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In 1864, the editor of the Southern Literary Messenger received a letter from H. R., who
identified herself as an eighteen-year-old, unmarried woman from Buckingham County,
Virginia. Hattie, as the editor called the anonymous letter writer, admitted suffering from a
“chill feeling of despair” brought on by the “execrable war.” She wrote that

the reflection has been brought to my mind with great force that after this war is
closed, how vast a difference there will be in the numbers of males and females.

Having made up my mind not to be an old maid, and having only a moderate
fortune and less beauty. I fear I shall find it rather difficult to accomplish my
wishes.

She asked the editor, “[D]o you think that I will be overlooked ‘amidst this wreck of matter
and crush of men and horses’[?]”1

Social historians of the Civil War have generally agreed that fears like Hattie’s were well
grounded in demographic realities. Nearly 620,000 men were killed in the war, a number
approximately equal to the deaths in all other American wars from the Revolution to the
Korean War combined. The deaths of huge numbers of men, Nancy Cott has argued,
rendered “the assumption that every woman would be a wife … questionable, perhaps
untenable.”2 The death rate was especially great in the Confederacy, which lost
approximately one in five white men of military age in the conflict.3 Catherine Clinton has
stated that the reduced population of young men “demographically deprived” southern
women of husbands.4 Drew Gilpin Faust, in her study of elite southern white women during
the war, has argued that the loss of such a large proportion of the South’s male population
undermined the region’s established pattern of family formation and threatened the identity
of white women as wives and mothers. A generation of southern women faced the prospect
of becoming spinsters reliant on their families for support.5 Similarly, in a recent study of
white southern womanhood in the late nineteenth century, Jane Turner Censer has expressed
the notion that the Civil War “constituted a watershed” in the likelihood of marriage for
southern white women.6

If it is true that the war condemned a generation of southern women to spinsterhood, then
demography, specifically the imbalance in the number of men and women, contributed to
what some historians have described as a war-provoked “crisis in gender.”7 Unfortunately,
despite repeated calls for more research, the demography of the United States during the
Civil War and its aftermath remains a neglected subject.8 A few scholars have attempted to
reconstruct the population history of selected counties, but the geographic diversity of the
nation’s population, economy, and wartime experiences is too great to permit an inference of
general patterns based on these local studies.9 Consequently, there are no studies of the
war’s effect on postwar marriage in the South at large.
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This article attempts to fill that gap. It relies on samples of the federal decennial censuses
from 1850 through 1880 to compare white marriage patterns before and after the war.10
Although this study presents marriage estimates for all regions, the discussion focuses on the
South, which suffered three times the rate of military deaths of the North.11 The results
suggest that a modest version of what demographers call a marriage squeeze affected
southern white women who reached marriage age during the war. Faced with a shortage of
potential spouses in the postwar period, some women postponed marriage or chose less
appropriate husbands. Diaries, letters, and memoirs of southern women supplement the
quantitative analysis and document women’s wartime fears of spinsterhood. However, the
results of this study demonstrate that women’s feared spinsterhood failed to materialize over
the long term. The vast majority (approximately 92 percent) of southern white women who
came of marriage age during the war married at some point in their lives. Indeed, the
marriage squeeze on southern women apparent in the 1870 census is no longer evident in the
1880 census.

Before examining the war’s effect on marriage patterns, it is important to understand the
economic, demographic, and cultural context of marriage in the nineteenth-century United
States. First of all, before they married, young couples were expected to acquire the
economic resources to establish an independent household. The age of marriage, therefore,
depended on real wages, inheritance, and the relative cost of purchasing land, farms, farm
machinery, and homes. Although studies are few and subject to possible biases, most
scholars agree that the ready availability of inexpensive land in colonial America made
marriage feasible at an early age. As a result, marriages occurred several years earlier, on
average, in colonial America than in Europe, and much higher proportions of the population
eventually married. Community-based studies suggest an average age at marriage of about
20 years for women in the early colonial period and about 26 for men. As population
densities increased and land prices rose in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, American
couples delayed marriage, and a higher proportion remained permanently unmarried. The
published census figures for 1890, which are the earliest that permit estimates of age at
marriage, reveal that the mean age at marriage was 23.8 for white women and 27.8 for white
men—little different from those ages in England.12 This discussion demonstrates that the
Civil War occurred in the midst of a long, gradual increase in the average age at marriage.

Whether and when young men and women married also depended on the presence of
desirable alternatives to marriage. Twentieth-century demographers have observed that
women are more likely to postpone marriage, remain permanently unmarried, or disrupt
current marriages when they have greater opportunities for education and for entering the
paid labor force.13 In the antebellum South, negligible opportunity for young white women
to participate in the paid labor force may have increased the cultural incentive for early
marriage.14 The author of a recent article examining marriage patterns in 1860 has
concluded that women’s participation in the paid labor force was the most important factor
in determining regional differences in marriage timing. All else being equal, white men and
women married later in life in areas with high proportions of single, wage-earning women
and earlier in areas with low proportions.15

Finally, marriage timing and the proportion of men and women who eventually married are
strongly correlated with the availability of potential marriage partners. An imbalance in the
sex ratio—perhaps as a result of sex differentials in migration, rapid changes in the size of
birth cohorts, or sex differentials in mortality—reduces the likelihood of marriage. Severe
imbalances in the number of men and women can cause a marriage squeeze.16 The more
prevalent sex faces greater competition for spouses, typically causing them to delay
marriage, marry individuals of less appropriate age or condition, or remain unmarried. Sex
differentials in migration in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for example, resulted in
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men greatly outnumbering women in the West and women significantly outnumbering men
in the East. The imbalance created a marriage squeeze on men in western census regions and
on women in eastern census regions. Far more women remained permanently unmarried in
the East than on the frontier, where they continued to marry at the young ages and high
proportions characteristic of the early colonial period.17

Differences in cohort size and cultural expectations about the appropriate age differentials
between husbands and wives put additional pressure on unmarried women, who typically
married men four or five years older than themselves. The number of children born in the
United States increased each year.18 As a result, younger women searched for marriage
partners among smaller cohorts of older men. In 1860, for example, white women from 20
through 24 years old outnumbered white men from 25 to 29 by 13 percent.19 Although this
difference suggests that many young women would be forced to delay marriage or remain
permanently single, the greater tendency for men to remarry after widowhood ensured that
most women in the nineteenth century eventually married.

The American Civil War increased the difficulty of family formation caused by sex
differentials in migration and differences in cohort size. Following the bombardment of Fort
Sumter on April 12, 1861, the nation underwent a massive mobilization that removed large
numbers of single men at peak marriage age from their communities to various fronts in the
war’s western and eastern theaters. Although all states had high participation rates, the
institution of slavery allowed the South to mobilize a greater proportion of its men of
military age. Gary Gallagher estimates that the South had mobilized between 75 and 85
percent of its white male population of military age by the end of the war. In contrast,
approximately 50 percent of the white male population of military age enlisted in the North.
20

Despite the obvious hindrance that military service posed to courtship and marriage,
observers frequently noted that the war acted as a catalyst for marriage. Bell Irvin Wiley’s
early social histories of Confederate and Union soldiers document the obsession of
unmarried men with the possibility of losing a fiancée or not finding a wife after the war.
Letters to relatives were replete with inquiries about who was marrying whom and
exhortations to local women not to marry other suitors, especially slackers and men exempt
from the draft.21 Green Berry Samuels, for example, wrote to his future wife Kathleen
Boone in April 1861, begging her, “Dont be so cruel as to fall in love with some of the nice
young men about F. Royal whilst I am gone away to fight the battles of Va.” In a subsequent
letter, Samuels had harsh words for men who stayed home. “Should Mr. Lehew tease you
about my being at Harpers Ferry, tell him you would not have a sweetheart unless he was
willing to risk his life in defense of his country and also that you would never marry any
man who staid at home and had nothing better to do than teaze the ladies.”22

A flurry of marriages occurred early in the war, whenever men went on furlough, and then
again at the end of the war. Richmond, the Confederate capital, hosted hundreds of wartime
marriages, leading observers to marvel at the “marriage frenzy.”23 In 1863, after receiving a
visit from her engaged nephew, who had lost a leg during the war, Judith McGuire of
Virginia wrote, “I believe that neither war, pestilence, nor famine could put an end to the
marrying and giving in marriage which is constantly going on. Strange that these sons of
Mars can so assiduously devote themselves to Cupid and Hymen; but every respite, every
furlough, must be thus employed.” In early 1865, McGuire again commented on “a perfect
mania on the subject of matrimony. Some of the churches may be seen open and lighted
almost every night for bridals, and wherever I turn I hear of marriages in prospect.”24 As she
traveled home with a group of other southerners at the war’s end, Kate Cumming heard a
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soldier declare that “the first thing he intended doing, after he arrived home, was to get
married. I heard many of the soldiers say the same.”25

During the war southern women, too, aspired to marry. Drew Faust has noted an “intense
absorption of unmarried southern women of all ages with courtship and matrimony” and a
corresponding dread of “spinsterhood.”26 Based on overwhelming evidence from diaries and
letters, women favored men who fought. When Eliza Andrews met a friend from Boston,
apparently a Confederate sympathizer, she “felt uncomfortably conspicuous” walking with
him because of his “broad-cloth coat and a stovepipe hat.” “I am almost ashamed,
nowadays, to be seen with any man not in uniform,” she continued.27 Unmarried women
expressed growing alarm as the draft removed the few men left at home to the front, a
concern parodied by Vanity Fair (see Figure 1). “There is but few men at home,”
complained a southern woman to an unmarried cousin, “and what there is I reckon has
declined the idea of ever marrying.”28

As time passed and casualties mounted, some women became resigned to life without a
husband. Others were willing to compromise on acceptable partners. In 1862 Ada Bacot
complained of “two fashions which have crept into society … [t]hat of marrieng for money,
& that of a woman marrieng a man younger than herself.”29 Military service conferred
cachet upon the soldier, often regardless of his class. After the war, wealth became less
important in the economically devastated South when contracting marriages, and many
women married below their social class. Susan Bradford Eppes met her “Soldier in Gray”
following the battle of Gettysburg, and they married after the war. “I hope we will not have
too much trouble with my trousseau,” she remarked. “I wish they were willing for me to
have only simple clothes for I am marrying a poor man and I do not ever intend to live
beyond his means. Father would be willing but Mother and the sisters think, because they
had these clothes I must have them, too.”30 Some southern women in areas occupied by the
enemy risked social ostracism by courting and marrying Union soldiers. Historians of the
occupied South have written, “Letters and diaries of Union men in every occupied
community reveal considerable social intercourse between Federals and ‘secesh’ girls which
in a good many instances led to romances and marriages.”31

The shortage of suitable men after the war gave those remaining many choices of women to
marry, allowing widowers to remarry and others to try to escape their former obligations.
Though more evidence is needed to draw concrete conclusions, a few northern and southern
men may have attempted to remarry without divorce. Southerner Anna Bragg related to her
husband news of a widower with three children remarrying and also described the wedding
of Captain Paine to Miss Mary Frincks. “Some say he has a wife and child living,” Anna
Bragg noted. A Union chaplain turned down the request of a woman who “had the
hardihood to ask me to marry her to a man who confesses that he has a wife in Reading Pa.
and who says his wife has had a ‘nigger baby’ since he came to the army,”32

After the war, white southerners responded to interracial marriage with violence. In 1870
Frances Harper, who had been an abolitionist, described a conversation with a black man
whose son had “married a white woman, or girl, and was shot down, and there was, as I
understand, no investigation by the jury; and a number of cases have occurred of murders,
for which the punishment has been very lax, or not at all … .”33 Widespread fears that
emancipation would increase the incidence of interracial sexual encounters led states to pass
more laws prohibiting interracial marriage “during the Civil War and Reconstruction than in
any comparably short period.”34 The deaths of so many young men during the war probably
contributed to such fears. John Blassingame, for example, has argued that the death of white
men in the war led to a postwar increase in sexual contacts between white women and black
men in New Orleans.35 The number of interracial unions no doubt remained quite small.
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Although instances of interracial marriage and cohabitation occurred during Reconstruction
in numbers large enough to suggest some initial level of toleration from white neighbors, the
vast majority of white women—confronted with the possibility of violence, rigid
enforcement of miscegenation laws, and the vast social distance between themselves and
black men—married white men.36

Not only the deaths of white men but also their wounds affected the prospects for marriage
in the aftermath of the war. One of the most important roles of nurses, official matrons, and
volunteer hospital visitors was to help wounded men cope with the psychological impact of
their injuries. “I constantly hear the unmarried ones,” wrote Kate Cumming, a nurse
describing her amputee patients, “wondering if the girls will marry them now.” Years after
the war, another southern nurse, Fannie Beers, had “never forgiven” a “heartless girl” who
rejected her betrothed. The young man had suffered a facial wound and lost a leg. He told
Beers about his engagement to “one of the prettiest … girls in ‘Massissip’” and asked her to
write a letter telling the young woman about his wounds. While they awaited his fiancée’s
reply, Beers eased the wounded man’s worries that he would have to “let her off” by relating
“instances of women who only loved more because the object of their affection had been
unfortunate.” She later regretted nurturing his hopes, for it was her “misfortune to read to
him a very cold letter from his lady-love, who declined to marry ‘a cripple.’” Though
“inconsolable” for a short time, he soon decided that she would not have been a good wife.37

As for southern women, faced with the choice of marrying amputees or cripples, men from
lower social classes, or no one at all, some of these women ultimately married disabled
veterans.

Female hospital workers and visitors treated disfigured patients as heroes instead of
shrinking from them in horror or pity. Judith McGuire, a volunteer nurse, eased the anxiety
of a man eager to travel home to marry his sweetheart. “Ah,” she said, “but you must show
her your scars, and if she is a girl worth having she will love you all the better for having
bled for your country ….”38 Nurses described how their patients cheerfully dealt with
amputations and crippling injuries. “We have a room with seven men in it, who have lost a
limb each. It is a perfect treat to go into it, as the men seem to do little else but laugh,” Kate
Cumming remarked. “They are young men, and say to me, I must tell all the young ladies to
come and see them, and that they will make excellent husbands, as they will be sure never to
run away.”39

Letter writers and diary keepers commented frequently on wartime marriage, but after the
war many of them stopped writing; the resulting silence created a gap in evidence about
postwar marriage patterns. During the war, many Americans sensed that they were living
through exciting, unique times. In order to record their experiences and reactions, they
started keeping personal diaries, only to stop writing when the conflict ended. Many
southerners stopped confiding to diaries because the humiliation and pain of defeat left them
unable or unwilling to express themselves in writing. Furthermore, letter writing decreased
from wartime levels as soldiers and refugees returned home. Women, especially, avoided
recording events and sentiments that could be perceived as dishonoring Confederate
veterans and their military service, and imbalanced sex ratios and the marriage squeeze may
have served to remind southerners of their loss.40

Finally, people, particularly southern women, may have stopped writing about marriage
after the war simply because the fears of spinsterhood expressed during the war were not
realized. Risk assessment experts and cultural demographers have noted that perceptions of
demographic patterns often do not match reality and are biased in predictable ways.
Extraordinary, catastrophic, and uncontrollable risks, such as those posed by epidemics,
natural disasters, and wars, are perceived to have a much greater impact than more ordinary
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and controllable risks.41 It is also possible that fears of spinsterhood spurred women to
accept unconventional suitors—men who were younger, much older, of a lower social class,
from a distant community, or of a different ethnic group—and thus reduced what would
otherwise have been a larger cohort of unmarried women.42

Given the dearth of qualitative evidence on postwar marriage patterns and the possible
biases of observers, quantitative data are required to document postwar marriage patterns.
The Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) samples of the 1850, 1860, 1870, and
1880 federal censuses, recently constructed at the Minnesota Population Center, permit
scholars to test, for the first time, qualitative assessments of the war’s effects on marriage
patterns.43 Several estimates of marriage—including the mean age at marriage, proportions
never married, and ratios of men to women—can be constructed for each census year.
However, it is impossible to determine year-to-year variations in marriage during the war
itself (1861–1865) or in its immediate aftermath (1865–1869); there may well have been
some short-term effects on marriage that were resolved in the five years between the end of
the war and the 1870 enumeration.44 Furthermore, the federal decennial censuses of 1850
through 1880 do not record the year or duration of current marriages, the number of times
each individual had been married, and the state or locality where current marriages were
contracted. Therefore, it is possible to examine only the long-term impact of the war on first
marriages. The short-term effect of the war on the timing and incidence of marriages and its
short- and long-term effects on remarriage are difficult or impossible to discern from census
records.

Table 1 shows various measures of the timing and incidence of first marriage for white men
and women in the census years 1850, 1860, 1870, and 1880 arranged by age and census
region.45 The Singulate Mean Age at Marriage (SMAM) is a convenient way of
summarizing the timing of marriage for the population that eventually married.46 At the
national level, the mean age at marriage was about 27 years for men and 23 years for
women, with little apparent trend between 1850 and 1880. However, the sectional averages
provide modest support for the hypothesis that the war created a marriage squeeze among
southern white women. The mean age at first marriage for southern white women rose 0.7
years between 1860 and 1870 (from 22.3 years to 23.0 years). At the same time, the mean
age at first marriage for southern white men fell 0.7 years (from 26.6 years to 25.9). In
contrast, SMAMs for both men and women in the North rose together modestly (about 0.4
years for men and 0.3 years for women).

The greater death rate of young men in the Confederate forces and the resulting imbalance in
the number of men and women seeking to marry is the most likely reason for the distinct
southern pattern. The imbalance is reflected in the sex ratio (the number of white men from
20 through 29 years old per 100 white women in the same age range). In the North, the sex
ratio declined a modest 1.0 percent after the war, from 98.3 in 1860 to 97.3 in 1870. In the
South, the decline was a much steeper 15.8 percent, from 104.0 in 1860 to just 87.5 in 1870.
In essence, for every 100 white women from 20 to 29 years old, there were 4.0 more white
men the same age in 1860 and 12.5 fewer in 1870. The sex ratio, however, is a crude
measure of potential marriage partners. It includes many men and women currently married
and thus unavailable as potential spouses. An estimate of the marital sex ratio—the ratio of
the expected number of first marriages among white men to the expected number among
white women—is therefore also included in Table 1.47 The marital sex ratio, plotted by
section in Figure 2, highlights the war’s differential impact on the availability of potential
spouses. In the North, the marital sex ratio declined a modest 4.3 percent between 1860 and
1870. In southern census regions, however, the ratio declined a sharp 25.5 percent from the
slightly female-biased, prewar value of 0.94 in 1860 to a very large female bias of 0.70 in
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1870. This means that for every 100 southern white women expected to be entering marriage
in 1870 there would be just 70 southern white men.

The lower age at first marriage for southern white men after the war, as compared with
before the war, may have been related to the decrease in competition for property and in the
purchase price of farms and businesses and to the greater probability of their inheriting
property. After the war, there were fewer people in a position to make large purchases.
Furthermore, land prices collapsed, which made it cheaper to purchase a new farm. A
sample of farms in eight counties of the South suggests that the average cost of an improved
acre of land was almost $30 in 1860; ten years later it had fallen to less than $15.48

Moreover, men who lost brothers in the war probably received larger inheritances. In
Orange County, North Carolina, for instance, the average number of sons mentioned in wills
declined 28.2 percent after the war.49 War widows with property also may have made
attractive wives for men who would not have otherwise had the resources to marry.50

Lower farm prices, less competition, and greater shares of inheritances, however, were
probably offset by reduced wealth, reduced savings, reduced incomes, increased taxes, and
the bleak economic conditions of the postwar South. Most white families—especially slave-
holding families—lost substantial real and personal wealth because of the war, which
probably lowered the value of intergenerational transfers to young couples considering
marriage.51 Some families, moreover, incurred substantial legal costs to regain property
confiscated during the war. Although young white men could expect less competition from
other southern white men for farms, they faced increased competition from a small but
growing number of blacks and northern whites. Reduced incomes, higher taxes, property
fallen into disrepair, and greatly reduced numbers of livestock added to southern white
men’s financial hardships. Without more research it is impossible to say whether and to
what degree the decline in the average age of marriage among southern white men after the
war resulted from economic change.

The percentage of the population who had not married by the time they reached the ages of
45 through 54 (labeled “single” in the table) in each census year is also shown in Table 1.
Because of the very small number of individuals who marry for the first time after age 45,
the percentage single in this age group is typically interpreted by demographers as the
percentage of the population remaining permanently unmarried. The results suggest that the
vast majority of white men and women in the late nineteenth century eventually married.
Overall, only about 7 percent of white men and women 45 through 54 years old in the four
IPUMS samples analyzed here never married. There was little apparent trend at the national
level in the percentage of those who never married. (It should be remembered, however,
that, in the 1870 and 1880 censuses, the majority of men and women 45 through 54 years
old had married before the war.)

A sharp East/West gradient in the timing of first marriage and the percentage remaining
permanently unmarried is also evident in Table 1, especially among women. In the North,
New England women had the highest average age at first marriage and the highest
percentage never married. The average age at first marriage and percentage never married
decline steadily as the census moves west. One reason for the East/West differential appears
to be the availability of potential marriage partners. Sex ratios were lowest in the East and
highest in the West. Other factors include regional differences in land availability and in the
availability of paid work for women.52 In southern census regions the same East/West
relationship holds, with women in the South Atlantic region having the highest average age
at marriage and the highest percentage never married, while women in the West–South
Central region had the lowest. Although there are too few cases in the census samples to be
confident with the results, the combined Mountain and Pacific census region appears to be a

Hacker et al. Page 7

J South Hist. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 December 15.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



clear exception to the East/West gradient for men: sex ratios are so high that many men
delayed marriage and a very large percentage (about 30 percent) remained single at the age
of 45 through 54 years.53 A modest sectional differential is also evident in Table 1. Southern
men and women married slightly earlier than northern women. The earlier marriage age did
not translate into a lower percentage of southern women who never married, however. With
the exception of the 1850 census year, northern women were a little more likely to marry
eventually than southern women.

The small changes in nuptiality depicted in Table 1 do not indicate a dramatic impact from
the Civil War.54 Even when the results are limited to the South, the mean age at marriage
changed only slightly and then returned to its long-term trend. The vast majority of men and
women in both sections continued to marry. It is unclear, however, whether the modest,
short-term marriage squeeze evident in the period data translated into reduced lifetime
chances of marriage. Table 2 shifts the perspective from the estimates centered on census
years to actual birth cohorts. IPUMS samples for census years 1900, 1910, 1920, and 1930
were added to the analysis to follow the various birth cohorts into old age. Because of the
focus on birth cohorts, Table 2 is limited to the native-born population, and the sectional
analysis is based on section of birth.55

Cohorts experience strong period effects, such as wars, at different ages. Individuals born
between 1821 and 1830, for example, were between the ages of 31 and 40 at the outbreak of
the war in 1861 and between 35 and 44 years old at its conclusion. Given lower military
participation rates by men in their thirties and forties relative to men in their twenties and the
large proportion of men and women in the cohort who married prior to the war, the
expectation is that the war’s effect on the timing and incidence of first marriage among the
1821–1830 cohort was minimal.56 There may have been some impact, of course, at older
ages. The small proportion of women still single in their thirties at the outbreak of the war
may have seen their chances of eventually marrying diminish, especially if unmarried men
in their age cohort married younger women, thereby taking advantage of the reduced
number of young men in the postwar South. Likewise, women widowed in their thirties may
also have faced more competition for husbands of the appropriate age.57 Overall, however,
the effect of the war on first marriage for the 1821–1830 birth cohort was probably quite
small. In contrast, the 1831–1840 and especially the 1841–1850 birth cohorts were at peak
marriage ages during the war, and a higher proportion of men in those cohorts fought and
died. The expectation is that women in these birth cohorts, especially in the South, would
have experienced a dramatic marriage squeeze after the war and that men in these cohorts
would have had much less competition in their search for wives.

The cohort results in Table 2 provide little support for the hypothesis that the war had long-
term consequences for women’s chances of ever marrying or that the war’s impact fell more
heavily on specific birth cohorts. At the national level, the female mean age at first marriage
rose slowly and steadily with each cohort, from 22.6 years for the 1821–1830 birth cohort to
23.4 years for the 1871–1880 cohort, suggesting the importance of long-run economic
factors such as rising farm prices and increasing participation of single women in the paid
labor force. Likewise, the percentage of women remaining single at older ages rose steadily
with each birth cohort from 7.5 percent among women in the 1821–1830 cohort to 10.7
percent among women in the 1871–1880 cohort. In this context, the percentages of women
who never married in the 1831–1840 (7.8 percent) and 1841–1850 (8.0 percent) birth
cohorts do not stand out as anomalously high. There is evidence for a modest, short-lived
marriage squeeze when results are confined to men and women born in southern census
regions, however. There, the mean age at first marriage rose about 0.6 years for white
women in the 1831–1840, 1841–1850, and 1851–1860 birth cohorts before declining back
toward the 1821–1830 cohort level for women born after 1860. There is no indication that
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women in these cohorts faced a diminished lifetime prospect for marriage. Approximately
92 percent of the southern-born white women in the 1831–1860 cohorts eventually married,
roughly equal to the percentage for adjacent cohorts. Men born in the South are unique
among the groups shown in Table 2 in having no long-term upward trend toward higher
mean age at first marriage. In contrast to women born in the South between 1841 and 1860,
men in the 1841–1850 and 1851–1860 southern birth cohorts had about a 0.4 year lower
mean age at first marriage relative to men in adjacent birth cohorts.

Overall, however, the war had a modest effect on the timing and incidence of first marriage.
Only the deaths of single men would have affected the timing of first marriages. As far as
the effect of the deaths of married men is concerned, no informed estimate exists of the
number of widows produced by the war.58 Possibly, a rough estimate could be made using
age-specific marriage rates and age-specific service records. Unfortunately, there are no
comprehensive enrollment statistics for the Confederate army that include the necessary
detail. However, information on the marriage status of a sample of Union soldiers was
collected by the U.S. Sanitary Commission (the “Gould” sample); this sample may
substitute for statistics on Confederate soldiers, although the Confederate army probably
drew from a wider population base than did the Union army and thus included more married
men.59 If one regards the estimate of the proportion of married men in the Gould sample (28
percent) as a lower bound, the war widowed more than 70,000 southern white women.60 A
fall in remarriage rates for women widowed by the war would, all else being equal, reduce
the impact of the war on single women’s marriage prospects.

Although the number of war widows cannot be measured with the census, the 1880–1930
IPUMS samples—which recorded current marital status—permit a rough estimate of the
regional distribution of widowhood in the period after 1880. Table 2 includes estimates of
the proportion of native-born white men and women ages 40–49 and 50–59 currently
widowed by birth cohort. Women widowed by the war, of course, could have remarried in
the fifteeen or more years following the end of the war, and many women enumerated as
widowed in 1880 and later censuses lost their husbands before or after the war, but it is
nonetheless clear that the Civil War had a major impact on the incidence of widowhood and
possibly the rate of remarriage.61 Approximately one in five southern-born women aged 40–
49 in the South were currently widowed in 1880, compared with just one in nine among
northern-born women. Figure 3, a county-level map of widowhood in 1880, highlights quite
clearly the sectional impact of the war on subsequent widowhood. The prevalence of
widows in the South appears to be concentrated around urban areas and along the
Mississippi River, suggesting a degree of geographic mobility among widows to areas
offering greater access to wage labor and social support networks and higher overall
mortality rates in counties adjacent to the river.

The modest impact of the war on long-term marriage patterns may also be explained in part
by adjustments in the age differential between spouses and an increased tendency of men
and women to marry individuals outside their customary group. If women relaxed their
standards of acceptable partners, the impact of the war on first marriage may have been
lessened. Table 3 indicates more variability among young women’s spouses in 1870 than in
earlier census years, suggesting less discrimination on the part of women in the immediate
postwar years. Southern women aged 20–24 in 1870 were more likely to be married to a
younger man (the percentage who did so increased from 6.4 percent in 1860 to 8.6 percent
in 1870) or a much older man (up from 6.4 to 8.0 percent).62 Southern women aged 20–24
were also more likely to be married to a man born in a northern census region (up from 4.8
percent in 1860 to 5.6 percent in 1870), a foreign-born man (up from 2.4 to 3.1 percent), or a
man with little or no real estate wealth (up from 58.4 to 67.2 percent). A similar tendency of
women to select marriage partners from a somewhat wider pool of eligible spouses is also
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discernible in the North, but to a much lesser extent than in the South. One notable
exception is the greater tendency of native-born, northern women to many foreign-born
men. Between 1850 and 1880 the percentage of northern, native-born, white women
marrying foreign men increased from 5.6 to 12.5 percent, approximately four times the rate
of native-born women in the South. The greater percentage of northern women married to
foreign-bom men reflects immigrants’ preference for settling in the free labor North before
the war, their continued avoidance of the economically stagnant South after the war, and
high numbers of male immigrants relative to female immigrants.

Finally, the intrinsic dynamics of the postwar American population mitigated the long-term
effects of wartime mortality on marriage. High fertility before the war resulted in large
differences in cohort size and rapid elimination of short-term gender imbalances. Table 1
indicates that despite the short-term shock evident in the 1870 census, the sex ratio among
white men and women aged 20–29 and the marital sex ratio had returned to near their
prewar levels by 1880. Theoretically, therefore, there were still potential marriage partners
for the vast majority of postwar women, though unequal geographic distribution of men and
women still exerted strong influence locally.63 Indeed, after the initial report from the 1880
census was published, a number of observers commented on the nation’s growing surplus of
men. In February 1881 the Washington Post commented, “It appears that the disparity
between the number of males and the number of females is increasing, and unless we shall
have a very destructive war there is no chance for a restoration of the equilibrium.”64 Three
months later the same paper waxed eloquent about women’s prospects for marriage:

The new census … shows that in the United States the men outnumber women to
the extent of nearly a million. This reverses the popular belief regarding the number
of superfluous women, and the ladies are to be congratulated on the new condition
of things. This is one of those paradoxical cases in which the minority is more
powerful than the majority, and the fewer there are of women the better off they
will be. They need no longer be haunted by the fear that there will not be men
enough to go around. They will command the matrimonial situation, and may
dictate their own terms. There will be a corner in women. Nothing can prevent it.
And it will last. This misproportion exists not only between adults of the two sexes,
but extends down into the cradle, so that the coming woman, as well as the woman
who is already here, is likely to have things pretty much her own way.

The old maid has no longer any reason for being. If she remain single, it may,
without any special effort of gallantry, be taken for granted that she does so of her
own accord. It cannot be because there are not men enough, and to spare. She will
probably marry, and have an establishment of her own … .65

Thus, despite its enormous death toll, the war had a modest, short-lived effect on the timing
and incidence of first marriage. On one hand, for a brief period after the war, southern men
who had survived the conflict enjoyed demographic advantages in the search for a wife.
Relative to southern men born a generation earlier or later, white men in the postwar South
had more potential spouses to choose from and married at a slightly younger age. On the
other hand, unmarried southern white women in their twenties at the outbreak of the war
faced an acute shortage of available men after the war. Unsurprisingly, a small number of
women in this cohort delayed marriage or compromised on marriage partners. The vast
majority eventually married, however, and the war did not create a large cohort of lifelong
spinsters or so-called maiden aunts. Although available census data limit the analysis of the
timing and incidence of first marriage, an analysis of widowhood in the 1880 and later
censuses suggests that many women widowed during or after the war were unable to
remarry. High levels of widowhood in the postwar South among relatively young women
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probably reflects both high death rates of southern men during the war and low remarriage
rates of southern widows afterward.

The results of this study are remarkably consistent with the results of Louis Henry’s classic
study of the effect of World War I on marriage patterns in France. Like the Confederate
South, France lost between 15 and 20 percent of its young men in a few years of war. But,
despite the severe marriage squeeze experienced by French women after the war, the vast
majority of them eventually married. Indeed, among French women who came of age during
the war, there was only a modest increase in the percentage remaining unmarried at age 50.
In examining this paradox, Henry concluded that relatively small changes in age preferences
compensated for the large imbalance in potential marriage partners. The French marriage
market, like the postbellum South’s marriage market, proved to be surprisingly flexible.66

Although the war did not create a crisis in white southern women’s ability to marry and
fulfill their expected roles as wives and mothers, it did nonetheless have some effect on the
overall character and meaning of southern marriage. Most important, the war utterly
transformed former slaves’ ability to choose partners, marry, and form families. In addition,
as many historians have argued, the war challenged traditional gender roles and individual
marriages in diverse and interesting ways. Husbands seriously wounded in the war or
suffering psychologically from their experiences no doubt affected their households and
their wives’ and children’s lives, as did the loss of property and wealth.

The demographic evidence highlights several promising areas for future research. The
degree of community diversity in demographic behavior is an interesting and largely
unanswered question, especially given known patterns of local enlistments and the
clustering of war mortality in specific companies and regiments. Although low sample
densities in existing IPUMS census samples currently prevent a detailed investigation of
variations by community, higher sample densities in future samples and detailed community
studies by individual researchers may show that marriage patterns in specific communities
varied widely from the sectional patterns observed in this article. The results on sectional
marriage patterns discussed here will provide a standard by which other scholars can
compare other communities or individual marriages.

A more promising area for research is the social demography of widowhood. There is a
stark, surprising contrast between the extremely high levels of widowhood in the postwar
South and the paucity of historical research. Nearly one in three southern white women over
the age of 40 were currently widowed in 1880, representing about 300,000 women and
many more dependent children. Although most of these women were not war widows, the
war clearly contributed to marked sectional differences in the rate of widowhood. Despite
these staggering numbers and the growing interest in the social history of the war and its
aftermath, there are almost no studies of postwar southern widowhood. How these women
and their families coped with the dire economic environment of the postbellum South
deserves the attention of social historians.67
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Vernon Burton also found the average age at marriage for whites in Edgefield County, South
Carolina, “nearly identical” before and after the Civil War. Elsewhere, however. Burton reports
that the average age at marriage for white men fell by 0.47 years. Burton. My Father’s House Are
Many Mansions. p. 264409n6

55. Unfortunately, no census sample exists for the 1890 census (the original manuscript records were
destroyed). Where necessary, estimates were obtained by interpolating between the 1880 and 1900
censuses.

56. At the time of the 1860 census, 83 percent of white men from 30 through 39 years old and 88
percent of women of the same age had already married.

57. Kenzer, Robert. The Uncertainty of Life: A Profile of Virginia’s Civil War Widows. In: Cashin,
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58. On Union widows see Holmes, Amy E. ‘Such Is the Price We Pay’: American Widows and the
Civil War Pension System. In: Vinovskis, Maris A., editor. Toward a Social History of the
American Civil War: Exploratory Essays. New York: 1990. p. 171-95.; and McClintock, Megan J.
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59. For more on the “Gould” sample, see Costa, Dora L. Journal of Economic History. Vol. 64. Mar.
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South) were widowed by the war. Although she relied on a different set of assumptions, Amy
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61. Orville Vernon Burton has pointed out that the number of women widowed by natural causes in
Edgefield, South Carolina, between 1865 and 1880 dwarfed the number of women widowed by the
war. Burton. My Father’s House Are Many Mansions. 413n42 Although he is certainly correct that
the vast majority of widows in 1880 were widowed from causes other than the war, it is likely that
a significant proportion of younger widows lost husbands in the conflict. Widows from 40 through
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die before the age of 45, approximately equal to the risk of death for Confederate soldiers during
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62. In Edgefield, women marrying in 1870 married fewer younger men than in 1860. Burton. My
Father’s House Are Many Mansions. p. 264

63. Finite population effects mean that sex ratios can be imbalanced in a finite (i.e., small) population
simply by stochastic sampling effects. The larger problem is of local geographic imbalances. Since
the social organization of military regiments was done along geographic lines and there was
tremendous heterogeneity in mortality by regiment, many local populations probably experienced
acute shortages despite the global excess of men. Documenting such effects will require detailed
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65. The Domestic Millennium; May 22. 1881 p. 2ibid
66. Henry, Louis. Perturbations de la Nuptialité Resultant de la Guerre 1914–1918. Population March-

April;1966 21:273–332.
67. This recommendation seconds a recent comment by Robert Kenzer. “Despite the heightened
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on Confederate widows.” Kenzer. Uncertainty of Life; p. 112-13. For an excellent example of the
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of Poverty. Journal of Social History 1994 Fall;28:83–107.
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Figure 1.
“Awful Possibility.” Illustration by Howard Del, from Vinify Fair, March 29, 1862, p. 154.
Reproduced with permission of Special Collections, Musselman Library, Gettysburg
College, Gettysburg, Pa.
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Figure 2.
Marital Sex Ratio, Northern and Southern Census Regions, 1850–1880.
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Figure 3.
Percentage of White Women from 40 to 59 Years Old Currently Widowed, 1880 Census.
SOURCE: North Atlantic Population Project and Minnesota Population Center, NAPP: Complete
Count Microdata. Version 2.0 (Minneapolis, 2008).
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TABLE 3

Characteristics of Men Currently Married to Native-born, White Women from 20 through 24 Years of age

SOURCE: 1850–1880 IPUMS samples (Ruggles et al., 2004).

Note: 1850–1870 estimates are based on imputed relationships.
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