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INTRODUCTION
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Have you ever fallen madly in love with a pair of shoes?  Luxury footwear, combining the art form of a sculpture with the beauty of a piece of sparkling jewelry, has obsessed women for centuries.  Certainly this was true in the case with Martha Washington.  Tucked away in the recesses of Mount Vernon’s archival vaults is a pair of avant-garde deep purple silk high heels studded with silver sequins that Martha wore on the day of her wedding to George Washington.  Emily Shapiro, curator at Mount Vernon, describes the shoes as a little sassy and definitely “over the top” for the time, “They were the Manolo Blahniks of her time.” 

At the time of her marriage to George Washington in 1759, Martha was 27 and George was twenty six.  Martha was one of the wealthiest women in Virginia, having inherited five plantations when her first husband died.  She was a bit of a clothes horse.  Then, as now, if you had wealth you flaunted it, making sure you had the best clothes ordered from London in the deepest, richest colors.  Such colors set the upper classes apart from poorer classes who wore drab homespun clothes in browns, beiges and tans. 

We don’t generally think of Martha Washington as a vivacious fashionista.  She has come down to us after two hundred plus years as a frumpy, dumpy, plump, double-chinned Old Mother Hubbard type.  There may be more design than accident in this portrayal of Martha Washington and the women of the Revolutionary War generation (‘The Founding Mothers”).  The new Republic needed to make a clean break with the aristocratic ways of Europe and completely embrace simple republican virtues.  Both George and Martha Washington were transformed by generations of historians into marble figures of rectitude whose dignity and decorum fostered a sense of legitimacy for the new country. 

But neither Martha Washington nor the women of the South’s leading families were marble statues, they had the same strengths and weaknesses, passions and problems, joys and sorrows, as the women of any age.  So just how did they live?
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Outsiders observing the eighteenth-century southern elite commented on the sharp contrast between male and female standards of behavior. Timothy Ford, a New Jersey lawyer who moved to Charleston in 1785, wrote that “the ladies” there were “circumscribed within such narrow bounds” of acceptable behavior that they “carry formality and scrupulosity to an extreme.” Young gentlemen, in contrast, were expected to be “abandoned” and “debauched.” 

Women within the southern elite were by no means “privileged to do anything.” They were expected to embody decorum and self-restraint.  In June 1734, the South Carolina Gazette printed a prayer for young ladies that called on “Virgin Powers” to defend them against “amorous looks” and “saucy love.” When tempted to commit an indiscretion, respectable women should arm themselves with “honour” and “a guard of pride.”  Avoiding company and behavior that might compromise one’s reputation did not require prudery or self isolation. Conduct manuals appearing in the late eighteenth century advised young women to steer a middle course between undue familiarity, which was dangerous, and cold reserve, which made them undesirable.  Smoothly engineered marriages among the wealthy required that children recognize suitable marriage partners, weeding out frauds, rakes, and gold diggers. The successful transmission from parent to child of standards of quality, breeding, and social position prevented children of the elite from straying too far from people of whom their parents approved. Marriageable age in the south was considered to begin at fourteen for women and the early twenties for men.

Well-to-do families saw to it that their daughters acquired an education that included practical, literary, and ornamental skills. These included cooking, sewing, and household management; reading, writing, and perhaps a little arithmetic and French; and a number of other niceties such as polished manners, musical training, dancing, drawing, and fancy needlework.

Courting took place at organized functions such as dances, horse races and church. Dancing was an important courting ritual among the wealthy. It was considered a good way to determine a potential marriage partner’s physical soundness, as well as the state of their teeth and breath. Dancing taught poise, grace and balance, especially important to women who had to learn to remain in their “compass”, or the area of movement allowed by their clothing. Balls often lasted three to four days and took all day and most of the night. They were the primary means of socializing in the south.

Women, then as now, had ways of making themselves more alluring.  Among the elite, cosmetics were commonly worn.  Almost everyone had a pock marked face due to the widespread scourge of smallpox, but a handsomely pocked face was not considered unattractive, only an excessively pocked one.  Flour, white lead, orrisroot and cornstarch were common bases to produce the esthetic of a pure white face. Over these red rouge was used to highlight cheekbones, in a manner that would be considered exaggerated by modern standards, but was most effective in the dim light afforded by candles in the eighteenth century. Lip color and rouge were made from crushed cochineal beetles. Cochineal was an expensive imported commodity; country women substituted berry stains. Carbon was used to highlight eye brows and lashes, which were groomed with fine combs.  The key aspects of the 18th century cosmetic look were a complexion somewhere between white and pale, red cheeks, and red lips.  The ideal woman had a high forehead, plump rosy cheeks, pale skin, and small lips, soft and red, with the lower lip being slightly larger thus creating a rosebud effect. Although bathing one’s entire body was not a regular occurrence in the eighteenth century, the daily washing of one’s face and hands was a norm among the Washington’s social circle.

An almanac essay entitled Love and Acquaintance with the Fair Sex assures us that men were incapable of “resistance” against a woman’s, “attractive charms of an enchanting outside in the sprightly bloom of happy nature; against the graces of wit and politeness; against the lure of modesty and sweetness.”  Of course some men felt uneasy about female allurements which could account for the introduction of a bill before the British Parliament in 1770 entitled, “An Act to Protect Men from Being Beguiled into Marriage by False Adornments”. The proposed act read, “All women, of whatever rank, age, profession or degree, whether virgins, maids or widows, that shall, from and after such Act, impose upon, seduce or betray into matrimony, any of His Majesty's subjects, by the use of scents, paints, cosmetic washes, artificial teeth, false hair, Spanish wool, iron stays, hoops, high-heeled shoes and bolstered hips, shall incur the penalty of the law in force against witchcraft and like misdemeanours and that the marriage upon conviction shall stand null and void.”  To the everlasting regret of some the Act did not become law.

The ideal woman according to “Advice to Unmarried Ladies” appearing in the American Herald in 1789, was demure, modest, and avoided confrontation in conversation.  Physical traits included, “a pretty foot, good teeth, pretty hands and arms, and the finest voice”.  Depictions of women outside the elite were quite different. A 1790 magazine essay claimed that “not every one” had “a mind capable of loving” and that “vulgar minds” in particular lacked the “organs” requisite for that exalted emotion; they experienced only lust. Poorer women were characterized as naturally lustful, whereas ladies were blessed with virtue and should take care not to lose it.

In upper and middle class families, a successful courtship concluded with the two fathers working out financial arrangements.  These arrangements differed greatly depending on the wealth and position of the parents, but generally, the young man’s parents were expected to be the most generous, providing land, a house, cattle, and tools. The bride’s parents contributed clothing, furniture, linens, and money. When all financial arrangements were settled, the banns were read, and the couple was officially considered to be engaged.

At the age of eighteen Martha Dandridge stood about five feet tall, somewhat shorter than the average five foot three inches of women of the day.  By all accounts she was lovely with a lively personality, warm, dutiful, strong and sincere.  She received the education typical of girls of her class.  She met her first husband, Daniel Parke Custis, at their local Anglican church.  Custis was the son of one of the wealthiest men in Virginia, John Custis IV, who owned thousands of acres of land, had almost 300 slaves, and sat on the Governor’s Council in Williamsburg.  Daniel Parke Custis was some twenty years older than Martha Dandridge. He lived on his own plantation, White House, situated four miles downstream from the Dandridge home on the Pamunkey River.  When word of his son’s interest in Martha surfaced, John Custis IV initially opposed the match. He insisted that the Dandridges lacked sufficient wealth and status to marry into his family and threatened to disinherit his son. Although Martha’s father owned five hundred acres of land and fifteen to twenty slaves, he was not close to being among the wealthiest men in Virginia.

When Daniel pursued the match over his father’s objections, family friends intervened with his father on their behalf. Martha arranged a meeting with Daniel’s father where she made her own case. The elder Custis concluded that Martha was “beautiful and sweet tempered” and gave his consent for the marriage.  Martha Dandridge and Daniel Parke Custis married on May 15, 1750. Almost nineteen years old, Martha was slightly younger than the average Virginia bride, who married
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