and

% Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 189.

% Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 77.

" McGruder’s opinion seems to correspond to a forstereholder’s observation: “it must be admitteat th
the blacks always preferred being married by aygl@an” to the broomstick ceremony. William Wellso&n,
My Southern Homel6.

% As to whether or not Durham enjoyed a ritual idieah to reinforce her subordination, one cannot

definitively say. But one might well ask whethbesshould not have. Refusal to participate likebuld have
earned her physical punishment, at the very l@ést;inject more pain and suffering into an eveiatt @l
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encouraged them to view the ritual as a predictor of a couple’s marital fortunelsling/a
symbol with deep meanings in African-American (or, perhaps, southern) cuiieye, t
attempted to inject themselves into slaves’ domestic and ritual lives andsexppesver
over their destinies. Further, by insisting on a ritual that openly (alpleihéartedly)
courted the prospect of a marriage’s failure, they marked slave maraadgendamentally
different from, and more precarious than, their own. Something of masters’ lbess a
jumping the broom can be seen in pro-slavery apologist George Fitzhugh’s dattempt
illustrate the Northern disregard for marriage. “The people of our NorthetesS he
wrote, “who hold that domestic slavery is unjust and iniquitous, are consistent in their
attempts to modify or abolish the marriage relation. Marriages, in margspglaere, are
contracted with as little formality as jumping over a broom, and are dissolveequial
facility by courts and legislature$? The irony of a slaveholder condemniXgrthernersfor
using the broomstick ceremony is staggering, but also reve&fimgpparently Fitzhugh
could conceive of no better illustration of how Northerners had trivialized theagatie
than by declaring that they jumped the broom.

Of course, no one could control the ritual’s meaning entirely. African Ametieahs
long years of practice at turning their masters’ actions to their own end$iegnd t
undoubtedly made the broomstick ritual serve their own cultural needs. Some mayemave se
the ritual as an opportunity to lampoon whites. One man recalled that on his plantation,

slaves entrusted with holding the broom approached their task with a mischievous spirit

parties involved knew did not truly protect hether husband from the ravages of slavery? It wedla
unreasonable for her to take what enjoyment shildoam the ritual. For a similar line of reasogirsee
DusinberreThem Dark Days195, as well as Will, “Weddings on Contested Giagj” 117.

% Fitzhugh Sociology for the South, or the Failure of Free Bty 216.

19 Fitzhugh's own slaves may or may not have jumpecbroom, but he almost certainly knew that the
ritual was performed by slaves throughout the South
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“The master of the bridegroom would . . . pick a straw broom or a pole and give two slaves
the job of holding the ends of it,” said Benjamin Hender8briTo be devilish they often

held the stick too high and would not lower it until the master asked them to.” To fight
derision with play, condescension with laughter, was one strategy that Africamcans

employed to retain a modicum of control over their lives.

Emancipation
Soon after the Civil War’s end, Bethany Veney traveled from her home in Masstis
to Virginia, where she had been enslaved. At a train station, she saw a black couple
approaching, and asked the woman: “How are the times going with you?”
She repeated: “How’s times? Why, de ole man an’ me just dun got marriedhasani
we’re takin’ our weddin’ journey.” They ate watermelon with us, and we all ldughe
together over the new times, that made it possible for this woman, whose nidmychi
had enriched her master’s treasury, lo! these many years, now to realizediegree the
sanctity of a marriage relation and a wedding joutffey.
After emancipation, former slaves looked to marriage as a symbol of freedom. Urebe s

they honored marriage as a social relation, relishing that their unions wengeo $ubject

to the intrusions of mastet®® It was not only the desire to give legal sanction to their

191 Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 175. livisrth noting that the WPA narratives do not sugges
that slaves held the broom any more commonly thastens. On slaves making the broomstick rituat the
own, see Stevensohife in Black and White229.

192y/eney,Narrative of Bethany Venggl. See also John Patterson Gr&stollections of the Inhabitants,
Localities, Superstitions, and KuKlux Outrageshaf Carolinas. By a “Carpet-Bagger” Who Was Borrdan
Lived Therg[Cleveland?], 1880), available online at Docunremthe American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/green/green.htm®7; and [Abigail Mott,Narratives of Colored Americans
(New York: William Wood & Co., 1875), available amé at Documenting the American South,
http://docsouth.unc.edu/mott/mott.html, p. 269.

193 This is actually a surprisingly contentious poilnn Patton Malone argues that slaves “put grieaksn
marriage” and valued two-parent households whaihaot they were attainable. Malor®&yeet Charigt224.
However, Leslie A. Schwalm cautions that many fpesaple, reluctant to submit to any outside autiiggtich
as the Freedmen'’s Bureau), approached marriageavgitbat deal of care and suspicion. Schwalidard
Fight for We 239-48.
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relationships that caused African Americans to celebrate their livegwaeswith
weddings->* Weddings promised symbolic as well as actual freedom, a truth to which the
woman at the train station testified, savoring the dual “sanctity of aaganrelation and a
wedding journey.” The marriage was important, but so too were the ritual @mdelg of a
ceremony and a honeymodh.
At their weddings, newly freed slaves asserted their right to expresselles
aesthetically and verbally. Eliza Hasty, for instance, donned a frankly ficaghi
concoction of color and ornament. Fellow South Carolinian Mary Chesnut might have
scoffed, but Hasty had earned the right to judge her own appearance, and she alerted her
listener to her wedding outfit's most graceful components:
How | dressed? | ‘members ‘zactly. | wore a blue worsted shirt, over a ragkiride
over a white linen petticoat wid tuckers at de hem, just a little long, to show good and
white ‘long wid de blue of de skirt and de red of de underskirt. Dese all come up to my
waist and was held together by de string dat held my bustle in place. All diyand m
corset was hid by de snow white pleated pique bodice, dat drapped gracefullyyfrom m
shoulders. ‘Round my neck was a string of green jade beads. | wore red stoukimg
foots was stuck in soft, black, cloth, gaiter shoes.
My go-away-hat was 'stonishment to everybody. It was made out of red plush ve

and trimmed wid white satin ribbons. In de front, a ostrich feather stood up high and two
big turkey feathers flanked de sid&.

194 For a far better-documented discussion of thedwitg of marriages lasting from slavery into
Reconstruction than | can provide here, see GutBlack Family in Slavery and Freedo@®i72-73. Barry A.
Crouch shows that some state officials dragged faet for periods ranging from months to yearsratiie
Civil War ended before finally certifying marriagesformer slaves. “The Chords of Love’: Legaligi Black
Marital and Family Rights in Postwar Texa$fie Journal of Negro History9, No. 4 (1994), 338.

195 The argument that weddings helped blacks artieukstir newfound freedom goes counter to that of
Charles Joyner, who, in an otherwise brilliant hoafkers the surprising opinion that “the day-toydiée of
former slaves,” including “courtship and marriageddings and funerals,” “went on as always, outside
either enmity or alliance with the whites, outsalehe political struggles of Reconstruction.” dey, Down by
the Riverside: A South Carolina Slave Commuftitsbana: University of lllinois Press, 1984), 23bo the
contrary, behavior at weddings suggests that blala§sto-day lives in freedom, while carrying on myaime-
honored traditions, were markedly different fromvary, both in their communities’ use of ritual andheir
relationship with whites.

106 5outh Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 2, 255

224



If ever a hat conjured up the joys of freedom after thirteen years ofyslaveely it was this
tri-feathered marvel that was, undeniably, “’stonishment to everybody.” Noedtdings
featured such extravagance, but a heightening of expressiveness would corresponed to Sha
White and Graham White’s contention that free blacks “present[ed] their bodnea wit
degree of flamboyance and forcefulness that announced their determinatianetohref
bodily regime imposed upon them by whites, with all the notions of black identity and power
relations which that regime implied®
For African Americans who stayed on their plantations, the tradition of reggjvis
from white landowners continued, or in some cases, one suspects, began for the first time
One cannot but think that this constituted an effort on the part of whites to retain tinesr cla
to paternalistic authority over black laborers. As previously, it is doubtfuirthay
sharecropping families looked askance at either the valuable material gdadsribaheir
way or the feasts at which they were presented: former slaves likelygtaddhese tokens
without accepting the power relations embedded in them. Quite probably they thought them
their due. Henry Davis, who married a number of years after emancipationbeeshe
wedding gifts he and his wife received from their landlords; taking him atdris, the
memory pleased him.
De white folks of both plantations ‘courage us to have a big weddin’. Her white folks
give her a trousseau and mine give me a bedstead, cotton mattress, and two feather
pillows. Dat was a mighty happy night for de “Rose of Sharon’. Her tells youngsigge
‘bout it to dis day, and I just sets and smokes my pipe and thinks of all de days dat am

passed and gone and wonder if de nex’ world gwine bring us back to youth and strength to
joy it, as us did when Rose and me was yddhg.

197 White and WhiteStylin’, 127. For a counter-example, see South Carolaraatives, Volume XIV, Part
2, 75.

1% 50uth Carolina Narratives, Voume XIV, Part 1, B21- See also Rawickmerican Slav&upplement,
Series 1, Vol. 11: South Carolina, 90.
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In post-emancipation weddings, African Americans enacted in aesthetiasrhm
terms a more elaborate and more forceful vision of the manhood and womanhood that had
predominated in slave weddings. In addition to more flamboyant clothing, the inadsga
for their weddings changed. Although W.M. Green married on the estate of his wife’
former mistress, the pride the black families felt in giving mateunjgpsrt to him and his
wife invigorated his description of the wedding: “We married one Sunday mornileye *
o’click and had dinner at twelve; give de preacher twenty-five cents.rHewane give us
no presents. We stayed at my pappy’s house fer years. He give us a bed, a buaeau and
washstand. Carrie’s folks give us de bed clothes, and dats what we start®d Time”gifts
at Green’s wedding corresponded to traditional nuptial giving patterns througbhout t
South—the bride’s family providing the trousseau, the groom'’s family a bed and other
furniture—but their value was increased by the previously unattainable pride osbipdtt
Generally, then, the weddings of former slaves continued or expanded upon a number of
aspects of slave weddings. However, free African Americans left onedexdtthe slave
wedding firmly in the past: jumping the broom. Isabella Duke, whose mother had been
enslaved in Alabama, said, “Mother married before freedom, jumped the broom she said.
Then after freedom she married my fath€r.”"Maggie Broyles told a similar story: “Ma said

when she married they had a corn shucking and a big dinner four o’clock in the morning. . . .

109 5guth Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 2, 202

10 The similarities of free black and white givingtteans would seem to validate Thomas E. Will's
observation that “slaves appropriated the sigrmsafter authority for their weddings,” thus inteimag “the
hegemonic culture’s means of asserting dignity r@sgectability.” “Weddings on Contested Groundd4,7.
But their nearly wholesale abandonment of the btk ritual, discussed below, complicates thatiargnt as
they dispensed with perhaps the key metaphor @r tharriage that the hegemonic culture had githemt
Former slaves may also have appreciated the facthhir weddings could now be legitimated by phess of
their own race and community. Barry A. Crouch ssjg that African Americans in post-war Texaseasl,
preferred black officiants to white. “The Chordd.ove,” 341.

111 Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 215.
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After freedom, she married Ben Pitts. The way she married at the cornrgljubley

jumped over the broom back’ards and Master Bob Young ‘nouncé&d iBoth Duke and

Broyles took care to say that their mothdnst weddings had featured the broomstick ritual,
and neither said that their second, post-emancipation weddings had. It seems that both of
women’s mothers jumped the broom in slavery, and that both excluded the broomstick from
their weddings come freedom.

The WPA narratives suggest that the broomstick ritual fell into widespread dfters
slavery. Difficult as it is to prove something by its absence, the narrasitasish a
surprisingly clean break between the weddings of slaves and freedpeophe 80f t
narratives that described broomstick weddings, five are impossible to lotate dreafter
emancipation, and only eight (9.0 percent)—none in North or South Carolina—attested to the
persistence of the ritual in the years after emancipation. Meanwduknty-five narratives
(84.3 percent) described broomstick weddings before emancipation.

How do we account for the missing broomsticks? The few blacks who spoke about
jumping the broom in freedom did not always explain their actions. Annie Morgan,
however, recalled that members of her community in Kentucky continued to jump the broom
because isolation rendered more formal rites impractical: “In dose daysrhitao fer ter go
git a preacher an most colored folks married dat W&y Bert Luster and Dock Wilborn

suggested another reason for the ritual’s persistence after slavetyferner slaveholders

112 Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 1, 325.

13 For WPA narratives that either describe broomsiiekidings after emancipation or do not specify
whether the ritual took place before or after enpaton, see Appendix Seven. The narratives’ faous
slavery does not explain this imbalance. Manyririésvers asked their subjects about their livesradur
freedom, and dozens of former slaves described wgdd@fter emancipation. But hardly anyone mewiibn
jumping the broom.

14 Kentucky Narratives, Volume VII, 104.
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continued to orchestrate it. In a wedding that Wilborn’s former owner performed in 1870,
“the only formality” (wrote Wilborn’s interviewer) consisted of the bride arabm
“jumpling] over a broom that had been placed on the floor between tHerhikewise
Luster, who married in Texas in 1879, recalled, “in dem days we didn’t buy no license, we
jest got permits from old Master and jumped over a broom stick and jest gadriHfti
Significantly, neither white man encouraged the couples to obtain the legghiterowhich
most freedpeople sought for their marriages. Rather, both acted in the ad+rar of
masters marrying off slaves. In continuing to have black men and women jump the broom
these white men attempted to retain at least some of the paternalistictaihat the Civil
War had stripped them of.

In abandoning the broomstick wedding, freedpeople enacted their independence from and
equality with their former masters. No longer would their weddings revobemdmwhites
or symbolize their marriages’ precariousness. African Americansat@asping the broom
in all but the most remote areas or under former masters’ supervision. And oneslaxaer
evinced discomfort with the possibility that his forebearsénatjumped the broom. John
Van Hook, born in 1862 in Macon County, North Carolina, had been describing the esteem
in which freedpeople held marriage when the broomstick ritual entered the ctioversée
was telling his interviewer, “Marriage in those days was looked upon as something ver
solemn,” celebrated without hard liquor or frolickilg. His wife Laney, however,
interjected: “My mother said they used to make up a new broom and when the couple jumped

over it, they was married. Then they gave the broom to the couple to use keeping house.”

115 Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 7, 145.
116 Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIlII, 204.

17 Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 4, 84-85.
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The interviewer described John Van Hook as “evidently embarrassed.” “Laney,” he
reprimanded her, “that was never confirmed. It was just hearsay, asyfau &now, and |

wouldn’t tell things like that.” Why would Van Hook deny the existence of broomstick
weddings? He did not say, but it seems he shared the sentiments of many foreser She
broomstick wedding was part of the insidious iconography of enslavement. Jumping the
broom encapsulated what African Americans were so eager to discard whattdivesd

freedom: it took the authority of whites over blacks as a given, it portrayed bkacks a
subservient and dependent, and it cast doubt upon the most central of their social and cultural

institutions. It had to g&'®

Slave weddings allow us to see the extraordinarily subtle means by which whites
denigrated African Americans’ claims to autonomy. Masters who refuseldwove¢ddings
at all cemented their power to determine the proper cultural and social iossttdr their
slaves and implied that African Americans were incapable of maintainihgasoedrock
cultural institution. In a way, all masters were guilty of this, as s#ired the right to break
up slave marriages. Yet even those who allowed slave weddings still brancbaah Afr
Americans as inferior. Whites placed themselves at the center of prayseadd cast blacks
as pathetic (albeit sometimes sympathetic) pretenders to white catatted and forms,
marking them with cast-off clothing, paternalistic gifts, and truncatesl r Slaveholders
denied slaves gender roles whites expected for themselves, transpaiebtigting slaves’

status as breeders, and denigrating men’s claims to patriarchal guteoturing them on

18 Brenda E. Stevenson suggests that “The slave&psaace” of the broomstick ritual “demonstrated the
ability of slave culture to absorb, reconfigured degitimize new ritual forms, even those mastangadsed out
of jest or ridicule.” Life in Black and White229. True as this is, it remains notable thatcah Americans’
well of acceptance for jumping the broom dried smaickly as freedom came.
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the proper treatment of their spouses. And in the broomstick ritual, slaveholders lieiced t
way into slaves’ ritual lives, establishing white power at the focal poiatotdck rite of
passage and attempting to render African Americans’ relationships bott @odnilimsy,
inherently incapable of attaining the solid social footing of patriarchatemyathat whites
claimed for themselves.

Of course, African Americans avoided these degradations when they cowithen
possible, they drew back to spaces wherein they were free to celebratg saw fit. In
their cabins, blacks married under the gaze of preachers from their own comnandties
acted in ways that satisfied their own needs—patrticularly in terms of geelavior,
establishing norms of manhood and womanhood that heightened their own sense of dignity.
They brought distinctive aesthetic sensibilities to their rituals and ddacausic that
moved them; and they may have accorded women a more active role in their Sferdeci
On a more elemental level, many slaves defied masters’ attempts tthdenthe right to
marry, holding weddings whether they were allowed to or not. When slaveholdeedinsist
on playing a larger part, African Americans modified their behavior to girtitemselves
and their families, which meant obeying masters’ commands and accepting thei
condescension, even while mocking whites in ways that would not endanger them or the
slave community. But many blacks had to wait for emancipation before castthg off
dubious rituals masters forced on them. Then, often on their own terms and without the aid

of broomsticks, African Americans showed that they wanted no boss but themselves.

19 Thomas E. Will argues that masters who alloweit #laves weddings in order to “[give] expressiorat
measure of slave self-assertion that masters cuildafely deny, but in a manner that did not @oserious
challenge to slaveownership,” thereby “confiningetd class tensions to manageable and relativalycimous
ceremonies.” Will, “Weddings on Contested Grouhd45. The degree to which slaves avoided masters’
condescension and the speed with which they disthigge broomstick ritual suggest, however, thatesla
understood the purpose their masters hoped theidiwgs would serve.
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The constant negotiations between masters and slaves had a tendency to tuatsthe rit
inward. What else mattered but asserting one’s dominance, or protectinganméys f
Nonetheless, slave weddings offer clues to the changing situation of weddingsiiic#

Left to their own devices, African Americans might well have used weddings to &rdra
version of the companionate ideal. Although black men appear to have assertedphtriarc
power in the years after emancipation, their rituals during slavery mahawel accorded
women significant power. What is more, African Americans (not unlike their gjveeem

to have been enamored of the style of the white wedding, which they saw paraded before
them whenever their masters married: we recall that Anna Wright dédherieblacks

“dressed lak a white folks weddin’.” This is an enticing phrase, which suggedtshunze

in the absence of more evidence—proves little. What is undeniable is that the wexdtling h
come to matter enormously in America. Not for nothing did slaveholders think it \weith t

while to deny slaves the right to marry as they wished.
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Chapter Five

“It Seemed Duty Was Always Calling”: Weddings and Sealings of Mormons

In 1847, the Mormon vanguard brigade met by the forks of a creek near the Great Salt
Lake. Sitting “in shirt sleeves” and bathing in the light of the moon, they made the
momentous decision not to travel farther on, but to locate their church’s Temple on the
ground where they sat, and to lay out the grid of Salt Lake City from that'p@imen
Brigham Young, president of the church, put aside the business of the night and offered his
men a vision of life in Zion. “We do not intend to have any trade or commerce with the
gentile world,” he began.

[W]e shall need no commerce with the nations. | am determined to . . . live free and
independent, untrampled by any of their detestable customs and practices. You don’t
know how | detest and despise them. We have suffered by persecution at their hands
which makes me so sanguine with regard to law and its execution upon this land. You
mal[y] think it oppression that your children are not permitted to run and ramble about the
streets. Well | have a sermon to preach to the sisters concerning thaindiltyelieve |

will give some of it to you now. . . . | will begin by saying that there is not a waman i

this church that knows her duty. My wife probably knows as much as any woman in the
church and she does not know her duty. . .. In as much as | inquire of the Lord what is
thy will, my wife should enquire of her husband what is thy will. Wife it is nilytkat

you will take care of my clothes and keep them and your house clean. It if thgtwi

you take care of that little boy and see that he has a lesson given him gverieden.

That he does not run about the streets and associate with bad boys. It is my waill that y
see to that little girl and teach and instruct her in her duty. But instead sii¢hlads so

much to do to watch me that she can find no time to attend to these things as they should

be attended to. . . . Just as though Brigham did not know enough to take care of himself.
So my boys are allowed to run wild in all kinds of difficulties before they drermugh
for me to lay my hands upon them and assign them their business and calling. . . . All this

arises from the husbands not seeking to know and do the will of the Lord and from the
wife not seeking to know and do the will of her husband. How is it that men have such

L All quotations in this paragraph and the nextéhiken from Norton Jacob Autobiography, Utah State
Historical Society (hereafter USHS), 28 [July 1847]



perverse dispositions? All spirits are pure when they enter the tabevhadias when

in a state of pregnancy the woman first feels a notion. Then the spirit is pure but it

becomes untied [sic] with the flesh and is controlled by it.

On this momentous occasion—quite literally a foundational moment in Mormon history—
Young delivered not a pep talk, but a jeremiad against the infidelities of both the outside

world and his own people. As he spoke, he revealed key connections between three lodestars
in the firmament of Mormon identi§y.In his eyes, his people’s separateness from

mainstream American culture, their focus on marital duties, and the fséafideof their

spiritual lives were indissolubly linked. A close reading of the presidentisosesuggests

how Mormons saw their marriages (and, by extension, their weddings) as thg pétictp

they could reform American society.

Young began by insisting that his people isolate themselves from “gentiles” yot onl
“‘commerce” but in “customs and practices.” He did not seek mere culturakdiftgron,
although he could hardly find words strong enough to describe his hatred of mainstream
Americans. Young'’s desire to distance his people from gentiles stemmed algbdrom
“persecution” that outsiders had inflicted upon them: a very real history of memaisscorn,
and murder encouraged the Mormons to isolate themselves in the West.

Then, without preamble, Young turned inward, shifting from denouncing gentile sustom
to describing how corruption was seeping into Mormon life itself, namely througtefaof
marital “duty.” Women who let their children run wild, he claimed, had let their lmve f
their husbands overwhelm their call to motherhood. “Wife where is the boys?” he asked his
hypothetical spouse; “O, | don’t know,” she replied; “I was so concerned about lyaushie

had left them to their own devices. Such women, “watch[ing]” their husbands rather tha

2 In his biography of Young, Leonard J. Arringtorotes William Woodruff's account of this meeting,tbu
does not mention this speedBrigham Young: American Mos@dew York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985), 146.
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“attending to these things as they should be attended to,” placed their romdimtys fee
above motherly duty. Young dismissed the bourgeois vision of companionate marriage, in
which men and women doted on one another as friends and lovers. Indeed, in criticizing
women for having a surfeit of romantic love, Young advanced a profoundly patriarchal
argument, noting that while men should ask the Lord what their duty might be, a woman
should learn her duty secondhand by “enquir[ing] of her husband.” Women who failed to
obey their husbands threatened the entire future of the Mormon people, a threat Young
illustrated with the image of Mormon children running about unsupervised in the.streets
Finally, Young put men’s and women’s dereliction of marital duty in theologitatte
outlining the problematic relationship of the spirit to the body. The spirit, he d#clare
originally “pure” within the “tabernacle” of a woman’s womb, faced corruptibernvit
joined with flesh. Marriage, the traditional method by which spirits and flesbédposed
inevitable dangers to men and women'’s spirits, as the temptations of the flesintddda
“control” the spirit. But he ended on a positive note, enjoining women to let their minds be
“guided and ruled by the principles of righteousness and kept continually upon holy things.”
If they did, their spiritual purity would strengthen their children’s bodieséf will
continually resist all temptation she will be blessed herself and the bodydfilaewill be
larger and more strong and robust and in this way our race will become improved until the
age of man shall be as the age of a tree.” In the isolation of the Greaal&gltien and
women could rebuild the ties of patriarchal affection and duty that would keep both their
bodies and their spirits pure. This was why they were here.
The wedding rituals of Latter-day Saints or Mormons between 1840 and 1865 combined

the concerns of religious separateness, marital duty, and purification bfuspias Young
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did when he spoke by the forks of the creek. Mormons married in ways that suggested that
they saw marriage as a key factor in bringing about their own—and #t@inis—

sanctification, emphasizing their duty as descendents of patriarchs ta ssfoiety.

Mormons also evinced an awareness of the public and national implications of thesr ritual
As practitioners of America’s most controversial marital relation, pohyg@vhich they

called plural or celestial marriage), Mormons sometimes approacheaéteimgs with the
defiant piety of the righteous, conscious that their marriages would restarand women

to their proper places in society, help them turn their backs on the effeminate gratetiss
gentile critics, and mold their own men into biblical patriarchs.

Holding to this piety posed challenges from within and without. Despite theirrdfedai
gentile corruption, their sense that romantic love and companionate marriageniuiea
distract people from their spiritual and societal duties, many Mormons cluing to t
companionate ideal that enshrined bourgeois couples in a loving, complementary union. The
sometimes complementary, sometimes warring ideals of religious dutpmuaditic love
found powerful expression in their wedding rituals (and their marriages). Coupglstiear
with the substance of their own beliefs, and with the theocratic state thateehtloeen. Not
all Mormons found it easy to accept the implications of the doctrine of pluralagarthat
the religious elite propounded. Mormon women, in particular, had grown up with a
primitivist mindset that enabled and validated charismatic expressions & fieowéer; such
women bristled at the idea of sublimating their spirits to the power of patriarahtier;
wedding rituals saw many Mormons struggling to balance their desisali@tion with

beliefs about love they had nurtured in the middle-class milieu from whence moshof the
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came. Despite the active encouragement of the church hierarchy, few—not ghemBri
Young and his wife—found it easy to sublimate love to duty.

Historians have observed the separatist origins of early Mormonism, and have noted the
role that marriage played in their quest to isolate themselves from mams&merica. The
combined forces of the market revolution, the growth of a bourgeois culture and economy,
and the increasing pluralism of American religion, they agree, awakenesephJSmith and
his followers a desire to assert a unitary economy, religion, and sdcghjth’s vision of a
traditional, godly society mixed an imagined re-assertion of biblical paigiaand a return to
“the ordered rural village life of the early nineteenth centéirdisparate as these two
antecedents were, the Old-Testament Middle East and nineteenth-cemtuBni§land
seemed to share appealingly uncomplicated religious and social power struictbodis,

God's power over the Church was universally acknowledged by His people, and men’s
power over economically-autonomous households was universally respected by dependent
families. Mormonism thus figured into a larger yearning toward patrianctwich

antebellum men, confronted with bourgeois, egalitarian values and companionaagesarri
attempted to fight their increasing sense of powerlessness in both the wotie fiode.

By establishing patriarchal households in Zion, Mormons planned to reform (or overthrow)

the effeminate, entrepreneurial middle class and renew biblical phyriancearth.

% See Marvin S. HillQuest for Refuge: the Mormon Flight from Americanr&lism (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 1989).

* Leonard J. Arrington, Feramorz Y. Fox, and DeaMay, Building the City of God: Community and
Cooperation Among the Mormagr8econd Edition (Urbana: University of Illinoise®s, 1992), 3; see also
Leonard J. Arrington and Davis Bittoiihe Mormon Experience: A History of the Lattey@&aints(New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979), 28.

®> See Mark C. CarneSecret Ritual and Manhood in Victorian Amer{déew Haven: Yale University Press,
1989); SellersThe Market Revolutiqr25; Robert H. Wieb&he Opening of American Society, From the
Adoption of the Constitution to the Eve of Disunijhiew York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984), 167; Bertolini,
“Fireside Chastity, 724; and Daniel J. Herman, “Thtber Daniel Boone: The Nascence of a Middle-Class
Hunter Hero, 1784-1860,Journal of the Early Republit8, No. 3 (Autumn, 1998), 439-40.
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Mormon weddings offered their participants a chance to act out patriariesahnd
counter emerging middle-class norms. Most significantly, the ritualutien of
polygamous households focused attention on men’s power not only within the home and
church, but also in the spiritual wofidBut even weddings of monogamous couples featured
numerous patriarchal signifiers, highlighting a man and woman’s ancient, bifdrttage
and charging them to carry patriarchal customs forward into modern timgsas¥ee shall
see, the emphasis on masculine power coexisted uneasily with Mormon women’s @avn sens
of spiritual power.

Also in contrast to the eastern middle class (and to elite southerners, who wished t
uphold patriarchy in a very different way), Mormons typically kept their weddmg-key.
Spurning the elaborate celebrations of the white wedding, which sometimes stoowed it
participants in a “middle-class, nominally-feminine” light, Mormons pretearsolemn
focus on men’s and women'’s religious duties, which served to emphasize both their
allegiance to patriarchy and their distance from corrupt outsid¥et. however far they
traveled, spiritually and physically, from the corruption of mainstream &meew could
escape the dominant culture’s notion that marriage should celebrate companideate (of
romantic) love. Eugene E. Cambpell and Bruce L. Campbell note that “Romantpolese
a dilemma for Mormon polygamists because it had the potential to disrupt marriages

contracted for religious reasons rather than for love or personal attractidre”Mormon

® B. Carmen Hardy, argues that polygamy acted ‘fasee for paternal authority.” Hardy, “Lords of
Creation: Polygamy, the Abrahamic Household, andrivtm Patriarchy,Journal of Mormon Histor0, No.
1 (Spring 1994), 138.

" Elizabeth Freemaffhe Wedding Comple%15.
8 Eugene E. Campbell and Bruce L. Campbell, “Divam®ng Mormon Polygamists: Extent and

Explanations,” inThe New Mormon History: Revisionist Essays on t&, ed. D. Michael Quinn (Salt Lake
City: Signature Books, 1992), 189. The story @& khormons’ mediation between love and religious/das

237



conception of marriage did not exclude love, but the church’s emphasis on religious duty
pushed adherents far from the companionate ideal they had grown up idealizing. Brigham
Young's wife, worrying about him instead of the duties he prescribed for her, israati

of the Mormon experience of marriage. Especially in the pivotal experience gapoly

men’s and women’s continuing inclination toward companionate marriage thic&bgmet
Mormons in conflict with the goal of separating themselves from corrupt, lgieptactices,

and with the hierarchy of leaders who enforced that goal. The records theythedit of
wedding rituals show a people struggling mightily to reconcile theirioglsgand personal

ideals.

Toward a Theology of Marriage

Mormon theology in the mid-nineteenth century made marriage—and the creation of
family relationships—absolutely central to its conception of the afte&dvation could be
attained without marriage, but Mormons could only win exaltation—a higher degree of
salvation reserved for patriarchs and their kin—if they were “seatledt i, united in a
family, usually marital, relationship for all time) to at least one, and mieely Imultiple
partners. But it was not always that way: marriage attained its cpagiibn via a lengthy
process of historical contingency and theological revelation. Although both Jasépls S
1830 publication of the Book of Mormon and his revision of the Bible intimated the
possibility of revising current marital practices, no one who read eitheriwo

Mormonism’s earliest years would have predicted the central positiorageksiould come

not yet been written definitively, although a feigtbrians have explored it. See also Kathryn Myrigg,More
Wives Than One: Transformation of the Mormon Mayei&ystem, 1840-1910rbana: University of Illinois
Press, 2001), 64.
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to occupy in Mormon theolog}.Instead, the early church promised to restore its adherents
to Biblical practices, in the vague and appealing manner that most such promisbs mus
made. Its primary innovation was to promote a vision of spiritual and material
interconnectedness, resulting in what one scholar has called “an extrerhebpantorphic
definition of God” ruling over humans with the potential for divinity themsel¥eSmith’s
preoccupation with the divine destiny of the spirit would play a part in future develtgpme

in Mormon marriage doctrine, but it hardly necessitated them.

Through the 1830s, the Mormons moved from (or were chased out of) Smith’s home of
Palmyra, New York, then Kirtland, Ohio, and then Independence, Missouri, until finally
landing in Nauvoo, lllinois from 1839 to 1847. During these years of dislocation, a
distinctive practice of marriage developed through informal channels withoomiogg
official doctrine. Smith first broached the idea of polygamy, thinking to marry ms ow
missionaries to Native American converts, in 1831f we accept Smith’s claims not to
have committed adultery in the eyes of God, his behavior during the 1830s suggests that he
received instructions to engage in polygamous behavior early on, or else his sesard lia
in Kirtland are hard to justify? Just as significant as Smith’s provocative behavior, the
church was beginning to assert control over its members’ connubial relationsavpente

Foster argues that “At least as early as 1835, the Mormon church began to takel#isponsi

° See George D. Smithauvoo Polygamy: “. . . But We Called It Celestiédrriage” (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 2008), 13-15; and Klaus J. Harldenmonism and the American Experier{€hicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1981), 155.

2 HansenMormonism and the American Experiené.

! See George D. Smithlauvoo Polygamyl4; and HansemMormonism and the American Experientg6.

12 5ee George D. Smithauvoo Polygamy46; and Todd Comptoin Sacred Loneliness: The Plural Wives

of Joseph SmitfSalt Lake City: Signature Books, 1997), whichcgls Smith’s first plural marriage in 1833
(33).
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for the marriage and divorce practices of its members, increasinglyrnigrtba plethora of
contradictory state laws on the subject and sometimes even directly viatetsegexternal
regulations.** By claiming the authority to regulate its members’ marital prastite
church laid the groundwork for defining the institution’s significance in their.lives

A theology of (plural) marriage grew up in conjunction with these chandges,igit it
sometimes lagged behind the actual practice of it. Whether Smith actyzdlyemced a
revelation sanctioning polygamy in 1831, as church historians assert (therdpyngbis
otherwise extramarital relationships) seems impossible to prove. WhatltareéSserted in
1835 that “the ancient order of plural marriage was again to be practiced by the Church” is
likewise uncertairt? By 1840, however, Smith had definitely begun discussing his plans to
restore “the ancient order [of marriage] . . . as it was in the days of AbrahaReviving
biblical marriage fit with Mormonism’s wider restorationist goals, wiathan O. Hatch has
called its “apocalyptic and supernatural literalism,” although not evenyayehave grasped
that literalism in this case would lead to Mormons taking multiple marriageepst® By
April of 1841, however, Smith had emulated Abraham quite exactly by marryingdtis fir
plural wife (and two more before year’s end). He also taught the “principa Ul

marriage to Joseph B. Noble in 1840 and Brigham Young and others iri"1842.

13 Lawrence FostelVomen, Family, and Utopia: Communal Experimentb@{Shakers, the Oneida
Community, and the MormoiSyracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1991), 128.

4 George D. SmithiNauvoo Polygamy46.
15 Bathsheba Smith affidavit, quoted in George D.tBpNauvoo Polygamy4?7.

'8 Nathan O. Hatch, “Mormon and Methodists: Populaligion in the Crucible of the Free Market,”
Journal of Mormon Histor20, No. 1 (Spring 1994), 40.

" George D. Smith\auvoo Polygamy47; see also 53-87.
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It took the continued resistance of Smith’s fist wife Emma to polygamy to spumtiim
articulating the full theology of Mormon marriage, which he finally did in 1848vhat he
produced, the “new and everlasting covenant,” went far beyond merely justifyygapol,
and instead reformulated marriage as an eternal, universal state nggoidordinances he
had created over the previous three years, including “baptism for the dead (1848)), etern
marriage (1841), and eternal proxy marriage (1842),” Smith established the&loftri
eternal families® He declared that he had received a revelation that only the Mormon
priesthood could solemnize such eternal relationships: “all covenants, contracts, bonds,
obligations, oaths, vows . . . connections, associations . . . that are not made and entered into
and sealed by the Holy Spirit of promise, of him who is anointed . . . are of no efficacy,
virtue, or force in or after the resurrection from the dead; for all contrattarthaot made
unto this end have an end when men are d®adlie immediate goal was to convince
Emma that plural marriage was God’s will and that accepting it would eanohererely
salvation but exaltation: “If a man marry a wife according to my wardf entered
polygamy, the revelation went, “and they are sealed by the Holy Spirit of promisey. . t
[the man and his wives] shall come forth in the first resurrection, and enter into their

exaltation.?* Smith’s brother Hyrum promptly took the revelation to Emma, hoping that she

18 See Hill,Quest for Refugel 18.

19 Gary James Begera, “The Earliest Eternal SeafmgGivilly Married Couples Living and Dead,”
Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon ThougB5, No. 3 (Fall 2002), 41. Mormon historians tyglig argue that
Smith had this revelation as early as 1831 bundiddictate it until 1843. But the revelation’arscriber,
William Clayton, did not intimate that it had anigtory prior to 1843. George D. Smith adds, “iérté had
been an earlier “revelation,” it did not produce amaterial change in the teachings or customsef th
community. Not until the prophet once more heaslltord speak."Nauvoo Polygamy8.

2 Quoted in Hill,Quest for Refugel 18.

2L Quoted in Hill,Quest for Refugel18-19.
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would accept the doctrine. (She, in turn, gave Hyrum “a severe talking to” acieddjee
doctrine, at least for the timé&)

Smith’s justification of polygamy is the most famous aspect of this revelation, and he
quickly made it known to his inner circle that plural marriage offered the higlatigbten
of the marriage state and would lead to its participants’ exaltation. But the nbliada
enormous significance for all Mormons, even those who never married polygamoudly. Firs
the eternal nature of marriage turned traditional marriage on its head.atigffigrtue, [and]
force in or after the resurrection” were precisely what Christiamagerlacked (and still
lacks). Perhaps the most famous line in the Christian wedding rite, “until death us,’tdo pa
denies the validity of marriage in the afterlife. But Smith claimed the oppdslaus J.
Hansen argues that “from a theological perspective the novel idea that tlegyenaovenant
was not only for time but for eternity if sealed by the proper priesthood authevide of
equal if not greater long-range significance” as polygaiiot only did it place death “in
an entirely new light,” but it reconstituted marriage as the path toward di¢inksg.
Lawrence Foster argues, “Those who were not married for eternity wotlhe b@vest class
in the afterlife. . . . Sealings for eternity, by contrast, made possible mogrésward
godhood, as men became great patriarchs who ruled over an ever-increasing posterity
moved on to settle whole new worldS.”Far from being an ancillary spiritual concern,
marriage became the only means by which Mormons could achieve exaltatidreyAs t

worked out the significance of this new doctrine, Mormons defined gradations of both

22 Hyrum Smith quoted in Lawrence Fost&fomen, Family, and Utopid56.
% HansenMormonism and the American Experient61.
24 HansenMormonism and the American Experient@1. See also Daynedpre Wives Than Ond.

% Lawrence FosteVomen, Family, and Utopid 32-33.
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marriage and salvation. On earth, one could be sealed for either—or both—"tidne” a
“eternity,” with roughly corresponding implications in heaven. (Sealingrue tvas often
referred to as “marrying,” while sealing for eternity might biéedaeither “marrying” or
“sealing;” for our purposes, we will describe sealing for eternity @alifsg.”) In the

afterlife, only people who had been sealed for eternity could attain exaléatd sit in the
highest ranks of heavéh. The upshot of all this was that, for Mormons, marriage became
not merely an expression of community continuity, nor of romantic love between a man and
a woman, but rather the key to doing God’s work on earth and to attaining an elevated
position in the afterlife.

Just as important for the daily lives of most Mormons, the covenant invested the
priesthood with enormous personal power. Although the church had already begun to
consolidate authority over its members’ marital lives, the new revelation puetdal
fates almost entirely in the hands of the religious elite, and made previousigte)t
personal choices of marriage partners the stuff of universal importancengtédra@ady
restored “the lesser and higher priesthoods” on earth, Smith now gave themyaatteorit
Mormons’ marriage choices, bestowing on them “the keys to signs and witnessesrsgipport
the doctrine.?” Lawrence Foster has argued that the church in Nauvoo, when Smith first

promulgated the idea of eternal marriage, if not of polygamy itself, enamlifag almost

% Even the unmarried, however, could achieve salmatiFor an explication of these differences, see
DaynesMore Wives than Ond0. However, Todd Compton makes the importaiitgbat these gradations
were neither universally understood nor agreed-ppspecially in the Nauvoo perioth Sacred Loneliness
22-23. What remains is the fact that marriageldeeh elevated to a position of high importance ariibn
theology.

" Hardy, “Lords of Creation,” 126; Martha SonntagBley and Mary Brown Firmage Woodward

“Plurality, Patriarchy, and the Priestess: ZindHYoung’'s Nauvoo MarriagesJournal of Mormon History
20, No. 1 (Spring 1994), 98.
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compulsive emphasis on unquestioning loyalty to the Mormon priestiddthe doctrine
of eternal marriage reinforced a tendency to look to the priesthood for guidancieirs ofa
love and marriage, and the religious elite did not shy away from offering thearge:
indeed, numerous journals attest that plural marriage was a common topic of Sérmons
Marriage’s increased importance in Mormon life enmeshed the everydasresiod church
members in the designs and goals of the church hierarchy.

Not until 1852, eight years after Smith’s death and five years after the toadsh, did
Brigham Young open the “principle” of polygamy to the wider mass of Mormons. Prior to
that, the need to protect its adherents by keeping their polygamous marriagesader
polygamy largely the province of an influential elite. As more people adopted &l plur
marriage certainly inculcated patriarchal values and undermined compamasraiage for
its participants. But the development of plural marriage, in tandem with the thedlogy
eternal families, affected Mormons outside the sometimes-clandestileeafipolygamists.

If marriage was the only path to exaltation, both marriage and the churcts|edue
orchestrated it took on greater importance in their followers’ lives. In thidegevorld, the
doctrine of separate spheres increased the psycho-social importance of homelgifiorfam
bourgeois Americans. But the Mormon theology of marriage far outpaced the bourgeois
idolization of the home: as Foster notes, “Mormons saw family life and thnslkaip

between family and larger kinship networks as the ultimate basis for all gsagrenot only

2 | awrence FostekVomen, Family, and Utopid 29.
2 See, as one example of many, Andrew Love Jousrend 11 November 1855, USHS. Arrington’s

biography of Brigham Young includes a tellingly ¢psection on the advice Mormons sought—and received
from the president on all manner of marital difftgu Arrington, Brigham Young313-17.
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on earth but throughout all eternit}’”By insisting on family and kinship as the prerequisite
for exaltation, Mormons made the primary aim of their marriages not bourgeasiroant

and safety, but national purification and cosmic salvation.

The Fast Track to Marriage

It was in October or early November 1856 that Priddy Meeks set out from Paroalan, Ut
to Salt Lake City, a journey of more than two hundred miles. As he left home, his daughte
Peggy Jane in tow, his wife made an unusual request: “Don’t you come back without another
wife.”** As he rode, Meeks pondered his wife’s ultimatum. “That put me studying,” he
wrote, “for she never talked that way befofé.He quickly became inured to the idea,
however. “[T]he more | studied about it the more | was determined to try andajeéa
wife.”®® By the time he reached the city, he had made his decision. Leaving his team of
horses with a friend, he went to consult Brigham Young, and eagerly took the suggestion of
one of Young’s wives that he marry her sister, a woman named Mary Jane. gHelsau
out that afternoon and, without ever laying eyes on her, obtained her agreement through an
intermediary to become his second witeThe next morning, Meeks and Mary Jane, aged
sixty-two and seventeen, respectively, were sealed to each other.

The reasons Meeks’ wife had for wanting him to marry a second wife remaimegbsc

although we may speculate that as she aged (she had married her husband sonagsorty ye

% Lawrence FostetVomen, Family, and Utopi233. He argues that “Mormon literature of théygamy
period . . . frequently sounds more Victorian thiaa writings of the Victorians” (232).

31 priddy Meeks Autobiography, 25, USHS.
32 priddy Meeks Autobiography, 25, USHS.
3 Priddy Meeks Autobiography, 25, USHS.

3 Priddy Meeks Autobiography, 26, USHS.
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earlier), she needed help around the house; and in Mormon society, polygamy offered an
easy answer to this dilemma. Meeks probably shared in this desire, and no doubt happily
anticipated the sexual benefits that came with a new, younger partner, butgy pr
justification he offered for marrying was the spiritual progeny that it vbaktow upon him:
marrying Mary Jane gave him “the blessings and an exaltation thro[uglmelage of her
posterity.®> As for Mary Jane, she married Meeks to fulfill a dream she had had “about
three nights before,” in which she had seen a vision of a man dressed like*fMémjsiring

of the Lord “what she ought to do” if she met such a man, the Lord responded, “that was the
man she must go home witf."When Meeks arrived, she was waiting.

Meeks’ story reveals much about the way in which Mormons made their way to the alta
in the 1840s and 1850s. A great many Mormons attempted to treat marriage, especially
polygamous marriage, as a purely economic and religious relationship. Thidyypiadé
their engagements quite brief: people believing in the imminence of Ghesitrn felt they
would be well served to fulfill their spiritual mission and propagate quickly. The gbal
bettering one’s household economy and increasing one’s spiritual standing by bearing
children did not require a great deal of preparation. In the vast majoriage$,dvilormons
made and consummated engagements over the course of a few weeks, some almost on the
spur of the moment. It is particularly telling that Brigham Young signed on ék#e
marriage so quickly: the Mormon hierarchy had a vested interest in makindatuttecir
acolytes married, hoping to people the desert, fulfill their spiritual missioihc@ment their

people’s loyalty. The ways in which their religious beliefs butted headsheih t

% Priddy Meeks Autobiography, 29, USHS.
% priddy Meeks Autobiography, 27, USHS.

37 Priddy Meeks Autobiography, 28, USHS.
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companionate impulses caused Mormons to spend much of their brief engagements mulling
over the meaning of marriage—more time than they spend making physical poegaia

the wedding itself, in fact, which is one reason why we will focus at so much lendtkion t
ideas about marriage. The expedited, state-sanctioned path to marriageiefieople
dissatisfied. It undermined the autonomy of women, some of whom had more expansive
spiritual ambitions than merely to take second (or third, or fourth) place in agztia
household. And it confounded notions of companionate love, which had come to define the
married state for a great many people, no matter their level of religizositment.

Like Priddy Meeks, other Mormons often got engaged and married within a short span of
time. On New Year’'s Day 1851, Joseph Heywood first “hinted” to Martha Spence the
“probability” of their marriage; sixteen days later, they were marfieDavid Osborn
married an immigrant from Denmark in 1857, despite their having almost no knowledge of
each other. It was only two months after her arrival, and, as “she could not speak any
English—and . . . | did not understand Danish,” Osborn remembered, “we had to come
together with a very limited acquaintanc¢.’And within twenty days of fifteen year-old
Maria Van Valkenburg coming to live in Norton Jacob’s house in 1851, they were nf8rried.
Such expeditious engagements left little time for the flowering of compdaitme—not to
mention the preparation of elaborate weddings. Mormon weddings, which were wipda si
in comparison to rites back east, required a few days’ preparation at moatM&tia

Partridge noted in her diary “[m]aking preparations” for a friend’s weddirtgdb& place

% Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 1 and 16 Janudry, 18SHS.
% David Osborn Journal, 26, USHS.

0 Norton Jacob Autobiography, 167, USHS.
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two days latef! William Gibson gathered his current wives around him in order to have
them present as he married his newest wife in 1857, but he seems not to have done anything
more to preparé

Mormons often combined sealing for eternity and marriage (which they olteoh ca
sealing for time). But one could be exclusive of the other, and people sometimes gave
sealing more deliberation than marriage. James Farmer married Haatettan on August
4, 1854% Even after Harriett gave birth to his child, the couple viewed sealing as a grave
step, and they waited more than a year before taking it. During theirefssbf/marriage,
James recalled, “[S]he repeatedly desired me to have her sealed to megllizednsented,
but only after asking her assurance that “you do sincerely love me . . . and aretwidloig
as proxy for Ann that is my first wife that she may have her right platg@nthink you
would love me in time and all eternity”” For most Americans, simply promising to love one
another for the rest of their lives was enough; the more-lasting commitringealing gave
some Mormons more pause even than marrying.

In marrying so quickly, Mormons responded to a number of pressures. Most obviously,
economic circumstances tended to push both men and women into m&rriage.

household was struggling, Mormons saw marriage (or plural marriage) as a solutien. W

Priddy Meeks encountered a man in difficult circumstances, he quickly encoiragéo

“L Eliza Maria Partridge Smith Lyman Life and Jourral September 1849, USHS.
*2William Gibson Diary, 20-27 January 1857, USHS.

43 James Farmer Diary, 42, USHS.

44 James Farmer Diary, 46, USHS.

> See Bradley and Woodward, “Plurality, Patriarcyd the Priestess,” 114.
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marry®® Emily Jacob allowed her husband Norton to marry Maria Van Valkenburg after her
own “weakness and debility” rendered her “unable to preform [sic] alone her duties ef hous
wife.”*” Although Norton Jacob deemed his new bride “a kind obedient and affectionate
wife,” this was a marriage not of love, but of convenience—for Emily J&c@n the flip

side of that coin, the church hierarchy encouraged men to marry poor women, women alone,
or women recently arrived from Europe, in hopes of promoting social stability aratevelf

by offering a potentially indigent class a means of productive suffivalhen Jane Snyder
Richards’ sister “needed . . . assistance” in 1852, “getting along with caideldrfficulty,”

Jane found the solution in polygamy: “I gave her to my husband as a*ifie.1851, Lewis
Barney married a “poor Sick woman” whom his family had housed and nursed back to
health® And before marrying Mary Jane, Priddy Meeks had been encouraged to marry “a
hand cart girl"—that is, a woman so poor she had traversed the mountains on foot, rather
than by wagon—specifically “one who had no relatiolis®nce a Mormon found someone
who matched his or her economic needs, they saw little reason for delay. Pluayenarri
occupied an economically ambiguous state. As Marie Cornall and Laga Van Beedytpi

it was supposedly reserved for men who had attained “a certain level of ecoremic w

being;” yet adding additional wives “contributed to household production and therefore to the

“® See Priddy Meeks Autobiography, 16, USHS.

“"Norton Jacob Autobiography, 167, USHS.

“8 Norton Jacob Autobiography, 167, USHS.

%9 See ArringtonBrigham Young317 and Lawrence Fost&¥omen, Family, and Utopid 89.
* Jane Snyder Richards, Reminiscences of Mrs. Ri¢hards, 38, USHS.

*1 Lewis Barney Autobiography, 59, USHS.

*2 Priddy Meeks Autobiography, 25-26, USHS.
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economic stability of the householtf”Although the church frowned on men taking second
wives if they lacked the resources to care for them, some poor men did so anyviay Wil
Ellis Jones took a second wife in 1862 even while he struggled to feed his Yamily.
Associated as it was with prosperous manhood, taking a second wife may have occupied a
place in Mormon culture somewhat analogous to owning slaves in the antebellum South,
with poor men desiring to do so in order to validate themselves socially or econorically
The church also encouraged its members to marry. William Flake informedenenei
night in 1868 that he had “been councelled to take another Wiféghe Snyder Richards
remembered that although Brigham Young “never commanded it,” he certainly “would
counsel men to marry’® Young himself wrote in 1868 that the church “encourage[d] early
marriages,” and proudly noted that “the percentage of the married is very lalges a
general thing the people marry yourt.”Young’s reasons for promoting marriage focused
on the institution’s moral qualities. Along with building up their families on eadHfiling
the universe with holy spirits, marriage, he said, taught “correct principllesegard to the

beauty of holiness and virtue, and the value of their existence in thi¥’lifss’for the

*3 Marie Cornall and Laga Van Beek, “The Mormon Piccof Plural Marriage: The Social Construction of
Religious Identity and Commitment,” Religion and the Social Orderpl. 5.: Sex, Lies, and Sanctity: Religion
and Deviance in Contemporary North Ameried. David G. Bromley, (Greenwich, Connecticutl PRESS,
1995), 19.

> William Ellis Jones Diary, 8-9, USHS.

% See Stephanie McCurrlylasters of Small Worlds: Yeoman Households, GeReéations, and the
Political Culture of the Antebellum South Carolinaw Country(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995),
ch. 2.

%% Lucy Hannah White Flakd,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hann&hite Flake 57, USHS.

*" Jane Snyder Richards, Reminiscences of Mrs. Rithards, 46, USHS.

*8 Quoted in ArringtonBrigham Young317.

*9 Quoted in ArringtonBrigham Young317.
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Mormon theological imperative to marry, Young assured his unmarried followeérstha
man can be saved in the Celestial Kingdom with no wife af%IBut it is worth noting
Young's choice of words. An unmarried person could be saved—but he could not be
exalted. Surely, many felt or internalized the pressure from church leadeech a higher
state. Indeed, in the Mormon “reformation” of 1856, church leaders “forcefullgtickd
their congregations for failing to marry polygamouly.

Responding, then, to pressures both economic and ecclesiastic, Mormons lived within a
culture of marriage, viewing the trip to the altar as their society’s ecanspiritual, and
emotional panace®. Joseph Lee Robinson, who received several visions regarding
polygamy, believed that his and his wife’s very salvation hinged on his adherence to the
principle: he married a second wife in 1847 “for the glory of God and also for her good and
my good also. . . . [Vl]erily it's true, if | had not taken her | should have been condemned of
God.™® Martha Spence appears to have viewed conversion as intimately relatulyiogn
As she traveled west to Utah (having been converted to Mormonism by her future husband),
she reflected, “What have | not enjoyed except a wedded life and its consequent
happiness® Joining the Mormons brought her that happiness almost immediately, as she
married just a few months after her arrival. Constant encouragement from the churc
hierarchy morphed into a cultural imperative to marriage (and polygamy). Eymatte

Richardson described her parents as swept up in a craze for polygamy around 1858: “My

%0 Quoted in ArringtonBrigham Young317.
®1 DaynesMore Wives than Onél6.

%2 _eonard Arrington observes that “Mormon societyineteenth-century Utah had built into it a certai
amount of pressure to marry.” Arringtddrigham Young317.

% Joseph Lee Robinson Journal, 15, USHS.

% Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 10 September 1858S.
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parents got the disease with the ré3tThey found a man for her to marry, and despite her
having “cried and begged, begged and cried, . . . | was forced to marry and go into his
family.” Angry as she was at her father, she acknowledged that his intengomsiot
malicious. In forcing her to the altar, she said, he simply acceded to “Hsiref the
times.”?®

That Richardson’s parents ignored her protests suggest that Mormon culture placed a
premium on marrying for duty rather than love, distinguishing Mormons from the trends
developing in much of the rest of the country. Jane Snyder Richards argued tregemarri
fulfilled Mormons’ religious duty: “In polygamy, a man marries again frorarese of
religious duty. . . . His religion demands it, and all three [ithe man and his two wives] ente
polygamy with earnest convictions of it being done in the sight of God at his comfiand.”
This, too, fit into the goals of the church hierarchy. Lawrence Foster atgidsaming
marriage (and polygamy) in terms of duty tended to serve the state: tpdmesking down
exclusive bonds between a husband and wife and . . . undercutting direct emotional
involvement in family affairs in favor of church business,” he writes, “congibut
significantly to the long-range demands of centralized planning and the rajulisaste@nt
of a new religious and communal ordé&t.”

Yet as they chronicled the trip to the altar, men and women repeatedly akkombe

their religious duty conflicted with cherished notions of romantic, companionate love

Hannah Tapfield King, watching her daughter’s husband preparing to take on avdiial

5 Emma Lynette Richardson Conover Autobiography)SHS.
 Emma Lynette Richardson Conover Autobiography)SHS.
67 Jane Snyder Richards, Reminiscences of Mrs. Ri¢hards, 50, USHS.

% Lawrence FostetVomen, Family, and Utopid89.
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1853, expressed her allegiance to a more companionate ideal: “it seems to me,” she
lamented, “that such a girl as Georgey [her daughter] ought to content a man fagra prop
time at any rate—I cannot reconcile myself to this new doctrine comisigch a form

The suggestion of plural marriage contravened Lucy Flake’s expectafiom®antic love as
well. When her husband proposed marrying another, her bruised feelings took on a romantic,
fateful tinge: “For ten years we had been all the world to each other. Wenadeefor each
other. Why should | let someone else come betweeff ua.tleeply romantic strain ran
through many Mormons’ discussions of marridgéndeed, some went to the altar
apparently heedless of the social or religious consequences: Soren F. Jensem, a Danis
immigrant, met Mary Christensen while driving her from Omaha to his homatih&ke
City. “She and | fell in love while crossing the plains together,” he egtalbut we didn’t
tell anyone about it. She was a good and wonderful girl. We were married about three
weeks after we arrived. Everyone was surpriséd&nd Lucy Flake remembered how
companionate notions filled her head during her courtship: she had been, she said, a
“romantic young girl,” and her beau (anachronistically) “My Princer@lireg.””®> When

they married, the rooms in their home had “very little in them besides fbve.”

%9 Carol Cornwall Madserjourney to Zion: Voices from the Mormon Tr¢8klt Lake City: Deseret Book
Company, 1997), 498.

0 Lucy Hannah White Flak&o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hann&hite Flake 56, USHS.

" Campbell and Campbell argue that “the regulatio®smerican monogamy emphasizing romantic love
and interpersonal attractions as social mechanigens not easily adapted to Mormon polygamy.” “Di@
Among Mormon Polygamists,” 195.

"2“Interesting Events in the Life of Soren F. Jens8nSerilda Jane Allred Blain Collection, USHS.

3 Lucy Hannah White Flak&,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hann&hite Flake 16-17,
USHS.

" Lucy Hannah White Flak&,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hann&hite Flake 32, USHS.
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People’s reluctance to heed their religious and social duty usually demepelygamy,
as it violated most thoroughly the dictates of companionate marriage. Sarambe Pea
Rich admitted that her love for her husband made entering into a plural marriagetdiff
“Many may think it very strange,” she wrote, “that | would consent for my loestsand
whome | loved as | did my own life and lived with him for years to take more wivas.| T
could not have done if | had not believed it to be right in the sight of God and . . . that those
holding the preasthood of heaven might by obeying this order attain to a higher ghay in t
eternal world.*® When Lucy Flake’s husband asked her to allow another woman into their
marriage, she was distracted by her child crying in the cradle.nGattito tend the child,
she reflected, “Duty was calling me. It seemed Duty was alwdljrsgca’

When they sanctioned polygamy, women shaped their sacrifice of romamtigSéeio
testaments of their own piety. When Elmira Pond Miller's husband marriedadsede, it
violated her inclinations, yet she submitted nonetheless: “This was not accordigg t
natural feelings,” she wrote, “but | was willing for the Gospel's sakeakenthe sacrifice
and gave my consent.” And Eliza Maria Partridge Smith noted that marrying
polygamously went against the dictates of her heart, “but,” she acknowledged, “I knaw it wa
the Lord who kept me from opposing his plans although in my heart | felt that | could not
submit to them, but | did and | am thankful to my Heavenly Father for the care tred he h

over me.”®

S Madsen,Journey to Zion175.
" Lucy Hannah White Flak&,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hann&hite Flake 57, USHS.
""«A Short Journal of Elmira Pond Miller,” 5, HenWilliam Miller Diary, USHS.

8 Eliza Maria Partridge Smith Lyman Life and Jourta$SHS.
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Why did Mormons enter a relationship that contradicted their notions of what lor&?mea
Mormonism’s primitivist goal of restoring personal discourse with God, in thexdasftan
authoritarian theocracy, helped people find their duty within themselves. Plamahge
offered them not only a test of faith and loyalty, but a chance to pass that testy ther
proving their own worthiness for exaltation and their legitimacy as membersro$ Hody
politic.”® As people of deeply-felt faith, Mormons devoted a good deal of time after they had
been counseled or asked to enter into plural marriage to meditating upon it, lookingyfor a si
from God. Many claimed that accepting plural marriage challenged men and women in
equal measure. Lucy Flake believed that her husband’s “struggle” to acog@rpyl‘had
been as hard as min&"Bearing out her words, Brigham Young described his first exposure
to the doctrine of polygamy as “the first time in my life that | had desiredrene.®* There
is little reason to doubt their sincerity in these deliberations, but the drcaitural
pressures we have already discussed bent their minds toward assent.

People in situations that might become polygamous tended to have visions instructing
them to do so: after Laura Farnsworth moved in with Perry and Elizabeth Liston, Per
Liston soon had a vision instructing him to have both her and his wife “sealed to me by the
Prophet Brigham, and | should be greatly bles§&d.ticy Walker told Joseph Smith that

she could not become his wife “unless | knew that God approved my c8urSentth, after

¥ Bradley and Woodward note that plural marriagdpee define the boundaries of faith and assured
women of their faithfulness by setting them an emmrs loyalty test.” “Plurality, Patriarchy, andeth
Priestess,” 117. See also Lawrence FoStemen, Family, and Utopid 35.

8 Lucy Hannah White Flakd,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hann&hite Flake 59, USHS.

81 Quoted in Daynesylore Wives than One&s.

8 Commodore Perry Liston Autobiography, 4, USHS.

8 Lucy Walker Smith Kimball Statement, 6, USHS. Senpton/n Sacred Lonelinesg65.
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telling her that “the gate will be closed forever against you” if sjexted him, assured her
that God would indeed make the principle clear ta*hen the nick of time, a vision of
polygamy’s righteousness appeared to her after a sleepless night. Moris@ejsaratism
also encouraged people to accept the new doctrines their leaders offered therh. Churc
leaders, at whose behest Mormons had broken off from their families and traveledrb dis
lands, made it clear that polygamy was both a positive good and a spiritual obligation.
Hundreds of miles away from home, scrabbling to survive in the unforgiving wildernes
most people could not have felt much choice in the matter. William Flake began his
meditation on the issue from the premise of polygamy’s rightness, and then moved thimsel
accommodate that premise: “he had battle with himself,” his wife wrotee&d fie was
good enough to undertake f£”Flake was not testing polygamy; he was testing himself.
When Joseph Holbrook similarly set himself to “meditating upon the principles of the
doctrine of having more than one wife” in 1845, he acknowledged that “I could not so well
understand it,” but yet maintained, “still | believed it was true because cé\tbkation of
God had so declared it by our proph®t.Little wonder that he soon had a vision confirming
it.

There were exceptions. Large sectors of the Mormon population never practiced
polygamy. Stanley S. Ivins estimates that as many as eighty-five perdéotrobns in

Utah were not polygamous, while Cornall and Van Beek argue that at least hatinties \w

8 Lucy Walker Smith Kimball Statement, 6, USHS.
8 Lucy Hannah White Flakd,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hann&hite Flake 59, USHS.

8 Joseph Holbrook Autobiography, 54, USHS.
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Salt Lake City did not uphold the principle.Many remained monogamous (or were not
counseled to take a second wife) for economic or social reasons—many men coutofdot af
one wife, much less two. But some refused on grounds of faith. David Osborn recalled that
his wife Cynthia found the doctrine “repugnant to her feelings,” and that “hedeoct was
shaken in the presidency of the church” on its acc8ufroubled by her lack of obedience,
David took comfort in the promise of his patriarchal blessing, which told him that if he
remained “faithful[,] | should have power to redeem and bring her forth in the first
Resurrection® But most of those whom the leadership counseled to take more wives seem
to have acquiesced.

Once they submitted, men and women found themselves entering into relationships that
the Mormon leadership framed in explicitly patriarchal terms. LucyeRgbatriarchal
blessing (which she received some years before she married) tied itealsporth to
marrying: “Thou shalt be connected with a man of God, thru whom thou shalt receive the
priesthood, exaltation power and eternal glory and become a mother in 18r&&rtiage’s
patriarchal implications increased with polygamy, and church leaders enedunag to
take up the mantle of polygamous biblical patriart¢h®Vilford Woodruff made it clear that

a failure to marry polygamously would have negative spiritual consequences, ddsming

87 See Stanley S. Ivins, “Notes on Mormon Polyganiy,The New Mormon History: Revisionist Essays on
the Pasted. D. Michael Quinn (Salt Lake City: SignaturedRs, 1992), 170, and Conrall and Van Beek, “The
Mormon Practice of Plural Marriage,” 18.

8 David Osborn Journal, 20, 24, USHS.

8 David Osborn Journal, 24, USHS.

% Lucy Hannah White Flakd,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hann&hite Flake 12, USHS.
See also Hardy, “Lords of Creation,” 137.

1 Kathryn Daynes argues that plural marriage gave fseperior power and authority” over women.
DaynesMore Wives than Oné&. See also Hardy, “Lords of Creation;” and Begcand Woodward, 97.
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“of but little account in the Church & Kingdom of Got.”Aroet Lucius Hale remembered

that when Joseph Smith encouraged Hale’s uncle to marry a second wife, Smithdajopeale
his patriarchal aspirations, instructing him that he needed to “rais up g‘faméeder “to

Honor and revere his name” and placing him in a long line of patriarchs, telling him “the
Lenige that he was of* Further heightening the patriarchal thrust of marriage was the at
least intermittent tendency among church leaders to encourage young womery tolcea

men. Although Leonard J. Arrington mentions that Brigham Young once counseled a young
woman not to marry a “an older man as a plural wife,” but rather to wed a “younager

closer to her own age as his first wife,” this appears to have been, at most, erntjtiently

the rule among church leadéfsAuthorities suggested that men marry younger women
rather than women their own age. Joseph Smith counseled Heber C. Kimball not to marry
the two “elderly Sisters Pitkin,” but instead to wed a woman a decade youngéirtha

Some leaders may have even made marrying old, already-married menrahratigious
salvation. Emma Lynnette Richardson claimed that in the late 1850s, “Some dlckfanat
were preaching that a young man could not save a girl if he married her. Thabiede

she must marry some old codger tried and tPePairing young women off with older men

almost necessarily instituted unequal power relations within a household, as young,

92 Quoted in Hardy, “Lords of Creation,” 137.

9 Aroet Lucius Hale Diary, 8, USHS.

% Arrington, Brigham Young315.

% Quoted in Daynesylore Wives than One&9.

% Emma Lynette Richardson Conover Autobiography)SHS. Although Richardson’s allegation is not far
from anti-Mormon accounts that proliferated in thieeteenth century, it also potentially jibes wilormon

theology, which did tie exaltation to having monan one wife: in this way, an older, polygamous mméght
potentially offer a woman a better eternal lifarika younger, unmarried man.
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inexperienced women can hardly have been expected to challenge their oldaalreédy-
married husbands for authority.

In spite of the patriarchal push toward marriage, some historians have argued tha
Mormon culture offered women a great deal of power within the family. Theydi@veed
that a supportive female culture existed among Mormon women, especially within
polygamous households, where “sister wives” offered each other love and sometimes
power?” In some ways, women’s behavior and words in the months and weeks before
weddings took place confirm those suggestions. For one thing, some women clearly
acquiesced to polygamous overtures—or made those overtures themselves—in hopes of
improving or maintaining their position within a household. James Farmer reteitdds
wife Harriett “frequently desired me if | took a second wife to take htardtsnma who was
in England.®® But this was no simple accession to her husband’s authority. By bringing her
sister from England, Harriett would make her household easier to run and givédersel
companion whom she loved and trusted, rather than risk bringing a stranger into e fold.
Joseph Heywood's first wife apparently resigned herself to the idea of lamals
marrying Martha Spence. But she fell into “uncontrolable grief” upon learnihdasaph
planned to take his new wife south on a mission. “She expressed her feelings,” wrote

Spence, “that in the event of my coming into the family she thought it but reasdratle t

%" See Maureen Ursenbach Beecher, “The ‘LeadingrSis#e Female Hierarchy in Nineteenth-Century
Mormon Society,” inThe New Mormon History: Revisionist Essays on th&, led. D. Michael Quinn (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 1992), 161-62. Beedieaourse refers to Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s “The
Female World of Love and Ritual.” Lawrence Fogteds “a considerable degree of freedom and autgnom
for women in Mormon society.Women, Family, and Utopi209.

% James Farmer Diary, 46, USHS.

% On men marrying their wives’ sisters, see lvidotes on Mormon Polygamy,” 175.
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should remain with her to be a help in Brother Haywood’s abséfitén attempting to keep
Joseph’s new wife at home with her rather than on the road with her husband, higefirst w
argued that duty—in this case, a woman’s duty to help maintain a household—took
precedence over romance, and used her position as first wife to prevent her husband from
growing overly attached to his new bride. (And she won the argument: Martha stayed
home.)

Along with using polygamy to gain power in their marriages, women passed theeloctr
down to their daughters. When Lucy Flake asked her mother whether she should allow he
husband to take another wife, her mother demurred, saying, “My daughter, . . . That is one
thing | cannot advise you abodf® Less bashful, Ann Prior Jarvis proudly declared that
“my children know | have taught them to do right” in following the principle, “anduld
exhort my children to always honor the priesthofd.’And when he was sealed to his step-
daughter Martha, his “2nd wifes oldest . . . daughter” in 1862, William Ellis Jones nated tha
Martha’s mother Dinah had helped unite Martha to her husband: “She was promised to me
by herself and her Mother,” he wrote, “long before we left” on the journey for'3tah.

Despite women'’s ability to find avenues for power within the married stateyand e
despite women’s indoctrination of their children into polygamy, other evidence ssitjgsst
the Mormon culture of marriage encouraged women to enter the married state uniger hig

subordinate circumstances. It is noteworthy that Mormons viewed parentahtcas$ar

19 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 12 January 1851.

1911 ucy Hannah White Flakd,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hannahite Flake 58,
USHS.

192 Ann Prior Jarvis Autobiography, 23, USHS.
193 \william Ellis Jones Diary, 8, USHS. On the othant, given that William and Martha had almost

certainly been having sex before they married, Bil@nes may have had little choice but to allowuhien to
proceed. Martha gave birth to William’s child sixdaa half months after they married (8-9).
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from crucial. Since the ideal of couple-focused marriage had rendered asking parents
permission to marry obsolete for bourgeois relationships, one might expedarssafetisly
patriarchal Mormons to have kept up or reinstituted the tradition. But Mormon leaders
wished to establish a patriarchy not along existing lines of social or ecopomée, but
among church leaders and their acolytes. Giving too much power to protective fatiters
undercut men’s ability to marry whomever God declared they should. Espeéciaiig
plural marriage’s clandestine years, parents threatened to obstruct @bliswithholding
their consent, and were to be avoided if necessary. Indeed, as he pursued union after union in
the 1840s, Joseph Smith repeatedly circumvented parental objections, although he
occasionally obtained their consent after the deed was'@oifeirther, the Mormon
predilection for marrying poor or lonely women—something that Smith did more than once,
and that church leaders advocated in the name of social welfare—underscoredtkiag fact
women approached matrimony without the protection of social net&rks.

Moreover, as women acquiesced to marriage—and to polygamy—they often forfeited or
compromised their greatest potential strength within the Mormon theocragowlee of
their direct connection with God. By emphasizing both women’s and men'’s recefativity
revelation, early Mormonism gave women a clear path to spiritual and social power
Mormon women in the 1830s and 1840s prophesied, spoke in tongues, healed the sick and

may even (although historians are divided on the subject) have shared in the Mormon

104 See Comptorin Sacred Lonelinesg65. On the other hand, John Pulsipher notechiénaad “obtained”
“The consent and blessing of all parties concerngt®n he married Rozilla Huffaker. John Pulsigb&ry, v.
1, 37, USHS.

19 For one example of Joseph Smith’s marrying womith few social networks to rely on, see Compton,
In Sacred Lonelines408.
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priesthood’®® Women’s spiritual power sometimes took on a public or semi-public role:

Lewis Barney described how the apparent authenticity of men’s and women’sigjieaki

tongues managed to pacify an angry mob in the early 840d as late as the 1850s,

Lucy Flake claimed that “there were more righteous women than men,adlspecevery

Church,” and Joseph Pulsipher recorded a declaration from Brigham Young that “Every
person that obeys the Gospel that is baptized and has the ordinance of the laying on of hands
... can by their own faithfulness obtain the gifts and blessings” of “Visions . . . or
prophecy.*%

But as they struggled with the prospect of entering polygamy in the weeks before thei
weddings, women turned their visionary power to patriarchal ends. The stooynaiwfirst
opposing plural marriage and then relenting repeated itself ad infinitum, alwags at a
cost to women’s autonomy. Maria Robinson’s husband recalled that “she could never endure
the subject of plural marriage. . . . She felt she could not live and have her husband have
more wives.**® But after making polygamy “the subject of humble and fervent prayer,”

Maria received a vision confirming its goodnéSsThe vision, wrote her husband, “did for

1% see Beecher, “The ‘Leading Sisters,” 159; LaweeRosterWomen, Family, and Utopi206; Bradley
and Woodward, 87 (n. 4), and Hardy, “Lords of Ciggat 125. Itis possible to argue that Nauvoo monism
offered more spiritual chances for women (cf. Laveee Foster, 207); and that Utah Mormonism was @ager
of retrenchment and settling into a stricter brahgatriarchy. The bulk of the evidence seemg#allin this
direction; and yet the path that women and men todke altar (especially the polygamous altar) siaslar
in both periods.

197 _ewis Barney Autobiography, 20, USHS.

198 ucy Hannah White Flakd,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hannahite Flake 57,
USHS; John Pulsipher Diary, v. 1, 45, USHS.

199 Joseph Lee Robinson Journal, 34, USHS.

110 joseph Lee Robinson Journal, 34, USHS.
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her what was intended. She was converted. She never fought any*thdrethanks for

her pliant behavior, her husband planned (albeit rather grudgingly) to uphold her spiritual
future: in giving “her hearty consent to every wife that | receivedyitwee, “I do affirm that

she behaved remarkably so much so that | shall be in favor of her having a kingdom and
retaining her position as first wifé** Humble and fervent prayer still left her spiritual fate

up to the “favor” of her husband. Eliza Maria Partridge Smith Lyman reflecteththa
submission demanded of her by becoming a clandestine polygamous wife conflibtbdmwit
more independent personality: “nothing but a firm desire to keep the commandmaésts of t
Lord could have induced a girl to marry in that way. . . . | am often led to wonder how it wa
that a person of my temperament could get along with it and not réb&éme women
apparently attempted to leverage their acquiescence into some residtia|gporver.

Emily Jacob, who had always “been rather opposed” to polygamy, suddenly found her mind
“wrought upon by the spirit of God, to cease her resistance, and in consequence the Lord
gave her a greater testimony of the work of the last days than she haeocewezd

before.1*

If she was to allow her husband to marry another, she might as well have the
credit of a closer connection with God. Mormon women'’s spiritual powers, then, often
resulted in their acceding to patriarchal goals. And their female catweunlike that of
elite southern women—worked as often as not to buttress the patriarchy, nragegliomen

to its strictures.

11 Joseph Lee Robinson Journal, 34, USHS.
112 Joseph Lee Robinson Journal, 34-35, USHS.
13 Eliza Maria Patridge Smith Lyman Life and Jourt$HS.

14 Norton Jacob Autobiography, 166-67, USHS.
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The case of Lucy Walker suggests how entering marriage could minima@eans
spiritual power. Walker grew up with an extraordinary sense of mission, haagmng b
encouraged to speak in tongues, prophesy, and faith’ie@he maintained her sense of
righteousness and spiritual calling throughout her life, chastising féllosmnons in her later
years for ever “yielding to popular opinioh:® Accepting polygamy allowed her to act on
her radical impulses, to craft an identity for herself as a trailblazinguspimartyr, making
a pious example of herself by violating her society’s deeply-held taboos. 8winec
Joseph Smith’s plural wife, she said, she hoped “to establish a principle that wouit benef
the human family and emancipate them from their degradation into which they, thneirgh t
wicked customs, had falled”” Yet she channeled her radical desires into a patriarchal
institution, subordinating her will to that of her husband (not to mention to God). Reflecting
on what a life of polygamy had taught her, she summed up: “it is a grand school. You learn
self-control, self denial, it . . . teaches us to study and subduéelf.”

Also imbued with a sense of spiritual power was Perry Liston. While ridingGexhar
City to Salt Lake City in 1856, he had a vision: “the Lord Showed 4 women to me,” he
remembered, “and also the place where to find them, and told me it was my privitege t
these women to wife*® Going to the appointed place and finding two (not four) women, a

mother and daughter who had recently immigrated from England, Liston askedrBrigh

15 35ee Lucy Walker Smith Kimball Statement, 1, USHS.

18| ucy Walker Smith Kimball Statement, 7, USHS.

17 ucy Walker Smith Kimball Statement, 7, USHS.

181 ucy Walker Smith Kimball Statement, 8, USHS. Experience of Sarah S. Leavitt is similar in some
ways to Walker’s. Although she never married palygusly, she also practiced faith-healing and saisian
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instructing her to accept polygamy. Sarah S. ltedeurnal, 22-23.

19 Commodore Perry Liston Autobiography, 8, USHS.
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Young for his advice. According to Liston, Young responded, “[']bring them on,['] and he
would Seal them to me,” which he did before Liston left Salt Lake ‘€ltyzamily tradition
says that Liston’s first wife did not hear of the two new additions to her famiilythe party
had nearly reached honffé. Whatever else may have influenced him, we may take Liston at

his word that he felt divinely inspired to take two or four extra wives—qgive or thk#his

he was hardly alone: Mormons saw visions of marriage everywhere in the 1840s and 1850s.

Following the example of Joseph Smith and his successors, men and women opened
themselves to divine inspiration, and the nuptial thrust of Mormon theology left little doubt
as to where their visions would lead.

But divine inspiration almost always favored men. Acting on their visions was raytsalw
pleasant or easy, but it bought men the heady experience of helping to re-witileshod
marriage according to their desires, without any diminishment of (and, jrofet
increasing) their patriarchal power. Women, too, experienced the thrill of foticiveir
religion where it led them, and the satisfaction of doing their duty. But while Mormon
experiments with marriage taught men to seek out women whom they could protect and
dominate in the context of divinely-inspired patriarchy, it taught women, eversizic
figures like Lucy Walker, the virtues of “self-control, self denial,” and th&tyato “subdue

self.”

The Wedding Day(s)

120 Commodore Perry Liston Autobiography, 8, USHS.

121«Elizabeth Reeves Liston, by her Daughter, OVRllasaltha Liston Empey,” Commodore Perry Liston
Autobiography, USHS.
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As men and women prepared to marry, the wide significance that Mormon theology and
church leaders accorded marriage and polygamy occasioned bouts of psychatahica
spiritual searching, particularly as they weighed their religious alyaynst their romantic
inclinations. Mormon wedding rituals underscored their culture’s emphasis oageaand
especially the tendency to value spiritual duty over romantic inclinations. J@dréicipants
worked out their anxieties about marriage by performing multiple variationsematme
ritual many times over during their married lives. In this way, they usddings (or rituals
resembling weddings) to reassure themselves of their spiritual gopdndgs smooth over
or resolve moments of tension in their relationships. As they did so, they emphasized
elements of their relationships that resonated with their sense of themasl{Saints.”

Their ceremonies were simple, but they featured effusive declarationsroktiggous
devotion—both of these factors serving to separate them from the corrupt, companionate
consumerism of impious easterners. But they also displayed patriarclalipaubtle and
explicit ways, suggesting that their religious duty could not be extricated fi@mmitission

to restore biblical patriarchy on this earth. In asserting the masculingatige, Mormon
weddings helped men and women enact the biblical patriarchy that the redorofatie

world would require. And in encouraging the sublimation of romantic impulses to religious
duty, Mormon rituals implicitly acknowledged that their participants mel mave been

more amenable to the trappings—and perhaps the companionate implications—of the
bourgeois wedding than the church hierarchy wished.

It is not entirely correct to speak of a Mormon “wedding day.” Because of ibd bat
complementary meanings that a number of Mormon rituals had, uniting a man and a woman

in the bonds of wedlock was often not so much an event as a process. On a given day, a
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couple might be baptized in each other’s presence, receive their endowmedntgo(snt
confirmation in Protestant and Catholic churchs), get married (that‘iseaked for time”),
receive their patriarchal blessings (declarations of a person’s dppatigatial and lineage in
one of the houses of Israel), be sealed for eternity, be sealed for timeraitgl, etestand
proxy for another being sealed for time or eternity. They might do manys# #tence, or
they might do only one of them. Each of these different rituals had distinct meantheg
Mormon worldview, and while only two of them—marriage (or sealing for time) aalkhg
for eternity—were strictly analogous to marriage as modern Amesiteeoves it, the others
added to the ritual significance of a union. When they were performed in the preGence
one’s current or future spouse, any or each of these rituals might give tieipaats the
sense of coming together as a unit. Indeed, baptisms, confirmations, or patblssings,
which were nominally unrelated to marriage, often closely followed or patexd a marriage
or sealing rite, either on the same day or a few weeks or months beforehand; affigtbey o
participants the same sense of spiritual mission as sealing did. Martha Bpgno®d, for
instance, was baptized and confirmed by her husband in October of 1850, was “sealed” to
him in January of 1851, received her endowment in his presence in April of the same yea
and, five years later, was sealed to him yet again “in the house of the lbads,tin the
Endowment House that had been completed since they were mé&ried.

Did all this repetition render their weddings meaningless, like Christnizscember,
June and July? No, but it likely affected the way participants viewed thisritnatead of
significant community and family build-up before one day of celebration, thestdiff of

Mormons'’ ritual life over an expanse of time probably encouraged them to linaibtbent

122 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 20 April 1856;aise 13 October 1850, 17 January 1851, and 20
April 1851, USHS.
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of community celebration surrounding each of these rites. In diminishing the wiagrsa
role, the ritual placed a heightened emphasis on the people participating,,thengign
and woman (or women) being sealed, and the priests performing the ceremony. Here
Mormons both followed and rejected middle-class practice: just like in the Nsfi;thesy
placed a premium on a couple’s spiritual union, but they emphasized the importance of duty
over romance or companionship far more than the eastern middle class.

Just as most engagements were brief, so were weddings. Mormons could bersealed f
eternity (which they believed united them in the afterlife), for time (whiited the
concerned parties only for their time on earth) or for both. Only a church gatrauld seal
people for eternity, and he could only do so in at least a relatively-sacrednecati
preferably a Temple or, in Salt Lake City from 1855 to 1889, the Endowment House. People
typically described being sealed for time as a marriage or a wedding, andé&alied for
eternity as a sealing; but they did not follow that rule fastidiously. Sealiegsprivate,
attended only by the participants and perhaps their immediate family,wddldings took
place in public or semi-public circumstances—usually at someone’s home.

There was little or no shame in being sealed for time rather than etenadiéed) some
couples, like Harriett and James Farmer, married one year and wex feeaternity the
next. Similarly, Aroet Lucius Hale was married to his wife by the Apdsdber C. Kimble,
and then “a Short Time after. Merred & Sealed in the indowment Hot’séfarriage
required exceedingly little ritual to accompli€fi. In an analogy to the upright New England

magistrate who married a couple on the street, Fred Cox and Lucy Allen weiednrar

123 Aroet Lucius Hale Diary, 19, USHS.

124 presumably because they did not have implicaiiotise afterlife, Daynes notes that “records of
marriages that were not also sealings [for etefmire indifferently kept.” Dayneslore Wives than Oné&7.
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1857 by a bishop who passed them in the road; the groom assumed the bishop was joking,
but when he explained his predicament to Brigham Young, the church president sdw littl
laugh about and refused to undé?it. Slightly less informally, William Gibson’s account of
his marriage to Lilias Clark, one of his plural wives, took place not in some impotteaht
space, but in Young's officE? More often, marriages for time took place in the home of the
bride’s father, adhering to pre-nineteenth-century traditions and empigatiei patriarchal
nature of the everft’ If the bride’s father was absent, as was often the case among this
mobile, separatist people, another male family member might host the eveit Amson
Call for his sister-in-law Hannah Flit® But other weddings took place at the groom’s
father’s house, and James Farmer married Harriett Bateman “in the 4th. tdaad S
Room.™® Siill, priests performed even the least-formal marriages: from Nauvoadnwa
Mormons essentially abandoned civil marriages, making it clear that the chunthinesl
control over the marital choices of its membgPs.

As the locations of the above weddings suggest, sealings for time offered the cgmmunit
and family the chance to celebrate themselves and their children. In 18p3p8it
Huffaker arranged a fine party for the wedding of his daughter, Rozillagrbloen

remembered, “we were married at her fathers house. . .. This being thedidshgvin his

125 5ee Daynesyiore Wives than Oné&5-56. Cf. EarleCustoms and Fashions in Old New Englantl.
126 william Gibson Diary, 17 February 1854, USHS.

127 5ee, for instance, Appleton Milo Harmon DiarylUSHS; and William Wallace Hammond
Autobiographical Sketch, 17, USHS.

128 5ee Joseph Holbrook Autobiography, 48, USHS.
129 James Farmer Diary, 42, USHS; see Martha Spengedtel Journal, 23 March 1851, USHS.
1% Daynes deems the fact that “marriage was congidereligious, not a civil, rite and was governgd b

ecclesiastical rules” “the most important featur@ioeteenth-century Mormon marriageMore Wives than
One 56.
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family it was got upon a liberal and large scdfé.”Belying Mormons’ tame reputations,

these community “infares” often featured lively music and dancing. Faroted that “we
danced till about 2 Oclick in the morning” after his weddiffgAnother wedding “came off

in good style,” reported a guest, “and every one seemed pleased with themselwesyand e
body else. Staid till one oclock and night and danced, Went home and rested till morning
then went to Cotton wood and had another party and dinner at the residence of the
bridegroom.**® The wedding of one poor man even featured the old, pre-bourgeois tradition
of communal inauguration of the couple’s sex life: Albert King Thurber reporedusual

at weddings it was thought proper to put the wedded couple tdBedvealthier families

used marriage to set their children up with the means to live. Joseph Holbrook catalogued
the wedding gifts he gave to his various children, including “34 acres of land . . . 100 bushels
ofwheat...2colts...1cow...awagon...some farming tools etc. . . . [and] beds and
bedding etc for keeping housE™ These practical gifts had little to do with the standards of
bourgeois consumption taking hold in the eastern United States, but rather fit oldespatte

of agricultural and household giving. Nor did anyone describe such bequests while
discussing their friends’ or neighbors’ wedding receptions: unlike the dymlatriarchal
weddings of southern slaveholders, Mormons do not appear to have made their gifts known

outside their family circle, emphasizing religious faith over matergslth.

131 John Pulsipher Diary, v. 1, 37, USHS.
132 James Farmer Diary, 43, USHS.

133 Eliza Maria Partridge Smith Lyman Life and Jour28 September 1849, USHS. See also Jacob Hamlin
Journal, 1 January 1855, USHS.

134 Albert King Thurber Diary, 49, USHS.

135 Joseph Holbrook Autobiography, 105-06.
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In contrast to the white wedding which had come to prevail up and down the east coast,
the aesthetics of Mormon weddings were typically meager. Virtuallgrihereference |
have found to wedding decorations comes from 1849, when Patty Bartlett Sessionsirecorde
making wreaths for the purpo$8. Few descriptions of nuptial clothing have survived from
this period; it is likely that men and women followed the older tradition of simeériwg
their best clothes on their wedding day: George Whitaker recalled thatddsgyen 1846
featured “all of the family dressed in their beSt.”Occasionally, however, one can find a
description of a white dress of silk or muslin. Lucy White married Williarkd=l@earing “a
simple white muslin, made belt waist. There was nothing elaborate about thésifta
remembered, “But nothing could have been simpler and swedter.”

Appropriately for a wedding that looked like the new bourgeois form, Flake’s reception
focused its attentions on the couple’s companionate love for each other. After thegyveddi
Lucy’s father told the couple that their young love—*it was the first mad that had come
to us"—should make them “very happ¥® Yet for most, religious duty took precedence
over romantic love. Indeed, Flake’s is the rare account that mentions the happihess of t
bride and groom; most other descriptions of weddings merely describe the dinner dh@ame

guests. At a wedding reception of a relatively important man, Brigham Y diomged up

13 Donna Toland Smart, edMormon Midwife: The 1846-1888 Diaries of Pattyrtiztt Session¢Logan,
Utah: Utah State University Press, 1997), 127-28.

137 carol Cornwall Madserlourney to Zion74. Mormon women were not immune to the lurefashion,
however: Heber C. Kimball preached in 1855 “thangnaf the Sisters were loosing the Spirit of thed_o
because they think so much of dresses and fashitwhh Pulsipher Diary, v. 1, 42, USHS.

138 ucy Hannah White Flakd,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hannahite Flake 32,
USHS.

139 Lucy Hannah White Flakd&,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Han\&hite Flake 32,
USHS.
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(“by special request”) and attempted to put the event in perspé&i@liver Boardman
Huntington summarized Young's remarks in his journal: the President discussed “how, to
keep the love and fear of God before our eyes in all times of recreation, so as to be
acceptable, and preserbe [sic] our purity and innocense; under which rules beingdybser
such as our present assemblage was pleasing in the sight of Angels and juét men.”

In line with Young’s emphasis on “Angels and just men,” sealings for eteffergd
their participants a more transcendent sense of ritual significance gmnammarriage for
time. The church keeps the Mormon sealing ritual secret from non-Mormons toythesxda
no authoritative source describes the actual process or language of thevtdarttha Spence
Heywood, however, offered a decent approximation of the comings and goings involved in a
polygamous sealing: Her fiancé, “Brother Haywood,” she wrote, “stood on the floarifdis
taking hold of his left arm with her right and taking first Sister Vary byitteg hand and
placing it in that of Bro. Haywood’s right hand and in that way she was sealed torhim
time and eternity by a form of words most sublime. When done she fell back by takerg Si
Haywood’s arm. | then went forward going through the same ceremony. A§eBtother
[Brigham] Young proposed to Brother [Heber] Kimball giving me a blessing fieéittruly
grateful for.#?

Despite its apparent simplicity, Mormons treated sealing as an enornmopstjant
ritual event. Almost every diary of a man or woman who was sealed madd spé&ziaf

the day and circumstances. Some marked down the names, birthplaces, and birthdates of

their partners, suggesting that their sealing, above all other moments invileighve their

140 Diary of Oliver Boardman Huntington, 10 FebruaBAS, USHS.
1“1 Diary of Oliver Boardman Huntington, 10 FebruaBAS, USHS.

142 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 17 January 185H3JS
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lives on earth eternal significance. James Farmer noted that his wifeédefoithink we
had been sealed,” and he took the occasion to record his wife’s name, her parergts’ name
and other pertinent information about h&r.Norton Jacob’s description of the place and
ritual likewise highlighted its significance: he and his wife Emily exdehe Temple at
Nauvoo, advanced into what Jacob called “the Holy of Holies,” and were, “according to the
holy order of the priesthood, sealed to-gether for time and all etetfiityAnd Martha
Spence noted the compelling nature of the ritual itself, calling it “solrapgsd interesting
and different from anything the world knows of.” They had reason for excitement: b
sealing themselves to each other, a man and woman effected each other’s salvation.
accordance with Joseph Smith’s revelation that sealing virtually guadlasmets salvation
against almost any sin, Norton Jacob noted that he and Emily were “sealed up unto eterna
life and against all sin except the sin against the Holy GH&5tJbhn Pulsipher described
his sealing in terms that advanced how close the ritual advanced him toward godhood:
“When an Endowment House was built on the Temple Block, we had the Privilege of being
sealed upon the Alter of the Lord in that holy place, which is the nearest to heavgn of an
place we know of on Earth?®

Sealings replaced the sense of familial and community connection that waxddings
with a more sober sense of ritual significance. (And it is telling that Mormdunsdra
sealing, which emphasized their unions’ religious nature in stark, almostdsoeis, more

than weddings, which shared a number of features with the bourgeois white weddiag.) T

143 James Farmer Diary, 45, USHS.
144 Norton Jacob Autobiography, 23, USHS.
145 Norton Jacob Autobiography, 23, USHS.

148 John Pulsipher Diary, v. 1, 38, USHS.
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only reference to post-sealing festivities that | have found came in WiBidson’s diary,
where he recorded having “a family party” the day after he was sealeduxmbwife*’
Yet sealings clearly meant more to most Mormons than weddings. Since peoglerdgul
be sealed in the Temple (in Nauvoo) or the Endowment House (in Utah), out-of-towners
made the trip to the city to do so. Lucy Hannah White Flake was sealed to her husband
(whom she had already married) for “time and eternity” and “received ¢la¢ lglessing of
our endowments” while they were in Salt Lake City “attend[ing] the Confer&fit Being
sealed in the Temple by important church figures likely emphasized men’s arahisom
relationship to the church rather than to their familial or community. The geesses clear:
although sealing for time, with its minimal spiritual implications, could beusted to the
local community, the most important work went on in view of the church hierarchy in Salt
Lake City. The same was true of the Temple at Nauvoo, where men and womendswarme
the endowment rooms in 1845and 1846 in order to be sealed to each other before the trek to
Utah!*

As they enacted rituals of undeniable importance, Mormons understood that the
relationships the rituals celebrated were under scrutiny. Indeed, by thiaéiyreached
Nauvoo, much less Utah, Mormons had inculcated a sense of themselves as a persecuted
people. Communication with family members outside the fold gave Mormons a personal,

sometimes alienating awareness that the wider world questioned theittynalatob K.

147 william Gibson Diary, 18 February 1856, USHS.

148 ucy Hannah White Flakd,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hannahite Flake 38,
USHS.

149 See Daynesyiore Wives than Oné&4-35.
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Butterfield’s mother wrote to ask “if adultery is upheld by the orthoritiek@thurch.*°

John and Anna McCay wrote from lllinois to ask Catharine Winget about Mormon gearria
customs: “tel us all about the latterday saints,” they wrdt&[T]el us whether they do

belive in the spiritual wife sistom or not. that is that a man can have as massyasihe
pleases from one to forty or as many more as he chobesliich like Forty-Niners who

told friends they had Seen the Elephant, visitors to Utah simply had to describe polggamy t
their friends and family back home. “Polygamy is practiced here to agyteait,” wrote

John G. Hoagland to a friend in Ohio, “hardly a man but has more than one wife & many of
them 4 or 5 yet all seem to live happily . . . but still don’t take me as endorsing the
system.*** Mormons could not have failed to notice how outsiders scoffed at their lifestyles.
Lawrence Foster attributes Mormons’ “emphatic” denials “that theg Wweeaking up the

family, demeaning motherhood, or failing to rear righteous and healthy childnepért [to]

the intensity of external attacks on their marriage practitedhe ways in which they
described and enacted their weddings suggest that some Mormons internalieediaale
attitude about their lifestyles, and they used their weddings to reify tifeimage as

paragons of both piety and patriarchy. These were the features of Mormont IBeigham

130 Jacob K. Buitterfield to Widow Persis ButterfiefdAugust 1848, Jacob K. Butterfield Letters, USHS.

151 John and Anna McCay to Catharine Winget and ohilds March 1865, Yergen Yergensen Papers,
USHS.

152 John and Anna McCay to Catharine Winget and ohilds March 1865, Yergen Yergensen Papers,
USHS.

1333, G. Hoagland to J. B. Ward, 28 November 1858n 8. Hoagland Letters, USHS. Sylvester Mowry,
who blazed a trail of sexual aggression and braggiadrom Utah to San Francisco, made the cruderémice
that women who lived by such an obviously immordthgiple must be ripe for the plucking. Declaritoga
friend, “All you have ever heard about polygamyehisrtrue, and a damned sight more,” he statedbjestive
to “f—Kk [sic] our way through” Salt Lake City. Ssgster Mowry to Ned Bicknall, 17 September 1854,
Sylvester Mowry Miscellaneous, USHS.

154 Lawrence FostekVomen, Family, and Utopi232-33.
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Young had outlined along the forks of the creek in 1847, the principles that their corrupt
gentile critics lacked, and the means by which they would reform the world.

We have already noted Mormons’ sense that their marriage rituals—dgpmsal
sealed in the Temple or Endowment House—brought them “nearest to Heaven” and paved
the way for their own salvation. But their weddings also sacralized relafisribiait they
believed would reify and demonstrate their spiritual salvation. First, through thelerof
polygamy, Mormons forged intimate, familial links with the church hierarchy. Wgddi
after wedding joined church elders, priests, and presidents to men and women of lesser
spiritual standing. The same ceremony that sealed Joseph Corroden Kingsburyao his tw
wives “for time and eternity” also sealed him to Bishop N. K. Whitney “as his son;”
moreover, his wives “were sealed to [the bishop] as his daughters1”1842, Edmund
Ellsworth married Brigham Young’s eldest daughter Elizabeth; latsny himself sealed
Ellsworth to a polygamous wife, Mary Ann Dudley, thereby sanctioning polygamyyiaugd t
his daughter and son-in-law to the relationsfifpAnd even as Perry Liston was sealed to
Laura Farnsworth “for time,” Farnsworth was sealed to the deceased chuiraitipadyrum
Smith “for Eternity.**’ Scholars have noted that plural marriage formed “a network of
familial ties” between the church elité® But the relationships these marriages created
would also serve to improve one’s chances of salvation in the afterlife. Matinghate

brother of Mormonism’s founder carried considerable social value; but it also dlbmtie

135 Joseph Corroden Kingsbury Autobiography, 8, USHS.

1% Edmund Ellsworth Autobiography, 2, 7, USHS.

157 Commodore Perry Liston Autobiography, 6, USHS.

1% Bradey and Woodward, “Plurality, Patriarchy, ahe Priestess,” 85; see also Lawrence Fogtemen,

Family, and Utopial32.
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Liston and Farnsworth to demonstrate their salvation in a way that no gertdeng/eould
match.

Through the same means, weddings helped their participants invest famoysaipt
with spiritual significance, casting their controversial relationsim@smoral light. Joseph
Smith’s “new and everlasting covenant” gave family ties spiritual itapoe, and weddings
offered people a chance not only to improve their standing in God’s eyes but tar ¢hegr fo
families in the most meaningful possible way—by looking after each others’ sbwio
weeks after his wedding, Samuel Whitney Richards adopted and was sealedite’ $iis
brother, taking on “the responsibility of seeing that all the works of salvation, drdtimf
and his Progeniters, were dorlé>” The theological imperative to expand their families
spurred Mormons to create family bonds even where they did not exist. At a wedding in
England, a church elder assumed the position of father of the bride: a witness noted, “Bro.
Angus acted as Father to Sarah Ann Morgan who married Bro. Sfffasldng with their
spiritual significance, sealings and marriages helped families work conhérm their
interworkings. This offered a potential rebuttal to criticisms that polyganmped women
of their dignity. Before Martha Spence married Joseph Heywood, his first walked
hand in hand to the altar to affirm their relationship with their husband (and their support of

his decision to take another wife, if not necessarily of the new wife her$éién, as Martha

159 samuel Whitney Richards Journal, 13 March 1846{8S

160 James Farmer Diary, 8 July 1852, USHS. Alongstirae lines, the weddings of non-Mormons were
eagerly parsed for their geneological implicatio@me woman wrote to her sister in Massachusetksng
how a relative’s recent marriage might have adddtigir family both living and dead: “If Opheliarisarried
love, ... Tell her to write all about herselfie feel very anxious to know about our ancesttfrgou can get
the genealogy as far as you can get it please Gmd)it.” Irene to Dear Sister, 29 August 185&dlia B.
Hastings Hascall Correspondence, USHS. Intrigyintglough, when John Pulsipher’s father marriedtw
other wives,” his son does not appear to have dermed of the weddings until after the fact. ddtulsipher
Diary, v. 1, 59, USHS. Since his father’'s marriagight well have had implications for Pulsipherisro
spiritual future, this seems an odd omission.
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and Joseph married, the two sister wives stood arm in arm behind them, a living tableau of
family unity.

Finally, Mormon weddings countered accusations that polygamy demeaned women by
letting first wives either consent to or refuse to allow their husbands to take oalanpier
The plural marriage ceremony usually featured a place for first wovefer their assent.
Jane Snyder Richards used the first wife’s giving of consent in the weddusditp jhe
practice: only “with her consent and perhaps recommendation,” she declared, could a man
“take . . . to himself another wifé® Men did sometimes take the trouble to attain this
consent: William Gibson spent ten days in early 1857 gathering his multiple anvend
him in Salt Lake City before he was sealed to his newest fidatriguingly, at least one
ceremony, a woman—one of Brigham Young’s wives, the venerable Eliza R. Snow—asked
Lucy Flake, the first wife, whether she assented to her husband’s secondenalftake
wrote, “Eliza R. Snow asked me if | was willing. | said yes. Then she ask#éubifght |
could live in that principle. | answered that | was quite willing to t%}."Snow then offered
Flake a spiritual reward: “She said my reward would be great becaasewiling,”
recalled Flake, “and that | would never get olff"The wedding also gave women another,
perhaps less-wrenching choice, the decision whether or not to marry a husband @or tim
eternity. Dinah Jones, William Vaughan’s widow, was sealed in the endowmentibdese
husband, William Ellis Jones. “She had her choice to take her former husband Wm Vaughan

or me,” noted William Ellis Jones. “She chose me. ... She was then Sealed to me . . . for

161 Jane Snyder Richards, Reminiscences of Mrs. Ridhards, 50, USHS.

82 william Gibson Diary, 20-30 January 1857, USHS.

183 Quoted in Cornall and Van Beek, “The Mormon Ptf Plural Marriage,” 24.

184 Quoted in Cornall and Van Beek, “The Mormon Ptf Plural Marriage,” 24.

278



time and eternity*° By bestowing this honor upon her living husband, Dinah may have
won a degree of power and influence within her marriage.

But the question of women'’s consent did not always receive such a clear answer. Jane
Snyder Richards acknowledged that Brigham Young “wished the wives at home to be
consulted . . . and that their full consent should . . . be obtained,” but his wish did not make it
s01®® We have already discussed marriages, such as Perry Liston’s, in whiochoken t
plural wives without their first wife’s knowledge, much less their consentd Martha
Spence Heywood noted a diminishment in wives’ role in sealing over time. Imdter fi
sealing ceremony to her husband in 1851, Joseph Heywood’s first wife gave hajMar
away; five years later, when she was sealed to him again, the ritual had chagiged to
women a less-prominent role. “l was struck,” she noted, “with the fact thatshpvife]
was not called upon to give away the other wives to her husband, but was asked if she was
willing that he should take so and so to be his wifé.”

Women'’s conflicted (and sometimes non-existent) role in sanctioning polyipasy |
with the other major idea that Mormon weddings promoted: enshrining patriarcionin Z
Weddings and the rituals surrounding them consistently glorified male power natsothig
natural state of society, but as the key to reforming America. In doing songsdhlped
tamp down women’s dangerous charismatic potential.

Weddings explicitly subordinated women to their husbands. Although this hardly made
these rituals unique, Mormon weddings’ loud bestowals of patriarchy on its mabeppats

and the active role men played in sealing and other rituals highlighted malsaopmore

185 william Ellis Jones Diary, 8, USHS.
186 Jane Snyder Richards, Reminiscences of Mrs. Ridhards, 46, USHS.

187 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 20 April 1856, USHS
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vociferously than other groups’ rituals. Leonard J. Arrington and Davis Bitton note that
Mormonism featured a “nearly universal male priesthd64.Alongside visionary leaders

such as Joseph Smith and Brigham Young, “most adults . . . [took] part in some kind of
leadership or missionary rolé®® As priests, most every man could expect to exercise at

least some ritual authority in his wedding. Indeed, weddings offered mealsgheaamnces to

make their spiritual power felt. A few months before Martha Spence married, bantus

to-be, Bishop Joseph L. Heywood baptized her “at [his] haH8sThe next morning,

Heywood and another man confirmed her, emphasizing both Heywood'’s spiritual power and
his links to other members of the church hierarchy. And soon after their sealing hee le
“through the vail” to receive her endowméfit. Samuel Whitney Richards made his

wedding the scene of his saving not only his wife’s soul but that of her family. By m
interposition,” he wrote, “Father John Parkers family received their endowmemaughter

Mary being my intended wife'** He then “obtained permission” from one of the church
presidents “for [Mary] to have the privilege of spending her time in the temggewhere

she commenced her labours on the morn. of the 27th, and in the evening of the 29th we were
sealed upon the alter, Husband and Wife for all time and all EteffiityThese rituals

emphasized one by one that Richards held in his hands the key to both Mary Parker’s and he

family’s salvation (and possibly exaltation)—what woman would not gratefuliyng?

188 Arrington and Bitton;The Mormon Experienc&9.

189 Arrington and BittonThe Mormon Experiencd?2.

179 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 13 October 1856{3JS
1 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 20 April 1851, USHS
172 samuel Whitney Richards Journal, 23 January 18&5/S.

173 samuel Whitney Richards Journal, 23 February 18434S.
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Men’s power was inscribed at all levels of the Mormon ritual experience, aayegfw
differentiating Mormons from middle-class Americans whose ritualsaapgancreasingly
egalitarian. Emily Jacob received a patriarchal blessing one weekshetdber that “a
woman can have but little power in the priesthood without a nilaayiext week, her
husband Norton Jacob was “ordained a king and priest unto’Godf’ the pinnacle of this
self-aggrandizing patriarchy stood Joseph Smith. According to George I, Saséph
Smith’s bride in his first polygamous marriage ceremony “listenedlg@sthe church
president told her brother-in-law, Joseph Bates Noble, what to say as he conducted the
ceremony.*”® Smith thus illustrated his direct connection to God and his power to hold or
loose the keys of heaven on earth. Although Mormon leaders had a number of reasons to
make their wedding rituals validate their own authority, an important facorsse have
been a desire to compensate for their youth—both their own and their religion’s.n Mdrvi
has noted that the Mormons were extraordinarily young: a huge majority obneerts
before 1846 had not yet reached thirty years of age. One may imagine them abimgpens
for their youth and inexperience by giving themselves the titles of elders tadgbes:

Aroet Lucius Hale, for instance, became “an Elder in the Church” when onlyenghite
nineteen years off®

The irony of young men claiming the mantle of ancient, biblical patriarchs becom
especially clear when gauged against the sometimes-formidablenvwamoen they married.
Their patriarchal displays did not merely celebrate male power; daeyed to and attempted

to regain control over women’s independence of thought and spiritual power. John Smith

74 Norton Jacob Autobiography, 25-26, USHS.
5 George D. SmithiNauvoo Polygamyi.

178 Aroet Lucius Hale Diary, 8, USHS.
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offered joint patriarchal blessings to Joseph and Hannah Holbrook in August of 1845. While
he pronounced that Joseph would “go forth as a mighty man, . . . have power over [his
enemies, and] . . . be blessed with wisdom and intelligence to confound the wise of this
generation,” Hannah received a far more domestic, subordinate charge: “Thde sha

blessed in thy basket and thy store . . . Thou shalt live to be a comfort to thy companion a
assist him in all his labors even be satisfied with life according to thergessaled upon

thy companion.*”’

While it is hardly surprising that Smith apportioned gender roles
according to the nineteenth century’s ideology of separate spheres, his injumation t
Hannah “be satisfied with life” suggests that the Mormon priesthood wagpéittg to
accustom women to a lesser spiritual role. Similarly, Martha Spence, @emugat-minded
woman in her late thirties, was none-too-impressed by Joseph Heywood, her intended
husband: in her diary, she deemed him “a good man but not intere<finiid in her
marriage preparations, she had threatened to upset Heywood'’s family dymgrpursuing
missionary work within her marriage to him. Her wedding, then, seems to havemesh al
tailored to muffle her independent spirit. Blessing her at the end of the ceremighgniB
Young played to her desire to exercise spiritual power, telling her shadwsagak in
tongues and prophecy’ But Young also emphasized her “weakness” and the importance
of subjugating her will to the needs of her family: “The Lord would be merafoiyt [i.e.,

Spence’s] weaknesses . . . and my faith and prayers in connection with the familylshaul

blessing to the family*®® In return for her submission, Young seemed to offer reassurance

77 Joseph Holbrook Autobiography, 55, USHS.
178 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 3 November 1856{3)S
19 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 17 January 185H3JS

180 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 17 January 185H3JS
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that she was doing her duty: “especially during the sealing ordinance,’eSpleserved,
“[Young's] spirit seemed to say—‘I am doing a good deét!'Men endeavored to muffle
women'’s spiritual power even as they amplified their own. And the key role thaagear
played in assuring Mormons’ salvation meant that these rituals inscribed watoeitity

and submission into their very salvation.

Mormon weddings thus promulgated an image of Mormon men as strong, self-sufficient
and in control—creators of worlds on earth and in heaven. All this clearly meant to
differentiate Mormons clearly from feminized, companionate easteriasing unique
theological significance in marriage, their wedding rituals had to enalitesrtheir
worthiness to lead Americans into a new world of strength, justice, and moradit
Mormon men cultivated an image of themselves as restorationist, biblicargladrithey
engaged the simultaneous and complementary projects of asserting controkmver t
women—via polygamy and a constant barrage of ritual and verbal patriarchaéssgrdnd
purifying both themselves and the rest of America. It is therefore emiragquttgpriate that
the “Pioneer Wedding” we discussed in the introduction of this dissertation which
emphasized its participants’ hardiness and self-sufficiency (in cordrasiak, dissipated
Easterners) was a Mormon wedding. The groom had been raised in Nauvoo, the bade was
protégé of the wife of Utah’s Mormon Secretary, A. W. Babbitt, and the man who proposed

to “plant the stars and stripes” across the continent was a Judge Stiles, whonhailSleele

181 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 17 January 185H3USt is possible that a “Brother Kimball” (likel
Heber C. Kimball) offered the blessing; howeveg siade it clear that it was Young whose spirit segbin
encourage her during the event.
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as a Mormort®? All distrusted the “dainty dyspeptics of crowded cities,” and saw
themselves as avatars of a new people whose faith and strength would purifyothe nat
Their weddings, which rejected the effeminizing romance and corruptingtnaiues of
the bourgeois white wedding, helped Mormons act out a pageant of patriarchy and
purification. The bourgeois white wedding had symbolized Americans’ acceptaace of
entrepreneurial market, of relatively egalitarian social relatiordspdcompanionate
marriages. Mormon rituals explicitly rejected all of these.

After they married, Mormon men and women attempted to reconcile the realthes of
frontier lives with the ideals of their marriages. Their relationships patiyrifered a
number of satisfactions, one of which turned out to be romantic love. Many still held to the
companionate ideal, albeit often in forms they modified to fit their religious dutgy
Flake described her attempts to navigate the boundaries of romance with her hondd@ad a
second wife: “I learned early,” she wrote, “to keep my love making for miyamasuntil we
were alone, as | did not want to create any jealousy in our lives, and Pruderase was
thoughtful as 1.*¥3 Her husband reciprocated their affections, sometimes nearly
simultaneously. Lucy recalled, “William would . . . put his arm around both of us and say,
‘No man had as choice a wife as either of you and here | have you both,” or some othe

blarney which we both liked to hear. When he came in he would kiss the one first who was

182 0n the groom, Alba Sherman, see Lyman D. Platudo School RecordsNauvoo Journall (1989):
15; on Judge Stiles, see T. B. H. Stenholibe, Rocky Mountain Saints: A Full and Complete d#jsof the
Mormons, From the First Vision of Joseph Smitthiltast Courtship of Brigham Youfigew York: D.
Appleton and Company, 1873), 280.

183 Lucy Hannah White Flakd,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Hannahite Flake 63,
USHS.
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closest to the door® Yet the complex kinship arrangements their weddings created in the
name of heaven fostered uncertainty on earth. In spite of repeated ritual asantbeaceess

to God’s revelation of their piety, Mormons did not always feel certain that tednlings

had ensured that their relationships would keep them close through all eternity. Even on her
deathbed, Harriett Bateman, who married James Farmer after Fafirs¢wvife died (and

who had sealed herself both to Farmer and his first wife), begged her husband not to take her
baby from her “when | am goné® Farmer recalled trying to put her fears to rest: “|

promptly answered . . . the baby is yours and will be through out all Etefffitphly after
Harriett repeated her desperate inquiry did James realize the root ofdissfeafr: “she

thought that Ann Farmer my first wife would take " Just as the consumerist,

companionate ideal sometimes put middle-class northeasterners contradisgatysfying
positions, the Mormon ideal of duty and religious destiny did not answer all the lotigg@nigs
plagued the hearts of their adherents . Within ten days of being sealed a$wifgura

Martha Spence Heywood noticed the disconnect between her romantic hopes andiher act
more distant relations with her husband. “I meet with the little rubs thatlgated. Tis

rather trying to a woman'’s feelings,” she wrote, “not to be acknowledged byatihehm has

given herself to and desires to love with all her heft.”

184 _Lucy Hannah White Flakd&,o The Last Frontier: Autobiography of Lucy Han\&hite Flake 63,
USHS.

185 James Farmer Diary, 53, USHS.
18 Jjames Farmer Diary, 53-54, USHS.
187 James Farmer Diary, 54, USHS.

188 Martha Spence Heywood Journal, 26 January 185H3JS
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Conclusion
“No More Pleasing Peculiarities”:
Tom Thumb’s Wedding and Change and Confluence in Nineteenth-Centy Weddings
The key change in the history of American weddings—the growth of the Victohite
wedding—took place between 1800 and 1830. The white wedding resulted from a number
of wider developments in American life, as the Market Revolution and the expansion of
democratic ideals combined to make couple-centered companionate marriage (ayd displ
of bourgeois respectability and wealth) appealing to a growing middke cldme white
wedding and its concomitant values proved almost immediately influential, asdoams
soon began to define themselves in terms of (or against) the ideal. By the 1830s, middle
class northerners showed clear evidence of having adopted the white wedding, focusing
couples’ compatibility and tasteful displays of bourgeois values. Just asteanyeddings
of wealthy southerners, despite largely adopting the white weddingjisetie, evinced a
rejection of bourgeois values and attempted to orchestrate shows of traditistoal atic,
patriarchal strength. Elite southerners also made the wedding one maaedtay which to
expose their slaves’ inability to measure up to this patriarchal idealnvidda, Mormons
developed both a critique of overly-romantic companionate love and a re-conceptralizati
of the marriage ceremony away from what they saw as impious, effemipagxigs and
toward marriage that would certify them as patriarchs in heaven and on dagge groups’
insistence on marrying in different ways—and accepting or rejecting bosingediels of

social and familial relationships—suggests how Americans responded to the growth of



middle-class culture. Antebellum Americans invested significant emetgygreating
distinctive social identities for themselves, and people outside the Northeastdet
economy made a less-than-seamless transition into a new and potentieftirgpslue
system.

However, these behaviors and attitudes were already in evidence by the 1830s and 1840s
A study of weddings between 1830 and 1865, then, although it reveals Americansigliffer
attitudes about bourgeois egalitarianism and companionate marriage, is ntyperfe
positioned to consider change over time: by the beginning of this period, the mostasgnif
change had already taken place. Indeed, little evidence for any abtipsgve have studied
indicates much change. The sources themselves, often attempting to damarssitial,
traditional footing for their relationships, often highlighted how ancient and halltvesgr
rituals were (whether they actually were or not). To see the degree to vdddings
changed after 1830 requires an adjustment in scale.

As the Civil War raged, a wedding took place that was of altogether a diffeaéntrean
any we have considered to this point. This wedding, both bigger and smaller than any othe
of its day, pointed to a significant move away from the fragmented localism of the
antebellum era and toward a more uniform sense of what was appropriate andediesirabl
American nuptials. In doing so, the wedding underscored wider convergences in public
behavior, as Americans from all walks of life increasingly adopted consuymeialsile-
class-oriented values and, if necessary, adjusted their experience of bocwgsaiserism
to fit a more comfortable patriarchal model. With no little irony, the weddhiagltest
expresses the standardization and nationalization of American weddings in teentime

century was that of one of the Victorian era’s most unique figures: Tom Thumb.
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The wedding of Tom Thumb (the stage name of Charles Stratton, the diminutive man who
rose to international fame under the promotion of the showman P. T. Barnum) took place in
New York City in 1863. Prodded by Barnum’s propaganda, contemporary reporters
described his wedding—to fellow Barnum attraction Lavinia Warren (like &ecdi, also a
little person)—with wild hyperbole. The New Yoikmes calling it a “most momentous”
affair, suggested that all other questions paled before this one: “Did you or did yee not s
Tom Thumb married?” The New YorkObserver similarly breathless, deemed it “the event
of a century, if not unparalleled in history.And Harper's, although dismissive of the
whole affair, still acknowledged “a very general public excitemént.”

Granting the absurdity of labeling almost anything “the event of a céstunyeeks
after Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, Barnum’sangthe press’
delight in documenting his productions gave the wedding special distinction. As &e hav
discussed, weddings were only beginning to receive significant attention in hationa
publications. They appeared often, of course, in etiquette books, novels, moral tracts,
newspapers and magazines, even medical manuals. But not until after the Cividl War di
these sources explore the ritual in anything approaching the exhaustivéhadéthie modern
wedding industry promotes. Even etiquette books, which had begun to give weddings
significant notice by the 1840s, did not discuss weddings nearly to the extent thaothey

from the 1870s of.

1 “Loving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

Z Sketch of the Life27.

3 “Editor's Easy Chair,Harper's New Monthly Magaziné\pril 1863, 706.

* For one of many etiquette books that say much tedmmial forms (including courtship) but nothinggéit

about weddings, serue Politeness By the 1850s, a scattering of more detailed agtobegan to appear in
etiquette books, but none with anything approacttiegdetail included in reports of Stratton’s wedgdi
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Bucking this trend, Stratton and Barnum offered a complete, copiously detailed (albei
esoteric) narrative of a wedding. Almost every major newspaper coverddrihessme
granting it several columns, and Barnum commissioned a pamphlet (with the nttelest ti
Sketch of the Life, Personal Appearance, Character and Manners of Charles S. Stratton, The
Man in Miniature, Known as General Tom Thumb, And His Wife, Lavinia Warren Stratton,
Including the History of Their Courtship and Marriage, With Some Account of Remarkable
Dwarfs, Giants, & Other Human Phenomena, of Ancient and Modern Jlaoeiling
several accounts and offering a lengthy report of its own. The autobiograpldarnum
and Warren helped fill out the picture. Together, this material constitutesogtecomplete
account of an American wedding, real or imagined, before the Civil War® end.

While the wedding featured elements familiar to many antebellum Aamsrithis
unprecedented outpouring of information foreshadowed the explosion of literatuyeeteti
books, magazines, and society pages—which would make the ritual accessitdgiooa
audience in the last half of the nineteenth centtilye availability of such detailed
descriptions highlights a significant change in the American approachrtpimga What had

formerly been a ritual suffused with the values and aesthetics of the nonthaeaiskéle class

® Other weddings receiving comparable press wergetbd England’s Queen Victoria and of France’s koui
Napoleon; obviously an American wedding is morengare to this project. It is worth noting that wdees
Europe’s “biggest” weddings featured royalty, Ancaf$ starred an entertainer. This probably doés no
represent the ascension of celebrity culture (alghat no doubt foreshadows it) so much as a cpfitke
American political system. Royalty are famous frointh; politicians (with some exceptions) are nblike
their gilded-age successors who idolized wealttgirmssmen, antebellum Americans celebrated pdlaiod
military luminaries above all others. But mostifiolans or generals did not achieve national rietgruntil
they were already married. Tom Thumb, who campadgmeither in the battlefield nor at the polls, izt
rare antebellum celebrity whose fame preceded hisiage. A book entitle@ourt Circles of the Republidid
examine the weddings of politicians and their aleildin antebellum America, but its 1871 publicatitate
suggests that significant interest in these weddimas largely retrospective, sold to people wharassl that
earlier generations took more interest in the weglsliof their politicians than they actually did. FE Ellet,
Court Circles of the Republic, or the Beauties &wdebrities of the Nation; Illustrating Life and Sety Under
Eighteen Presidents; Describing the Social Featwfethe Successive Administrations from Washinggon
Grant; The Drawing-Room Circles; the Prominent 8&men and Leading Ladies; the Brilliant Belles and
Distinguished Visitors; the Principal EntertainmenEashionable Styles of Dress; Manners; Etiquette;
Anecdotes; Incidents; Etc.; EttHartford, Conn.: Hartford Publishing Co., 1871).
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now made those values and aesthetics accessible to people from many diffégnotinals.
Indeed, for all its quirks, and despite the undeniable distinctiveness of its prirtple a
number of chroniclers took pains to emphasize homnmal Tom Thumb’s wedding was.
TheTimesasserted, “The service was performed in the usual manner. . . . [Stratton and
Warren] were married as they should be, and all things were done decently afet.ifi or
Warren, too, was satisfied that “the ceremony was conducted as would be aagenairi
people less before the public.Now, no one really thought Tom Thumb was unexceptional.
Journalists expected readers to marvel (or perhaps shake their heads)ealding’s
extravagance, and to smile at the tiny tableau the couple presented. Busdheessaimed all
Americans could relate to what they were describing. Even critics ofetidimg indirectly
attested to its normalcy. Robert Bogdan has observed that Tom Thumb’s public pogsenta
consistently included “a strong current of far€eCertainly the minority of disapproving
observers seemed discomfited by the wedding'’s farcical aspkstger’s, for instance,
deemed it “both ludicrous and humiliating” to “make a show of the marriage of twangers
who are dwarfs® But if Tom Thumb’s wedding was farcical (and it is not a foregone
conclusion that it was), it could not have achieved its comic effects without ajpteadin
broad base of knowledge about what a proper wedding should entail.

Tom Thumb’s wedding thus heralded the crystallization and nationalization of nuptial

form and meaning in the United States. In doing so, it pointed nineteenth-centeng#m

® “Loving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

" Countess M. Lavinia Magriutobiography of Mrs. Tom Thumb (Some of My Lifeeiences), with the
assistance of Sylvester Bleeked. A. H. Saxon (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 19%8),

8 Robert Bogdarfreak Show: Presenting Human Oddities for AmusemedtProfit(Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1988), 152.

° “Editor's Easy Chair,'Harper's New Monthly Magazinépril 1863, 706.
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toward a more homogenous public culture, in which the values and activities of the northern
middle-class increasingly became the norm against which all otherstfaibeeasure up—

and, simultaneously, in which those values and activities became sufficigpéglizng to a

large number of Americans, taking on comforting vestiges of aristocratierrand male
household supremacy, that Americans from all different backgrounds could ablagidon t
esoteric rituals for mainstream ones inst€adet historians have paid Tom Thumb’s

wedding little attention, generally viewing it as merely one examplng many of

Barnum’s genius for promotior. Two scholars who have analyzed the event in some depth,
however, suggest that the wedding helped codify the way the ever-expanding misislle-cla
viewed itself. Susan Stewart briefly describes the wedding as embddgiNgctorian cult

of “the toylike . . . child.*? Building on Stewart’s work, Lori Merish suggests that the
wedding, by displaying cute, childlike bodies partaking in “a familial and fansiracture

of domination and hierarchy,” helped make the middle-class “social and propatiyn®i

bound up in the marriage tie seem safe and acceptafiiais point, of course, could
reasonably apply to all weddings, which swathe potentially disturbing sela@tbns in

attractive cloth. Tom Thumb’s wedding, which combined elements of sacred, peits@hal r
with farcical exaggeration, and which honored the ritual’'s emerging standardasie

gently lampooned its largesse, suggested that Americans harbored cordhtitegsfabout

19 Lawrence W. Levine charts a wider swath of thiange (and tallies the losses it occasionedjiginbrow
/ Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy imérica(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988).

1 See, for example, Neal Harrldumbug: The Art of P. T. Barnu(Boston: Little, Brown and Company,
1973), 163-64, and Bogdarreak Showwho deems the wedding “Barnum'’s finest triumplireék promotion
in the high aggrandized mode” (149).

12 5usan Stewarn Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Giganthe Souvenir, the Collection
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 198253.

13 ori Merish, “Cuteness and Commodity AestheticsmlThumb and Shirley Temple,” Freakery:
Cultural Spectacles of the Extraoridinary Boayg. Rosemarie Thomson (New York: New York Uniitgrs
Press, 1996), 194.
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their changing ways of marrying, as well as about changing codepettasility and
refinement. The numerous contradictions to be found in accounts of the wedding indicate
some of the rocky social and political transitions Americans underwemeyasioved into

the Victorian era.

A Brief Narrative of the Wedding Day

For all that was written about their wedding, we know surprisingly little about how
Charles Stratton and Lavinia Warren passed the early hours of Febrtiaty388. Since
neither bride nor groom were native New Yorkers, they probably awoke in hotel beds—
perhaps at the St. Nicholas, where the bride first appeared in the city, but ngrinéke
Metropolitan, to which they would repair in the eventfigiVhether they dressed alone or
were aided by their attendants we do not know, but the New Mor&sinforms us that the
bride and groom, as well as the maid of honor (Lavinia’s sister Minnie) and bedeiteam (
Barnum attraction Commodore Nutt), all rode to church together in the samee&iriag
they left from the Metropolitan, it was a ride of just over two thirds of a mile.

Broadway outside Grace Church was filled with sunlight, even in early Fehnsadg
the church, “the mid-day sun” sent “a luxury of golden light streaming in thrthey
windows.”® It was also filled with people. “Long before the hour appointed for the
ceremony,” a crowd of thousands gatheredheTimescalled it a heterogeneous bunch,

noting gawkers and hawkers alike: “All classes of society weresemied, not excluding

14 See MagriAutobiography of Mrs. Tom ThumB0 andSketch of the Life25.
15« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
'® Sketch of the Lifel5, 29.

7« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
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the ‘spectacle man’ and the woman retailer of appfedblice directed traffic, blocking all
carriages except those of invited guests and keeping the crowd clear avBydantil
nearly noon, when the multitude became so vast that they were obliged to form new lines
nearer the centre of the stre&t. The arrival of the bridal carriage sparked “a general rush”
in the crowd, but the excitement subsided after the diminutive quartet vanished into the
Church®

Inside the sanctuary waited a more select group ohdbetonof Gotham, and the
celebrities of the country?* Barnum had sent invitations “Gotten up strictly aleemode’s
latest edict, being bits of prettily printed pasteboard,” and the crowd of “reetirusand”
repaid their host by dressing their b&stThe New YorkHerald raved, “here was the
carnival of crinoline, the apotheosis of purple and fine linen. . . . There were silksyf ever
possible hue . . . [and] every possible species of toilet—dainty head-dresses delicat
bonnets.*® Another commentator compared the crowd to “one vast parterre of brilliant

tulips.”*

Well, then. To complement the visual dazzle, the famous organist George
Washbourne Morgan played a selection of romantic favorites. It is a testantteat t
extraordinary level of detail we have about the wedding that commentatonypdeaeleast

a fair slice of his repertoire: among other songs and marches, gusmstsRebert Toi Que

'8 Ibid.
9 bid.
% |bid.

2L Sketch of the Lifel5. As Sven Beckert notes, Grace Church oftatelddavish assemblages, as one of
the most fashionable and wealthiest churches in Xetk. The Monied Metropolis59-60.

22 gketch of the Lifel5, 28.
% Sketch of the Life29.
%4 Sketch of the Lifel5.
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Jaime” from the grand opera “Robert the Devil,” parts of Wagner’s “Tanehaasd—
incongruously for Americans who grew up after the Lone Ranger conquered radio, but
accordant with contemporary tastes—Rossini’'s “William Tell” Overftire

Seemingly every participant was met with the cry, “They cathélhe arrival of the four
clergymen brought guests to their feet, and then set them down again when itanamée
that they were not the bride and grodmit was not until 12:30, thirty minutes after the
appointed hour, that the bridal party appeared. Barnum headed up the group, followed by a
smattering of family, friends, and “members of the General’s stafffair tvake came
Commodore Nutt with Minnie Warren on his affnHere is how th&imessummed up the
entrance of the bride and groom, who followed the wedding party: “All looked, few*8aw.”
The couple’s height ensured that people not seated on the aisle missed the beldal ma
entirely, though not for lack of trying: thi@mesobserved that “many stood upon the seats,
others stood upon stools placed on the seats,” and chastised, “by many good breeding was
forgotten.®® After a “very slow progress up the aisle,” the couple mounted a platform that
had been placed before the chancel, designed specifically to accommodatie eoltie

and “prettily bordered with gilded moulding%-”

% Sketch of the Life29; PBarnumStruggles and Triumph$03. Although all accounts merely call him
“Morgan,” they could only have meant George WashbewMorgan. See Orpha Caroline Ochdistory of the
Organ in the United Statg8loomington: Indiana University Press, 1975), 206

%« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

%" Sketch of the Lifel6.

% Ipid.

294 oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

30 Sketch of the Life31; “Loving Lilliputians,”New York TimesL1 February 1863.

31 Sketch of the Life31, 16.
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Having ascended the platform, the couple, flanked by their best man and maid of honor,
was now visible to much of the audience; even so, “ladies stood on tip-toe” to see “and
masculine necks were stretched as far as white neck ties would p&rmifte quartet
presented an extraordinary exhibition of material extravagance. o8tsatbrted modest but
rich attire, “a full dress suit of the finest broad cloth, vest of white corded stlik pluie silk
under vest, white gloves and shining bodts The blue vest apparently bespoke “secured
happiness;” whereas the pink one donned by Commodore Nutt “typif[ied] easy fibpes.”
The groom’s “curled and frizzled” hair drew special nofftdut nothing in the appearance
of either man could compare with the splendid assemblages adorning Lavinia \Mdrrear a
sister. Observers agreed that the bride appeared “to great advantageya&ed deveral
lines to her costum®. She wore a “bridal robe of snowy satin, its skirt, fashioned with a
flowing train” of half a yard, and she carried “a star-shaped bouquet” of “Roskes
japonicas.®” “Her massive hair” received praise as well, “rolled” as it weaR“Eugenién
front, and elaborately puffed iteudshehind, forming the outspread wings of a butterffy.”
Her veil was “interwoven” with these knots, and her forehead bore “a diamondaustar”

“natural orange blossoms” which, perhaps unavoidably, “mingled their fragnaticthe

%2 Sketch of the Lifes1, 18.

% Sketch of the Lifel8.

* lbid.

% “Loving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

%« _oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 18638ketch of the Lifel8.

37 Sketch of the Lifel8-19; “Loving Lilliputians,”New York TimeslL1 February 1863.

3 “The Times while praising hertout ensembleas “singularly attractive,” thought less of hexith sniffing,

“Her head was overladen by the absurdities of tagstand her hair-rig generally was not marked gitbd
taste.” “Loving Lilliputians,”"New York Timesl1 February 1863.
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soft sighs of her gentle bosorit.”Adding richness to her presentation was a fabulous array

of jewelry, featuring a diamond necklace “with pendants like strung dew-dropsgldisac

earrings, a broach, and two diamond pins to “fasten . . . the mysti¢%¥dilitnie Warren’s

dress, equally rich but a touch simpler, was comprised of “white silk . . . covered Veth tul

puffings, interspersed with bright rosebuds.” Interestingly, amid these mtestsiof

material extravagance, commentators still fit the couple’s appeaiaioca rubric of a

standardized wedding. The author of the promoti&hkatch of the Lifpractically yawned

while describing Lavinia Warren'’s “White satin slippers” and “inevetadohd tiny white

gloves and a point lace mouchoff.”By 1863, such adornments were standard, even cliché.
The ceremony itself passed quickly. The Reverend Junius Willey of Strdttonétown

of Bridgeport, Connecticut read the rites, and Stratton and Warren answereddarty ‘@hd

affirmatively at the proper place$?” One Rev. Dr. Putnam, rector at Warren’s church,

stepped forward to give the bride away, walking “with the measured tread of theabader

in ‘Don Juan,” mused thelerald, “though he did not make so much noise aboutit&fter

Grace Church’s rector, Rev. Dr. Taylor, said the benediction, “the Genertadshls wife

%9 Sketch of the Lifel8.

0 Sketch of the Life20, 19.

*L Sketch of the Lifel9.

*2 Barnum,Struggles and Triumph§03;Sketch of the Life31. More than one commentator highlighted the
“audible distinctness” with which the couple spoka-+tribute to their stage backgrounds and meanttoey
to readers the couple’s sincere desire to be ndarB&etch of the Lifel8, “Loving Lilliputians,”New York

Times 11 February 1863.

“3 Sketch of the Life31; see also Magrutobiography of Mrs. Tom Thum®4. TheTimesthought that this
man was “the Rev. Dr. Palmer.” “Loving Lilliputiafi New York Timegsl1 February 1863.
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with an honest kiss,” whereupon the organist Morgan escorted them from the building to the
strains of Mendelssohn’s “Wedding MarcH.”

The day was far from over. The crowd, which had not thinned, surged as the couple and
their attendants returned outsfeNot content merely to cheer as their carriage departed,
many chased it as it headed down Broadway. The New Morksfound this acceptable for
“the junior portion of the throng,” but ludicrous for adults: “Although it may seem riolisyl
yet it is nevertheless true, that hundreds of persons, including adults, ran aferitlgec
not diminishing their speed until the Metropolitan Hotel had been reathddo’one needed
exert themselves too much, however, as the volume of traffic the wedding occasioned
probably made keeping up with the carriage an easy task. A “long line afgearti. . came
pouring down” Broadway toward the Metropolitan; above them, “the windows of the
buildings on each side were thronged” with faces peering dbWine Timescompared the
impromptu parade to the massive outpouring in honor of the laying of the transatlalgic ca
in 18587°

An estimated 5,000 people crammed into the Metropolitan Hotel between one and three
o’clock that afternoon. Upon debarking from their carriage, the couple waded through a
chorus of “welcome words, with God-speeds, and mirthful comments, and importing

exclamation points” and climbed the stairs to the bridal chaffib€here the new Mrs.

4 Sketch of the Lifel8.

> “Loving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
“6“|_oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
“"“|oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
8« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

9| oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
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Stratton exchanged her wedding outfit for an equally elaborate receptisntdgidighted

by a skirt that had been “ornamented to represent the emblems of differentliigsooa

each separate breadth. . . . The design in front of the dress represents Growing Corn for
America—on the right a Rose for England, . . . —on the left, an Acorn, . . . for Germany—a
Shamrock for Ireland—the Thistle for Scotland, and a Vine, with cluster of Grapes, for

30 Warren's dress thus allegorized America’s past and future. The dresedepic

Italy.
America as the natural focus and culmination of these old-world forbearsngfits
antecedents, it gave pride of place to England (sitting alone at Ansetigiat hand), but also
acknowledged what many Americans would have viewed as their nation’s otiealcul
predecessors: Germany, Ireland, Scotland, and Italy. Not incidentallyeseghve
America the only cereal crop: its ear of corn offered sustenance; the, thistmrock, and
grape were mere garnishes by comparison.

Meanwhile, the crowd grew ever larger. People “stowed themselves in exiaplav
nook and corner of the house, and lined the passageways from the hall to the bridal chamber
with rows of peering, anxious, inquisitive and expectant e¥feé\ at church, the guests
contributed to a surpassingly rich atmosphere: the reporter fromrtiesdeclared that “The
brilliant assemblage, the delicious music, the merry laughter, the sseangf laces, tulle,
silk, satin, broadclothmoire antique muslin, velvet, furs, and fine feathers of every
imaginable hue and material, have rarely been surpa¥séde hotel’s proprietors won

praise for their generosity: “All that the Messrs. Lelands could do for gliests was done,”

wrote one observer, “and if a hundred or so did accidentally stray into the dining room, it

%% Sketch of the Life25.
*1“| oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

24 oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
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seemed to be considered in the programme of enjoymiefttie street outside the hotel
witnessed somewhat less munificence: two pickpockets “were discovered , thedca
taken to the station hous¥.”

The return of the bride and groom again galvanized the crowd, who scurried toward the
stairs to see them. (Outside, once “the last of the carriages” had passeowthénally
dispersed” “Piloted by the smiling BARNUM,” Mr. and Mrs. Stratton made their way over
to the hotel piano and were quickly placed atop it “by the athlete DIBBL.Efom this
perch, they greeted their admirers “with a nod, or a shake of the head, asumsteinces
might prompt.®” By all accounts, Charles and Lavinia Stratton exhibited contentment with
their lot, “manifest[ing] so much spirit, gaity, and life, that all were wcteat beyond
measure; in fact, Mr. and Mrs. Stratton acted as if they had been in the habmigof bei
married.®® The ubiquitous Commodore Nutt and Minnie Warren flanked them as usual,
“repl[ying] good-naturedly” to “suggestions that they would form the nextmitc

If anyone wandered away from the quartet on the piano, there was much to divert the
attention. In a nearby parlor, guests could view the wedding presents. A thfat was
the cake, which

weighed about eighty pounds, the base gracefully ornamented with leaves ofsthe fore
surmounted with shells of the ocean, with scrolls neatly entwined, on which rested a

%3 Sketch of the Life20.
**“|oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
% “Loving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

5« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863. | have not been able to discamything
about Dibble, but the newspaper reporter, at Iéashd him worth noting.

"« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
% Sketch of the Lifel9.

9| oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
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magnificent Egyptian Temple of Fame, each column bearing cupids and aniipels, wi
scrolls and harps, recording the nuptial vows of the youthful couple standing beneath its
splendid arches, while the reverend doctor pronounces the blessing. On the textieme
seen the Angel of Fame, proclaiming to the world that two beings are made hapips. At
base are cupids scattering flowers from horns of plenty, as they glideitdng |
voyage?
In the unlikely event that a guest could tear his or her eyes away from thisaosingof
which “over two thousand boxes [were] distributed”), they could take in a cornucopia of
individual gifts. Sketch of the Lifencluded an illustrated list, stretching across four pages of
text and featuring a jaw-dropping array of jewelry, furniture, clothingyehware, fruit,
wine, and ornamental knickknacks. Among the givers were representatives from New
York’s first families in money, art, and influence, including Vanderbilts, Bels)dkdtors,
Lennoxes, and Greeleys, not to mention Barnum himself; the first lady, Maoglhj
contributed a “Gorgeous set of Chinese fire-screEngheTimesreported that “the main
attraction was, of course, the jewelry case,” but, as its own report includeghnsex-
word paean to a billiard table Stratton received, it seems safe to say thatfgued
stimulation wherever they looké&4.
The party broke up around three o’clock. Presumably the couple took some food and rest
over the next several hours, and they may well have entertained a more intonatefgr

well-wishers. Newspaper reporters resumed the story at ten-thirgvér@ing with the

appearance of the eight-piece New York Excelsior Band, playing “The Lahd Bfrave

80 Sketch of the Life0.
61 Sketch of the Life23.

624 oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
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and the Home of the Free” and other songs below the Strattons’ wiidowce again a

crowd (this time of “About five hundred people”) tied up traffficWhen the band had

quieted, Stratton spoke from his balcony, thanking the crowd for their support and wishing
them “health and happiness” and “a cordial good night.”

The following day, the couple began their honeymoon, an extended jaunt up and down the
eastern seaboard to “Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington, and the residences of their
respective parents in Connecticut and Massachu$&tBteir reception in Philadelphia
rivaled the one at the Metropolitan for the opulence of its setting and the exuberasce of
guests. Nor did the new Mr. and Mrs. Stratton fail to impress: a Philadelphia paper,
prophesying the couple’s happiness, found in history “no more pleasing peculibaties t
these two.?” In Washington, they spent an evening at the White House with several
members of Lincoln’s cabinet and their families. The couple received #mti@tis of Mrs.
Lincoln and her son Tad, as well as several Presidential’puriacoln inquired as to the
provenance of Stratton’s appellation “General” but exempted him from sanvice Civil
War, saying, “his duty now will always be required in the matrimonial fieddyill serve

with the home front® With a planned trip to Europe on the horizon, the Strattons ended

83 “Loving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863. | presume this was “The Spargled
Banner,” but thelimesdid not specify any further titleSketch of the Lifplaced the serenade at ten o’clock,
not ten-thirty (25).

8« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863ketch of the Life25.

% Sketch of the Life27.

%8 Sketch of the Lifes3.

®7 Sketch of the Life7.

% Sketch of the Life37. Magri, Autobiography of Mrs. Tom Thumé2.

%9 Magri, Autobiography of Mrs. Tom Thum®2.
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their honeymoon with receptions in their hometowns of Bridgeport, Connecticut and
Middleboro, Massachusett$.

Here, then, is an extraordinarily detailed account of a wedding at the tail @mndpafriod
of study, a wedding of a different scale than any we have examiteellhave suggested,
contemporaries described it as a kind of model wedding, or at least as arseraifiaist on
one. Indeed, the more complimentary reports praised the wedding'’s fidehiy fashions
and norms of the day. The couple’s wardrobe, the cake topped by a bride and groom, the
ceremony, and the reception all passed muster as outsize (or undersized) gérsomsl,
bourgeois forms. In more complicated fashion, observers also held up the wedding’s
participantsas models. Commentators deemed Tom Thumb “a good citizen, a sensible man,
a good fellow generally,” and his wife “quiet, modest, and proper’—“a paragon ofybeaut
and perfection of form™ Although they winked as they wrote, these assessments hit their
marks with surprising accuracy. For all their idiosyncrasies, Strati&rren’s wedding
rendered ideas about gender and class, and particularly about theatmchbtyuageois
consumption, not only the norm in the Northeast, but accessible to observers who desired a

greater degree of patriarchal and aristocratic display from theiiataipt

Tom Thumb’s Wedding and the Ascent of Theatrical Gender

That a man and woman who identified primarily as entertainers could be conaidered
good citizen and proper lady reveals that the definitions of citizenship and prayaae
changed. In the early nineteenth century Americans viewed performanctéhesaat6 the .

.. republic,” as performers’ “self-aggrandizing power” menaced the i\galiserty” of

"0 Sketch of the Life88, Magri, Autobiography of Mrs. Tom Thums.

"L oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 18638ketch of the Life29.
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vulnerable citizen&? Moreover, the theater's longstanding taint of immorality might have
relegated the couple to the unsavory periphery of American gender standafrasmid-
nineteenth century, however, American theater underwent what Richard Butsclildhs
“re-gendering,” in which theaters became safe spaces for “rabjpegpatrons, especially
women. Not coincidentally, those same respectable women were beginning to adopt the
fashions and even the “theatrical” demeanors of actréddéaren Halttunen has described

this change as part of a larger transition in the 1850s, in which “the sentimental demand for
sincerity that had given rise to the complex code of genteel conduct had fallgrieavang
behind the social forms themselvés$.Americans, she contends, “were learning to place
confidence . . . in the social mask . . . [and] in elaborate disglfis®tfatton’s ability to
masquerade as a respectable citizen depended on this change. However, the atsvat

Tom Thumb’s wedding suggests that Americans’ feelings about the “socikll degended

on deeply-ingrained assumptions about gender. Even if everyone wore the maskjonly me
could acknowledge its presence. Continuing social pressures to keep women submissive and
pliant made acknowledgements of public artifice dangerous for respectablenw If a

woman wore a mask in public, from whom else might she be hiding her true self?
Commentators thus exercised extreme caution in discussing Lavinia Waggestng that

sheembodiedather thamperformedthe role of upper-class lady.

2 Eric Fretz, “P. T. Barnum’s Theatrical Selfhoodiahe Nineteenth-Century Culture of Exhibition,” in
Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraoridindgdy, ed. Rosemarie Garland Thomson (New York: New
York University Press, 1996), 97-107 (quot. p. ¥@ren HalttunenConfidence Men and Painted Woméaf.

3 Richard Butsch, “Bowery B’hoys and Matinee Ladi€se Re-Gendering of Nineteenth-Century
American Theater Audiencesimerican Quarterly6, No. 3 (1994): 390-91; Karen Halttun€nfidence
Men and Painted Womeh86-87.

" Confidence Men and Painted Wom#g6.

S Confidence Men and Painted Wom&A88.
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Commentators exhibited few qualms about Stratton’s theatrical past. Raljer, t
thoroughly integrated his identity as an actor into descriptions of his wedding.opé&ely
acknowledged that Stratton had changed his name for show-business reasingeghe
mentioning that Barnum had “christened” him Tom Thufhi&nd they gleefully explored
Stratton’s enjoyment of the benefits theatrical fame: the “honest kiss” miegblan his bride,
marveled the author &ketch of the Lifavas “the last of nearlyhree millions won from
“his lady admirers.*

It is notable that Barnum, always attuned to evolving sensibilities, inae)ing
openness about Stratton’s background. Although Barnum freely adjusted Tom Thumb’s
image to fit the perceived desires of the ticket-buying public, he raretigrured that
Stratton’s appeal lay anywhere but in his ability to please a crowd. Indeedotraan’s
greatest trick was transforming his star pupil from a freak—a more custoohafor men
and women of his statureirto a performer (and then, almost as impressively, into a
personality). Stratton’s debut at the American Museum, for instance, wastg show
wherein he declared his intention of “amusing” the audiéhdge reappeared regularly on
that stage, often in full-blown dramatic productions. He sang songs, he did ioqsehse
donned blackface to play a slave boy, he enacted his “famous Grecian Statues iroatine”

body stocking, and with these antics he won his folloviing.

®“Loving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

" Sketch of the Lifel8. While this estimate seems high, Barnum'gtasipher A. H. Saxon estimates that
Stratton “appeared before more spectators tharotmgy performer of the nineteenth centurf?? T. Barnum:
The Legend and the MgNew York: Columbia University Press, 1989), 155.

8 Raymund Fitzsimmon®&arnum in LondorfNew York: St. Martin’s Press, 1970), 61.

9 Bluford AdamsE Pluribus Barnum: The Great Showman and the Making. S. Popular Culture
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994)2.
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If Tom Thumb’s performative identity could be considered normal (and Strattorfhimse
not just a good man but a “good citizen”), Americans had indeed acquired a moregheatric
sense of self, and lost a republican fear of corruption by “self-aggrandizing” po\Bet.
the media’s embrace of an unabashed entertainer helps chart other pattenesicam
masculinity. As an actor, Stratton was neither self-made nor independené tWhdacts
(especially the latter one) would have damned him to ignominy in the early repBbtiby
the middle of the nineteenth century, Stratton achieved respectability by prgsant
alternative, reactive image of manhood.

At least since Thomas Jefferson valorized the independent farmer, Ameridans ha
cherished the notion that their men were indeperitiefihe refusal to serve any master but
oneself could be found in a variety of imagined Americans, from Jeffersoniafanmedrs
to northern and southern aristocrats and war heroes. The independent man supported a
number of myths. He upheld America’s economic strength by working in the dietbe
shop. His unsullied political engagement kept the government free and uncorrupted. And,
when duty called, he safeguarded American liberty by serving in his lolE.mNo one
pretended to such independence as effectively as Andrew Jackson. Jackson was eever mor
dangerous in political battles than when pitting himself against, in the wordsarfdmst
Harry L. Watson, “a foreign and corrupting influen&.A week before vetoing the charter

of the Second Bank of the United States, he suggested that his honest independence could

8 If this was true of Stratton, it was true of Bamas well. On Barnum’s theatricality, see Frek, T.
Barnum’s Theatrical Selfhood and the Nineteentht@grCulture of Exhibition.”

8 Lois Banner argues that the “romantic” or Byroidieal—featuring thin, pallid men—dominated in
the1830s and 1840s before being replaced by thecuhar model” of Jackson. However, both models
celebrated “Power and force,” and both claimed peaelence of other medmerican Beauty226-29. The
middle class, every bit as much as yeomen or ar&it®, valorized rough-hewn independence. See &grm
“The Other Daniel Boone,” 429-457, especially p545

8 Harry L. WatsonLiberty and Power147.
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overcome any number of forces arrayed against him, rumbling, “The bank . . . igdrkiig
me,but | will kill it! %3

Tom Thumb did not much partake of this mode of independence. Most obviously, he was
universally known as a Barnum creation. Here is howl thmes reporter described
Stratton’s rise to fame: “Mr. BARNUM . . . found him out, and brought him out, and has kept
him out ever since® This was hardly a man who controlled his own destiny. At his
wedding, observers noted that Barnum preceded the couple down the aisle, “piloted” the
Strattons about at their reception, and, they whispered, may well have staged thiéawtole
as a publicity sturft

Moreover, Stratton’s style of acting did not convey independence. Some actors in the
antebellum period adopted independent postures: a “muscular school” featured titanic
blusterers such as Edmund Kean and Edwin FditeBtt a variety performer like Stratton
played to the crowd far more explicitly than dramatic actors. Tom Thurtdgje soutine
demanded always that he please, or at least appear to consider, his audiencarnbike B

himself, Stratton conveyed a nimbler, more reactive manfiodellingly, he played

independent characters for laughs: one of his most popular impressions was thpatlebiNa

8 Harry L. Watsonl.iberty and Power143. See Wieb&he Opening of American Socie?40.
8« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

8« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863; “Editor's Easy ChaiHarpers New Monthly
Magazine April 1863, 706.

8 Butsch, “Bowery B’hoys and Matinee Ladies,” 379-88ut the robust style was apparently more in
evidence in the 1820s and 1830s than the 186@gnasican tastes veered more toward “respectable”
entertainments such as could be found on musewgasstaButsch, 383-85.

8" Neal Harris marvels at the way both men adjusteit performances to suit their audiences, sayifige
showman possessed an amazing talent for adaptabNg he moved from audience to audience he sehséd
changing requirements. Subtle differences marl@ad Thumb’s American appearances, with their emghasi
on innocent brashness, from the mock heroic carnieatof his European shows and his condescensibe to
wealthy and noble."Humbug 108.
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whom he depicted strutting about cockily or musing despondently on Waterloo; he also
lampooned that icon of rustic American self-creation, Yankee D§8dle.

Stratton’s reactive, audience-oriented persona represented a new wa\eigaAm
manhood, as men modified their self-conceptions in response to social changes. Ig the ear
nineteenth century, it had been possible (in some parts, some of the time) to pretend to
Jacksonian independence. Distant authority figures left westerners andesmaiifwith a
sense of autonomy in their daily lives, and urban trading networks remained personal and un-
integrated, allowing a man to feel, in the words of Robert Weibe, “a personall ayr his
own affairs.®® But by the 1850s, that control was harder to come by. Manly independence
shrank before the machinery of the Victorian Age, be it industrial machinesthated
laborers to anonymous, efficient parts, military machines (some still on tizempthat
rendered one’s flair for independent action secondary to the artillery backingphior
political machines that depreciated the value of a ¥ofBom Thumb, with his impotent
body (which an athlete had to place atop a piano so that the groom could greet hisagdests
his nimble movements and wordplay, suggested a new man who, though he could not control
events, might secure social standing by reacting nimbly and coolly to ciemoast

That at least some people saw this new, reactive model as praisewortieysegen in the

way observers discussed Stratton’s navigation of the crowd at his weddipgaec “He, a

8 Saxon,P. T. Barnum130. However, Neal Harris argues that Stratiored such “mock heroic
caricatures” more at audiences in Europe, wheffelnad “more to criticize.”Humbug 94. On Yankee
Doodle, see J. A. Leo Lemay’s definitive “The Anwamn Origins of ‘Yankee Doodle,William and Mary
Quarterly, 3¢ Ser. 33, No. 3 (1976): 435-464.

8 Wiebe, The Opening of American Sociehp0; see also chapter seven.

% John F. Kasson'€ivilizing the Machine: Technology and Republicariiés in America, 1776-1900
(New York: Grossman Publishers, 1976) offers aulg@rspective on changing ideas about machinettyan
nineteenth century, tracing R. W. Emerson’s groweays that technology would not “aid the indivitlgpirit”
but instead “support the forces of social conventiad restraint” (135).
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veteran in the show business,” raved the New Y®kald, “was . . . of course, quite at his
ease.?’ TheTimescompared his behavior in a crowd to heroism in battle: “if he knows
anything,” it wrote, he “knows what's what in a crowd. He—if any one—can endure the
flashing artillery of ten thousand eyes—the running fire of ten thousand com#thats
bombardment with admiring exclamations, which the hero of such a scene must ergjure. H
therefore, looked, not unusually astonished—nor remarkably surprised—but as phehsed a
joyful, and smiling, and jolly as the happiest of happy bridegrooms mighfHe fact that
the reporter’s tongue was lodged firmly in his cheek does not negate the salipraisiog
Stratton’s navigation of a crowd, deflecting comments with smiles. Indeedgheas well
as have described Wall Street, where businessmen weathered thousands of clamments
cultivate favorable perceptions among an audience of investors. Or he could have depicted
Abraham Lincoln, vexing and cajoling White House visitors with a steadgdmof jokes
and puns, not exactly Andrew Jackson’s natural succ&ssit.of which seems to confirm
Halttunen’s observation that arbiters of middle-class respectability hem 1850s “cast
aside . . . sentimental uncertainly about all forms of theatricality” areptaxt the virtues of
conspicuous display in their own liv&s.It did not trouble them (or their spokesmen in the
press) to celebrate Stratton, as he, like them, had thoroughly incorporated thdiapiag
into his persona.

Concurrent discussions of Lavinia Warren, however, suggested that womendsid teee

don the trappings of theatricality more delicately than men. Itis certaudyhat actresses

%! Sketch of the Life31. Cf.Sketch of the Lifel8.
924 oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
% See David Herbert Donaltincoln (New York: Touchstone, 1995), 259, 639n.

9 Halttunen Confidence Men and Painted Wom&8a7.
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carried more baggage than actors. Actresses had long enjoyed a suspect reputadion, bas
partly in theaters’ unsavory atmosphere (in the early nineteenth centtsghBays, theaters
“offered men a place for both conviviality and contact with prostitutes”), anly paxvider
fears about the behavior of “public wome®.”"While Warren’s virtue was never questioned
in print, her profession forced her to violate some of the tenets of the vaunted Cult of True
Womanhood. Even if she remained pious, pure, and submissive, her stage experience
marked her as decidedly not dome&tidder autobiography, written several decades after
she married Stratton, revealed an active, public life. Before Barnum “disddveer, she
had exhibited herself in a variety show, confessing that she “eagerly crased®, “fortune,”
and “glamour.?” On the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers’ rough-and-ready vaudeville circuits
she had experienced several fights between her troupe and local townspeople anddthd ente
into an affectionate friendship with a giant&%s.

Warren was fortunate, though, to follow in the wake of the singer Jenny Lind, “the
Swedish Nightingale,” whom Barnum had led on a fantastically successkiidem tour

beginning in 18567 Lind, notwithstanding her shrewd business sense and practiced singing

% “Bowery B’hoys and Matinee Ladies, 381; see alg8.3In England around the time of the American
Revolution, Samuel Johnson was asking James Bos¥éuld not a gentleman be disgraced by having his
wife singing publicly for hire?” BoswelBoswell’s Life of Johnsgred. Mowbray Morris (London: Macmillan
and Co., 1899), 310. The association of the pHi@agdalic woman” with prostitution is indicative dfie
elisions that occurred when women appeared onstage.

% These were the “four cardinal virtues” of the Qflffrue Womanhood as defined by Barbara Welter.
“The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” 152.

97 Magri, Autobiography of Mrs. Tom Thum#9, 39.

% Although Warren’s autobiography, not surprisinglgpicted her as remaining aloof from these dust-up
she admitted, “As these missels [sic] were notridisoating, we non-combatants were in as much daage
anybody.” She claimed not to have enjoyed thosapedes, but eventually learned “to regard thesdokes
with less terror and finally treated them philosicphly.” Magri, Autobiography of Mrs. Tom Thun3-44.

9 Other examples included the actress Frances Kemvhte married into the Philadelphia aristocracy in
1834, retaining her honor by retiring from the stag soon as she married, and Queen Victoria, adoording
to Lois Banner, cast aside “her love of fashionabss and entertainment” upon marrying and avoashgd
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style, cultivated an image perfectly in line with a sentimental vision of woriéith some
prodding from Barnum, the press hailed her for displaying (in the words of histoutomdI
Adams) “privacy, artlessness, sensibility, charity, innocence, and pietyures that were
not only “everything that . . . Barnum was not,” but also everything the theaterl@ssts
reputable forms) was ndt° Neal Harris argues that “With her chaste, girlish demeanor,”
Lind unsexed the theatre: “Jenny posed no threat to the security of hearth and home; no men
would drink champagne from her slipper in hidden dens of inigdfityl’ind’s experience
demonstrated the careful path women might walk to succeed in show business without
contravening middle-class sensibilities.
Following the example set by Lind’s hagiographers, accounts of Wawedd&ing buried
her theatrical background beneath a narrative of sentimental gentility. €udators
depicted Warren as a genteel young lady who had risen almost unaccountatdyo. re
Sketch of the Lifslipped easily from a reverie on Warren’s genteel childhood to her first
appearance in New York:
At home, her good mother taught her how to sew, knit, cook, and do all manner of
housework, so that she is really a good housekeeper. ... The reader . .. may fancy a child
using elegant language—appreciating music, poetry, eloquence, painting, arg-statu
travelling unattended (as she has done, from Boston to Buffalo), going througbedtse st
shopping—waltzing in the ball-room—singing sentimental and patriotic songs—writing

letters to friends—keeping a journal, etc. When this little lady stopped at thiel&tlas
Hotel, she was visited by many hundreds ogthe andliterati of New York!%?

stain on her reputation. William Dusinberféaem Dark Days217-220; BanneAmerican Beauty92. Both of
these women, however, mitigated the stain of b&isbionable, public women by their Britishness éwa
stamp of respectability in America) and what Dusimb calls “good breeding.”

190 Adams,E Pluribus Barnum41.

11 Harris,Humbug 139.

192 5ketch of the Life.
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Segues such as this one suggested that Warren'’s upbringing had preparedrherdwmrary

middle- or upper-class lifestyle, arming her with domestic skills ancgecbiarms®® Only

when she wandered into the city did she find herself besieged by admirers, altlapper-

who presumably coalesced around her spontaneously and without encouragement. Barnum’s
1869 account of meeting Warren also propounded the notion that Warren was a show-
business neophyte. He had, he wrote, “heard of an extraordinary dwarf girl, naviad L

Warren, who was residing with her parents in Middleboro’, Massachusetts. . . . | found her

to be a most intelligent and refined young lady, well educated, and an accotyplishe

beautiful and perfectly-developed woman in miniatdfé.’Papering over Warren’s

vaudeville experience, he instead highlighted her genteel refinement and edu8atih

Barnum andSketch of the Lifeeft unanswered the question of whether Warren was a “child”

or a “lady” (or, in Barnum’s words, a “girl” or a “woman®}> In both sources, these two
life-stages slid seamlessly into one another. Placing her at home wgéaraeats, Barnum
encouraged readers to think of her as young and dependent, and also buttressed her domestic
credentials. This depiction of Warren suggested a lingering discomforttivaatticality”

and a continuing attachment to “sentimental” culture as described by Halttureenen

who were young, dependent, and domestic, even those who ventured out to shop or sightsee,

193 Granted, this Warren was no stranger to the wendareling “unattended . . . from Boston to Buffélo
However, Lois W. Banner reminds us that antebelvomen moved about with more freedom than their
descendants (although perhaps on a more limitdd 8t Lavinia Warren): “Chaperonage and other
formalized attempts to monitor the behavior of ypumen and women in the courting years were notreafb
with any degree of success until well after theilGhar. During these earlier years a young womaua walk
throughout much of New York unescorted®merican Beauty79. See also Rothmardands and Hear{207-
208. But see KassoRudeness and Civilifyt 17.

104 Barnum,Struggles and Triumph&83.
195 Harris notes that the press made the same eli$ipmars with Lind that they later did with Warrehind
“was already thirty” at the time of her tour, heites, but was “invariably described by Americanga®ung

girl.” Humbug 121.
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presumably had little intercourse with the world and retained their innocemsrity,”
and transparency?®

But if commentators could sweep Warren’s earlier show-business life undeg thieey
could hardly ignore her career under Barnum. This they addressed gingetipgesieserbal
and chronological wall around her entertainment career, cordoning it off fromeimeity as
a demure, obedient girl. At most, reporters described her appearances on Batagmas
“exhibitions.™®’ More often, they gave them the more genteel (and far less performative)
terms “visits” and “levees,” as if the paying throngs at Barnum’s Museerre in fact
wealthy friends congregating in her part8t.In the same vein, her continual plans to tour
Europe were generally put down to Warren’s “inclination to travel,” ratherlikadesire to
perform for pay"®® In addition to cloaking her career in inoffensive verbiage, all sources
agreed that her wedding would mark the end of her brief theatrical careewedtimg
announcement in the New Yofkmespredicted that she would “immediately” “withdraw
from public life.™*° Meanwhile, Barnum, never short on irony, advised the public to catch
one last glimpse of her before she disappeared behind the veil of domestieitytifaty
incidentally, protected women from the indignity of potentially out-earning thelramas).

“SEE HER NOW OR NEVER,” blared his advertisement, as “Her engagementlbses

1% see HalttunerConfidence Men and Painted WomBa8.

197« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

198 Barnum,Struggles and Triumph&84; Magri,Autobiography of Mrs. Tom Thumb1. While A. H.
Saxon claims that Warren’s “levees’ were not steagive as Tom Thumb'’s,” they were performances
nonetheless, featuring songs and audience pattagri, 11.

199 Sketch of the Lifel2.

10«Tom Thumb’s Courtship,New York Timesl4 January 1863.
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with her nuptial ceremony, after which she retires to private life, TO ENBQ.UXURY
AND EASE the fortune of the little General, her future husbhadfd.”

Descriptions of wedding activities kept up the image of Warren as a submidsgive, re
helpmeet to her more public spouse. A Philadelphia newspaper praised the way she stood
“demurely” at Stratton’s side and described her conversation (in the héstesgal style) as
polite, quiet, and altogether overshadowed by her pregnant facial expre4demgoice is
small, but not unpleasant; the looks which accompany it furnish more language than the
words.”*? Stratton’s address to the crowd below the hotel balcony likewise acknowledged
his own life on the stage while portraying his wife as a private lady awaisngturn.
According to the promotion&ketch of the LifeStratton first thanked the crowd for their
continued support: “After being for more than twenty years before the publitg | lit
expected, at this late day, to attract so much attention. Indeed, if | had noelsetdamily
man,’ | should never have known how high | stood in public favor, and | assure you |
appreciate highly and am truly grateful for this evidence of your esteem and
consideration?® He then apologized on his wife’s behalf for putting an early end to the
evening: “ladies and gentlemen, a little woman in the adjoining apartment iarnseops to
see me, and | must, therefore, make this speech, like myssdirt™ In this telling, Stratton
bade the crowd “good-night,” and left the balcony to general applause. BuSkédiah of

the Lifeleft out was what took place after Stratton’s farewell. According tdithes

HI«BARNUM’'S AMERICAN MUSEUM,” New York Timesl8 January 1863. Behind the scenes (but not
too far behind, aSketch of the Lifeecounted the story in part), Barnum attemptecbtovince the couple to
postpone their wedding “as long as possible” ireotd milk the excitement over their engagementiore
profits. Sketch of the Lifel4; see Barnungtruggles and Triumph§02. Barnum promised to “cancel all
claims | had upon Lavinia’s services” upon theirrizge. Struggles and Triumph$00.

12 gketch of the Lifed5. On appropriate public behavior for husbaamis wives, see KassoRudeness and
Civility, 162.

13 gketch of the Life27.
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Warren “advanced and waved a kiss to the company.” Here was a more fitting calitai
for a professional actress than the more domestic, submissive lot accordgdBhaenum’s
promotional material.

Thus, a new theatricality in gender behavior placed Stratton’s impish, reactoeger
more in the mainstream of American masculinity than it could have been in previous
decades. But that theatricality was not yet sufficiently establishdddnse Lavinia Warren
of disrepute, or to render her public playacting entirely unthreatening to phivaes.**

Her handlers and chroniclers therefore carefully shunted her stage ezpeni® the distant
past, molding a public actress into a domestic, submissive-wife.

The changing status of theatricality in the nineteenth century might sexaty anside
note, were it not so illustrative of changes in weddings themselves. Amenaatge of
fascination and discomfort about theatrical display directly informed tineudtaneous
attraction to and uneasiness over the conspicuous display of the modern wedding ritual. The
author ofSketch of the Lifedevoting hundreds of words to Warren’s costume but still jibing
at her “inevitable” white gloves, expressed the ambivalence many Aansrielt about a
ritual which had once been private (or even relatively inconsequential) but which now
offered unprecedented opportunities and pressures for the public exhibition of private

relations'*® The codification of this sort of theatricality, not to mention its marketing

114 John F. Kasson argues that “only gradually” diddie-class women “widen . . . the narrow compa$s” o
their public exposureRudeness and Civilifyl 12.

115 As she aged, Warren acknowledged that this maldhdi fit her very well: “I belong to the publicshe
said. “The appearing before audiences has beconideml’'ve hardly known any other.” Quoted in Bdan,
Freak Show161.

16 3ohn Kasson argues that, as he or she “respoadbd trisis of social representation and the bitity
of identity in the public realm,” “In public the dividual uneasily pretended to be in privat®udeness and
Civility, 117. And Sven Beckert notes that after the &ar, “social events of [elite New Yorkers] became
more elaborate and more public than ever befofén& Monied Metropolisl54.
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(wedding planners first appeared in eastern cities nine yeaer giarti854) clearly intrigued

Americans'’ But it did not necessarily comfort them.

Tom Thumb’s Wedding and the Spectacle of Consumption

That weddings inspired both excitement and ambivalence stemmed from the class
masquerade that newly standardized rituals offered their participantee atgued that
weddings throughout the antebellum period helped define their participantsaiésss But
a wedding such as Tom Thumb’s—and the weddings that were becoming the national
standard—featured a more explicit and more extravagant code of class b#tavihiose
earlier rituals. Participants in such events paraded the values of bourgeamsgms with
a zeal that would have stunned antebellum Americans. But a general expansion of middle
class values throughout the nineteenth century, in tandem with increasingipkevddluxe
goods (and faux-deluxe goods, such as off-rack clothing sold by the new department stores
like Stewart’s) that brought “an upper-class style to the people,” renderechgeddes in
which couples could act above their normal class station, a prospect that both enticed a
alarmed commentatof$® It also offered an opening for people for whom displays of
aristocratic largesse were crucial components of their self-patieent

Tom Thumb’s wedding offered an unmatched example of how to use conspicuous
consumption to stamp oneself with gentility. The thousands of words written about the

wedding exhaustively catalogued the elements of a wedding that would qualify its

7 Rondout, inThe Bliss of Marriageprovides the first evidence | have found thart@a individuals”
would “get up such ceremonies for ‘a considerati¢h64-65).

18 On the expansion of upper-class style, see BaAmegrican Beautychapter 2 (quot. p. 35Bketch of
the Lifelisted at least ten separate luxury retailers@othiers from whom guests purchased gifts for the
couple.
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participants as upper- (or even middle-) class. Lavish descriptions of the psindiping,
the reception, the gifts, the playing of the “Wedding March,” the outrageous edikaf—
these codified elements of the wedding whose forms had only recently beendizaaldar
The cake, for instance, was presented as merely the best of its kind, “the hohpaical
cake”; yet that form of cake had circulated only since the wedding of Queeni&/gtor
daughter in 1858'° At her own wedding eighteen years earlier, in fact, the Queen herself
had had merely “a great beast of a plum-cake,” nothing like the tall, whiteataty
decorated confection that the Strattons (and millions of successors) efffoyet

mountains of gifts, too, were recent developments, as even elite couplesaeeelgd gifts
from outside the family before 1830 or so, and only at this moment did couples begin
displaying their gifts at weddings themselv&s Such displays of material largesse appealed
to Americans who fancied themselves aristocrats. Yet reporters preskntst everything

in Tom Thumb’s wedding as models of presumably long and hallowed traditions. No
commentator, not even tlarper’'s editor who disparaged the couple as a sideshow
exhibition, suggested that the Strattons’ performance of these traditions (ascofuptieeir
fitness to take part in such a ceremony, or their audience’s desire toreesotse) was
inadequate. Indeed, the wedding’s material elements, as well as the coupeisheall

lived up to Barnum’s promise to “give the couple a genteel and graceful wedtfing.”

119 5ketch of the Life20.

120 CharsleyWedding Cakes and Cultural Histgi§2-85, quot. pp. 83-84. An etiquette book prite
1851 defined “the bride’s loaf” as “a large ondlw# richest of fruit cake”—a far cry from the higllecorated
confection featured here. Abéllfoman in her Various Relation210.

121 See Rothmartiands and Hearts76, 167-68.

122 Barnum,Struggles and Triumph$§03.
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But Stratton and Warren stretched the contradictions of bourgeois consumption nearly to
their breaking point, forcing their audience to confront—in limited ways, at lebstextent
to which one could “pass” as upper-class. They repeatedly confounded viewers’
expectations. We recall Lori Merish’s insight that the wedding’s cute, ikeildbdies
rendered middle-class “social and property relations” appealing to arfgiskeptical
public. Yet the disjuncture between the Strattons’ physical selves and ththeylested
out left some in the audience uncomfortable. “Sacred as was the place, and as sheuld be t
occasion,” admitted the New Yofbserver “it was difficult to repress a smile when the
Rev. Mr. Willey, of Bridgeport, said, in the ceremony—'You take tagnan’ and ‘You
take thisman’ &c.”*** Similarly, the reporter for th€&imesobserved, “As the little party
toddled up the aisle, a sense of the ludicrous seemed to hit many a bump of fun and [an]
irrepressible and unpleasantly audible giggle ran through the chidfch.”

Tom Thumb’s presentation certainly exposed cracks in the fagade of classaeckr
Neither Stratton nor Warren possessed a spotless class pedigree, an opdraseenelered
the extravagance of their wedding slightly farcical. Theesdescribed Stratton’s parents as
“poor but honest,” a background that might have sounded honorable had Barnum’s
promotional material not crowed so loudly about the wedding’s appeal to “the youth,, beauty
wealth, and worth” of New York?® Barnum made much of how he had tutored young
Charlie Stratton to enable him to commune with royalty, but if this fact provetuh@le

Americans could compete on the world stage, he undermined it by savagingnStratt

123 Sketch of the Life27.
124« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

1254 oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 18638ketch of the Lifel5.
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parents as uncultivated rub&8. With Lavinia Warren (whom he introduced to the world
almost twenty years after Tom Thumb), Barnum abandoned the narrative of upwaitymobil
he had given Stratton. Rather, Warren was (he said) the scion of one of Anigsta’s
families. “THE name of WARREN has been rendered illustrious, in England andcasher
wrote the author abketch of the Life“The WARRENS of America occupy conspicuous
positions in our country's history, and among them we mention JAMES WARREN, JOHN
WARREN, and General JOSEPH WARREN" Quite true, and in her autobiography,
Warren proudly (if gratuitously) traced her ancestry back to William they@erer®® But
theTimesincongruously referred to her as both “QUEEN LAVINIA WARREN” and “MISS
LAVINIA WARREN BUMP,” and A. H. Saxon notes that she “began her life under the
more plebeian name Mercy Lavinia Warren Burtf3.™Her sister’s (possibly punning) name
“Minnie,” too, was a Barnum creation, replacing the far less blue-blooded Huldak Pie
Bump. The Stratton-Bump marriage united two New England country clans. But the
Thumb-Warremmarriage joined a fabulously wealthy striver to an illustrious family name
precisely the effect of many marriages among ttaut tonof Gotham,” as well as among

the inter-regional elite of the North and South. Although many in the audiendy kleaw

that the wedding was of the former class, not the latter, the largest objaelyaaised to

this class-bending masquerade came in the form of mild, tolerant laughtesstsugthat

they were willing to tolerate a breech of class lines, if only because dinthveutive nature

of the invaders.

126 saxonP. T. Barnum141-42.
127 Sketch of the Life7, 8 or 9
128 Magri, Autobiography of Mrs. Tom Thum®3-34.

1294 oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863; Magmutobiography of Mrs. Tom Thum®.
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The crowd may have been laughing as well at the ways in which the wedding violated
upper-class standards of respectability by flirting with the conventionagdtft.
Barnum’s promise to give Stratton and Warren “a genteel and gracefdingédid not stop
him from playing up the pleasing peculiarities of its stdtsThe presence of Commodore
Nutt and Minnie Warren, in particular, betrayed Barnum’s calculations. Nutt eattbSt
were not friends; indeed, they carried on a famous rivalry that Strattontstupusf Warren,
whom Nutt also coveted, only exacerbated. But the prospect of Stratton having arbest m
even smaller than himself was immensely appealing. Barnum suggested to t\hgt tha
should act as Stratton’s best man; within a few weeks, Stratton took the hint and asked Nutt
himself*** Minnie Warren, too, seems to have stood up for her sister at least in part because
they shared the same body type. Lavinia Warren had other sisters, but theptwkvarfs;
it is hardly surprising, then, that Minnie took the most prominent place. Contributing to the
sense that the couple violated upper-class decorum by attempting to profit from thei
wedding was the persistent rumor (which the showman denied) that Barnum hacketdd ti
to the event®
However, the couple’s tiny bodies would have been the primary reason for the audience’s

unease. Stratton’s body in particular undermined his pretensions as an uppeaolass

spite of an early-century vogue for “pale and thin” men in the Byronic mode, tbtremd)

130 Barnum,Struggles and Triumph$§03.

131 Barnum,Struggles and Triumph$01. Nutt originally refused Barnum'’s suggestiona fit of pique,
Barnum supposed, over losing Warren to his rivelhen Nutt later acceded to Stratton’s overtures, he
chastised the showman for interfering in his emeésy personal affairs: “It was not your businesagk me,”
he told Barnum. “When the proper person invitedl raecepted.”

132 Barnum,Struggles and Triumph§03. The couple also refused Barnum’s offerpmstpone the wedding
for a month, and continue their exhibitions attheseum,” which, because of public excitement abloert
wedding, were pulling in significant crowds (60Z)he sense of exploitation surrounding the weddipgears
to explain why the wedding was moved from TrinitygPel to Grace Church, and why evenTimesnoted
that the couple’s original choice of an officiankeatually demurred. “Loving LilliputiansNew York Times
11 February 1863.
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physical prowess were deeply rooted ideals of American manhood, enduring tHfough a
changes in fashioft> In the 1850s and 1860s, upper-class men, enamored with battlefield
prowess as well as business acumen, embraced the body types of muscalgrhmailites
and businessmen—the latter of which Lois Banner describes as “maturely™pod
“bearded.*®* Stratton, with his clean-shaven face, his impotent body, and his condescending
exemption from military service, fell short of both ideals, and his weddingiaisg
validation of such an improbable claim to bourgeois manhood was surely part of wtlat stru
his audience as “ludicrous.” No amount of material splendor could transform such a
childlike figure into an upper-class patriarch, and the fact that his extrawagdding let
him pretend to that status made it uncomfortably clear that only the abilitytteeguart and
own a few choice possessions separated the upper class from their underlings.

Warren’s body, on the other hand, exaggerated the upper-class feminine idealastil it
almost meaningless. Banner’s inventory of “aristocratic” traits atovian women
emphasizes smallness at every turn: “Small hands and feet had long beenredasidark
of nobility. Slim waists were the luxury of a social class that did not have toriaeheavy
starch diet. Small noses and mouths, too, were seen as signs of superior gentdityaas
pale complexion*** Lavinia Warren had all these in spades (although she was described as

being “decidedly of the plump style of beauty®}. TheHerald deemed her “a little lady of

133 Banner American Beauty226; on the persistent vogue for “power and foneeéAmerican men see 228.

134 Banner American Beauty231-32. Abraham Lincoln overcame his reputagiera punning lawyer partly
by appealing to America’s love for physical sizel atrength. His 1860 presidential campaign hidttéd his
capacity for manual labor, playing up his brief esipnce as a rail-splitter and praising his heigbhe
campaign song, describing him as “sun-crowned alhd went so far as to describe his arms as “Hiexa”
William H. Burleigh, ed..The Republican Campaign Songster for 1888w York: H. Dayton, 1860), 10-11.

135 Banner American Beauty53.

136 gketch of the Life31.
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very fair proportions,” and a Philadelphia paper gloried in “Her tiny, snowflake hands
arrayed in white kids®®” Her smallness rendered her beautiful, and her body’s unfitness for
manual labor encouraged observers to accord her an aristocratic bearireysegmeed no
limit to how small a woman could be and still fit the ideal, as reporters’ texdtoh
Lavinia’s sister Minnie (who stood almost a head shorter than Lavinia) showSirniée
described her in childlike terms but complimented her nonetheless, callingpéeledrest
little duck of a creature on the face of the globe. She is sweet sixteen and sHaoe e
pretty, her form good, her manners pleasitiy. TheHerald went a step further, declaring
Minnie Warren “to our heretical taste, the prettier of the td.Such effusive praise for
such tiny women certainly points to the Victorian obsession with children aresfar
reporter claimed to hear reception guests exclaiming (among othen tHtbgsar little
creatures!” and “It's like a fairy scenéf?

Yet something was out of joint. The reporter for@servey musing on the profusion
of beautiful women filling the aisles of Grace Church, found examples of evey\tiat
“can make the sex beautiful, and lead every body else into temptation. But,” he ayntinue
“beautiful as they were, they were not dwarfs. How many wished they wirna!many
regretted their ‘superb abundancét® Lodged in the writer’s joke about an entire audience
of women yearning for “freak” status were deeper misgivings about thiegehinstability

of upper-class status in modernizing America, and particularly women'’s potentonfuse

137 Sketch of the Life29, 31.
138« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
139 Sketch of the Life31.
140« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.
141 Sketch of the Life29.
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class relations by entering the public sphere. The reporter took the phrase “supe
abundance” from Robert Browning's 1855 poem “A Toccata of Galuppi’s,” which
nostalgically described a woman’s bosom as a source of comfort: “Wag suldda lady,
cheeks so round and lips so red,— / On her neck the small face buoyant, like a belbflowe
its bed, / O'er the breast's superb abundance where a man might base his headiefhes
captured much of the appeal of the doctrine of separate spheres: from within heticjome
maternal sanctum, the ideal woman used her charms (and her abundant body) to ndmfort a
revivify a man exhausted by the strains of the outside world. But the “superb abuntance” t
reporter observed at Tom Thumb’s wedding did not comfort him. Rather, it tempted him,
verging on the profane: “Babylon was a rag-fair to it,” was his exotic aseagsmore
scandalously, he judged that “Never before was the scarlet lady seen to sutagedVa
Descriptions of this sort appeared often enough in stories of Broadway or theyBlowe

these women were not street walkers; they were the respectable cidam 6brk

society—in church, no less! They had abandoned pretensions to privacy and turned their
“superb abundance” to public use.

Observers’ half-joking idealizations of tiny Lavinia and Minnie Warren maksesin this
context. John F. Kasson has argued that “both ladies and gentlemen avoided elabosate show
of finery on the street, favoring wardrobes that were cloaks of genteel angfiythitn a
newly theatrical age, however, and particularly when the private symbolisraraage
allowed women the license to dress extravagantly in a public space, womessediass

position by displaying themselvé®. But with fine fashions becoming increasingly available

142 KassonRudeness and Civilifyl 18.

143 Sven Beckert notes that “by the 1850s, New Yoni&scantile elite slowly began to replace their
relatively simple dress, décor, and food with movert displays of riches,” as a result of increasedlth and a
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to a wide sector of the population, and as women of all classes paraded those fashions i
public, Americans struggled sometimes to differentiate tia@it'tori from “scarlet

ladies.™** Men could no longer trust their women to out-dress their economic underlings as
their forebears had done. Instead, women appeared potentially threatenergjdelass

status. Little wonder that women whose very bodies identified them as unthrgatedin
subordinate held a certain app¥3l.In an “idealized miniaturization,” Susan Stewart argues,
“what is . . . lost . . . is sexuality and hence the danger of pdiferi praising tiny Lavinia
Warren as well-bred and retiring, reporters resolved fears about wopaoteidial power to
destabilize men'’s class status.

Discussions of her similarly miniscule groom, however, took a surprising turtainGer
some of their rhetoric “miniaturized” him, condescending to him even as it praisediniein
indeed, Stratton is the veritable “type” for Bogdan’s theory of the “aggraddfreak, in
which a subject’s “Social position, achievements, talents, family, and physiokrg
fabricated, elevated, or exaggerated and then flauftédsiven that, Stratton’s body, and

the laughter it inspired, could have “normalized” his audience against his ideatifiabl

“desire to delineate the boundaries of their ward appropriate some of the strategies of socstihdition of
the elites who had come before them, most partigutd the European aristocracyThe Monied Metropolis
42.

144 C. Dallett Hemphill notes that Revolutionary etitpe books advised that respectable women “onlgelan
in private companies,” limiting their exposure tmtlesirable men.” The respectable women of 18630l
shrink so delicately from public displays of thetwss. HemphillBowing to Necessitie409, 145.

145 For a consideration of how one strain of publiowem—women’s rights activists—spurred men to fear
that women were abandoning their proper socialablerecisely this moment, see Lysts@arching the Heart
147- 154.

146 Stewart,On Longing 124.

147 Robert Bogdan, “The Social Construction of FreaiksFreakery: Cultural Spectacles of the
Extraoridinary Body ed. Thomson (New York: New York University Pres896), 23-37 (quot. p. 29).
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“otherness.**® Yet the crowd’s laughter was short-lived. The giggles that spread “through
the church” as the audience glimpsed the couple died down “After a momemitsioet]’

and thereafter “the most absolute silence was maintaffi2d®eporters’ discussions of Tom
Thumb operated analogously to the crowd’s response: even while partaking ofitiad spir
fun that pervaded most Barnum happenings, they generally minimized hisHrasjests.
Rarely settling for marking Stratton as the “other,” they instead atblaike in an

independent, upper-class manliness to which he bore little-to-no obvious resemblaisce. T
was, not coincidentally, virtually the same image of manhood to which Victorian-me

the North and the South, and even in the Mormon hinterlands—appealed with increasing
desperation in the late nineteenth century. Insecure about the value of phyecghsind

no longer able to trust their women to assert class authority, men placed heidgatenad
upper-class and manly symbols.

A primary way by which Stratton laid claim to independent, upper-class manhobg was
invoking his stash of titles and honors bespeaking supposed martial prowess. Most
explicitly, he went by the name “General” Tom Thumb. The honorific was a joke, aegour
playing on the contrast between the weightiness of the office and theamwho

supposedly held {£° But, as Stratton told Abraham Lincoln, when Queen Victoria calls you

148 According to Rosemarie Garland Thomson, “the ingtinalized social process of enfreakment united
and validated the disparate throng positioned esefis.” Thomson, “Introduction: From Wonder todfr—A
Genealogy of Freak Discourse in Modernity, Hreakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordin&@ydy, ed.
Thomson (New York: New York University Press, 199619 (quot. p. 10).

149« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

130 stratton’s imitation of Napoleon underscored theic nature of his military title. Lori Merish args
that such titles “ridiculed the pretensions of tlosv” to the status and privileges of the “high;am not sure
the point is so cut-and-dried, and | suspect thaittdn’s pretensions to nobility and military press subjected
the “high” to gentle ridicule as well. “CutenesglagCommodity Aesthetics,” 190-91. Raymund Fitzsions
notes that London audiences sensed that Strattefimacking” them in his performanceBarnum in London
118.
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General, even in jest, “English soldiers always present arms when [-pastis’ wedding
further obscured the question of whether his rank was comic or serious, as hismoast fa
“assistant” on the occasion was none other than Union General Ambrose L. Burnside,
generously lending him martial credibility? (The fact that Burnside was best known for his
innovative facial hair—his famous sideburns—underscored the era’s fondness for
theatricality and begged the question of whether the clothes might actually makanthe
But if Stratton’s military title was a joke, his membership in the detehiraasculine
Masons (a group that inspired both middle-class Northerners and Joseph Smitl) hiasself
not. Barnum’s pamphlet noted, “He has already taken three degrees, and expresses
determination to ascend the mystic ladder until he has reached the top fSuSttatton
also acquired proto-Rooseveltian totems of manhood on a western hunting trip, shooting
“several deer®*

Despite some clear limitations, the Little General’s chroniclsoss@ntributed to an
impression of independent manhood by highlighting his sexfif&tratton was a famous

flirt: as mentioned before, his wedding kiss was reputed to be “the last of tieady

151 Magri, Autobiography of Mrs. Tom Thum®2.
152 Sketch of the Lifel5-16.

153 Sketch of the Life7. The pamphlet cited the BridgepStandardfor this quotation. On the Masonic
appeal to insecure men, see CarSegret Ritual and Manhood in Victorian Ameridais notable that the
some of the Mormon ritualized celebration of patfieal manhood stemmed from Masonic traditions dk we

154 Sketch of the Life7. Daniel J. Herman notes that “sport huntingrapidly gained popularity after
1830.” “The Other Daniel Boone,” 456.

15 Sex is a controversial question among scholafieakery. Scholars of freaks generally have ntted
perverse kind of sexual curiosity” among their alases; Tom Thumb’s wedding, however, has been nottd
for voyeurism but for “eras[ing]” the dangerous esfs of child sexuality through its promotion ofiteness.”
Elizabeth Grosz, “Intolerable Ambiguity: Freakssaghe Limit,” inFreakery: Cultural Spectacles of the
Extraoridinary Body ed. Thomson (New York: New York University Pres896), 55-66 (quot. 64); Stewart,
On Longing 124; see also Merish, “Cuteness and Commaodityhidiss,” 188.
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millions pressed in public upon the lips of his lady admiré?$.TheTimes too, described
Stratton putting the moves on his new wife: “in the presence of the entire audienceté|
he “bestowed upon her the ‘killing glance’ with which he has, in days gone by, capgweate
many millions of equally susceptible damséf¥."Here, as some theorists have suggested,
Stratton rendered public sexuality “safe”: in both cases, reporters winkiagtyibed him
making love in public, a potentially transgressive act which might have bésailadies’
reputations if they had been cuddling something other than Stratton’s childliké*Boaligo
“safe” was his rivalry with fellow Commodore Nutt, mentioned in nearly eaecpunt of
the wedding: since he was fighting a dwarf for the hand of another dwarf, readlers c
interpret their manly contest as child’s play. But Stratton’s speech to thd tirat\gathered
below his hotel balcony addressed sexuality in a less “cute” manner, dedatifig little
woman in the adjoining apartment is very anxious to see me, and | must, thereforthisnake
speech, like myself-short”** Here Stratton positioned himself as a sexual mover anxious
to get inside to see his patient, passive wife. Far from being reactive, hedmathes manly
credentials with an aggressive, independent sexuality.

A continual emphasis on Stratton’s financial largesse and security furthertedgpsr
claim to upper-class independence. The whole wedding—the exclusive locations, the

clothing of the principals, the jewels Stratton gave his bride, the outrageous cakeredec

156 sketch of the Lifel8.
157« oving Lilliputians,” New York Timesl1 February 1863.

138 Raymund Fitzsimmons resorts to classical allusinris attempt to explain Tom Thumb’s relationship
with his female public: “One of the most curiousnifiestations of the exhibition [in London] was thkraction
Tom Thumb had for women They grew soft and tersrrted over him They looked upon him sometimes as
a man and sometimes as a child. They wanted $oakid caress him. These were strange sensations fo
Victorian ladies, but ones they shared with thaskes of ancient Rome who liked to have dwarfs inmn
about their apartments, naked and bedecked witblggivBarnum in London129.

159 gketch of the Life27.
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what one commentator calleddrte blancheas to style and cost,” trumpeting Stratton’s
upper-class status at every tdff.Other aspects of the wedding repeatedly cast Stratton as a
powerful economic force. Barnum claimed that Stratton popped the question to Warren
almost immediately after showing her an insurance policy he had forced atdeiada out

on his property and describing his prudent habits of inveStinylaybe not the most

romantic gesture, but this depiction of Stratton downplayed his variable, unreligige sta
background and instead situated his fortune in solidly old-fashioned land-ownership. Here,
too, was a sop to those who wished that economic and social fortunes would emanate from
aristocratic sources rather than entrepreneurial succ®sstch of the Lifaoted, he “has an
ample fortune, and the financiering skill and experience to take caré®6f&milarly,

reporters highlighted the fact that guests included New York’s arisigdigure members of

the vaunted “four hundred:” Astors, Belmonts, Vanderbilts, and Lennoxes—not his fellow
entertainers. Even Stratton’s body, small as it was, was described ag fsting with the

fuller figures who gained prominence as Americans came to idolize busire$s And

although photographs of the wedding showed him as clean-stg&ketoh of the Lifquoted

a newspaper article from a few months earlier that depicted himifigvhils elegant little
moustache, of which he seems quite proud,” facial hair being appropriate to tiesbwsid
military ideals gaining social currency during the 1880sStratton’s prosperity, these

reports implied, consisted of stronger stuff than that of a mere actor depending on the

180 sketch of the Life25. Barnum’s pamphlet applied this phrase ta#eeption dress Barnum purchased
for Warren.

181p T, BarnumStruggles and Triumph§92-595. It seems highly likely that this stevgs spurious.
192 Sketch of the Lifel4.
183 Sketch of the Lifed1. See BanneAmerican Beautyl12, 232.

164 Sketch of the Life8. See BanneAmerican Beauty232.
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transitory applause of the masses. Instead, his financial portfolio (anévhatedlcompany

he kept) would safeguard his social and economic power regardless of changk®m-+a

or in economic climate. The police presence at the wedding—not merelyrdjrzaffic but
actually lining the aisles of Grace Church itself—suggests anothentwfrconspicuous
membership in the upper cla$s. From whom did the couple or their guests need guarding if
not the lower, plebian classes from whom Stratton had risen in the first place?

One final document buttressed Stratton’s veneer of independence with a agkitair |
subtlety. Barnum sold a numberaairtes de visitet celebrate and exploit the wedding,
depicting the Strattons in various poses of nuptial happiness. One of these showed ¢he coupl
at home in a comfortable parlor, an image of married bliss perfectly compaitibldnev
bourgeois cult of domesticity (in which men ventured out into the world alone to provide for
submissive, domestic wives). It is surely no coincidence that it featureftieanA
American servant standing behind the couple. The upper-class manhood proposed by
chroniclers of Tom Thumb’s wedding was unabashedly performative, as Strattomensd ot
took it upon themselves to act out wealthy masculinity in ways that no one could miss, or
mistake for the behavior of lesser men. In the North as well as the South, thisdnclude
perpetuating longstanding race, class and gender hierarchies, and puttingrivase
authority over blacks (or women) to public use.

Though he was unusual in a multitude of ways, Charles Stratton’s inability te secur
manhood via steely resolve or old-fashioned valor gave him many peers in an age of
industrialization, mechanization, and civil war. The fact that commentatosegiam as

“normal” suggests that at least some Americans were seeking anothesrgatvhich would

185 Sketch of the Life29. Observing the police, a reporter deemed &@wirch “the matrimonial Warsaw,”
referring to the civil unrest and violent trooppesse that took place in Warsaw in 1861.
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secure them a measure of fulfillment as their traditional autonomy shranlStrBtion
exemplified also the limits of alternate paths for men bound up in time-honored ngygisolo
and hierarchies. If Tom Thumb’s wedding portended the diminishing efficacyksialaan
independence, it also suggested how sorely men throughout the nation missed that
independence. To compensate, they created a repertoire of identifiers thatetvthedl

claim power in spite of their limitatiot§® Stratton offered a veritable cheat-sheet of
affectations with which men might cover up modern impotences: have moneypgrsely

titles, join the Masons, have sex, kiss promiscuously, hunt, be physically imposiang, affe
nobility, own land, fraternize with the rich, consume conspicuously, have a submissive,
domestic wife, have black servants. Many of these activities hearkerletblihe

Jacksonian era, but they also anticipated (especially in their often unsstieues stridency)

the vociferous revivals of manhood championed by Theodore Roosevelt and others. Whether
looking forward or back, all of them kept power in the hands of white, wealthy men.
Victorian innovations—powerful, world-beating machinery, women grasping atcpubli

power, the egalitarian promise and threat of an entrepreneurial economy andiocoatea
marriage—may have diminished white men’s sense of independence, but it did not prepare

them to yield power to their social or economic inferiors.

Being a Barnum production, the wedding featured a torrent of jokes big and small. But no
joke was bigger than this one: Tom Thumb’s wedding, an exclusive, elite affair, was
becoming accessible to the masses, not just as spectators, as they were gnithisada

participants. Across the nation, brides, grooms, families, and guests all plalyed wi

166 C. Dallett Hemphill notes that “The American enting of democracy simply muddied the cultural
waters in such a way as to make the clarifying pafelaborate social ritual all the more neces$aBowing
to Necessitiesl31.
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assumptions about gender and class in the weddings they attended. Charlie Strayton, a ti
effeminate man-child, was transformed in his wedding into a paragon of mature, even
militaristic manhood; further, a low-born vaudeville comic adopted the mantle oty ge
landowner. This performance of the transformative possibilitipeddrmancdarumpeted
how cheap (and accessible) traditional identifiers of elite status had bémomedern
American whites. Manhood and aristocracy (if not necessarily the poweratsdatith
them) could be had for the price of fame and a few choice posse¥<igks Stratton had
mocked earlier representations of Jacksonian gusto in his impressions of Yankee badodle a
Napoleon, now he subtly, even unconsciously, mocked people who used material largesse to
claim prerogatives over their fellow men. But the use of police to enforceyobddrdvior at
his wedding suggests the growing role of the state in protecting classabiesnd

That this magnificently elaborate wedding starred a man so demonstrabigruhe
traditional trappings of elite status tells us much about the progress of wedhdomgght
nineteenth-century America. As the century dawned, weddings helped wealéncans
display their beneficence, material splendor, and pure lines of generaticnatksion: a
tradition which the southern elite continued to employ throughout the antebellum era. The
weddings of the poor and middle class, on the other hand, were modest at best: in 1829,
Barnum’s own wedding was a humble, unremarkable dffaif.he antebellum era brought
significant changes, making the white wedding more accessible to—aneheaticl of—the

middle class. It was the dominance of middle-class economic and socialthalues

17 Richard L. Bushman notes that Adam Smith madeniasi point in hiswealth of Nations The
Refinement of Americd409-10. For a similar consideration of a later, see Kassomjoudini, Tarzan, and the
Perfect Man: The White Male Body and the Challesfgilodernity in AmericgNew York: Hill and Wang,
2001), 223.

188 Barnum,Struggles and Triumph§1. For a brief summation of weddings circa 1,8@@ Rotundo,
American Manhood129.
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Americans outside the entrepreneurial northeast chafed against from 1830 to 1865y and the
consequently came to celebrate themselves via rituals proclaiming thencdisrom
companionate and bourgeois identity and asserting their continued allegianceatohzat
aristocratic forms.

But Tom Thumb’s wedding heralded (although it did not inaugurate) the modern era of
American nuptials, advertising a future in which bourgeois, companionate mawiagsted
peacefully with pretensions to aristocratic largesse. Increasasglye Civil War
approached, and almost universally afterwards, everyone had a wedding. siyrsfiaant,
everyone was beginning to have fanewedding. Although demographic changes,
particularly the arrival of diverse immigrant groups, ensured a steady wifhew styles
and traditions, the form and aesthetic pioneered by the antebellum elite now became
accessible—not to mention desirable—to the majdfityit is not coincidental that the
archetypal wedding outfit—the bride’s dress, the groom’s tuxedo—remaires tdake
fashions of Victorian America than any other aspect of modern attires iatnthis moment
that Americans abandoned regional and esoteric habits of marrying and adopigel a s
model’”® A huge expansion of literature promoting and explaining the material lifestyle
the rich—including etiquette books, magazines, and society pages, not to mentidarirreg
publications such as the pamphlets about Tom Thumb’s wedding—Ied large numbers of
Americans to idealize the elite wedding, and enabled patriarchal holdouts hesselives

in the wedding’s aesthetics and values. And the gradual dissemination of mercfrandise

169 5ee Rothmarkands and Hearts170-72.

10 This transition involved not-insignificant ironigserhaps none so great as the fact that Americans
adopted a standard form of expressing their lownes, as Karen Lystra notes, they directed tloeirtship
experiences toward “building unique, emotional lohdtween lovers that emphasized their individyatliteir
distinctiveness, and their separateneszarching the Hears.
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stores like Stewart’s (or, later, catalogues by Sears-Roebuckpedlijp@or and middling
Americans to incorporate that ideal—or at least the off-rack version oftit-their own
rituals.

The economy that emerged in the late nineteenth century opened up capital and luxury
goods to an ever-expanding circle, enabling people to dress and act as ifrineyeaithy—
if only for a day. It also led to the growth of major urban industrial centers wieere t
wealthy could congregate, merging their regional behaviors into a natesthéac
standards. If the majority couldn’t afford the material largesse aféhenomic superiors,
they at least began to desiré’it. Yet as America’s Gilded-Age citizens bowed to the
aesthetic choices of the elite, they sacrificed some of that fiergeendence of thought and
action that they had once applied to their most personal rituals. C. Dallett Hesngggists
that the new “codification” of bourgeois rituals in the antebellum period maydresean in
response to the disintegration of older communities, so that newly-adrift citiightsbe
able to “agree on rules™ In the wake of the Civil War, Americans who had previously
resisted certain bourgeois encroachments would take comfort in the sociatsatsfof a
well-performed wedding.

The dominance—and the expanded appeal—of the white wedding in the latter years of the
nineteenth century can be seen in a number of literary works about people who previously
either had been denied or had rejected the white wedding and its attendant values. For
African Americans, the well-performed wedding came to symbolize lggtimacy not only
as people free to marry of their own accord but as upwardly-mobile citizensa Exnm

Kelley-Hawkins’ 1898 novefFour Girls at Cottage Citgoncludes with a wedding at which

"1 See HemphillBowing to Necessitied47.

172 Hemphill, Bowing to Necessitie447.
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its characters easily fill the shoes of white brides and grooms. The weakksgalace in a
well-appointed home of “pretty rooms,” featuring that classic middle-ealdgact, a piano,

and decorated by “an arch of smilax and white flow&t$.The couple is depicted in terms
that emphasize their upper-class, even aristocratic, pedigree: the grdbrsigtder, but
strong,” with a face “fair and beautiful as a picture,” resembles “agypunce, in his

evening suit, with the one white rose bud in the button hole,” while his bride sports “a lovely
white silk dress, covered, but not hidden, by a beautiful bridal veil,” and “a wreath geeran
blossoms resting on the heavy, dark braid$.They marry, according to bourgeois dictates,
for love, staring at each other with “eyes . . . full of a deep, abiding fdvérhe fact that

each of the “four girls” has blue eyes and extremely light skin conspiete nuptial proof of
African Americans’ capacity to measure up to white standards, even ataithe ‘of the free
black experience. In a similar way, Pauline Hopk@shtending Force§1900) cleanses its
wedding of the malign influence of white patriarchal mastery, regabia slaveowner’s

force and condescension with the sanction of a wealthy black patron. In theeabiSeec
father, the bride’s former employer Monsieur Louis, a well-to-do blaak, rfinsisted that he
should furnish the wedding dress and breakfast, and be allowed to give the bridé’away.”
Here is an image of economic power that served not to denigrate blacks, but therpliért
their own terms. African Americans saw the white wedding as a cledosypitheir

upward mobility.

13 Emma D. Kelley-HawkinsFour Girls at Cottage CityNew York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 374.
174 Kelley-Hawkins,Four Girls at Cottage City374-75.
175 Kelley-Hawkins,Four Girls at Cottage City376.

178 pauline E. HopkingContending Forces: A Romance lllustrative of Nelgife North and SoutkBoston:
Colored Co-Opereative Pub. Co., 1900), 398.
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Southerners, too, submitted to the dictates of entrepreneurial egalitarindism a
companionate marriage, no matter how hard they tried to resist. Grap&ibhig1939
novel The Weddingvould seem on the surface to suggest that the southern elite still saw the
wedding as a symbol of their culture’s enduring separateness from the Nenthe
Middleton, the book’s protagonist, plans to have the bridesmaids at her 1909 wedding carry
Confederate flags instead of flowers: “the whole wedding was to be southleBuit if
nostalgia for the Lost Cause gave southerners a feeling of distinctivenegskih’s book
subtly suggests that this devotion is curdling over what remains of southern sociatyis vit
Instead of having young men attend the couple, Middleton arranges for silkext-hai
“Confederate officers in their uniforms” to act as groomsm2rat a pre-wedding party, the
southern youth are further bypassed in favor of nostalgic idolatry of old mea:difls, rosy
young and smiling paid little attention to the younger men, but gathered about the

79 What is more, Middleton’s father is no aristocratical patriarch. Nelitheor

Veterans.
the Bishop (who himself had served as “a Captain in the Confederate armyhuster the
strength to force their northern minister to allow Confederate flragsichurch: ultimately
the wedding proceeds without the stars and bars. He cannot even afford the wedding.
Having long since lost his land, he has been forced to take a middle-class profession. H

“small salaried position” paying “a hundred and fifty dollars a month” cannan begover

the party or the trousseau, which send his family deep into debt, making the wedding a

17" Grace LumpkinThe WeddingNew York: Lee Furman, Inc., 1939). Thanks toqimdyn Hall for
making me aware of this book.

178 |_Lumpkin, The Wedding36.

19 Lumpkin, The Wedding124.
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agent of the family’s further degradatitil. Ultimately, the very fact that Middleton has to
demarcate her wedding as explicitly “Confederate” (and the speed with e idea

becomes controversial) makes it clear that, by the turn of the centurjhésouteddings”

had become anachronistic. Only with efforts beyond most people’s means could sagitherne
attempt to cast off the hegemonic bourgeois ritual.

Change came to everyone, eventually. While Mormon wedding rituals remaintigistinc
and secret to this day, the church and its acolytes slowly began to incorporate values of
companionate marriage and monogamy into their doctrines of celestialgaarBawing
finally to intense federal pressure, Wilford Woodruff, who had once deemed men who did
not take plural wives “of but little account in the Church & Kingdom of God,” in 182@dss
the Woodruff Manifesto banning all future polygamous marridheEight years later, Nephi
Anderson published his enduringly popular no&dtled Uponwhich translated the doctrine
of eternal marriage into the medium of the popular, sentimental novel. Andersoheuses t
device of following the transit of two couples through the universe to frame Mormon
marriage in deeply romantic terms. Rather than focusing on religious duty, é&mders
highlights the idea that couples may be destined to be together from the beginniniy tbroug
the end of time. One character even quotes Victor Hugo, declaring that |d\merah. . .
two beings in an angelic and sacred unith. When one of the couples marries in the spirit-
world, they undergo a ritual that focuses on the couple’s companionate links througleout tim
“Kneel here by me, Rachel,” the man tells his bride, “—your hand in mine, like tistenL

can you hear? ‘For and in behalf of,’ ... youand me. ... .. [sic] It is done. We are husband

180 | umpkin, The Wedding18, 113.
181 Quoted in Hardy, “Lords of Creation,” 137.

182 Nephi AndersonAdded UponFifth Edition. (Salt Lake City: The Deseret NeW812), 102.
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and wife. You are mine for eternity, mine, mift&*' This is celestial marriage in the
companionate mode: men and women are destined for each other, and polygamy never rears
its head. Of course, not everyone was so sanguine. Vardis Fisher's 193@mturein of
Godends with a group of Mormons declaring of Woodruff, “He has just deliberately sold us
out.”® The group eventually heads to Mexico to form a polygamous colony. None of the
groups we have discussed here adopted the white wedding unconditionally, and each turned
it to their own purposes. But few could withstand the ritual’'s appeal, or denyrtime$§s

with which middle-class values had established themselves far and wide.

As for Tom Thumb, in the years after 1863, Tom Thumb’s wedding reappeared in a
strange, unpredictable way that suggests how pervasive the new form had become. The
phrase “Tom Thumb Wedding” most commonly refers not to the Stratton-Warrencéffair
1863, but to a wedding in which children act out the wedding ritual (often using satirical o
mock-adult language). As Susan Stewart, their ablest critic, has shown yhetsebecame
popular in the late nineteenth century and survived as community pageants atdehst int
1950s:%> These rituals took the standardization of the Victorian wedding to an extreme:
pamphlets circulated suggesting the proper way to stage the wedding, anpgudst
recalled at least one Tom Thumb wedding planner who went from town to town staging the

same spectacle with different participatifs Some towns with aging populations even

183 AndersonAdded Upon169.
184 vardis FisherChildren of God: An American Ep{®lew York: Harper & Brothers, 1939), 758.
185 See StewarDn Longing 117-124.

186 Stewart,On Longing 119-20.
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staged Tom Thumb weddings in lieu of actual weddings, suggesting that the sypoleic
of this now-national ritual superseded even the practical need to conduct madffiages.

The popularity of Tom Thumb weddings indicates that the wedding was now so pervasive
that people could perform it without even having a bride or groom to celebrate. Disparate
strands of religious, material, and social experience had been knotted togetherao form
distinctly American ritual, one key thread in the fabric of a new, national, and roidde

oriented American identity.

187 Stewart,On Longing 121-22.
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Appendix One

WPA Narratives Referring to Broomstick Weddings in North and South Carolha

Cornelia Andrews (NC), North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 30-31
Clay Bobbit (NC), North Carolina Narratives, Volume Xl, Part 1, 118

Betty Foreman Chessier (NC), Oklahoma Narrarives, Volume XIlI, 32

Willis Cozart (NC), North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 183

Will Dill (SC), South Carolina Narratives, Volume X1V, Part 1, 323

Tempie Herndon Durham (NC), North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 286-288
Millie Evans (NC), Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 246

Rachel Fairley (NC or MS), Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 260
John Hunter (NC), Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 3, 361

Paul Jenkins (SC), South Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 3, 30
Tempe Pitts (NC), North Carolina Narratives, Volume Xl, Part 2, 175-176
Rena Raines (NC), North Carolina Narratives, Volume Xl, Part 2, 195

John F. Van Hook (NC), Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 84-85

J.W. Whitfield (NC), Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 7, 139
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Appendix Two

WPA Narratives Referring to Broomstick Weddings

Josephine Anderson, Florida Narratives, Volume lll, 4

Cornelia Andrews, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 30-31
Campbell Armstrong, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 1, 69
Cora Armstrong, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 1, 75

Joe Barnes, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 45-46

Clay Bobbit, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 118
James Bolton, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 1, 101
Donaville Broussard, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 151-152
Maggie Broyles, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 1, 325
Jeff Calhoun, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 189

Cato Carter, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part I, 206-207
Betty Foreman Chessier, Oklahoma Narrarives, Volume XIllII, 32
Jeptha Choice, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 218

John Cox, Kentucky Narratives, Volume VII, 33

Willis Cozart, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 183
Betty Curlett, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 76

Will Daily, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 272

Carrie Davis, Alabama Narratives, Volume |, 107

Minerva Davis, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 128
William Davis, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 293
James V. Deane, Maryland Narratives, Volume VIII, 7

Will Dill, South Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 1, 323
Alice Douglas, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIllII, 73

Isabella Duke, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 2, 215
Willis Dukes, Florida Narratives, Volume lll, 123

Tempie Herndon Durham, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 286-288
George Eason, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 1, 303
John Ellis, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 2, 23

Millie Evans, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 246
Rachel Fairley, Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 2, 260
Minnie Fulkes, Virginia Narratives, Volume XVII, 13

Angie Garrett, Alabama Narratives, Volume Il, 134

Jim Gillard, Alabama Narratives, Volume I, 155-156

Georgina Giwbs, Virginia Narratives, Volume XVII, 15

Will Glass, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 3, 39

Wesley Graves, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 3, 75
Lizzie Hawkins, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 3, 206
Ann Hawthorne, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 2, 121
Eliza Hays, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 3, 224
Benjamin Henderson, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 175-176
Rebecca Hooks, Florida Narratives, Volume lll, 176
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John Hunter, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 3, 361

Lina Hunter, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 261
Emma Hurley, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 276
Virginia Jackson, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 4, 26
Paul Jenkins, South Carolina Narratives, Volume X1V, Part 3, 30
Lizzie Johnson, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 4, 102
Susie Johnson, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 344
Hamp Kennedy, Mississippi Narratives, Volume IX, 87

Charlie King, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 16
Solomon Lambert, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 4, 229
George Leonard, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 268
Dellie Lewis, Alabama Narratives, Volume 1, 257

Bert Luster, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIlI, 204

James Martin, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3, 63-64
Hattie Matthews, Missouri Narratives, Volume X, 249

Emily Mays, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 118
Stephen McCray, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XlliI, 207
Amanda McDaniel, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 74
Tom McGruder, Georgia Narratives, Volume IX, Part 3, 77
Frank Menefee, Alabama Narratives, Volume I, 280

Liza Mention, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 125
Annie Morgan, Kentucky Narratives, Volume VII, 104

Fanny Nix, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 139
Amamda Oliver, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIII, 231

Wade Owens, Alabama Narratives, Volume I, 306

Mary Estes Peters, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 5, 329-330
Tempe Pitts, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 175
Jenny Proctor, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3, 212
Charlie Pye, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 187
Rachel, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 216

Rena Raines, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 195
Mary Reynolds, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3, 244
Shade Richards, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 204
Dora Roberts, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 206
Amanda Ross, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 6, 83
Aaron Russel, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3, 272
Robert Shepherd, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 262-263
Andrew Simms, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIlI, 295

Allen Sims, Alabama Narratives, Volume |, 344

Paul Smith, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 333
Elizabeth Sparks, Virgina Narratives, Volume XVII, 52

Rachel Sullivan, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 229
George Taylor, Alabama Narratives, Volume I, 372

Cordelia Thomas, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 22
Annie Thompson, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 6, 307
Penny Thompson, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 4, 105
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Hannah Travis, Arkansas Narratives, Volume IlI, Part 6, 349

John F. Van Hook, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 84-85
Lula Washington, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 135
Rosa Washington, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 4, 136
Julia White, Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 7, 110

J.W. Whitfield, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 7, 139

Dock Wilborn, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 7, 145

Callie Williams, Alabama Narratives, Volume I, 428

Charlotte Willis, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 7, 198
Robert Wilson, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 7, 207
George Womble, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 189-190
Alice Wright, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 7, 245

Hilliard Yellerday, North Carolina Narratives, Volume Xl, Part 2, 434-435
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Appendix Three

WPA Narratives that Mention Broomstick Weddings but Do Not DescribeThem in
Slavery

The Interviewee Never Saw or Participated in Them in Slavery

Minerva Davis, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 2, 128
Willis Dukes, Florida Narratives, Volume Ill, 123

Lizzie Hawkins, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 3, 206
Ann Hawthorne, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 2, 121
Virginia Jackson, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 4, 26
Lizzie Johnson, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 4, 102
Liza Mention, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 125
Amamda Oliver, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIlI, 231
Wade Owens, Alabama Narratives, Volume |, 306

Amanda Ross, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 6, 83
Allen Sims, Alabama Narratives, Volume |, 344
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Appendix Four

WPA Narratives that Describe a Broomstick Wedding but Do Not Make Clear Who
Performed or Initiated It

Josephine Anderson, Florida Narratives, Volume lll, 4

Cornelia Andrews, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 30-31
Campbell Armstrong, Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 1, 69
Cora Armstrong, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 1, 75
Clay Bobbit, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 118
Cato Carter, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part I, 206-207
Betty Foreman Chessier, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XllII, 32
Betty Curlett, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 76

Will Daily, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 272

Alice Douglas, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIllII, 73

Isabella Duke, Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 2, 215
George Eason, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 1, 303
John Ellis, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 2, 23

Rachel Fairley, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 260
Angie Garrett, Alabama Narratives, Volume IlI, 134

Georgina Giwbs, Virginia Narratives, Volume XVII, 15

Wesley Graves, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 3, 75
Eliza Hays, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 3, 224
Rebecca Hooks, Florida Narratives, Volume lll, 176

John Hunter, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 3, 361
Emma Hurley, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 276
Susie Johnson, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 344
Hamp Kennedy, Mississippi Narratives, Volume IX, 87

George Leonard, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 4, 268
Bert Luster, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIII, 204

Emily Mays, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 118

Frank Menefee, Alabama Narratives, Volume I, 280

Annie Morgan, Kentucky Narratives, Volume VII, 104

Jenny Proctor, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3, 212
Charlie Pye, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 187
Rachel, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 216

Rena Raines, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XlI, Part 2, 195
Shade Richards, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 204
Aaron Russel, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3, 272
Andrew Simms, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIII, 295

Rachel Sullivan, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 229
Annie Thompson, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 6, 307
Penny Thompson, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 4, 105
Hannah Travis, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 6, 349
John F. Van Hook, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 84-85
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J.W. Whitfield, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 7, 139
Robert Wilson, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 7, 207
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Appendix Five:

WPA Narratives Describing Weddings Performed by the Master:

Joe Barnes, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 45-46

Maggie Broyles, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 1, 325

Jeff Calhoun, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 189

Jeptha Choice, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 218

John Cox, Kentucky Narratives, Volume VII, 33

Willis Cozart, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 185
Carrie Davis, Alabama Narratives, Volume 1, 107

William Davis, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 293

James V. Deane, Maryland Narratives, Volume VIII, 7

Tempie Herndon Durham, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 286-288
Millie Evans, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 2, 246

Minnie Fulkes, Virginia Narratives, Volume XVII, 13

Jim Gillard, Alabama Narratives, Volume I, 155-156

Will Glass, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 3, 39

Benjamin Henderson, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 175-176
Lina Hunter, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 261

Charlie King, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 16

Solomon Lambert, Arkansas Narratives, Volume IlI, Part 4, 229
Dellie Lewis, Alabama Narratives, Volume 1, 257

Hattie Matthews, Missouri Narratives, Volume X, 249

Tom McGruder, Georgia Narratives, Volume IX, Part 3, 77

Fanny Nix, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 139

Mary Estes Peters, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 5, 329-330
Tempe Pitts, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 2, 175
Mary Reynolds, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3, 244

Robert Shepherd, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 262-263
Paul Smith, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 333

Elizabeth Sparks, Virgina Narratives, Volume XVII, 52

George Taylor, Alabama Narratives, Volume |, 372

Cordelia Thomas, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 22

Lula Washington, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 135

Rosa Washington, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 4, 136

Julia White, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 7, 110

Dock Wilborn, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 7, 145

Callie Williams, Alabama Narratives, Volume I, 428

Charlotte Willis, Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 7, 198
George Womble, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 4, 189-190
Alice Wright, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 7, 245

Hilliard Yellerday, North Carolina Narratives, Volume Xl, Part 2, 434-435
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Appendix Six

WPA Narratives Using Coercive Language in Describing Jumping the Broom

WPA narratives that included the words “had to” or “have to” in describing the btickms
ceremony:

John Ellis, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 2, 23
Georgina Giwbs, Virginia Narratives, Volume XVII, 15

Will Glass, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 3, 39
James Martin, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3, 63-64
Rachel, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 216

Rachel Sullivan, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 229

WPA narratives including the words “make” or “made” in describing the brocknst
ceremony—e.g., “her and him was made to jump over the broom” (Arkansas W rati
Volume XVII, 198):

Donaville Broussard, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 151-152
Minnie Fulkes, Virginia Narratives, Volume XVII, 13
Charlotte Willis, Arkansas Narratives, Volume XVII, 198

WPA narratives including the words “told” or “tell” in describing the broocksteremony,
or actually describing a slaveholder telling slaves to jump the broom:

Jeff Calhoun, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 189

Willis Cozart, North Carolina Narratives, Volume Xl, Part 1, 185

Tempie Herndon Durham, North Carolina Narratives, Volume XI, Part 1, 286-288
Millie Evans, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 2, 246

Emma Hurley, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 276

Tom McGruder, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 3, 77

Julia White, Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 7, 110

Callie Williams, Alabama Narratives, Volume |, 428

WPA narratives including the words “had them jump” in describing broomstick oeres

John Cox, Kentucky Narratives, Volume VII, 33

Will Dill, South Carolina Narratives, Volume XIV, Part 1, 323
Lina Hunter, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 2, 261
George Taylor, Alabama Narratives, Volume I, 372

Lula Washington, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 135

(Dora Roberts, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 3, 206, also uses thisdbomubut to

describe a wedding performed by slaves, not by masters, and thereforehlasdiing on
my contention that masters coerced slaves into jumping the broom.)
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WPA narrative including the words “commanded to” in describing broomstick ceresnonie

George Womble, Georgia Narratives, Volume 1V, Part 4, 189-190
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Appendix Seven

WPA Narratives Describing Broomstick Weddings after Emancipation

Josephine Anderson, Florida Narratives, Volume lll, 4

Betty Curlett, Arkansas Narratives, Volume Il, Part 2, 76

Will Daily, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 1, 272
George Leonard, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 268
Bert Luster, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume XIII, 204

Annie Morgan, Kentucky Narratives, Volume VII, 104

Rachel Sullivan, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 229
Dock Wilborn, Arkansas Narratives, Volume I, Part 7, 145

WPA narratives describing broomstick weddings that may have taken placeeiibre or
after emancipation:

Betty Foreman Chessier, Oklahoma Narratives, Volume Xllil, 32
James Martin, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3, 63-64
Frank Menefee, Alabama Narratives, Volume |, 280-281
Rachel, Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4, 216

Aaron Russel, Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 3
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