Widows in mourning 

If I were a widow in mourning, I would not be appearing at a public amusement such as this. I would be dressed entirely in black at all times, including my under garments! 

For the first year and one day I would not leave my home except to attend church. For the next year I could visit very close family members. Also I could wear mourning jewelry during the second year. The weeping veil was lifted and worn over the back of the head.

The gentleman of the family made all of the arrangements with the clergyman and the undertaker. No member of the family would appear in the streets until after the funeral.

Mourning periods were two years for a spouse, one for a parent, brother or sister, six months for a young child and three months for an infant.

Strangely enough, this was all for women. A man would wear a black armband and go about his normal life. Also he would have a black band around his calling cards. 

Mourning clothes were the first off the rack clothing. You needed them suddenly and would not have time to make them yourself. Women that were poor would dye all their clothes black. Then after the mourning period, bleach them out.

The Victorians had many superstitions associated with death. When there was a corpse in the house, the mirrors were covered. If someone died in the house, you had to stop the clock on the hour of death. When the body was carried out, it had to be feet first, or it could look back and beckon others to follow it into death.

It was believed that the spirit of the dead would hover around those that they loved. Therefore the fabric had to be lackluster, so the spirit would not get trapped in the clothing. The veil was worn so that if a passerby would look into the mourners face, the spirit would not attach itself to them

When the widow was ready to resume social life, she would leave cards with friends and acquaintances.

During the Civil War many of the Victorian customs lessened. There were so many deaths that the nation was in constant mourning. So many widows in black caused added grief to an already grieving nation. The smell of black dye was everywhere. You would see women every day in their yards dying clothes black and crying. At one point a Mississippi governor actually tried to pass a law banning mourning garb. In England strict mourning customs continued until 1901 at the death of Queen Victoria. In America mourning customs had already become less strict. The required mourning time was less rigid. Women had better things to do than mourn, after all our country was just returning to normal after the war. Now women wore black and just trimmed their undergarments with black trimmings. Men still used the armband as a symbol of mourning. 

Now you know a little of the mourning customs of the past. 

