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The years following the Civil 
War represented a major 
change in not only the politics, 
but also the lifestyle of the 
citizens of Alachua County. 
During the period known as 
Reconstruction (1866-1876) all 
governments, county as well 
as state, were forced to write 
new constitutions or charters 
and elect new officials. In 
those years important Alachua 
political figures included 
Leonard G. Dennis, who 
served as a Florida senator and 
superintendent of Alachua 
County schools, and Josiah T. 
Walls, who held local, state, 
and national offices.
Though undergoing political 
turmoil, Alachua County was 
a growing and prosperous 

area. Between 1860 and 1870 
the population more than 
doubled. Many former Union 
soldiers, freed Blacks and other 
Northerners were moving to 
the County and businesses were 
rapidly being added. Much 
of the wealth of the County 
was based on agriculture with 
cotton being a major crop. 
The operation of the Florida 
Railroad between Gainesville 
and Baldwin allowed farmers 
to send crops to many cities 
outside of Florida. 
The first Board of Public 
Instruction for Alachua County 
was appointed in 1869. In 1870 
there were 22 public schools 
operating in the county, as 
well as several private schools. 
It was a fast changing scene in 
Alachua County.

SOCIAL STATUS:
 A family’s social status 
depended on the community in 
which they lived. With regard 
to rural households, having 
adequate food/clothing/
shelter was considered   
“making it” and therefore not 
necessarily looked down upon. 
Families tended to be extended 
with many individuals living 
together . Marriage was 
considered the “norm” and 
unmarried adult females often 
lived with married relatives. 
Courting was done within the 
family atmosphere and not in 
isolation.  Children were valued 
for themselves and the loss of a 
child, which was common, was 
deeply grieved.  Babies were 
often kept in the kitchen for 
warmth and closeness of hand.  
Toddlers and young children 
spent much time in the kitchen 
or yard between the house and 
garden. At an early age children 

were given chores assigned 
by age, sex and health; boys-   
animal care and outside work, 
girls- household chores and 
child care.

EDUCATION:
 The Freedman Act 
of 1869  established schools 
for Blacks. Free schools were 
available to all children by 
1870 but were unpopular with 
a large number of people due 
to Union associations  and the 
pro-Union textbooks which 
were used. Rural children  often 
attended school only when they 
were not needed on the farm 
for labor. Many children went 
to school “long enough to read 
and write a little.” Frequently 
groups of parents pitched in 
together to pay the teacher’s 
salary though even at a modest 
cost, some families could not 
afford school for their children. 
Students of many ages attended 
the same school, lessons were 
usually memorized and recited; 
testing was oral.

MAKING A HOME:
The single family farm was 
typically an isolated patch 
of mostly pine flatwoods or 
hammock. These settlers raised 
their family in isolation with 
houses built from the land. 
Logs and lumber were cut from 
nearby stands of trees, shaped 
by hand, and fitted one timber 
at a time.    The pioneers 
built out in the open, in a 
place cleared of any trees and 
underbrush, for fear of fire.
Pine needles and any other 
debris were raked and swept 
away from around the house 
for the same reason. Frequent 
lightening strikes of the tall 
pines could ignite fires which 

could wipe out their home and 
all their earthly possessions.     
Single room or “single pen” 
was the first construction effort 
of any pioneering homesteader.  
Log cabins in the South have 
porches, made necessary by hot 
humid climate. 
Material life was a make-do 
existence requiring necessities 
to be fashioned from whatever 
was available. Rarely was food 
purchased from the town 
store. Instead, the little money 
available was used to buy those 
things which could not be 
grown, collected, or made at 
home.

HOME FURNISHINGS:
Furnishings were scant and 
were mostly handmade. 
Furniture in the cabin was 
sparse but included a simple 
“rope bed” (ropes provided 
the support for the “tick” or 
mattress), table and chairs. 
The “tick” was stuffed with 
corn shucks, Spanish moss or 
feathers. Clothes were hung 
from wall pegs. Trunks were 
used for travel to the family’s 
new home and could later 
store extra bedding or heirlooms 
(items kept in the family for 
their memorable value).
Lighting was provided by the 
fireplace, candles, or kerosene 
lanterns.  Before the addition 
of a kitchen, the fireplace 
would be used for open-hearth 
cooking as well as heating. 
The baby’s cradle was placed 
between the fireplace and 
bed for warmth and mother’s 
convenience. The washstand in 
the main room held a pitcher 
and bowl for washing the 
hands and face. The spinning 
wheel and loom were used to 
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produce thread 
and cloth for the 
family’s needs. 
In the kitchen a “pie 
safe” (a cabinet with 
screen sides and 
door) protected 
food from insects 
and rodents. 
Cooking was done 
on the woodstove.  
The high worktable 

made the constant preparation 
of food easier.  Kitchen utensils 
were stored along this work 
table or hung on the wall for 
quick access.  Large tools were 
also needed in the kitchen area, 
such as a corn cracker, grain 
grinder, butter churn,  sausage 
grinder. The pantry allowed 
for some storage of dry goods 
and tools. The ironing was 
done after washing day in the 
kitchen.  Sad irons were heated 
on the stove and then used on 
the ironing board.  Every item 
that could be ironed was, as 
it smoothed and softened the 
clothes and towels.

CROPS:
Crops were grown in two areas, 
the “kitchen garden” located 
just outside the kitchen door, 
and the “cash crop field”, a 
much larger field beyond the 
cabin.  In the kitchen garden 
vegetable and herbs were grown 
for family use.  In Florida 
two plantings were possible, a 
summer garden with squash, 
beans, cucumbers, tomatoes, 
sweet potatoes and other hot 
weather crops and a winter 
garden with collard greens, 
mustards, turnips, onions, and 
other cold hardy plants.  This 
garden was usually tended by 
the women and small children.  
In the kitchen garden herbs 
were also an important 
planting.  Use of herbs as 
medicine was common, as 
doctors were both expensive 
and scarce.  Most women 
grew medicinal herbs such as 
mullein (for sore throats and 

coughs), yarrow (an antiseptic), 
borage (for ringworm and 
insect bites) and others.

FOOD/COOKING :
The typical Cracker family ate 
breakfast after milking and 
feeding the livestock (usually 
before dawn), a main meal at 
noon (dinner) and leftovers 
in the evening (supper). Corn 
was a major component of 
each meal, eaten as grits or 
cornbread. Pork was the most 
often served meat. Menus were 
supplemented with wild game 
such as deer, squirrel, turkey, 
bear and with native nuts, 
berries and “greens.” Vegetables 
from the kitchen garden would 
round out the diet. Sweeteners 
such as “white” sugar were 
costly and most Crackers 
preferred the use of cane syrup 
in cooking and eating. 
Food storage included such 
techniques as meat smoking, 
salting or “potting” (covering 
cooked meat stored in a 
crock with a layer of fat). The 
smokehouse was located just 
beyond the kitchen door. 
Vegetables and fruits could be 
dried or canned. In general, 
the diet was plain and did not 
include much variety. It was 
often described as “grits, greens 
and gravy” for most meals. 

HEALTHCARE:
Some of the most common 
diseases of the day  included 
yellow fever, dysentery, 
typhoid, and tuberculosis 
(consumption). In 1871, 
Gainesville suffered a yellow 
fever epidemic lasting from 
November to December. This 
outbreak killed approximately 
50 citizens in four weeks. 
The Shakers were the  first 
to produce patent medicine. 
These medicines were made 
from herbal extracts and were 
of good quality for the time 
period. Seeing the success 
of the Shakers, many people 
began producing “miracle 
cures” that were advertised to 
cure everything from ingrown 
toenail to baldness and 
anything in between. Women 
on farms were expected to treat 
most sickness and injury in 

their family using herb lore and 
home remedies passed down 
from mother to daughter. 
Doctors were used only in 
extreme circumstances. Not 
all of the herbs could cure all 
ailments, but a great deal of the 
time they were as effective and 
safer than accepted medicines 
which sometimes contained 
mercury, lead, arsenic or 
sulfuric acid.   
Toothbrushes of hog bristles 
or tree twigs such as dogwood 
or sweet gum were used. 
Homemade toothpaste of 
charcoal, soda, chalk, orrisroot, 
and peppermint oil was also 
used.
People bathed much less 
frequently than they do today. 
Therefore most people had 
quite an odor. However, since 
everyone had an odor, it was 
not considered offensive.

CLOTHING:  
Clothing was one of the items 
in short supply just after the 
war. Northern mills continued 
to produce ready-to-wear 
items, however, lack of money 
prevented most rural people 
from buying ready-to wear. In 
most farm families members 
had a minimum of clothing, 
most of which was produced 
at home. People wore whatever 
they could obtain. Rural 
people did not spend much 
time worrying about proper fit, 
matching patterns, etc. Women 
patched their dresses, cut off 
bottoms to make skirts, made 
petticoats from ragged skirts, 
and turned unusable clothes 
into quilts or rugs. 
Women owned one or two 
dresses of simple cloth such 
as cotton calico or wool. Many 
colorful cotton prints and 
patterns were available, though 
outfits were often seen with 
mis-matched prints and colors. 
It was not uncommon to see 
a family in matching clothes, 
meaning that they had saved 
money by purchasing a single 
bolt of cloth. A long apron was 
worn over the dress to protect 
it from soiling.  Women wore a 
hat or sunbonnet when working 
outside. Hair was long, parted 
down the middle, and tied up 

at the neck. Underneath the 
dress they wore a “corset” or 
“stays” (a supportive layer that 
provided the  smooth, upright 
figure of the time), a “chemise” 
(a slip-like garment with short 
sleeves), “drawers” (mid calf 
length panties) and one or 
more petticoats. Girls dressed 
much like their mothers with 
long skirts and long sleeves.  
Shoes were worn outdoors, but 
indoors women and children 
often went barefooted.  
Men and boys wore long 
trousers with button flies and 
no back pockets, and a long 
sleeved collarless shirt. Men 
almost always wore a vest. Men 
also wore “braces” or suspenders 
buttoned to pants to hold them 
in place. A broad-brimmed hat 
was worn outdoors. In cool 
weather, a wool “sack” coat 
would be worn. Underwear 
was either a “union suit”, 
which was a one piece wrist-to-
ankle undergarment, or cotton 
drawers, usually running the 
full length of the leg. Because 
of hazards of snakes, scorpions, 
etc. shoes were worn by men 
more than by women.  
Baby boys and girls were dressed 
in long dresses, short or long 
sleeved until about age five. 
As they grew to toddlers the 
skirts were shortened to give 
more freedom of movement. 
Boys’ outfits were decorated 
in a more masculine fashion. 
As they grew older, children’s 
clothing copied the styles of 
adults.  

LAUNDRY:
Laundry would generally be 
done on a regular schedule, 
sometimes only once a month. 
Clean clothes would be worn 
to church or other special 
occasions. Laundry day would 
start with building a fire in the 
yard under a large cauldron of 
water to be heated to boiling.  
The clothes would be scrubbed 
with lye soap on a washboard 
and boiled to remove oils and 
dirt. The process was very 
harsh and wore the material 
while leaving a grayish soap 
residue. 



PASTIMES:
Families spent most of their 
day doing farm chores and 
trying to survive the rigors 
of an isolated life.  But like 
all people they needed some 
time for fun.  Children would 
play games in spare moments, 
usually with their many 
brothers and sisters.  Toys and 
games were simple and used 
items found around the house 
such as buttons, yarn, barrel 
hoops, corn husks and corn 
cobs.  Imagination supplied 
whatever else was needed.
Women from neighboring 
farms welcomed any 
opportunity to gather together 
for a “quilting bee.”  Ladies 
would come together to work 
cooperatively stitching a quilt.  
A quilting frame might be set 
on the porch or lowered on 
ropes from the cabin ceiling.  
This quilting activity provided 
not only many hands to ease 
the burden of work, but also 
a time to socialize with other 
women.
Fall provided an important 
social event called a “cane 
grind”.  Neighboring farmers 
would bring their harvest of 
sugar cane to a central location 
with a cane mill.  While the 
sugar cane was being ground 
to juice and that juice boiled 
to syrup, families had time to 
share a meal and play together.  
The younger children might 
engage in singing games while 
older children took advantage 
of this time to engage in 
“play parties.”  A play party 
was a social dance or game 
with singing accompaniment 
as opposed to instrumental 
music.  Some play party songs 
you may know include “Paw 
Paw Patch”, “In and Out the 
Window” and “Jimmy Crack 
Corn.”
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SOAP MAKING:
Soap making was an annual 
event that coincided with “hog 
killing” time in the fall.  A lye 
bin was located outside of the 
kitchen in which ashes from 
the cook stove were placed.  
Water was drained through the 
ashes to produce “lye water.”  
This solution was mixed with 
fat from the butchered hogs 
and these ingredients were 
cooked together outside over 
an open fire.  The soap was 
then allowed to cool and left 
to “cure” or harden.  The 
resulting “lye” soap was a 
powerful cleaner and many a 
child emerged from their bath 
with glowing pink skin.

SKILLS AND CRAFTS:

QUILTING:
One of the skills taught by 
every mother to her daughters 
was sewing. Not only were 
most clothes made at home, 
but warm bedding (quilts), 
were also produced at home.  
Quilting provided sewing 
practice for girls. They would 
start with a simple pattern 
and advance to an increasingly 
more difficult pattern as their 
skills improved.  Quilting was 
an opportunity to recycle all 
types of fabric, usually worn-
out clothing, into something 
useful.  Intricate patterns in 
the quilts were also a way for 
Cracker women to bring color 
and beauty into their homes.

BASKET MAKING:
Baskets were important storage 
containers as well as being 
useful for carrying items.  
Cracker baskets could be made 
of pine straw or oak “splits” (thin 
strips of oak wood).  There were 

many different shaped baskets, 
each shape determined by the 
basket’s function.

SPINNING:
Because of material shortages 
brought about by the Civil 
War, many families revived the 
art of spinning in the home.  
Both wool and cotton could be 
spun but some preparation of 
the raw material was needed.  
First the wool and cotton must 
be “carded” (combed with wire 
brushes) to remove dirt (or 
seeds from the cotton) and 
to straighten the fibers.  This 
prepared material could then 
be spun with either a “drop 
spindle” (a hand held device 
looking like a long handled 
top) or the spinning wheel.  
Most girls began their spinning 
lessons with the drop spindle.  
After the spinning process, 
the thread could be used for 
weaving or knitting.

WEAVING:
After the thread is spun, it is 
transferred to the loom.  The 
thread is wound on a “shuttle” 
and the shuttle is then passed 
between threads on the loom.  
Foot pedals open the path for 
the shuttle to pass between 
threads.  The threads are 
tightened against each other by 
pulling a “beater bar” against 
them, then the finished cloth 
is wound onto a roller at the 
bottom of the loom.  This 
lengthy process produces cloth 
that can be used for clothes, 
blankets, rugs, etc.   The loom 
found in Hogan’s cabin is a 
floor loom.

NEEDLECRAFTS:
Frontier women had little 
time for such dainty work as 
needlecrafts, though they were 
practiced at the time.  Many 
women who proudly made 

clothing for their loved ones 
who fought in the war sent 
embroidered momentos along.  
Practical needlecrafts included 
knitting and crochet, used to 
make socks, gloves, hair nets, 
and the like.  Other decorative 
arts as applique or embroidery 
were used for fancy quilts or 
special garments. Tatting and 
bobbin methods were used to 
produce lace that would be 
used only for the most special 
items. A farm woman that had 
picked up any of these skills 
in childhood and lived near 
town could do consignment 
work for wealthy ladies or the 
church.

BLACKSMITHING:
A blacksmith was an important 
part of a community in the 
1870’s.  Though he would 
have been skilled at making 
shoes for the farm horses, he 
also made or repaired farm 
implements such as plows, 
hoes, wagon axles, logging 
chains, etc.  His skills were 
not limited to agricultural 
items as he also forged door 
hinges, fireplace fixtures, and 
household needs like cooking 
forks.

COOPERING:
In the 1800’s barrels 
were commonly used 
for shipping and 
storing many products.  Flour, 
salt pork, and nails are just a few 
of the things packed in barrels.  
By 1870 most barrels were 
made in factories, but barrels 
could still be made by hand.  
A craftsman called a “cooper”
was a specialist in making and 
repairing barrels and buckets.  
A cooper used special tools to 
form the “staves” (individual 
pieces of the barrel) that are 
held together by a metal hoop 
or a wooden band.
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MUSIC:
The music of north Florida’s 
rural people is likely the same 
as the music of the piedmont 
of Georgia and the Carolinas.  
The music of everyday people 
from these regions was an 
amalgam of traditional Anglo-
Celtic folk-tunes, 
such as “Barbara 
Allen”, or 
“Mattie Groves”, 
Amercian folk 
songs, like 
“Banks of the 
Ohio”, songs 
p o p u l a r i z e d 
by travelling 
or minstrel shows from the 
1850s onward, like Stephen 
Foster’s “Beautiful Dreamer” 
(1865) or “Little Brown Jug” 
(1869), and church music, 
including “Amazing Grace”, 
and “Remember Me, Oh 
Mighty One.”  Much singing 
was learned from one’s parents 
and relatives or from religious 
experiences and was sung while 
working.  When people got 
together instrumental music, 
sometimes accompanied by 
singing, would break out. The 
fiddle and/or banjo were the 
usual instruments.  The guitar 
was not in general use for the 
popular music performed by 
rural people until sometime 
after Reconstruction ended.  
The guitar was associated with 
European-style parlor music, 
along with the piano, and was 
largely confined to wealthier 
urban dwellers.
Musical instruction was largely 

passed on from 
player to player 
and tunes were 
learned “by ear.”  
Fiddle playing 
ranged from 
simple melodic 
accompaniment 
to an Anglo-
Celtic style that 
obviously formed 
the basis for the 
later “bluegrass” 
style of playing.  
Banjo was played 
“hammerclaw” 
style; the picking 
styles that 
c h a r a c t e r i z e 

bluegrass music was a later 
innovation from the African-
American musical tradition.
Songs likely known by a rural 
family in Alachua County 
from 1865 through 1870 
could include: “Believe Me If 
All Those Endearing Young 
Charms”, “Annie Laurie”, 
“The Girl I Left Behind Me”, 
“The Last Rose of Summer”, 
“Turkey In The Straw”, “Long, 
Long Ago”, “The Bear Came 
Over The Mountain”, “Old 
Dan Tucker”, “Buffalo Gals”, 
“The Banks of the Ohio”, 
“Blue Tail Fly”, “Carry Me 
Back To Old Virginny”, ”Pop 
Goes The Weasel”, “Oh! 
Susanna”, “Darling Nelly 
Gray”, “Jingle Bells”, “Yellow 
Rose of Texas”, “When You 
And I Were Young, Maggie”, 
“Beautiful Dreamer”, Shoo! 
Fly, Don’t Bother Me”, Little 
Brown Jug”, “Amazing Grace”, 
among others.

RELIGION:

Florida, in common with other 
“pioneer” states, had churches 
that met infrequently and 
tended to be small, rural, and 
male-dominated. Typically, 
rural people were not orthodox 
churchgoers.  In such situations, 
conversion was usually achieved 
via the “revival” and was most 
protestant denominations’ 
primary focus.  Revivals 
became prominent in the 
South beginning about 1800.  
After crops were harvested in 
fall, lengthy “camp meetings” 
were held that accounted for 
most conversions, with female 
converts outnumbering male 
more than 2 to 1.  Regular 
weekly church services were 
held in only the largest urban 
centers and paid clergy were 
unusual.  Many protestant 
denominations spread via 
the activities of travelling 
preachers who rode a “circuit.”  
The Methodist and Baptist 
denominations were the 
most aggressive proselytizers 
and thus the fastest growing 
churches.  Both Methodist 
and Baptist teaching allowed 
for individual and personal 
bible interpretation, which 

also favored growth among a 
largely unlettered populace.

Although many northerners 
resettled in Gainesville after 
the war, the prevailing view 
of the northern churches was 
that southern church leaders, 
by virtue of their support of 
slavery and “rebellion” up 
to and during the war, had 
forfeited any moral right to 
lead congregants of either race.  
They sought to heal the divide 
that existed between northern 
and southern branches of 
protestant denominations. 
Such efforts failed and 
the Southern branches of 
the Baptist, Methodist, 
Presbyterian, and other 
protestant denominations 
continued to exist.  Driven 
by their democratic, 
individualistic approach to 
worship, they fissured into 
still-existing branches such as 
Free Will Baptists, Missionary 
Baptists, Primitive Baptists, 
Southern Baptists, to name 
some of the offspring of what 
was once a single Southern 
Baptist congregation.

Religious instruction was 
often provided in the home, 
usually by the mother, 
grandmother, or other older 
female.  Religious music as 
experienced during camp 
meetings or church attendance 
was very influential in the 
musical life of rural people 
and hymn singing was popular 
among both sexes and all ages.

This publication was pro-
duced by Nature Opera-
tions Staff, with fonts and 
formatting modeled after the 
“New Era”, the newspaper 
published in Gainesville in 
1870, which later became the 
Gainesville Sun.  This special 
edition was made possible by a 
grant from The Gainesville Sun 
and production assistance from 
The Country Chronicle.


