




Confederate Life-Preservers 
 

hus far in Victorian Times, I’ve steered clear of articles relating to the Civil War. However, I couldn’t resist 
including the piece on “Confederate Make-Shifts” that appears in this issue.  Besides the fact that the 
substitutes found for everyday products are in themselves fascinating, the article also provides an interesting 

look at what we struggle to preserve when the world is falling apart around us.  And what we struggle to preserve 
is, in many cases, the small things. 
 Hats, for example.  A proper Victorian, male or female, does not venture out of doors without a hat.  And so 
Confederate women became expert in plaiting their own straw, and even the husks of Indian corn, to ensure that 
no matter what else befell, they and their children would have hats.  Dinner parties were another part of “normal” 
social life—and since sugar was scarce but milk was plentiful, one can perhaps thank the Civil War for making ice 
cream more popular.  Clothing one must have, so one learns to knit and sew, turn seams, and make old garments 
“new” again. And it’s interesting that today, you can buy as a novelty what was then known as the “Confederate 
candle”—a single long length of wax over wick that was wound into a ball, placed on a stand, and unwound as it 
was burned.   
 Some of the items that Southern ladies learned to make substitutes for are clearly vital—matches, for 
instance, and medicines, and even paper.  (An article on the siege of Vicksburg reports that newspapers often 
resorted to printing their issues on wallpaper!)  Some might seem, to us, more trivial—such as, again, hats, or dyes 
for cloth.  But what these ladies were fighting to preserve was not their clothing, but a way of life—the Victorian 
way of life, if you will.  These weren’t just make-shifts; they were way-of-life-preservers. For example, one of the 
greatest Southern needs was for black dye.  In a world that was falling apart, no proper Victorian lady would have 
considered for a moment the option of not dyeing her clothing black for the requisite year of full mourning.  The 
great need for black dye tells us how many Victorian ladies were doing just that. 
 One might be tempted to ask if the world would really have come to an end if one couldn’t have a straw hat 
or something vaguely approximating a cup of coffee.  But that overwhelming need for black dye is a reminder 
that, for these women, the world had already come to an end.  The big things in life, the truly important things, 
had changed forever, beyond repair.  From these changes would emerge the new Victorian woman, the woman 
who discovered the strength to handle the household, the farm, the finances, perhaps even the family business, all 
on her own.  But that woman did so by clinging to the small things, the things that suddenly matter so much more 
than we ever imagine when the rest of the world is changing around us. 
 If you’ve ever lived in another country, where perhaps your favorite foods or products are hard to come by, 
you’ll know just how much the small things can mean.  Sometimes it’s easier to face disaster—because you have 
no choice—than to face another morning without a cup of coffee.  It’s not as trivial as it sounds.  And throughout 
every crisis that people face, people triumph over the great disasters by finding makeshift ways to deal with the 
small things that keep their way of life intact even as the larger world is turning itself upside down. 
 Reading an article like this (and its counterparts about “the home front” in more recent conflicts), I can’t help 
but wonder how we would face similar troubles today.  I have no doubt that, when trouble arises, human nature 
will continue to arise to meet it.  But what, I wonder, will we struggle to preserve as part of our “way of life” 
today?  Will we cling to our cell phones, our apps, our music, and our Facebook pages?  Would life go on if we 
couldn’t meet the day with the latest Twitter feed?  Or would we find ourselves more bereft than a Victorian lady 
at the height of the Civil War?  For while it’s possible to substitute a hat of cornhusks for a silk bonnet, it’s not 
possible to weave a cell phone out of straw.   
 I like to suppose that we’ll figure out “what’s really important”—without daring to try to suggest what, 
precisely, that is.  However, if one writes poetry and then posts it on Facebook, I suspect that in the absence of 
Facebook, one will go on writing poetry.  If one snaps endless photos of one’s toddler and posts them on a 
parenting blog, I suspect one will go on rearing one’s toddler as best one can, even if the blog has gone with the 
wind.  And as for selfies and comments on the latest political debacles, well, I’m sure we’ll just emulate Scarlet 
O’Hara, and declare, with confidence... 
 “I’ll tweet about it tomorrow!”  
  

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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