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MARKETING THE BLUE AND GRAY


Introduction

In an era when Americans are bombarded by sales pitches on television, radio, and social media, they might be surprised to learn that newspapers were the primary means of advertising during the mid-nineteenth century. Changes in printing technology had dramatically reduced the time and cost to print a paper, causing readership to boom. By the early 1860s, several million Americans subscribed to daily and weekly papers. Advertisers took full advantage of this fast-growing readership and spent more money than ever before to market their goods and services. According to one contemporary observer, the advertising columns had become “among the most important” reading matter in the newspaper. “No man really becomes acquainted even with the news of the day until he has thoroughly perused the advertisements,” he explained. “They are the pulse and commerce of universal activity.” Another writer agreed, declaring that the notices “are to the reflecting reader the most suggestive and interesting portion of a daily newspaper.”1

The rapid growth in advertising drew a mixed reaction. Frederic Hudson, the managing editor of the New York Herald, delighted in the notices. To his way of thinking, the words and images revealed “the hopes, the thoughts, the joys, the plans, the shames, the losses, the mishaps, the fortunes, the pleasures, the misery, the politics of the people.” Henry Sampson saw only the “shames” and the “misery.” A former English journalist, Sampson was shocked by the “blasphemy” and “indecency” in American advertisements. He fumed about patent medicines and personal columns that would have been “rejected by the gutter journals” of his native country. Whatever a newspaper reader thought about advertisements, they had eclipsed much else in American culture. George Wakeman, a journalist and writer, marveled that the “names of successful advertisers have become household words, where great poets, politicians, philosophers and warriors of the land are as yet unheard of.” Even the “humblest individual” seemingly had taken to writing a sales pitch, in the hope of turning a profit. “To advertise,” Wakeman declared, “is the monomania of the time.”2

According to one British traveler, the obsession with advertising was a distinctly American characteristic. While thumbing through a daily paper in New York during the early 1860s, George Augustus Sala was struck by the sheer number of notices. “Everybody advertises in the States,” he observed, “from the Government downwards.” There were announcements for, among other items, war bonds, patent medicines, food and drink, and boots and shoes. A boarding notice for a “few respectable single gentlemen . . . mechanics preferred” especially caught his attention. “There you have an epitome of Democracy,” he explained. “Every man a gentleman and every woman a lady.” In another announcement, an “accomplished young” pianist was enrolling students for his music school. Sala wondered if, when the teacher paid for the advertising space, the clerk looked “at him over the top of the desk to see if he is young, and if he looks accomplished.” Probably not, but such salesmanship matched the brashness of the young republic. For better and worse, Sala believed, the “advertising and puffing system” was “as much a part of American civilization as the cocktail, the spittoon, the illusion waist, and the bay rum for the hair.”3 

Despite their prevalence, advertisements from the 1860s have received only a passing mention from scholars. Advertising and cultural historians focus on national campaigns that began with the rise of a consumer culture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They recount how advertisers used slick images and words to sell an image of wealth, beauty, and youth, as much as an outfit, a cigarette, or an automobile. Prior to the 1890s, advertisements were “dark and staid” and “deadly dull.”4 Civil War historians, in turn, have long cited newspapers but have ignored the advertisements. William C. Davis reminds readers that newspapers “are the surest windows on the attitudes of the time.” All of the “daily affairs of the common people play out in the pages of newspapers, only perhaps in smaller type than the antics of the great and powerful.” Studies now exist on the press and popular reactions to military campaigns and political events. Amid a swirl of important-sounding headlines and editorials, advertisements attract little notice. No full-length study of Union and Confederate newspaper notices has been published.5

This project analyzes how advertisers marketed the Civil War to sell everything from biographies on Abraham Lincoln to “secession cloaks” and other politically themed fashions; from patent medicines that promised to cure almost any battlefield wound to dioramas on the fighting at Gettysburg. Merchants rarely ran their notices in anything beyond a small typeface, but they drew attention by connecting their wares to national issues. “The Union Forever” headlined an announcement for women’s shoes and boots. “Support Southern Industry” led a notice for lamp oil. The goods themselves were not going to determine whether the Union or the Confederacy ultimately won the Civil War, but advertisers offered their readers a sense of turning an everyday purchase into a political activity. A customer might strike a blow for the war effort without ever leaving the storefront. Shopping had become its own form of patriotism, one of the more enduring legacies of the fighting that raged between 1861 and 1865.6

Advertisers recognized the war’s high stakes and marketed their goods with an eye toward the historical record. Their notices provide insight into the items that contemporary Americans believed important, from their daily lives to national affairs. Publishers offered their histories of the “Union War” and the “Second American Revolution” as a way to record the conflict’s vast sweep. As important, the books offered a “permanent record of the fighting” and an “honor roll of participants” for future generations. Other salesmen touted the material quality—and hence durability—of their goods. A political pamphlet that sold at ten cents for fifty copies was meant to last only through an upcoming election. An image of Abraham Lincoln that was “handsomely designed” and printed “on quality stock” was a family keepsake. A set of blank muster rolls was meant for immediate use; a soldier’s “diploma,” listing dates and locations of service, was meant for the scrapbook. A carte de visite—a wallet photograph of today—that an artist had hand-colored was expensive, but it was an heirloom that might pass from generation to generation. 

An adage from the rise of the United States as a global power during the late nineteenth century was, “Commerce follows the flag,” but advertisers living during the early and mid-1860s would have recognized the sentiment. The war opened to them new and unanticipated markets. Tactical manuals for soldiers and military dictionaries for civilians flooded the “To Sell” columns. In the aftermath of Fort Sumter, dealers in military uniforms and equipment, including muskets and cannons, shopped their goods. Once the fighting began in earnest, embalming services, artificial limbs, and “air tight” caskets all took up advertising space. With financial costs soaring by late 1861 and early 1862, the Union and Confederate governments sold war bonds. Foreshadowing the government-led borrowing campaigns that helped the United States to finance World War I and World War II, the Union and Confederacy touted “patriotic loans” and “investment opportunities.” Rebel businessmen pitched shares in blockade-runners, with profits distributed once a ship had slipped into a southern port. That was not always a given, and northern newspapers advertised auctions of cotton, foodstuffs, and other items seized from captured blockade-runners.
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The immediacy of advertising to Americans and their daily life was relatively new at the start of the Civil War. In the early nineteenth century, newspapers covered much of their operating expenses through printing contracts and special postage rates offered by the federal government and political parties. Commercial notices ran infrequently because they generated little revenue. Editors still watched these spaces carefully, to avoid “quacks” and “swindlers” who might hurt their reputation. In the Yazoo City Whig and Political Register, James Stevens declared that he kept the “For Sale” columns to a minimum. The notices that did run in the Mississippi paper included only those that would be “welcome to the elder members of every family.” Another editor admitted that although he accepted a “few advertisements,” none would run for more than three or four lines. The emphasis upon the news and the arts kept his paper “highly spoken of throughout the country.”7

The relatively few advertisements followed the so-called agate rule. Named after the 5½-point type used (about the size of today’s baseball box scores), the agate rule attempted to impose a general sense of fairness on the advertising page. A product sold according to what the advertisement said rather than how the advertisement looked. No illustrations were allowed beyond generic images—such as a ship for a steamboat line or a train for a railroad company—because any detail gave merchants who were able to afford a larger space an “unfair” advantage over those who purchased a smaller space. The uniform appearance allowed editors to line up their commercial sections “neatly and systematically,” which gave newspapers a “dignified” look.8

Helping to maintain a crisp appearance, advertisers purchased newspaper space by the “square.” The term originated from the columns used to display the content of a page. Generally, a nineteenth-century newspaper ran from four to eight columns per page, from top to bottom and left to right. The lead story might run several columns, followed immediately by the next story. An advertiser purchased space in one of the columns, including, in many papers, on the front page. Editors grouped these notices together so that an insertion from a merchant or a lawyer would not be sandwiched between articles about a battle and an election. In the daily papers, editors attempted to place advertisements under a general heading for easier access by readers, such as “Dry Goods,” “Political,” and “Clothing.” By contrast, weekly papers ran an eclectic mix of notices (perhaps reflecting the whims of the editor or the order received). An announcement for a political meeting might run alongside those for hoopskirts, books, and foodstuffs. Whether in a daily paper or a weekly paper, the advertising squares ran down a column and were separated by either a thin white space or a black line.9

Advertisements became much more numerous during the mid-nineteenth century due to the increasing commercialization of the news. Political funding became less important as the nation expanded. Booming economic, population, and territorial growth encouraged editors to promote community pride as much as political beliefs. By the early 1860s, newspapers relied increasingly upon advertising revenue. Some subscribers grumbled that the “For Sale” columns had grown too long, at the expense of news and other reading matter. Hearing such complaints, one editor replied that it “is in consequence of advertising patronage, more than from any other fact, that newspapers are so numerous, and so freely and widely diffused.” The “craving” for more news reminded him of children gathered around a butcher and all calling for the beef’s liver. One boy, when “seeing he was not likely to get a slice, says, ‘Mr. can’t you kill an ox next time that’s all liver?’” The analogy became only more relevant as the nineteenth century progressed. By the 1890s, advertisements had replaced subscriptions as the primary source of newspapers’ revenue.10

Advertisements broke from the agate rule as they jostled for attention, and illustrations began to appear. Photography was a relatively new art during the 1860s, and professionally taken pictures would not appear in newspapers for many decades. Instead, advertisers made images from either engraved wood blocks or wax-marked limestone slabs, a cumbersome and expensive process. The newspaper sheet was rolled onto the block or slab, transferring the image. The pictures often were rough- and lifeless-looking and the source of some derision. An Indiana editor later described an image of Confederate president Jefferson Davis that had run in a rival newspaper as “absolutely frightful” and hoped “it might not be seen by the ladies.” Still, as newspaper editors and advertisers increasingly learned, images have more power to capture the eye than text. By the late nineteenth century, and as the technology became more advanced, images became standard features in newspapers and magazines.11

Rather than engravings, advertisers used images formed from combinations of words and letters to attract a reader’s notice. In the Navarro Express, published in Corsicana, Texas, merchants used several versions of diagonal lines to draw attention to their wares. H. C. Moss ran a dropping diagonal line across an entire column to announce that in men’s clothing he had:

 

Coats,

   Pants,

       Vests,

         Shirts,

            Hats,

               Boots

 

Moss went to greater creative lengths to highlight his ladies’ dress goods. In the shape of an X that again spaced across the entire column, Moss listed that he had, among other items, robes, linens, trimmings, and silks. Another merchant used a “>” shape running down one-half of a column to announce a stock of clothing to his “old customers, and the community generally.”12 

In the Illinois Freeport Weekly Journal, advertisers displayed an especially imaginative use of images and shapes created from words. R. Little, a new merchant, formed his lines in the shape of a step pyramid:

 

Q

Q

UALI

UALI

TY, STYLE,

TY, STYLE,

AND PRICE. I

AND PRICE. I

HAVE JUST OPEN

HAVE JUST OPEN

ED, UNDER THE BREW

ED, UNDER THE BREW

STER HOUSE, A LARGE AND

STER HOUSE, A LARGE AND

SPLENDID STOCK OF CLOTHES

SPLENDID STOCK OF CLOTHES

 

The advertisement ran down one-half of a column, so the use of white space made as much of a visual impression as the shape of Little’s words. In the same issue, F. E. Dankin, a druggist, formed his words in the shape of a physician’s mortar. The shape had the added benefit of reinforcing to the reader that a “Gilt Mortar” hung in front of the store.13

Other advertisers used different visual techniques. A merchant in New York City offered a sale of six men’s shirts for fifteen dollars. Rather than use text that could perhaps become lost in the shuffle, he used rows of the actual numbers to form the numerals in “6 shirts for 15 dollars.” In Brooklyn, a Mrs. Sherman had hoopskirts on sale. To draw readers’ attention to that fact, she formed the letters of her announcement in the shape of a hoopskirt. A Rhode Island merchant ran a promotion that printed sideways, the only one on the page to not run from top to bottom. In the Pittsburgh Daily Gazette and Advertiser, a clothing store announced “Thompson’s Celebrated Skirts.” Other advertisements on the same page ran for greater lengths, but the Thompson’s notice drew focus because it printed in white letters on a black background.14

All of these announcements brought attention and business to newspapers, prompting editors essentially to advertise to get their readers to advertise. They touted the benefits of their circulation and location to merchants. The Indianapolis Daily Journal declared, “It’s Just the Paper to Advertise In!” because its circulation was “already very large and is increasing very rapidly.” In Philadelphia, the North American and United States Gazette judged that because it circulated among “so large a portion of the commercial community,” it was “perfect” for advertisements from the “business community.” The Daily Rocky Mountain News gave its subscription numbers at 542 people. The reach was much greater for advertisers, however, because the Denver paper circulated in “every shop and home through the various regions of these valleys and those ‘great mountains.’” In New Orleans, the Black Republican placed its weekly circulation at 5,000 copies. “Advertisers please notice!” requested the editor.15 

The key to advertising was persistence, especially in crowded markets. By the summer of 1860, a Missourian found that more and more merchants seemed open for business. Rather than bemoan the competition, existing store owners who wanted to attract business should advertise “Not grudgingly, but extensively and continuously.” A Massachusetts paper reminded readers that “What You Sell—‘Keep before the People.’” Anyone with an item to sell should “apply to business the cheapest development of intellectual power known, viz: Printer’s ink. No investment pays better than JUDICIOUS ADVERTISING.” A New York paper declared that advertisements are the “Life of Trade! If you have new goods to sell, let the people know it. Advertise!” Those businessmen who felt too financially stretched to advertise should reconsider. “Many men from small beginnings, through judicious advertisements,” one California editor reminded, “have acquired great wealth and influence.”16 

Isaac Singer, who helped to invent and widely distribute the sewing machine in the United States, served as an example of how newspaper advertising might transform, in the words of one newspaperman, “an extremely poor young man into a millionaire.” Singer spent large sums of money on advertising his machine, but the expenditure had more than repaid itself. For every ten dollars spent, Singer had “received back one hundred dollars in profits.” An anonymous grocer in Colorado might have even beaten Singer’s return on advertising. The Tri-Weekly Miner’s Register reported that the man had spent five dollars on newspaper advertisements and “cleared $100 in business.” All of the success stories might have seemed a bit over-the-top to the editor of the South-Jersey Republican. Relating a story of a local man who had placed a notice for his lost reading glasses and “went home to find them just where he had left them,” he told readers, tongue in cheek, to “See the advantage of advertising!”17 

Editors constantly reminded readers to browse the advertisements. Like today’s, they highlighted the savings gained. One newspaper asked readers to look through its “large number” of advertisements: “A careful perusal would probably pay for your trouble.” Another paper cautioned its patrons that if they neglected a close reading of the notices from merchants and grocers, “you may often miss chances for good bargains.” The more customers who shopped at a store after a promotion ran, the more important the need to advertise. An Iowa paper offered some “good advice” to its readers. Before going shopping they should always read through the sale notices. They would learn where to go first, because the “man who advertises liberally is a dealer; he sells more goods than old fogies who hide their light under a bushel and is therefore able to sell cheaper.” A paper in the Dakota Territory called attention to its listing of goods and services before pointedly declaring, “There are many others whose ads should appear.” Crowded stores only prompted the advertising cycle to begin all over again, to the delight of the Tolland County Herald. The Connecticut paper thanked its advertisers, who have kept “up the healthy growth of the journal.”18

By the start of the Civil War, newspapers dominated the advertising business. Editors acknowledged that merchants had other ways to promote their sale goods, including handbills and posters. Yet these printed materials had only a limited circulation and, if distributed on the street, very often ended up trampled underfoot. Notices appearing in a newspaper faced none of these obstacles. They circulated throughout a community, and on a regular basis. “A thousand doors are open to welcome it,” one editor declared, “a thousand messengers are daily and weekly seeking the post office to receive it, a thousand people look for its coming, and a thousand read it when it comes.” Those last few words were perhaps the most welcome information for any shopkeeper: “Sooner or later every advertisement will be read by every subscriber, who will be interested or influenced by its contents.” With a sizeable readership eagerly scanning the newspaper, the rest was up to the individual merchant. “It is true some advertisements are read more than others,” the same editor cautioned, “but this is on account of the tact of the advertiser, and not the fault of the newspaper in which they appear.”19

The federal government also recognized how newspapers dominated the advertising business and saw in them a financial resource to help fight and win the Civil War. In early 1862, the House Ways and Means Committee introduced a bill to tax newspapers at 3 percent on their advertising revenue. This would be one of the few direct taxes on knowledge since the ill-fated Stamp Act, showing the extraordinary federal efforts to raise money for the war effort. Some congressmen protested that smaller papers would suffer from the excise, however, because they relied almost exclusively upon advertisers for their operating budgets. The American people would be the ultimate losers because fewer papers meant less freedom of the press. The committee revised the legislation to exempt smaller, and less financially profitable, newspapers. The amended bill became law that summer and, over the next three years, raised $400,000. For a nation engaged in the most expensive war in its history to that time, the advertisements had made an important financial contribution.20 
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Editors believed that their readers were influenced by the notices, but the corroborating evidence is more elusive. Unlike today, when reams of data exist on consumer behavior, marketing surveys and polls were not conducted during the 1860s. Professional advertising organizations were established only in the early twentieth century; before that, the handfuls of advertising agents worked to negotiate better rates for their clients (rather than to write copy).21 Comments from American shoppers on their purchases are also thin, even amid the massive outpouring of letters and diaries during the Civil War. A wife might mention that she bought a particular book or medicine, a soldier might record the amount of money he spent for a loaf of bread or pair of socks. Unremarked was whether an advertising notice had initially drawn their attention to these items. Given the spate of recent studies on marketing and the subconscious, consumers might even have been unaware that the notices had influenced their purchasing decisions. To mid-nineteenth-century Americans, the “art of advertising” meant merchants and their creativity rather than customers and their motivations.22

Yet, references to advertisements permeated the popular culture during the Civil War years, a reflection of their importance to everyday life. Much like today’s readers thumbing through old editions of Time and National Geographic, mid-nineteenth-century Americans were fascinated by antique newspapers. While on a summer vacation, one journalist read through a weekly from the early 1790s. The pages were “quaint and yellow with age,” but he imagined his grandparents reading the same stories. “A newspaper of the last century seizes on the imagination more closely than a book of the same period,” he declared. “The newspaper is the mirror of the hour and the day.” There were only a handful of notices, but one especially caught his eye. A reward ran for the apprehension of a gang of roughs who had broken into a local store. The thieves had carried off everything they could, including men’s and women’s clothing, coins, a Bible and other books, and almost 150 ostrich feathers, “some of them large and elegant.” The journalist believed this one notice, even though briefly written, had told him more about the past “than whole commentaries of modern moralists.”23

More Americans spent their time reading novels and serialized stories, and these often made reference to newspaper advertisements. The tragic fate of the fictional Philip Nolan was told in “The Man without a Country,” by Edward Everett Hale. Convicted of treason in the early 1800s, the young army officer cries out, “D—n the United States! I wish I may never hear of the United States again!” The judge takes this request literally and banishes Nolan to sail aboard American ships for the remainder of his life, never to hear or read again the name of his former homeland. The sailors censor the few foreign newspapers they allow their prisoner to read, by tearing out any advertisements and political speeches that “alluded to America.” In the middle of reading about a battle fought or a speech made during the Napoleonic wars, “poor Nolan would find a great hole, because on the back of the page of that paper there had been an advertisement for a packet for New York, or a scrap from the President’s message.” That Hale believed it necessary to specifically address the notices or risk the story seeming less credible indicates his presumption of their centrality to his readers.24 

Other authors used the advertisements as a plot device. Women made up much of the reading public for the “sentimental” literature of the day, and, in the stories, the heroines found new opportunities through the notices. In “Out of Nazareth,” a small-town schoolteacher has grown disenchanted with her daily routine after refusing a neighbor’s marriage proposal. Seeking a way out of the doldrums, she “chanced upon an advertisement for a governess which seemed to promise something.” Appealingly, all the “wisdom of Solomon was not, for a wonder, required of the applicant. She was not expected to sing like Pattl, play like Gottschalk, and dance like Mademoiselle Cubas.” She applies for, and receives, the job. After two years in New York, she returns to Nazareth, recognizing that her heart, and her true love, always had resided there. In another short story, a Miss Yuler has just been released from her job as a music instructor at a private academy. The now unemployed teacher finds herself paging through an evening paper, when she comes across “WANTED—A MUSIC GOVERNESS.” She had been “merely glancing at the list of new publications when this advertisement met her eye.” Deciding to pursue the notice, she finds new employment and adventures.25

Joseph Mount, a deaf and mute school teacher, used the advertisements to draw a moral lesson. In an essay that ran in the Ladies’ Repository, Mount recalled how one of his students, also named Joe, had frantically used sign language to read through the newspaper announcements for his classmates. In one, a “Capt. Joe——” announced his candidacy for sheriff. Joe exclaimed, “There is something wrong here. I ‘an’t no captain no how’—if I am, I did not know it before, not yet having seen the commission.” Below that, another notice announced the marriage of “Joe—— to Miss Sarah White.” The young student “uplifted his arms, his face aglow with a blush, and said, ‘O, goodness me! I am not married now. Who is Sarah White?’” A third announcement informed the readers that the governor had recently appointed a militia colonel. That was the Joe the boy really wanted to be. “No mute born on American soil, he remarked, had ever been thus titled.” That ambition led Mount to remind his readers that such earthy successes were fleeting. He asked them, “Knowest thou that earthly honors are all vanity and vexation of spirit?”26 

For readers needing a laugh, the advertisements provided rich material. Humor served as an important form of stress release during the Civil War, and the sale columns provided a shared cultural reference. In Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, James Belcher wrote an essay on typographical errors. The advertisements especially drew his attention because of their “many strange mistakes.” Especially worthy of a guffaw was a Philadelphia newspaper that ran a notice for a local politician who would address “the masses.” By the accidental misplacement of “merely a ‘space’ the public was informed that the address would be delivered to ‘them asses at National Hall.’” In an article on “Verbal Anomalies,” another author also found plenty of examples in the announcements. He reprinted several, including:

 

LOST—a leathern lady’s portmanteau.

 

FOR SALE—a piano by a lady about to visit Europe with carved legs in an oak case.

 

WANTED—a horse for a lady of a dark color, a good trotter and of stylish action. Must be young and have a long tail about fifteen hands high.

 

Such awkwardly phrased notices helped to show that, although the point of language was not to conceal a person’s thoughts, “we must acknowledge that it is very well adapted for that purpose.”27

One contemporary observer believed that, ultimately, Americans needed the hype found in the newspaper advertisements. Writing under the pen name Molly O’Malley in 1862, she recounted the story of a friend reading through “advertisement after advertisement” to find a finishing school for her daughter. The mother finally settled upon a female seminary that promised to look after the “health, manner, and morals” of the students and provide them with “all the Comforts of home.” A few weeks into the term, the daughter wrote to Molly. She revealed that the notice and the reality of the school “do not exactly tally.” Discipline was ferocious, food was poor, and living conditions were squalid. “It seems hardly consistent with my regard for the ‘dear reader,’ to add any thing by the way of a remark on this true school-girl letter,” wrote Molly. “But it is so suggestive.” She observed that few advertisements actually squared with the facts. Even in notices for the elite schools that might have stood on their reputations, “there is a little humbug.” The fault was less with the advertisers than with their readers. Molly argued that Americans “will hardly look at a plain advertisement. The truth is, we love to be humbugged. Among the ‘wants of the age’ may be classed humbug.” Even amid the carnage of the Civil War—and, perhaps, because of it—Americans sought, and found, a magic in the advertising pages.28
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Highly visible and by many individuals eagerly anticipated, the advertisements helped to expand American democracy by offering their readership access to almost every aspect of the Civil War. Even while Union and Confederate armies battled mightily over the nation’s future, the sales columns pitched secession badges and military-themed board games. In the Confederacy, fighting to maintain a white man’s republic, notices for the sale of slaves ran even while the guns fell silent around Appomattox Court House. In her study of the popular literature during the war, historian Alice Fahs argues that poems, songs, and novels shaped new ways of “imagining” individuals’ relationships to the American nation.29 The sale columns allowed advertisers to engage these evolving concepts of citizenship. They marketed images of Frederick Douglass and biographies of John Brown in abolitionist newspapers, and extended offers to Union and Confederate widows to collect their husband’s back pay. By appealing to a diverse readership, the advertising pages reflected a broadening involvement in the war effort. 

Participation in the public life came with a cost, and salesmen attempted to manipulate their readers’ emotions. Union and Confederate officials certainly did the same, from military recruiters to clergy, politicians to newspaper editors. But advertisers hit the theme from almost every angle. Purchasing a pricey military map to display in the family parlor demonstrated that the buyer had good taste and refinement; a bottle of medicine allowed anxious soldiers to (supposedly) survive virtually any illness and wound. Shopping at a particular store showed a reader’s support for the war effort simply because the owner had headed his notice with an appeal to the Union or the Confederacy. Pride, duty, fear, and guilt all combined to sell products during the largest and bloodiest war yet fought in North America.

The advertising men were aggressive, but they did allow their readers choices. In his book on popular culture and the Union home front, historian Matthew Gallman argues that civilians found the guidance necessary to win the war in advice manuals and other printed materials.30 Newspaper announcements offered a less clear-cut path. In the presidential elections of 1860 and 1864, the parties ran notices touting vastly different visions of the nation’s future. Merchants hawked partisan wares for each of the candidates, with campaign biographies and politically themed badges and pins. On the same pages, military recruiters appealed to white men and, in the Union after 1863, black men to volunteer for military service. For the more hesitant patriots, entrepreneurs offered “draft insurance” after the Union and Confederate governments had resorted to conscription to help fill the ranks. Through their sometimes messy choices, the advertising pages offered readers the opportunity to participate—or not—in the war effort.31

The sheer scope of advertising during the Civil War is impressive. Because of the difficulty in counting titles—some ran as daily, weekly, biweekly, and even triweekly—the total number of newspapers published during the mid-nineteenth century is still uncertain. Many scholars place the number as high as 3,700 titles, in all forms, by 1861. About 10 percent of these papers appeared daily.32 I have chosen to examine newspapers that attempted to appeal most widely in readership and advertising. The 550 newspapers researched in this study come from across the Union and the Confederacy. The titles represent a mix of political affiliation, urban and rural readership, and white and African American presses.

My study also draws upon illustrated newspapers, magazines, trade journals, and other contemporary publications because they often talked about the newspaper advertisements. The tone differed depending on the writer’s perspective. George Bagby, the editor of the Southern Literary Messenger, saw the daily and weekly papers as rivals for advertising revenue. He cautioned merchants that where a “magazine lasts, newspapers are torn up, thrown away, burnt.” By contrast, in 1861, the compiler of a newspaper directory declared that readers had no reason to look elsewhere for their needs. From fashions to railroad and shipping schedules, the advertising columns provided a “universal directory to minister to all of our wants.” By providing a perspective from outside of the newspaper columns, these writings offer an important context for the meanings and influences of the notices.33

Advertisers certainly believed that they reached a wide audience. Scholars sometimes claim that newspapers from the nineteenth century had a narrowly elite appeal. The readership often came from the more prosperous members of a community, who might be able to afford the subscription price; and the white men, who could actively participate in the political life of their city and town. The concern might be valid for the headlines and editorials but not for the advertising pages. Newspapers often were read aloud in taverns, meeting halls, and other public places. Even an illiterate person might garner considerable information from the so-called daily rag.34 As much as any other printed material, the advertising pages reflect the diversity of American life. Men and women, blacks and whites, rich and poor, foreign and native born, civilians and soldiers, all commingled in the advertisements of the 1860s.

Marketing the Blue and Gray focuses on two themes. The first is how the Civil War influenced the practice of advertising. Chapter 1 analyzes the use of wartime headlines to sell goods. Appeals to ideology and identity promoted everything from clothing to soap. These leads indicate a commitment to the Union and Confederate war efforts, even as the casualty toll mounted. Chapter 2 explores the attempts by advertisers to sell their goods nationally—to the extent that was possible during the early and mid-1860s—especially with war-related images, books, and medicines. Publishing companies exploited the demand among civilians for knowledge on the maneuvers and battles of the armies by listing their war-themed books and maps as family heirlooms and works of art. Recognizing the grim reality of army life, patent medicine dealers exploited fears of death from disease. By buying a bottle of stomach bitters, parents and wives might support the war effort and keep their sons and husbands safe.

The second theme, covered in the last four chapters, is how advertising influenced a particular aspect of the Civil War. Chapter 3 traces the use of political notices to rally support during the presidential elections of 1860 and 1864. Advertisers recognized the deep public interest in who occupied White House and offered everything from partisan trinkets to candidates’ biographies and images. The focus then shifts in chapter 4 to how the advertising columns helped raise the largest armies yet seen in North America. That was not always a given, and announcements also ran for the purchase of substitutes and the capture of deserters. Chapter 5 examines the marketing of slavery and perceptions of race. In Confederate newspapers, the phrasing of slave announcements remained slick and self-assured, even while the slaveholders’ republic crumbled. Notices in the Union offered sharply different takes on the role of slavery in the coming of the war, and, later, the transition of the freedpeople into American society, depending on whether they ran in a white- or a black-owned newspaper. Chapter 6 analyzes the blurring of the war between the battlefield and home front. Merchants sold uniforms and weapons, while the national governments pitched war bonds. The human cost of the war was never sanitized, with announcements for artificial limbs and embalming services running underneath the front-page headlines that trumpeted “glorious victories.”

Although we live in a commercialized age, my study avoids using the nineteenth century to anticipate the twenty-first century. There are parallels between sales notices then and now, especially with lofty appeals mixed with low gimmickry; and a better life balanced against greater appetites. But throughout the manuscript, my primary focus remains on how advertisements provide an understanding of mid-nineteenth-century Americans as a people and a nation modernizing even while they passed through a period of great peril and suffering. To view these notices as an idle curiosity would mean missing a window into how advertisers influenced their readers’ lives and society during the most turbulent domestic event in the nation’s history.


CHAPTER 1

The War as the Lead

 

 

 

Created in the 1840s, the telegraph helped to transform the American newspaper business by offering readers almost instant access to the news. Editors could now claim to have the scoop on stories that otherwise might have taken weeks to arrive and, when they had, been already out of date. “By Telegraph! Important!! Read!!!” screamed more than one front-page headline. There was some grumbling that perhaps too much news came over the wire. One editor complained that recent dispatches informed the nation that a man had broken his arm while crossing the street and that a grocery store had been “robbed of four wooden hams.” The public, however, was hooked on the breaking news. Writing in the autumn of 1861, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. described the almost irresistible pull of the newspaper. “If we must go out at unusual hours to get it, we shall go,” he wrote. “If it finds us in company, it will not stand on ceremony, but cuts short the compliment and the story by the divine right of its telegraphic dispatches.” Holmes believed that Americans might sacrifice much, but “We must have something to eat, and the papers to read.”1

Over the next four years, advertisers exploited the public’s demand for news. In part, they created war-themed headlines that had little, if anything, to do with their products and services. In 1860, “Lincoln Elected! War Anticipated!!” helped to sell dry goods. The next year, “75,000 Soldiers in the Field” and “South Carolina in Arms” led into pitches for groceries and tinware. Beneath the large type, salesmen clamored for customer loyalty. They explained why shopping at their store allowed an individual to strike a blow for the war effort. The layout of the newspaper only helped these merchants because the news and the advertisements often mixed on the same page. As one scholar has recently noted of mid-nineteenth-century public reading materials, the juxtaposition of items “tended to deny (or at least to suppress) their differences.” Merchants often blurred the commercial and the political, and their notices provide insights into Union and Confederate perceptions about nationalism, identity, and the war.2

 

THROUGH THE EARLY WAR

 

White southerners believed that they must accomplish any number of things to gain their independence, but George Fitzhugh argued that winning the advertising war was among the most important. Writing for De Bow’s Review in late 1860, the southern-born intellectual believed that his “countrymen” had too often fallen victim to northern marketers. With the rise of inexpensively published newspapers in New York, Boston, and other northeastern cities, Yankees had taken to hawking “cheap and worthless literary and manufactured wares.” Wanting to stay current with the latest fashions—be they in habit, literature, or clothing—southern readers were “continually deceived, duped, and cheated.” Fitzhugh believed that the solution was to begin “fighting the devil with fire.” Southerners must “advertise and puff, and drum, too.” They must no longer stand on their “excessive Southern dignity, but learn, like Northerners, ‘to stoop to conquer.’” This did not mean writing half-truths and flatteries. Rather, “in this jostling, struggling, pushing world, all men of business must push themselves and their trade into notice, or they will be overlooked and downtrodden by their eager and unmannerly competitors.” The stakes were high. Should northerners continue to dominate the advertising pages, they “would impoverish equally our minds and purses, and gradually reduce us to the savage state.” By Fitzhugh’s way of thinking, southern advertisers were in the vanguard of the effort to establish a Confederate nation.3

Southern merchants found motivation in the same logic during the winter of 1860–61, when they embraced the secession movement. The commercial incentives were great, with tremendous public enthusiasm among white southerners for the so-called Confederate States. Only weeks after Louisiana had seceded in late January 1861, a distributor of a “coal oil lamp” in New Orleans had recognized the changed political climate. His business was “by far the largest and most complete in the CONFEDERATE STATES OF AMERICA.” That spring, the maker of a horse tonic in Richmond was uncertain whether Virginia might secede. Until the politicians reached a decision, he assured readers that his ointment was sold by all “Druggists in the late United States and in the Southern Confederacy.” Other store owners wanted their wares associated with the new nation and marketed “Southern Confederacy” cigars, “Southern Star” cotton gins, and “Southern Confederate” boot polish.4

When they attempted to explain why a customer should shop for southern-made products, merchants were eager and ready. Many reminded their readers that they were native to the region. A dry goods dealer in Montgomery advertised “Southern Trade from a Southern Market Purchased by a Southern Man.” A Louisiana merchant believed the time he previously had spent working in the North should not be held against him. “I am a southern man by birth and education,” he assured his customers. Other salesmen claimed to understand the home market better because they were southerners. A hardware merchant in Tallahassee, Florida, sold tools shipped from Charleston. These items were the best suited for the “southern life” because they were made “expressly for the southern trade.” Thomas Smith sold “southern boots and shoes” in Thomasville, North Carolina. He knew that he could meet the needs of his customers because his footwear was “particular adapted to the southern market.” The claim was short on specifics, but Smith’s goal was to bring customers into the store through a shared sense of identity.5

Store owners also played upon their readers’ perception that northerners were out to gouge them. That Yankees placed profit above almost anything else had deep roots in the South by the mid-nineteenth century. One merchant announced that he had a “wonderful discovery” for catching fish that literally had the bass and carp biting at the hook. To assure readers he was not telling a long tale, he declared, “This is no Yankee humbug or catch penny.” Based in Atlanta, the Southern Life Insurance Company provided a specific for what they saw as the “humbug.” They sold family policies with “no extra premiums charged as northern companies do.” A carriage maker in Houston combined worry over northern greed with pride in southern workmanship. He asked why his neighbors and friends continued to buy “northern shams.” Saddles and harness made in the North were “half made” and “come to pieces in the first shower.” His items were reliable because they came from “good, honest home made work.” Southern merchants stopped short of full-out libel, however, not wanting to alienate any potential customers. Newspaper editors shared no such concerns. During the secession winter, many of them castigated Yankees as abolitionists, infidels, and with any number of other seemingly extreme epithets.6

Whether southern-made goods were of a higher quality than a comparable “imported” item depended upon the advertiser. A Mr. Philbricks offered a qualified response for his book and gift store in Charleston, South Carolina. At the “Home Institution,” shoppers would find his products “equal, if not superior, to those ordered from northern houses.” More merchants responded in the affirmative. One salesman asserted that his soap was “better” than that offered by the Yankees, while another declared his jeans “superior to any northern goods.” At the Mississippi Foundry in Port Gibson, Samuel Gilman sold sawmills, gristmills, and other machinery. He reminded potential customers that his equipment was “of Southern invention and manufacture” and possessed a “style and quality unequaled by any Northern importations.”7

Where Rebel merchants again found agreement was in challenging their readers to put action behind their talk of Confederate independence. The people at home who encouraged their young men to rush to the colors might also strike a blow in defense of the fledgling nation through their pocketbooks. Customers who supported “Equality and Protection” and “No Compromise with Anti-Slavery” should shop for their clothing at stores in Alabama and Florida. Families who believed it necessary to “protect southern rights” should purchase a sewing machine in New Orleans. In Dallas, “Southern Rights and Good Bargains” headlined a promotion for fall and winter goods. Another merchant turned to verse:

 

Ho! Southern men, who raise your voice,

And loudly shout for Southern rights,

Yet send your money north, from choice,

And thereby strengthen northern might!

 

These blowhards might demonstrate their support of the Confederacy by shopping for, among other items, a “coat, hat, and boots!” According to a craftsman in Georgia, the time had come for men and women who talked about buying southern goods to “prove it.”8

That any white southerner might help to build the Confederate nation through their shopping decisions offered a broader understanding of citizenship than many politicians and newspaper editors could imagine, or at least express. These officials made clear that they envisioned a white man’s republic by casting the southern independence movement as the realm of husbands and fathers. To them, talk of “the people” in building a slaveholding republic was tightly circumscribed by gender. Merchants adopted a more inclusive tone and often appealed directly to women. Notices for ladies’ shoes and fashions declared support for “Southern Enterprise and Industry!” and “Southern Goods” that the “South should encourage.” In Texas, Mrs. A. M. Kinnen made sure her store was in the forefront of the independence movement. By offering only bonnets made in the South, she was “Ready to do her part in the way of self protection.” Female readers were, too, and they supported their fledgling nation by wearing the “Home Manufacture,” especially a “secession bonnet.” According to one newspaper, the “latest fashion” was made of white and black cotton and ornamented by streamers “with palmetto trees and lone stars, embroidered in gold thread.”9

Shopping as a political activity carried some risk, and advertisers warned that buying northern-made products only empowered the “black Republicans” to incite racially based violence in the South. A carriage maker in Lynchburg, Virginia, claimed that orders placed with his Yankee competitors went to “enrich and enable the Abolitionists to make Sharpe’s Rifles and Spears to send our negroes to kill us.” The reference to Sharpe’s rifles and spears carried especial significance in the Shenandoah Valley, where John Brown had hoped to use these weapons in his failed attempt to incite a slave rebellion at Harpers Ferry. Yet, merchants never exploited the image of black sexual violence that often streamed forth from the political halls and editorial pages. Rooted in the patriarchal mind-set of the secession movement, politicians and newspaper editors raised the fear that abolitionists would incite the slaves to rape and plunder should the South remain in the Union. From their perspective, secession was a conservative movement because it protected white women from black slaves.10 

Even amid the talk of civil war and racial violence, southerners should continue to shop, but, according to two Tennessee druggists, just with the right merchants. They ran a notice in the Memphis Morning Enquirer cautioning readers to avoid patronizing any of their northern-born rivals. Money spent among these men might as well be sent to “Yankee Emigrant Aid Societies” to buy weapons. At their store, however, potential customers would find only medicines made from the “simple plants that grow in our woodlands, on our river banks, bayous and lakes.” Reinforcing the determiner “our,” the druggists reminded their readers that they “were born, reared and educated under the benign influences of SOUTHERN INSTITUTIONS.”11

By early 1861, southern merchants offered their readers a commercialized version of a Confederate identity. Like many other white southerners, they had moved with a remarkable suddenness to embrace their newly formed nation. But, as many recent studies have suggested, Confederate public officials offered historical, social, and even religious rationalizations for secession. Merchants touched upon few of those justifications. Instead, they used the breakup of the American nation to argue that their goods were at least the equal of, if not superior to, those of their northern competitors. They asserted that because they were southerners, they knew the demands of the “home” market and sold at fair price. By that way of thinking, advertisers also pitched that readers might do their part in striking a blow for the new nation simply by shopping.12 

Robert Barnwell Rhett Jr., the editor of the Charleston Mercury, believed the points had gained traction. Writing in the summer of 1861, he claimed that the disposition of southerners to “bestow upon the newborn enterprises a sustaining patronage and all legitimate encouragement, is unmistakable.” Merchants, however, needed to continue the fight. He reminded them that they “must seek success where the shrewd Yankees, whom they wish to supplant, have found it—in extensive and judicious advertising.” While touring the Confederate States that June, William Howard Russell, a journalist for the London Times, was struck by the number of notices run by southern manufacturers. These merchants announced everything from railway cars to “all the smaller articles for which even Southern households find a necessity.” To Russell, the promotions indicated the viability of the new nation because they demonstrated the “creation of new branches of workmanship, mechanical science, and manufacturing skill.”13 

 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

While many southern advertisers readily promoted the Confederate States, the response among northern merchants to the secession crisis was more measured. They referenced national affairs but mostly as a gimmick. A Mr. Smith in Wisconsin trumpeted the “Dissolution of the Union” in promoting his store. In this case, Smith was about to “secede” from his brother’s store and open a new business. J. Holmes declared, “Secession in Holmes County.” The northern Ohio county was not actually about to leave the Union; Holmes just wanted residents to know that he had received a new stock of fall and winter goods. The owner of a grain mill in Marion, Massachusetts, wondered, “What is to be done with the southern secessionists?” He was uncertain, but customers might ponder the point while they filled their grain bags. In California, William Backman declared, “The Country is Safe.” This was because the town of “Red Bluff will not secede” from the Union, and he had lumber for sale.14

A few northern merchants went even further and proclaimed the nation at war. Headlines read, “War! War!!,” “War Prices,” and “Another Battle Fought!!” Two merchants in Indiana and Michigan at least gave some specifics. Edward Malley had “War! In Fort Wayne for 10 Days Longer.” Malley was fighting a war against high prices and, to help win the victory, had put his clothing on sale. Lazare’s Clothing Store in Marshall declared a “War with Mexico!” The conflict notwithstanding, customers might come browse the merchandise and find considerable bargains. In February, a “bloodless victory!” was announced in Cleveland. This triumph was from men’s boots on sale.15

Rather than attention-grabbing words, George Taylor, a Philadelphia merchant, believed that moral persuasion sold goods. In the National Anti-Slavery Standard, the weekly newspaper of the American Anti-Slavery Society, Taylor promoted his store to customers “WHO ARE UNWILLING TO SUPPORT SLAVERY.
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