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The most famous Old South childhood deathbed scene was not southern at all.  As Little Eva lay dying, the young heroine of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) began clipping her locks and distributing them as momentos mori to those she loved, an act memorialized in a stanza of the poem “Death of Eva”: 

. . . Oh sweet and sad were the tears that fell

As her gifts among them passed

And Tom, he got the first fair curl

And Topsy got the last. . . .

With Topsy, Tom, and the other slaves that comprised the extended plantation family surrounding her in mourning, the brave child reached out to ease their pain and fears: “I sent for you all, my dear friends, because I love you.  I love you all; and I have something to say to you, which I want you always to remember. . . . I am going to leave you.”  Contrasted to the unrestrained grief of the slaves, Eva’s Christ-like benediction was peaceful and composed.  Once the slaves left the room, she turned to her intimate family and assured them of eternal life with her final words: “O, love—joy—peace!”  Then Eva “slept.”


Little Eva’s deathbed was and remains a powerfully symbolic version of the self-abnegating Victorian culture of the mid-nineteenth-century South; it is what the white planter-class childhood deathbed supposedly entailed.  The “beautiful death,” as historian Philip Ariès labeled such scenes, enabled the bereaved (and Stowe certainly desired her readership to grieve as deeply as Eva’s fictional family) to supplant the painful image of a dying child with an attractive and even appealing portrait that was “both comforting and exalting.”  Ideally, Eva’s death, as representative of any child’s death, was a “moment of ecstasy bordering on the visionary.”  As many scholars have demonstrated, Stowe’s rhetoric and imagery were culminations of the era’s evangelical impulse and rising romantic sentimentalism, manifested most acutely among the northern middle class to which she belonged.  But did her portrait truly represent the antebellum South, or was Stowe’s representation of dying child and comforted family misleading?
  


Few scholars have attempted to answer that question.  Like other subdisciplines of social history, the history of death and dying originated with studies of northern urban and middle-class life.  Historian Sylvia Hoffert, for example, argued that grieving white parents in the antebellum North resigned themselves to the possibility of childhood death, refraining from expressing guilt or questioning the reasons for their children’s deaths and consciously employing such occasions to demonstrate submission to God’s will by satisfying themselves that “their children had gone to Him in heaven.”  Although Hoffert focused specifically on responses to infant death, many other historians who have studied death shared her conclusions: parents and other survivors accepted the inevitability of childhood death, and they used children’s deaths to reassure their own sense of salvation.  By living with a strong sense of moral purpose, applying scriptural dictates to their lives and expected afterlives, and demonstrating self-control when faced with these lowest moments of life, northern middle-class Americans epitomized the Victorianism of their era.

If they had explored the antebellum South, historians would have discovered variations on these Victorian patterns of mourning.  Southern children’s deaths rarely resembled Eva’s serene, controlled, and sentimentalized deathbed scene.  From the violence of the whooping cough and dysentery to the tragedy of agricultural accidents, childhood death permeated the Old South, and the deathbed was more often heartbreaking than romantic.  Few southern parents accepted childhood deaths with the stoicism that Little Eva’s parents displayed.  Instead, they often grieved deeply over deceased children, expressing guilt, confusion, and frustration at their helplessness.  Some emotionally shut down as their losses became unbearable.  Neither did parents believe that they were helpless in preventing their children’s deaths.  While they did find comfort in imagining their children in Heaven, they were not hesitant to express anger with or openly question God’s will.  Southern parents seldom became introspective until long after the child had passed—if ever.

Such disparity in approaches to childhood death does not mean that southern and northern mourning ways were dramatically different.  They were both thoroughly Victorian and reflected long familiarity with high childhood mortality rates.  Despite improvements in diet and medicine, children’s death-rates remained high throughout the nineteenth-century United States.  The mortality rate for infants in particular varied remarkably little from region to region, and compared poorly to rates in Victorian England.
  Historian Lawrence Stone argued that, familiar with such high mortality rates in earlier centuries, parents became emotionally detached from young children (especially “such ephemeral creatures as infants”) and conserved their “emotional capital” for older youth.  Historians have relied heavily on Stone’s conclusions to argue for Victorians’ resignation and emotionally-restrained attitude toward childhood death.  But, as this essay explores, childhood death elicited a great range of emotional responses from parents.  With a tendency toward sentimentalizing the victim’s passing and their own mourning, antebellum southerners were as “Victorian” as their northern counterparts in their attitudes toward childhood death—and that is not really surprising.
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So, then, was there anything particularly “southern” about childhood death in the Old South?  Glancing back on Little Eva’s deathbed scene, it is difficult to overlook the extended plantation family that surrounded her.  “Our family” was the phrase that white slaveowners employed to describe the white and black residents of their households.  Every expectation was that blacks, as members of “our family,” would fully participate in the emotional milestones of the white family’s life—childbirths, weddings, and deathbed scenes.  Despite this apparent intimacy, however, an emotional distance existed in the household between the two races.  While planters or plantation mistresses may have attended the death of a slave child, whites generally were not found at the emotional milestones of the black family’s life.  More importantly, the sentimental value that Victorian culture assessed to white children’s deaths did not extend to southern black children’s deaths.  When it came to families and childhood deaths, then, the South was different not in practicing mourning ways and conceptualizing childrens’ deaths in a manner particular to its regional needs, but rather in the emotional intersection of family with the racial constructions of southern households.  When it came to antebellum southern childhood death, race mattered.

Before leaving Little Eva, let us take one last glance upon her deathbed.  In an elegiac salute to the child, Stowe declared that “There is no death such as thou, dear Eva! neither darkness nor shadow of death; only such a bright fading as when the morning star fades in the golden dawn.  Thine is the victory without the battle, —the crown without the conflict.”  But in speaking of victories and crowns, Stowe paralleled Eva’s death to that of the Christ and, in so doing, sanctioned childhood death with the power to redeem those left behind, to reinforce their faith, to overcome death itself, and to strengthen the family as a social and sentimental institution.  Of course, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was as much about the United States as it was the white and black families who peopled its pages; and as literary historian Mary Louise Kett explained, Stowe employed an “economy of sentiment” in her pages to fortify “the constitutions not just of the individuals concerned but of the nation.”  Stowe imagined the nation as a family, and her purpose in Uncle Tom’s Cabin was national reconstitution formulated on a familial model.  Sentiment, then, was not important solely at the child’s deathbed but in continuing to influence family/national development, symbolized in the novel by Eva’s locks of hair as mystic relics with powers sufficient to freeing two of the slaves—Cassy and Emmeline—from slavery and returning them into a reconstituted family, representative of national healing.  At Little Eva’s deathbed with black and white family surrounding her, or at her last moments with the immediate family awaiting her ecstatic passage, or at the reunion of Cassy’s family, the economy of sentiment employed childhood death to reinforce the ideal of family, both national and intimate.
 

The association of childhood death with familial reconstitution was not uncommon.  Antebellum fiction and poems abounded with such Victorian notions of childhood death, offering solace to grieving parents and postulating that God’s purpose in taking children was to redeem family on earth and welcome family into the afterlife.  Sentimental letters and diaries relating hopefulness and anticipation of having the deceased child prepare the way to heaven evidenced the nation’s romantic culture.  As an example, circa 1858, the American Agriculturist published “Steer Straight to me, Father,” a short story of a man who went fishing but became trapped by the fog, only to hear his young boy’s voice from the shore guiding him home.  Days later, the fictional boy died, but the words echoed after his death, guiding the father to Christianity and salvation.

Salvation—as in the mid-nineteenth-century North, the South was wracked by evangelicalism and its emphasis on conversion and deliverance.  Theologically, evangelicals promoted the immanence of God and His revealed law while encouraging perfectionism, purity, and virtue in countering temptation.  At the heart of the faith was conversion leading to salvation.  As they constructed new congregations, evangelicals turned to the family as the model for community.  Under the patriarchy of God, unrelated believers found support and fellowship as “brothers and sisters in Christ”—a model that Stowe emphasized in using the family metaphor for national reconstitution.  Within the patriarchal atmosphere of nineteenth-century America, the familial model of community recreated expectations of domestic dependence upon the ultimate patriarch: God.  Several lines of a poem circulated in the late 1850s expressed how childhood death was meant to force individual submission to the Father: 

. . . I loved them so,

That when the elder Shepherd of the fold

Came, covered with the storm, and pale and cold,

And begged for one of my sweet lambs to hold,

I bade him go. . . .

. . . “Is it thy will?

My father, say, must this pet lamb be given?

Oh! Thou hast many such, dear Lord, in heaven”;

And a soft voice said, “Nobly hast thou striven;

But—peace, be still!” . . . 

The Patriarch’s will was unquestionable; acquiescence to it permeated similar poems and letters of sympathy sent to mourning parents.  “God will not be a Rival,” wrote a friend to Anne Swann of Pittsboro, North Carolina, “and we know that he is jealous of every thing which robs him of his Glory.”

Of course, this same type of language can be found in condolence letters and literature throughout the antebellum North as well.  What made these words particularly pertinent in the South was the acceptance of earthly patriarchal will as a central facet of household life.  God as patriarch fit very nicely with white Southerners’ ideas about the unrivaled dominance of the man in familial, communal, political, economic, social, and religious contexts.  In masculine qualities, southerners boasted they were second to none; and no quality was more cherished than family protectiveness (which, in turn, exhibited multiple manly characteristics, including bravery, physical skill, ferocity of will, and honor).  Portraying God as jealous and insistent on primacy had plenty of precedent in the Old Testament, but it also engaged southern conceptualizations of mastery, patriarchal liberties, and the subordination of white dependents—his wife, his children, and on occasion his widowed mother or unmarried sisters—and black slaves.


Consider for instance the death of and mourning for little Phereba Hinton Bethell of Rockingham County, North Carolina.  In late 1852, three-year-old Phereba moved too closely to a pile of burning leaves.  The fire caught her clothes and badly burned the child; she lingered for thirty-six hours as her mother, Mary, tried to ease the pain—both the child’s and her own.  Unlike Little Eva, Phereba said nothing, leaving her mother to search for meaning in her child’s violent and painful demise.  Unlike Little Eva’s mother who interpreted her daughter’s death as a passing from here to the hereafter, Mary Bethell believed that Phereba’s death had little to do with passage or even the child.  “The Lord afflicted me for my good,” she feared: her personal joy in Phereba had angered the vengeful Patriarch of her faith who in turn challenged her to become more Abrahamic than Abraham in sacrificing her own child.

Bethell’s approach to childhood death applied as well to childbirth.  In the fall of 1853, she gave birth to John Hinton Bethell, predictably attributing his healthy arrival to a smiling deity who rewarded her for maintaining faithfulness in the aftermath of Phereba’s death.  But seven months later, baby John took ill and died within twenty-four hours.  Bethell’s diary barely acknowledges the event, suggesting either her shock or an absence of emotional investment in this child.  It was quite possibly the latter since Mary was not one to hide true grief.  When her sister suddenly passed years later, Bethell lamented lengthily: “What a mysterious providence, it was such a shock to my feelings, my health suffered from it, and two weeks after I was taken sick with a hemorage from the womb, was confined to my bed two weeks, and a month to the house.”  In contrast to her rationalization for Phereba’s death, there was no resignation to God’s will here, but rather puzzlement over His purpose.  Otherwise, God is absent from Bethell’s written thoughts as she contemplated her sister’s death and the miscarriage.  But notably, while her sister’s death drew a dramatic reaction, the loss of yet another, albeit unborn, child elicited no emotional outpouring.  Following Phereba’s tragedy in 1852, Mary Bethell seemingly went numb to her childrens’ deaths and, quite possibly, lives.  She had loved Phereba too much and angered her God, and it appears that she limited her love for future children out of fear of losing them.

Bethell’s lack of reaction may represent much more than simple emotional detachment, however.  Her story evidences a powerful example and an equally powerful exception to what historian Ann Douglas has labeled the “domestication of death.”  First, the exception: in the mid-nineteenth century, women and evangelical ministers expanded power in “the free-for-all, intensely competitive democracy of American culture” by proving the insignificant (among whom children were the most evident) were indeed significant . . . that “the dead could live” . . . that “the last shall be first.”  Yet, no where in Bethell’s diary is there any hint that she expected her children to live on, waiting to redeem her and usher her to salvation.  Despite her strong religious sentiments, Bethell did not glorify her children: they did not await her in an afterlife; she let them fade into memory.  Yet, that Bethell did not recognize the ecstatic redemption of childhood death is made more exceptional by the manner in which the rest of her story exemplifies the domestication of death.  Her home was a household clearly divided into separate spheres; in fact, her husband is not found in these episodes of childhood death.  Mary Bethell shouldered the grief and pain of mourning.  The Victorian rationalization for burdening mothers with mourning emanated from a belief that they would most benefit from the resulting spiritual challenges.  Bethell’s diary demonstrates well the spiritual journey that childhood death precipitated in her life.

Contrary to Victorian desires for the gendered construction of mourning, however, grief most certainly affected fathers.  Lunsford Yandell, a professor of chemistry at Transylvania University in Kentucky, wrote a series of letters in 1836 relating his struggle with the illness and death of his young son, Wilson:

June 12th 
. . . My alarm and anxiety are agonizing. . . . His death, in less than 24 hours, would not surprise me!  What can I say?  The thought overwhelms me. . . .

June 13th 
. . . The trial to us is, indeed awful.  Our hearts are bound up in the lovely boy.  Half the charm of our existence goes with him.  Our house is filled with weeping, and henceforward will wear the air of desolation.  All about it is gloom. . . .

P.S.  It is all over.  Even while writing the lines within, he began to gasp for his last breath.  He died at half past 8 in the morning—being 5 years, 11 months, & one day old.  What a loss to us!  I am unfit to add more.

June 15th
. . . it is an overwhelming sorrow—burying beneath it our dearest hopes & brightest earthly prospects.  I have not yet derived that consolation from Religion, which it is the privilege of the Son of God to enjoy.  No doubt it is because I have not done my duty in times past—because I have been worldly, & not spiritually-minded—because I have followed eagerly after earthly pleasures—fame, riches, and the approbation of men, & have not held that close communion with my Maker that I ought.  I am bowed down greatly.  I reproach myself bitterly for having been so lukewarm a Christian—for having given out to the world so dim a light, and I sometimes even fancy that my sins have caused this blow to fall upon our lovely child, who is thus torn from us to show me how wicked I have been, and to drive me, by the terrible chastisement, to a closer walk with God.

For Yandell, the pursuit of manhood cost him and his family dearly.  There is a touch of pragmatism in his letters, including trying to rationalize death itself, but Yandell mourned as deeply as his wife in the days following Wilson’s passing.  Trying to reason whether his son was truly in heaven or simply buried in the ground, Yandell admitted “that a shade of doubt” remained, but that humans would always have that doubt “because we cannot feel all this as forcibly as we ought—how thoroughly persuaded of its truth—that death and separation have such terrors for us.”

The differences between Bethell’s and Yandell’s remembrances are striking.  Bethell, a member of a New Light Methodist congregation, quite clearly concluded that God punished her for loving Phereba too much, possibly forcing her as a mother to love her later children less so as not to ire her vengeful God.  Shaped by the evangelical impulse of the Second Great Awakening, New Lights conceptualized God as patriarchal and immanent, working within the known world to convert individuals.  Within New Light theology, open recognition of one’s sins was requisite to conversion and salvation.  There was also an implied connection between female faith and motherly capabilities: God favored women who acted as pious and humble mothers, rewarding them with robust and healthy children.  In Bethell’s world, God warned her of her spiritual weakness through Phereba’s death and rewarded her faithfulness, if only briefly, with John.

Yandell also attributed his child’s death to God’s effort to draw him towards salvation, but it was not central to his conceptualization of his son’s death.  “I sometimes even fancy . . .”: indeed, the wording is curious, suggesting Yandell’s own ambivalence toward the thought when he did consider it.  Self-condemnation appears almost an afterthought to the more central concern—his inability to find solace.  Yandell was not a New Light; in fact, untouched by the evangelical impulse, he was “so dim a light” that we might be a bit surprised by his connection of childhood death to parental sinfulness.  Nineteenth-century expectations as to mourning, however, made Yandell particularly sensitive to his anguish over Wilson’s death.  Fathers and husbands were not supposed to mourn excessively.  Even as American culture turned more toward ostentatious mourning rituals, the burden of mourning fell not to men but to women.  Grief became feminized, rules emerged as to appropriate clothing, and mourning periods became codified: widows mourned for two years; mothers were to grieve for one year.  Fathers, however, were to resume their normal routines shortly after their children’s funerals.  Yandell’s eagerness to overcome the overwhelming sorrow of his son’s death (and his frustration at being unable to do so), then, makes sense given societal expectations for his gendered role.

In contrast to Bethell’s waning investment in her children’s deaths and Yandell’s male-gendered construction of mourning stands the experience of Mary Henderson, a resident of Salisbury, North Carolina.  Henderson sent her young sons off to school on December 21, 1854, knowing that whooping cough was circulating among the town’s children “but either from thoughtlessness or I know not what did not take them from school—I now so acutely feel this was my terrible and fatal error, they were old enough to stand the disease but my little babe was only two weeks old for her sake.”  The boys did indeed bring the disease home, and their infant sister became ill.  Mary treated her with calomel and belladonna, inducing violent vomiting and consequently damaging the child’s gastrointestinal tract and killing her.  In the meantime, another very young child, Edward, developed the whooping cough.  The doctor came and employed the same medical techniques, with the same consequences: “I never can excuse myself for not seeing that the emetic was urged too far, I ought my own judgment should have told me that no child especially one coughing for three months with whooping cough could stand so much vomiting.”  No sooner was Edward buried than his older brother Baldy became ill and died, followed by another.

Four children expired in eighteen months (a fifth had died prior to this epidemic), and Henderson’s diary became a tome of regrets and almost abusive introspection: “The Dr did it all, he gave me the medicine and stood by and saw it operate, he did it not I but I ought to have known he was urging it too far”; “‘don’t whip me mommy, me be good boy’ how often that rings in my ears it was almost the last sentence I heard my darling little boy speak in health”; “I fear I sometimes in trying to estrange and separate him from the little negro child that I said things to hurt his tender feelings for he had a warm affectionate heart”; “my house and home seem desolate and deserted but two of our seven children left, often have I longed for quiet when our children have been noisy and uproarious, now it is painfully quiet”; “I feel so unhappy too about the two remaining ones thinking it may be God’s good pleasure to recall them and shuddering at the bare idea—how sad, so very sad my home is.”  Henderson’s pain and grief poured into the diary.

Her words also relate her conviction that the children’s deaths had been avoidable.  Had she not sent the two boys to school and had she not administered the doctor’s remedy, all of her children might still have been alive.  It was a particularly bitter tonic to swallow since Henderson worked ceaselessly to save her children once they became ill.  When her slave Polly first detected something wrong with Edward, Mary immediately took charge as the family’s primary health care provider.  Southern mothers used health-care books like William Buchan’s Domestic Medicine to guide their preventative measures.  Despite, or perhaps because of, her access to such professional advice, the panic of discovering yet another stricken child demoralized Henderson.  She placed her “hand upon his forehead and found it burning hot. . . .  I told sister he had a fever and really was so shocked I became appalled, lost all presence of mind. . . .  I became unnerved and beside myself—we had water put on, a tub brought in, mustard and everything preparatory but Sister begged me to send for a doctor.”  Yet, Henderson seems to have been already rattled by the first child’s death since it was not her own motherly intuition but Polly’s diagnosis and her sister’s interference that inspired her to act upon Edward’s illness.
  In fact, as each child became ill, Mary Henderson expressed surprise at the disease’s progression through her family.  

As Henderson sought explanation for her children’s deaths, she was not as ready as either Bethell or Yandell to attribute it to a wrathful God.  Her first complaint arose against the doctor who had entered her home only through her sister’s urging.  Once arrived, he took charge, administering doses of calomel and belladonna with little positive effect.  We know nothing more about this doctor, but Henderson’s acquiescence to his authority is important.  Male physicians had been making inroads into home practice since the late eighteenth century.  What had once been a woman’s sphere of domestic health care gradually gave way to the professionalized medical community of college-trained doctors.  But with authority came responsibility.  Mary Henderson directly blamed him for Edward’s death: “. . . he did it not I.”  This may be the reason that when the fourth child became ill, Henderson refused to send for the doctor but instead relied upon her slave nurse who, “old and experienced but selfish and lazy,” “neglected my precious little lamb . . . and overfed her I fear with tea and bread too much sweetened,” which Mary claimed led to poorer health and eventual death.
 

What is particularly moving when reading Henderson’s diary is the line that concludes “how sad, so very sad my home is.”  Childhood death challenged the perpetuation of the family; instead of seven children in whom the future would be invested, only two remained in the Henderson home.  Additionally, when she wrote the words, Henderson was in the midst of a three-year mourning period over the deaths of the four children, a period sufficient to emotionally if not physically isolate her from society.  As one scholar explained, “Far from turning their backs on the dead, Romantic mourners were asked to turn their backs on the living.”  Forced to retreat further into her saddened home, Henderson became overly protective of her remaining children, even chiding God for instilling fear into them.

Societal rules for parental mourning, then, had the potential to disrupt families beyond the tragedy of death.  To insure that people like Henderson did not lose faith in God or security in their homes, at times of childhood death and other spiritual trials, intimate families became targets of Christian evaluation.  In the 1850s, the Presbyterian Banner reproached mourning parents who thought of their deceased child as “resting away yonder in the lonely grave, and whilst his brothers and sisters are sleeping sweetly at home that dear one is in his grave.”  Situating the deceased in this world or forgetting them altogether exposed a lack of faith.  Christian parents mourned differently.  As E. Lively expressed in consoling a friend upon the death of her child, “you have now another tie in Heaven and remember as your ties are increasing there you have more and stronger calls to lead you to the bleeding side of Jesus his grace is sufficient for use under all circumstances and he will not lay upon us burdens we are not able to bear but on the contrary he in his wisdom devises such means and ways to bring us into submission to his will as at first seems grievous and hard for us to bear but in after years may result in our benefit both temporal and spiritual.”

Not surprisingly, it was very much the same logic that underlay patriarchy—whether the father, the doctor, or God, the patriarchal authority demanded much in his wisdom, but nothing that should not ultimately benefit dependents.  Women like Bethell, already stripped of independence and deeply enmeshed in patriarchal power relations, adjusted to God’s patriarchal demands and forsook their children.  Other women like Henderson recognized but resented the patriarchal power—both supernatural and medical—that robbed them of their joys and made them weary with grief.  “I am wretched miserable cannot even pray,” Henderson protested; “This consuming guilt stupefies and unfits me for every duty.”  Still other women, like Lunsford Yandell’s wife, Susan, fully accepted God as Patriarch and immediately situated their deceased children in Heaven.  Yandell’s grief began in June 1856 with the death of her son, and four months later, she was as deeply grief-stricken: her “wounded heart is not at all healed.”  She kept the boy’s chair by her bed, imagining that he “is now a guardian angel watching over his dear mother, while she is here alone, and wondering why she weeps.”  In visualizing the child’s return as an angel, Yandell reconstituted a whole family here on earth and reinforced notions of familial reunion in the afterlife.  “God sends guardian angels, and why not send those who love us most?” she contemplated.

Still, women were not expected to mourn to the point of melancholia.  When the mother’s mourning period ended a year or, as in Henderson’s situation, several years later, she was to return to the business of domestic life.  It was often painful.  “The world knows little of the secret sorrows that rend the bosoms of many of those who are gayest in company,” lamented Susan Yandell upon having to socialize with others.  “That is not the place for grief, they do not sympathize with one.  I find that constant occupation, books, or company absolutely necessary for me.”  But then the entry returns to the despair of grieving parent: “I ought not to trust my self alone an hour in the day, much less at night.”  Anne Swann, too, ached with the weariness of mourning: “Three months has lapsed by, and yet my selfish heart daily & hourly mourns for my departed Idol; and every returning Sabbath (at the ringing of the Church Bell) am I reminded that at that time, was the last struggles of my beloved Child.”  Church bells had long been tolled to spread news of individuals’ deaths, usually ringing out the age of the deceased.  Few southerners, however, could claim a weekly communal reminder of their child’s death like the tolling of the church bell.  Certainly, as the bell tolled beyond her son’s age, it reminded Swann of the lost years of his life.

It is not surprising that, while the deep and prolonged grief of mothers is unavoidable in the sources, reference to fathers’ grief is rare.  Southerners just were not accustomed to acknowledging male emotions and bereavement because open expression of either reeked of femininity.  Men could mourn, but privately and limitedly.  When the father’s mourning period ended in a few days after the funeral, he was expected to return to the business of providing for family and contributing to community.  Upon the death of their first daughter, Mary Henderson’s husband suffered “so much I feared he would soon follow, but he got better and instead of struggling at home against my grief . . . I must think needs a change.”  While she anticipated prolonged grief on her part, she assumed her husband’s ability to recover more quickly, possibly with just a change of scenery.  When men mourned publicly, they were often emasculated.  For example, as a preface to the poem about the “elder Shepherd” partially quoted earlier in this essay, an editor wrote “There is a feeling in these words, the power of which parents alone can know.  A mother must have written them, or if a father, he had a mother’s heart.”  Within southern Victorian culture, men could not embrace feeling or emotion without risking masculine image.

Childhood death, then, challenged men who had already achieved household status and manly mastery by forcing them to confront their own masculinity.  Being asked to submit to the will of the Patriarch undermined their vaunted independence.  For example, Yandell initially interpreted God’s purpose as counter to his own pursuit of manhood.  Submission to God’s will was a threatening proposition to many southern men since it either forced them to share patriarchal authority (with God and his representative ministers) or it weakened their sense of masculinity by promoting a more dependent and, consequently, emotional and “feminized” character.  Even as men became overwhelmed with grief in the privacy of the home, achieving and maintaining manliness required displays of composure in the homosocial public realm in which men moved.

Lack of public emotions, however, does not mean that fathers mourned less than mothers, only differently and more privately.  Given the opportunity to express themselves in private diaries, men were often more tender and as grief stricken as their wives.  Lunsford Yandell’s pain is obvious in his entries.  For more religious men, a child’s death translated into opportunity to embrace the emotional connection to family and God, and reject the corporeal world.  Between May 31 and June 4, 1854, James H. Greenlee of Burke County, North Carolina, began every entry with a report on his baby’s illness, always following with a lengthy supplication to God to have mercy on the family and “grant grace to submit.”  When the infant died on June 4, Greenlee pleaded with God to “sanctify this bereavement to us as Parents & Children[,] wean us from the world[,] show us its vanity and nothingness.”


While white fathers grieved deeply over their own children’s deaths, as household patriarchs, their attitudes towards the deaths of slave children seemed almost callous.  “I had ahold of her hand as the last gasp was taken,” remembered Everard Green Baker about a seven-year-old slave girl on his plantation in Jefferson County, Mississippi; “her skin was moist & warm when she died & for several hours, she was opened & a large wad of worms found in the smaller bowels,—which caused her death—weather warm very.”


That the child was African American makes this brief episode quite important in revising Stowe’s version of the southern childhood deathbed scene.  This was the antithesis to Little Eva’s death: Eva was white, free, comfortably situated in her private room, surrounded by her white intimate family and her black household family, accorded a lengthy monologue assuring us all that she was heaven-bound, and allowed to “sleep.”  The black slave girl, lying in a bed and cabin that did not belong to her family and gasping for air in her final moments, left no monologue and was held by a man who, even if he may have been her father, was not her parent.  Her recorded fate was dissection rather than heaven, and her eulogy was a clinically written statement which ended with a weather report.  With the white patriarch remaining in the room, grasping her hand, one cannot help but wonder: Where were the parents?  Had the patriarch displaced them as the parental figure at childhood death?  Was there any proclamation of Christian acceptance of the inevitable?  Was there absolution for the observers?  The answers are beyond our reach, but Baker’s clinical language to describe the girl’s last gasp dramatically counters the eloquence with which Stowe portrayed Little Eva’s last breath.


South Carolina planter David Gavin was even less interested in the humanity of the child who died on his plantation in June 1859: “Celia’s child died about four months old. . . .  This is two Negroes and three horses I have lost this year.”  In his report on plantation management, Thomas Affleck of Mississippi wrote of expectations for natural increase of slavery, “Of those born, one half die under one year.”  In his 1854 assessment of plantation capital, John Horlbeck of Charleston, South Carolina, recorded sixty-six slave deaths, including eleven infants, three of which also cost the mothers’ lives.  His list included:

Names

age
how acquired
Remarks


Infant




(Dead 1844) 
  25

Molly

12 
increase
(Dead 1854)

Infant


d[itt]o

Dead

Harry

17
d[itt]o

(Dead 1854)
800

Infant


d[itt]o

Dead

  25

Paul

4
increase
(Dead 1854)

To the white patriarch, the death of a slave child was foremost an economic loss: the figures in Horlbeck’s unlabeled fifth column, for example, indicated value.  Yet, before we dismiss these planters as callous and indifferent, it is important to realize that the patriarchal conceptualization of loss actually bound slave children’s deaths to those of white children.

The commodification of the black child’s body would lead us to believe that the death of the slave child was considered a loss of income while the death of a white child elicited more heartfelt mourning.  But many white southern parents objectified their own children’s deaths as a squandering of future potential rather than the loss of an emotionally attached child.  Recall Lunsford Yandell’s pain at burying “our dearest hopes & brightest earthly prospects.”  The popular poetess of mortuary verse Lydia Sigourney related how “innumerable tender sympathies are cut away; the glowing expectations, nurtured for many years, are destroyed & the cold urn left in its place.”  It was not her son but expectations for his future which had been cultivated for years and then smashed just as he “arrived to the age of manhood.”  A poem entitled “The Little Grave” related it more lyrically:

‘T is a little grave, but oh! Beware!

For world-wide hopes are buried there,

And ye, perhaps, in coming years,

May see, like her, through blinding tears,

How much of light, how much of joy,

Is buried up with an only boy.

Southerners associated such rhetoric more often with the deaths of boys, and by no means did white parents perceive the economic loss of a slave child as synonymous to the lost potential of their sons.  Ultimately, the slave child could be replaced; the white child could not.


Still, as plantation patriarchs, slaveowners expected “our family” to continue into the afterlife.  In a southern apologist response to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the author of Aunt Phillis’s Cabin (1852) assured readers that deceased slaves would continue as dependents.  “Kind master, weep not,” the deathbed scene of Aunt Phillis began; “She will bear, even at the throne of God, witness to thy faithfulness.  Through thee she learned the way to heaven, and it may be soon she will stand by thee again, though thou see her not.  She may be one of those who will guide thee to the Celestial City; to the company of the redeemed, where will be joy forever.”   Like the death of a white child, the death of a black child (or adult) translated into how it spiritually benefited white adults.


Of course, from the black parents’ perspective, the loss of a child was fraught with emotion.  Fannie Moore, a South Carolina slave, remembered her younger brother’s death.  Her mother was a field hand and returned one evening to discover the boy had died.  She knelt “by de bed and cry her heart out.”  Moore’s mother returned to the fields the next day as the boy’s uncle carried him in a small pine box to the plantation’s burying ground.  Fannie watched her mother “just plow and cry as she watch ‘em put George in de ground.”  The episode relates a great deal about the contrasts between white and black families in mourning.  White women were expected to assume the task of mourning, but the rigor of plantation work did not allow black women the luxury of mourning.  In white remembrances of childhood death, fathers are absent because of cultural expectations about masculine mourning: men were not to be seen as weak or emotional.  In this black remembrance, as in others, fathers were just absent—either on another plantation or sold away—forcing maternal relatives like Fannie’s uncle to perform burials and provide emotional support.


As parents, black southerners felt the same parental losses as white southerners, but they could never really affirm that loss as completely their own.  As slaveowner, the planter claimed not only their time but, as evidenced in Horlbeck’s inventory, their children as well.  In the summer of 1855, a slave girl fell into a well on James M. Tolbert’s Alabama plantation and drowned.  “She was four years three months and 3 days old Anthony Come to the plantation after Me,” Tolbert remembered; “I Come home Made a Coffin and buried My little negro I am Sorry my little negro is dead, but I Cant help it.”  Tolbert clearly understood the girl as his; whether as property or out of an emotional attachment may be beside the point—he laid claim to her.  But Tolbert also absolved himself of any responsibility.  We do not know how the girl’s parents responded or even if they lived on the same plantation, but most certainly they would have interpreted her death as their loss, not Tolbert’s.


Like white parents who viewed the death of a child as more than solely a loss of life, investing childhood death with issues of divine disfavor or lost future potential, black parents interpreted more into their children’s deaths than the loss of a child.  Harriet Jacbos recalled her son’s illness:

I loved to watch his infant slumbers; but always there was a dark cloud over my enjoyment.  I could never forget that he was a slave.  Sometimes I wished that he might die in infancy.  God tried me.  My darling became very ill.  The bright eyes grew dull, and the little feet and hands were so icy cold that I thought death had already touched them.  I had prayed for his death, but never so earnestly as I now prayed for his life; and my prayer was heard.  Alas, what mockery it is for a slave mother to try to pray back her dying child to life!  Death is better than slavery.

Imagine Mary Henderson, mother to four children stricken down by the whooping cough, finding mockery in her efforts to save her children!

From the perspective of the slave quarters, what made black slave children’s deaths distinct from white children’s deaths was that African American parents took solace and even joy in childhood death as redemption from enslavement.  Without socially defined periods of mourning, black southerners could blend grief with their prolonged desires for freedom.  One of the few funeral hymns to relate this notion to children was “Little Baby Gone Home”:

De little baby gone home,
De little baby gone home,
De little baby gone along,
For to climb up Jacob’s ladder.
And I wish I’d been dar,
I wish I’d been dar,
I wish I’d been dar, my Lord,
For to climb up Jacob's ladder.

Any student of southern history is familiar with slaves’ association of dying with freedom.  “I Want to Go Home,” “One More River,” “The Coming Day,” “Crossing the River Jordon”: slave spirituals filled with reference to escaping slavery through death, although the typical assumption was that such lyrics pertained to adults.  Sung sorrowfully and repeatedly, like a rumbling dirge, “Little Baby Gone Home” emphasized escape as the theme of black childhood death.


Yet, even as black southerners’ attitudes toward childhood death seem strikingly different from those of white southerners, there was common ground in ideas of the role of patriarchy and the hope of family reconstitution.  African folkways had long taught that on the way “home,” the deceased met ancestors who accompanied him or her on the journey.  As former slave Charles Ball remembered, one slave father buried his young son with 

a small bow and several arrows; a little bag of parched meal; a miniature canoe, about a foot long, and a little paddle, (with which he said it would cross the ocean to his own country) a small stick, with an iron nail, sharpened, and fastened into one end of it; and a piece of white muslin, with several curious and strange figures painted on it in blue and red, by which, he said, his relations and countrymen would know the infant to be his son, and would receive it accordingly, on its arrival amongst them.

Ancestors would receive the child among them and incorporate him into the reconstructed family of the spirit realm.


Like whites, then, blacks conceptualized the long-dead welcoming the recently deceased.  Despite the shared culture trope, however, reconciliation with African ancestors did not fulfill the “Christian” requisites for the proper Victorian deathbed scene.  Three years after Uncle Tom’s Cabin appeared, a response was published as Cassy; or Early Trials (1855).  This was not the Cassy from Stowe’s book, but a comparable character: a young girl whose mother failed in running away from slavery and, in desperation, sold Cassy to a white woman returning to Ohio from Mississippi.  In a scene remarkably similar to Little Eva’s deathbed, Cassy lay dying as her adopted mother drew clear distinctions between the African American worldview and the white Victorian version of afterlife:

“If I were to say,” said Mrs. Hall, “that I was going to take you to Africa, to the home of your mother, and that you would see her there, and birds and flowers more beautiful than any you have ever seen, you would be very happy.  I know you would!  Well, Cassy, you are going to a home more beautiful than Africa.  In Africa you would feel heat, and thirst, and pain; but in heaven there is no pain, nor sorrow, nor sighing.  The Bible tells us that God sits there on a white throne, surrounded by glorious angels, who, with harps in their hands, sing beautiful songs about God. You like singing, Cassy.  In heaven you will hear sweeter singing than you ever did on earth!” 

In describing Africa much as Victorians would have described Hell—heat, thirst, pain, sorrow, sighing—, Cassy’s “mother” forced her to choose between Heaven and Africa, fulfilling the Victorian deathbed scene requirement of conversion and salvation. 
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Ironically, the illustrations used in Cassy were leftover from Uncle Tom’s Cabin, making the comparative deathbed scenes more revealing.  In contrast to Little Eva, neither an extended family nor an intimate family surrounded Cassy’s deathbed; her only companion was her dog.  Without an audience, Cassy’s final moments were not spent in a comforting and exalting monologue.  Instead, the author portrayed the girl as panicked, asking her adopted mother “Am I going to die?” and receiving assurance that God would either cure her or see her to Heaven.
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And thus, race mattered a great deal in conceptualizing southern children’s deathbed scenes.  In a strange twist, the final illustration meant to portray Cassy’s arrival in Heaven had originally been drawn as Eva’s arrival in Heaven.  For readers of Cassy, then, the image inverted the heroine’s race, making her white as she reached out to white angels.  The accompanying text concluded, “The little black girl, the despised negro, was consigned to the grave; but her soul had taken flight, to dwell for countless ages, through all eternity, in the mansions of the blessed!”  In selecting Heaven over Africa, Cassy chose the white ideal of the afterlife, made even more ironic by the physiological truism that, when African Americans die, their skin tones darken, emphasizing post-mortem the uniqueness of their pigmentation.  It was the ultimate Victorian deathbed conversion: she abandoned her blackening body to the grave as her purified, whitening soul departed for the elegant “big house” of Heaven.

Cassy’s family ties were negligible at best.  Taken to Ohio by her adopted mother, a white widow, she was free from the patriarchal and racial constraints of southern family life, white and black.  Her decision to sacrifice reunion with her mother in Africa for eternal heavenly life evinced that freedom.  Reconstitution of family in Heaven was a central component of Victorian deathways, but it was most relevant when family had shaped earthly life.  For antebellum southern whites, as represented by Little Eva, reunion included “our family” and recreated the patriarchal structures of family and household so familiar in earthly life.  For antebellum southern blacks, familial reconstruction included centuries of ancestors, binding the deceased to their African heritage, liberating the soul from the bonds of slavery, and rejecting the biracial extended family created during enslavement.  In the end, however, while deconstructing  childhood death allows us greater insight into the cultural constructions of parental mourning in the Old South, we should never forget that in their minds the anguish of watching a child die far outweighed the cultural implications of their actions.
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