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STEPHEN PEARL ANDREWS: Abolitionist, anarchist, philosopher, linguist, free lover, and mentor to the sisters
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Journalists


HORACE GREELEY: Editor and publisher of the New-York Daily Tribune


WHITELAW REID: Succeeded Greeley at the Tribune


CHARLES DANA: Publisher of the New York Sun
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CATHARINE BEECHER: Spinster sister to Harriet, author, opponent of women’s suffrage


ISABELLA BEECHER HOOKER: Half sister to the Beechers; renegade supporter of Victoria Woodhull
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Rivals to the Sisters


ANTHONY COMSTOCK: Self-appointed one-man Victorian vice squad


THOMAS BYRNES: The “World’s Most Famous Detective” of the era


HENRY JAMES: Victorian-era man of letters, fictionalized the sisters


LUTHER CHALLIS: Wall Street financier who sued the sisters for libel


BENJAMIN TRACY: Beecher’s meaner-than-a-junkyard-dog lawyer
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Introducing Two Improper Victorians





Yes, I am a free lover! I have an inalienable, constitutional, and natural right to love whom I may, to love as long or as short a period as I can; to change that love every day if I please, and with that right neither you nor any law can frame any right to interfere.


—Victoria Claflin Woodhull, November 20, 1871, Steinway Hall





For myself I have at least one financial opinion, and that is that gold is cash. To have plenty of it [gold] is to be pretty nearly independent of everything and everybody.


—Tennessee Claflin, 1871




In 2008 everyone was talking about a momentous historic possibility: the Democratic Party nominating a woman, Hillary Clinton, for president, and an African American man, Barack Obama, for vice president. At the time, I read a squib in a newspaper saying it had already been done, back in 1872. An obscure third party had nominated a woman, Victoria Woodhull, with the famed former slave Frederick Douglass as her running mate.


I started to read more about Woodhull and discovered her younger, sassy sister Tennessee Claflin, and I was hooked. Here were the two most symbiotic and scandalous sisters in American history. They rose from poverty, a trashy family, and a childhood of scam fortune-telling to become rich, powerful, and infamous feminists in the raucous heyday of post–Civil War Wall Street buccaneers and beauties.


Bankrolled by the richest man in America, Cornelius “Commodore” Vanderbilt, in 1870 these strikingly beautiful sisters became the first women stockbrokers in the world, a feat not equaled in America for nearly another hundred years. So amazing was this venture that thousands of gawkers mobbed them when they opened their Broad Street office. However, this was just the start.


The sisters could barely write when they first set out on the road to pursue a divine future. Yet Woodhull became one of the greatest lecturers of her time, with Tennie running a close second. Both sisters were so charismatic that as many as ten thousand people rushed to hear their avant-garde lectures on sex, politics, business, race, prostitution, marriage, divorce, and free love. Even at the age of sixty-four, Tennie twice commanded a sellout crowd of seven thousand cheering fans at London’s Royal Albert Hall.


The two shocked the world while racking up amazing “firsts.” Half a century before women could vote, Woodhull made her historic presidential bid. Tennie was the second woman (after Elizabeth Cady Stanton) to run for Congress. Woodhull was the first woman in history to address a congressional committee. The sisters became the first women to publish a successful radical weekly that dealt with finance and muckraking decades before Theodore Roosevelt coined the pejorative term for hard-nosed reporting. They fought for women’s rights, labor issues, sex education, Spiritualism, and “free love”—a maligned term that could mean anything from fighting for divorce reform to choosing a lover whenever one felt like it. Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly devoted itself to the person Victoria Woodhull thought most highly of, herself, and to her quest for fame as the first woman to run for president of the United States.


They were the only women who could cavort with capitalists and Communists alike, from Vanderbilt to Karl Marx. They simultaneously operated on Wall Street, exposed the graft of financiers they observed, and then published the first English-language version of The Communist Manifesto in America. They formed the English-speaking section of Karl Marx’s New York International, and Tennie marched at the head of a famed Manhattan parade carrying the flag in honor of massacred Paris Commune leaders.


A bodacious beauty in her early twenties, Tennie stunned audiences when she said that women who married for money were “legalized prostitutes,” no better, and in most cases ethically worse, than streetwalkers. The sisters championed sex education for adolescents, called for testing for sexual diseases in clients as well as prostitutes, and advocated for contraception decades before Margaret Sanger—outrageous concepts in this era of stifling hypocrisy. Now, 144 years after they began electrifying the country, their ideas remain controversial. The sisters railed against the restrictions of everything from corsets to all-male law courts. Tennie advanced a cause that still creates a stir: training women for army combat. During Reconstruction, when violence erupted over the status of freed blacks, Tennie scandalized Manhattan by commanding an all-black regiment as its honorary colonel.


The sisters also swore they had a supernatural gift, communing with the dead, and Woodhull became a leader in the immensely popular Spiritualist movement.


For a brief time they were heroines of the militant arm of the suffrage movement, and Victoria, with Tennie at her side, historically addressed a congressional committee on women’s suffrage in 1871. The first black male voted in March of 1870, a few weeks after the sisters’ historic Wall Street brokerage house opening, but women’s suffrage, threatened by fractious infighting, seemed as distant a goal as it was twenty-two years before, when Elizabeth Cady Stanton began her 1848 crusade at Seneca Falls. The sisters annoyed establishment suffragists by arguing that the right to vote was meaningless if it meant electing the same timid or corrupt white males. Women must be elected, yes, but the vote was nothing if it was not coupled with economic independence. Although some laws had changed by 1870, fathers or husbands still essentially owned women.


The sisters not only preached free love—which was also referred to by the more demure name of “social freedom”—but also practiced it, discarding husbands and lovers as they liked. Tennie was the strongest in decrying a sexual double standard, and she defended prostitutes, calling them victims in a hypocritical society where rich men patronized them but continued to be honored as respectable citizens.


In the Victorian age, men made the social as well as legal rules. If a wife conducted a circumspect affair, it was often tolerated, but to break the rules openly with a public lover and to divorce meant punishment, shunning, and ruin for her. In speaking out, the sisters broke a cardinal system by exposing what society wanted hidden.


In nine tumultuous years—1868 to 1877—they went from rags to riches to rags again. They were reviled and loved. They were called tramps, prostitutes, harlots, and, conversely, Joans of Arc: brave, courageous, and misunderstood.


They were survivors, sometimes barely, in a Manhattan that in 1868 was reinventing itself as a center of finance with the emergence of nouveau riche and bohemian cadres, and where, according to contemporary police reports, prostitution and crime were unequaled. It was a time when Ulysses S. Grant’s administration was famed for being totally corruptible and when Boss Tweed still ruled Albany, Manhattan’s City Hall, and all points in between. All this was conducted under a public code of Victorian prudery and a double standard that subjugated women as wifely slaves or mere ornaments.


But the sisters lost any claim to respectability, and a place in the suffrage movement, when they charged in their Weekly newspaper and on the lecture stage that the most famous preacher in America, Henry Ward Beecher, had conducted adulterous affairs with his parishioners. One presumed cuckolded husband was Theodore Tilton, handsome Adonis of freethinkers, abolitionist, fighter for women’s rights, free love advocate, and on-and-off friend of Abraham Lincoln’s. He was also thought to be one of Victoria’s lovers.


It was not Beecher’s adultery that drove the sisters to expose him, they insisted, but the hypocrisy of a man who preached faithfulness and did not practice it. In the same issue of their newspaper, Tennie penned an article charging a Wall Street financier with raping a virgin, and as a result, both sisters were thrown in jail on the charge of sending obscene material through the mail.


Then, when all seemed lost, the sisters shocked enemies, friends, and probably themselves with a grand final act of hobnobbing with British royalty and enjoying stupendous wealth that lasted for decades.


As for discovering who the sisters really were, while trying to assess the variety of opinions, facts, and falsehoods that exist, I was reminded of a reprobate editor who early on in my journalism career admonished, “Never let the facts stand in the way of a good feature story.” I have discovered that this problematic guidance also tempts historians and biographers. After generations of mythmaking, it is difficult, if not impossible, to separate fact from fiction regarding the sisters. Everything written about them is a snarled knot of conjecture, hearsay, fabrication, perceptions of the times, and, yes, some facts.


Historical research is always an investigative attempt to define who people really were, but the Scarlet Sisters—which I have dubbed them for their ability to thoroughly shock Victorians and garner infamy—remain maddening enigmas. The first biography of Woodhull, The Terrible Siren, with peripheral attention paid to Tennie, did not appear until decades after the sisters’ march on Manhattan and just after their deaths (Tennie’s in 1923 and Victoria’s in 1927). In the book, novelist Emanie Sachs sought sensationalism over facts, paying anarchist Benjamin Tucker, a friend turned enemy of the sisters, $3,500 to produce his account of losing his virginity at nineteen to thirty-four-year-old Victoria, and to describe Tennie’s sexual advances. Tucker was an old man when he told his tale to Sachs, who used his material lavishly and did not divulge to readers the hefty price she had paid for it. Victoria died shortly before the book was published—much to the relief of Sachs, who triumphantly wrote to a friend that families of the dead cannot sue for libel, even if the dear departed were called “prostitutes.”


If Tucker’s tale is true, it dramatized a freewheeling arrangement that fit the love-for-love’s-sake definition of free love, with Victoria’s husband looking the other way and sister Tennie ready to substitute for Victoria if Tucker was so inclined. If he exaggerated, there was no one left to complain. Victoria’s mortified daughter, Zula Maud, then in her sixties and living in England, considered suing but decided to devote her life to writing a biography of her mother, an unsuccessful effort.


Sachs’s machinations in pursuit of scandal remain paramount factors in the cloudy history of the sisters. She repeated gossip as fact and treated much of Victoria’s dubious accounts as gospel. For much of the twentieth century, Sachs’s book—which contains no attributions, notes, or index—was followed as fact or used in fictionalized books masquerading as biographies, with made-up scenes and dialogue, but after the 1970s rebirth of feminism, sympathetic portrayals of the sisters emerged by women authors. Historical battles among authors continue. Two recent biographies of the sisters’ friend Commodore Vanderbilt tangle over whether he had syphilis or “merely” gonorrhea or neither of these diseases that plagued rich and poor bounders alike in the Victorian era of brothel hopping.


Newspapers in the sisters’ heyday showed biases that deflect from balanced accounts. Yet these printed perceptions are vital from a historical perspective, illuminating contemporary attitudes toward crucial events involving the sisters. Sporting magazines, the forerunners to contemporary tabloids, broadcast the sisters’ every move, with illustrations that depicted them as hard-featured Jezebels. Forget the idea that celebrity journalism and paparazzi blitzes are relatively modern. A glance at the cartoons, daguerreotypes, blazing headlines, and gossip about the sisters proves that celebrity-chasing was virulent in the Victorian age. The publicity-savvy sisters in turn used the press as much as the press used them. Famous authors Henry James and Harriet Beecher Stowe even immortalized them as shady characters in their novels.


But just as suspect were the sisters’ own accounts of their lives. Over the years, they revamped, embellished, or reinvented themselves when it suited their purpose—nothing new in an era where a thief one day could make a fortune the next and needed a pedigree to go with his millionaire trappings.


A crucial example is the “as told to” biographical sketch of Woodhull written by Theodore Tilton, the alleged cuckold in the Beecher scandal. It is lively and lurid, self-aggrandizing, draped in purple prose, and soaked in sentimentality. Victoria orchestrated the tale with several agendas in mind. Paramount was a vendetta against her parents for airing dirty family linen in a court scandal that was wrecking the sisters’ fame and future. Victoria also needed to woo the popular Spiritualist movement with declarations of sensational supernatural ghostly powers. She alleged that she was in a trance when, in 1871, at the age of thirty-two, she related the account to her current husband, Colonel Blood, who took notes. Handsome Theodore Tilton, who needed to curry favor with Woodhull, polished this melodramatic extravaganza for his magazine. All too often it has been cited as complete fact.


In this book, for the first time, Tennie is given the attention she deserves, and has been resurrected from a footnote in her sister’s life. She played a far larger role than biographers intent solely on Woodhull have portrayed. Contemporary papers gave her more coverage than Victoria before her older sister’s drive for the presidency and fame during the Beecher scandal. I have uncovered her fascinating life after Manhattan, previously ignored, including accounts of her married role as doyenne of a London estate and of her castle in Portugal, intimate letters between her and her sister, and accounts of her globe-trotting crusade for women’s rights.


The sisters were intriguing characters. They sought riches while pursuing Communist goals, arguing that they had to possess wealth in order to do good. They crawled out of a hustler’s childhood of fleecing females as well as males to champion an unheard-of concept in Victorian times: equal pay for women. They fought for female sexual independence when at the same time they may have sold themselves to rich men to earn money for their cause.


They were among the very few Victorian women who knew how to play the male game. As cunning as they were stunning, they crusaded for women’s freedom from men yet were nonetheless tough, and sometimes unscrupulous, pragmatists who adopted male rules. They courted and used powerful men in an era when women had no power themselves. With charm and beauty, they turned the tables on males, taking credit while using men to help them in their careers. Yet they were capable of stirring, heroic bravery by espousing unpopular radical humanitarian causes—even as they were recklessly outrageous, extravagant liars, and at times, extremely unprincipled. Initially pushed and prodded by their con artist father, they learned how to survive as fabulists. They moved through life (with men) by their wits, indigenous street smarts, and intelligence, while fighting with feminist fervency for radical causes more than a hundred years ahead of their time.


Theirs was a wild ride through America during and following the Civil War. Along the way, their lives intersected with those of a cast of characters who are real but who, dare I say, read like fiction. Most were famous or infamous during this riveting time in history, and many remain so today (see Cast of Characters).


No American women in history surpass their raging, life-devouring, and life-enhancing journey from pre–Civil War days, through their Victorian battles, down to their final years as two Roaring Twenties grande dames having secured their place in history.













Opening Scene: Arriving



On a crisp February morning in 1870, the most dazzling and flamboyant sisters in American history made their debut. Victoria Woodhull and Tennessee Claflin had plotted, cajoled, and advertised and had been written up with besotted fervor in major New York newspapers by male reporters stunned by their beauty and daring.


As their open carriage turned the corner at Wall Street and Broad, the sisters could see the mob moving toward their brand-new Woodhull, Claflin and Co. brokerage firm. Estimates of the crowd reached two thousand and up. One hundred policemen were called out to keep order. Here they were! The first lady stockbrokers in the world! Wall Street had never seen anything like it. Nor would it again for nearly a hundred years.


The buzz on the Street, abetted by the sisters, was that the coarse, ruthless, and immensely rich—in fact, the richest man in America—Cornelius Vanderbilt had bankrolled the young beauties.


Males eagerly grabbed the reins of the high-stepping horses and, as the sisters descended lightly from the carriage, shouts, cheers, jeers, and catcalls shattered the air. The sisters pushed their way through the boisterous crowd held back by policemen, opened the door, and went to work. All day, men peered in the windows and doors of Woodhull and Claflin and whooped with surprise and pleasure if they caught a glimpse of one of the sisters. A doorkeeper guarded the entrance. Nailed on the door was a sign: GENTLEMEN WILL STATE THEIR BUSINESS AND THEN RETIRE AT ONCE.


The mysterious sisters, who seemed to have stepped out from nowhere, had made the splash they wanted. Everything had been staged “to secure the most general and at the same time prominent introduction to the world that was possible,” Victoria later admitted.


They had carefully picked their outfits, gambling correctly that a large crowd would scrutinize them on the most crucial day of their lives. Everything matched, as if they were twins, although Victoria, at thirty-one, was seven years older than Tennie. Their skirts were shockingly short, touching the tops of their shiny boots, unlike fashionable dresses that trailed through the muck and manure of Manhattan’s streets. Their suit jackets were deep blue wool nipped at the waist but mannishly wide at the shoulders. Rich velvet embroidered the jackets, adding a feminine touch. But gone were the tightly laced corsets that warped a woman’s insides and made breathing difficult. Absent, too, were bustles, those steel half-cages filled with horsehair that were strapped to petticoats and draped with heavy brocade and silk that could weigh a woman down by twenty pounds. One cartoon likened the woman who wore one to a snail, with the bustle forming the curlicue shell dragged behind. Instead of ruffles or jewelry, the sisters wore silk bow ties. Their light brown hair had been cut boyishly short; Tennie derided the fashionable nest of curls and chignons as “vile bunches of hair, tortured into all conceivable unnatural shapes.” They’d added a rakish final touch: each had tucked a solid gold pen behind an ear, to flash in the noonday sun or catch the gaslight’s glow.


The sisters were showstoppingly beautiful, and their unique costumes only added to their allure. Victoria was willowy and gazed at the world through luminous, intensely blue eyes. High cheekbones gave her broad face character, and her proud, chiseled profile could have graced an ivory cameo. Tennie, at twenty-four, was the epitome of the term “pleasingly plump,” with a bosom that threatened to burst from her jacket and a sensuous, full mouth that curved into flirtatious smiles. There was mischief in her blue eyes, and she had the exuberance of an untamed colt.


Reporters gushed endlessly about the “Bewitching Brokers” and the “Queens of Finance.” They mentioned “their exquisite figures.” Reporters seemed astounded that women could be articulate: “They display remarkable conversational powers, Mrs. Claflin [Tennie] in particular talking with a rapidity and fluency that are really astonishing.” The gold pens behind their ears were the talk of the “gouty old war horses on the street.” The two women were praised, albeit as though they were a P. T. Barnum oddity: with one paper remarking that, at the end of their opening day, the ladies drove away “without any signs of headaches.”


Two dandies constantly dropped by the offices of Woodhull and Claflin on opening day, changing hats and outfits to mock the women brokers. Once, the men sauntered in wearing matching dress coats with polished blue buttons, pearl-colored pantaloons, and green kid gloves. When they tried to trap the sisters by asking “ ‘how Central stood,’ Claflin sprang to the [Teletype ticker] and shouted ‘Before call 94 ½.’ ” Remarked the Herald, these jokesters “realize for the first time that young ladies can be wise and discreet, and young men rash and foolish.” When one visitor told the sisters they would lose money, Woodhull tartly replied they had not come to Wall Street to “lose money, but to make money.”


The sisters told the eager Wall Street reporters a disarming tale of fortitude and spunk. Unable to penetrate the exclusive male Stock Exchange, Woodhull said that “solely through agents in the street,” they had parlayed business earnings to make about $700,000 before they opened their firm. In today’s dollars, that would have made them multimillionaires, if their claim was true. She then remarked with an air of nonchalance, “ ‘What do present profits amount to when it costs us over $2,600 a month to live?’ ” The reporter never asked what these staggering expenses could be, in a bad economic period when working-class poor made $200 a year.


Tennie said that “natural aptitude” and early training in business management had equipped her for finance. “I studied law in my father’s office six years. My father was once a very successful merchant, and possessor of a large fortune. He lost it mainly in speculation.” Their father’s financial ruin had made it necessary for them to earn a profitable living, but their “very good education” and legal skills made it impossible to “settle down into the common course of life” of other women. Victoria wove tales of spectacular success in land deals, followed by investments in oil and “railroad stocks,” mentioning, among others, Vanderbilt’s New York Central and Hudson River Railroad.


The stories told by the sisters made for sympathetic reading: learning law at the knee of a spectacularly rich father, obtaining an education unusual for women at that time, starting a business at a young age. All gave an image of great enterprise.


There was just one problem. Most of it was false.













ACT ONE














CHAPTER ONE



Vicky


Victoria and Tennie’s father, Reuben Buck Claflin, was a one-eyed snake oil salesman who posed as a doctor and a lawyer. By the time Victoria and Tennie were born, he was not professional at anything but thievery, blackmailing, and forcing his youngest to join the family quack cure scam. Earlier he had studied some law, but in an era when rigorous policing of the legal profession was unknown, anyone could hang a sign outside his door. Aside from offering legal advice, he also ferried timber down the Susquehanna River and worked in saloons. In 1825, Buck married Roxanna Hummel, known as Annie. She has been identified in books as the niece of a prosperous tavern owner or the illegitimate maid in that establishment. When they moved to Cleveland, Ohio, in the 1830s, construction of the Ohio and Erie Canal brought hopes of real estate riches.


Rough workmen may have gambled in a saloon owned by Buck, but there seemed no legitimate way to make the fortune he claimed to have made. He bragged about making half a million dollars, an incredible fortune, in frenzied real estate speculation. He supposedly lost it all in the 1837 depression, which makes him either a liar about owning this sum in the first place or a very poor manager of money. When Buck settled in obscure Homer, Ohio, some neighbors reckoned he was escaping the law. One legend claims that after selling some horses, he had to race out of one town before it rained and destroyed the horses’ shiny coat—of black paint. Buck was approached by a lawman, went another story, while trying to pass counterfeit money. To avoid arrest, Buck ripped the bills up, stuffed them in his mouth, and ate them.


By the time his wife, Annie, had borne ten children—two boys and eight girls, although three of the girls died young—Buck’s idea of heavy lifting was making his daughters do the work. As luck would have it, in one of the curious miracles of genetic mutation, the one-eyed Buck and his slattern wife, described by all who met her in later life as an unpleasant old hag, spawned three beautiful daughters among the five living. Buck saw riches in his daughters, starting with the least beautiful and eldest, Margaret, and then her sister, Mary (known also as Polly). There were rumors that he pimped for these two and for Utica, the most beautiful of all the sisters, who was born between Victoria and Tennie.


He touted Victoria and Tennie as fortune-tellers, faith healers, and clairvoyants who spoke to the dead. The sisters themselves professed clairvoyant powers, but Tennie later admitted that she was forced to “humbug” in order to get enough money to feed the family. Throughout her life, Victoria clung to her claim of communion with famous ghosts such as Demosthenes and assorted angels, and of the odd chat with Napoléon, Joséphine, and, when she needed to impress, the spirit of Jesus Christ. An intriguing legend vested mother Roxanna, who could not read or write, with a remarkable gift of memory; it was said that after the Bible was read to her, she could recite entire passages, chapter and verse, from memory.


Victoria was born on September 23, 1838, in Homer, an insignificant hamlet, like many frontier outposts. One lurid, unsubstantiated tale describes her mother, in a wild religious frenzy, babbling in tongues at a revival tent meeting, whereupon Buck dragged her to the back of the tent and fell upon her with equal enthusiasm. Thus Victoria was supposedly conceived in a manner that would have been the devil’s handiwork had it not come from passions aroused by religious ecstasy, as some might put it. She was born a few months after Queen Victoria was crowned, so any such consummation was now prettified with the crowning of the child as “Victoria.” When the family was in a good mood the child was referred to as their queen who would someday be famous.


“It is my destiny,” Victoria would say.


Tennie, born seven years later, on October 26, 1845, was the last child to survive.


As an adult, Victoria recounted to her biographer, Theodore Tilton, a writer thought to be her lover, a childhood filled with Dickensian debauchery, far from the fancies told to Wall Street reporters. No one could have predicted any life for the sisters except prostitution, domestic servitude, or marriage to drunken wife beaters, trailed by a passel of children. They had no education or social position to pursue anything else.


“She was worked like a slave—whipped like a convict. Her father was impartial in his cruelty to all his children,” wrote Tilton. He described her mother—whom Victoria claimed was “never wholly sane”—as having “a fickleness of spirit that renders her one of the most erratic of mortals,” and who “sometimes abetted him in his scourgings [sic], and at other times shielded the little ones from his blows.” Buck soaked braided green willow switches in water to produce a sharp sting, and with these weapons “he would cut the quivery flesh of the children till their tears and blood melted him into mercy.” Tilton continued: “Sometimes he took a handsaw or a stick of firewood as the instrument of his savagery.” Coming home late and learning of some offense, he would wake the children and “whip them till morning.” One rebellious son, Maldon, ran away at thirteen and “still bears in a shattered constitution the damning memorial of his father’s wrath.”


Victoria did not spare her mother. Wrote Tilton, “She on occasions tormented and harried her children until they would be thrown into spasms, whereat she would hysterically laugh, clap her hands, and look as fiercely delighted as a cat in playing with a mouse. At other times, her tenderness toward her offspring would appear almost angelic. She would fondle them, weep over them, lift her arms and thank God for such children, caress them with ecstatic joy, and then smite them as if seeking to destroy at a blow both body and soul.”


Victoria dressed up the Claflin home in her adult account, describing it as a white-painted cottage with a long porch and a flower garden. Homer residents remembered it as an unpainted shack with a porch so rickety the boards rattled when children raced across them.


Neighbors stayed away from the Claflin house, which was ruled by a father with a suspect reputation and a religious fanatic mother given to babbling at a moonlit sky until foam appeared on her lips. Annie claimed distinguished German ancestors. A former neighbor guffawed. “I read of their claims of ancestry: the ‘Hummels of Germany.’ And who were they? The most ignorant country people of the county were the ‘Dutch Hummels’ as they were called.” Another neighbor remembered, “No properly trained child was considered in good company when associating with the little girls of the Claflin family, therefore my visits to their home were always without leave.” She added, “The Claflin house was a little three or at most four room affair… the furnishings and surroundings were of the most primitive possible description.”


Revival meetings transfixed Annie, who would twirl in violent religious ecstasy, speaking in tongues and shouting, “Hallelujah!” She would rise in her pew, beginning with a soft clapping of hands, then sway to and fro for a moment before gliding into the aisle and spinning rapidly round and round, “twirling all the way up the aisle, hollering ‘aglory!!’ She would finally sink down in front of the altar in a state of exhaustion that was called by herself and her family a ‘trance.’ ”


The sisters were not well educated, as they claimed to Wall Street reporters. Tilton’s sketch described Victoria’s schooling as “less than three years” of broken intervals from age eight to eleven. However, he wrote, she was “the pet alike of scholars and teacher,” with “an inward energy such as quickened the young blood of Joan of Arc… The little old head on the little young shoulders was often bent over her school-book at the midnight hour.” A few years after Tilton’s biography was printed, Victoria strangely and flatly dismissed this. “I am a self made [sic] woman entirely,” she declared. “Never spent one year in the school room.”


Victoria was not, as Tilton claimed, a popular child. Some in Homer saw her beauty but pitied the fact that she was a Claflin. The woman from whom the children bought milk remembered them running wild, dirty, and hungry, waiting for snacks at her back door. When Buck’s brother joined him in Homer, the two large families lived together “in turmoil. Beds were everywhere; in the cellar, the parlor, anywhere room could be found and were never made and rarely changed.”


The pre–Civil War years were a time of revivalist “child preachers,” who allegedly had a special gift of holiness. Victoria copied them, loving the drama, staring down neighbor children with her intense blue eyes. Already a showman, she faced the “sinners” before her, lashing out at their “terrible sins.”


Unquestionably Victoria and Tennie were intuitively smart and quick-witted. Victoria’s later great oratorical skills, which kept thousands spellbound, stemmed from her ability to read a page once and commit it to memory. If her mother’s talent at memorizing large portions of the Bible, which she could not read, was true, Victoria may indeed have inherited the gift of total recall. Tennie’s ebullient street smarts and confidence also won over audiences, well into the thousands. Everyone remarked that the sisters were a decided cut above their squabbling clan, although Tennie was more of a hoyden, and could dip into slang and jokes with ease.


A neighbor recalled that there was something spooky about the Claflins. “The family always bore the reputation and were looked upon by the neighbors as being in some way ‘uncanny,’ the eldest daughter being mesmerized by several traveling professors and relating marvelous tales of things she had seen and known while ‘out of the body.’ ”


Victoria could not have survived, she claimed, without her visions, her comforting conversations with ghosts during her childhood as a “household drudge, serving others so long as they were awake, and serving herself only when they slept.” Her version of her childhood as recounted to Tilton made Cinderella’s sound pampered: “Had she been born black, or been chained to a cart-wheel in Alabama, she could not have been a more enslaved slave.” Later, living with her older married sister Margaret “Meg” Miles and her family, Victoria “made fires, she washed and ironed, she baked bread, she cut wood, she spaded a vegetable garden, she went on errands, she tended infants, she did everything.”


Buck and Roxanna’s “eccentricities” were reproduced in all their children—“except Victoria and Tennie,” wrote Tilton, singling out the sister partners as noble. The others were “leeches.” “They love and hate—they do good and evil—they bless and smite each other… For years there has been one common sentiment sweetly pervading the breasts” of the Claflin siblings, “namely, a determination that Victoria and Tennie should earn all the money for the support of the numerous remainder of the Claflin tribe—wives, husbands, children, servants, and all… Victoria is a green leaf, and her legion of relatives are caterpillars who devour her.”


Tales (not mentioned by Tilton) of the Claflin clan’s sudden departure from Homer depict Buck as the supreme con man, remembered by neighbors as allegedly setting fire to his empty gristmill to get the insurance money. Small-town folks didn’t take kindly to cheating, and there was talk of tarring and feathering him. He vanished in the night, while Homer residents took up a collection to get the rest of the family out of town. After the departure of Claflin, who had been appointed postmaster, the community found undelivered envelopes on which senders had written, “Money enclosed.” The envelopes had been opened; the money was gone.


In 1853 the Claflins traveled to the town of Mount Gilead, Ohio, where the oldest sister, Meg Miles, was living with her husband and brood. In Mount Gilead, Victoria soon became a child bride. The marriage between her, scarcely fifteen, and her twenty-eight-year-old bridegroom, Canning Woodhull, was a “fellowship of misery—and her parents, who abetted it, ought to have prevented it,” wrote Tilton. “From the endurable cruelty of her parents, she fled to the unendurable cruelty of her husband.”


As Victoria was scandalously divorced from Woodhull at the time Tilton was writing her biography, and embroiled in a front-page family ruckus involving her current husband, it was prudent to paint her first husband as dark as possible. She needed to portray herself as an innocent child so tormented in marriage that a Victorian-age divorce would have seemed acceptable.


When fourteen-year-old Victoria became feverish one day, “Dr. Canning Woodhull, a gay rake, whose habits were kept hidden from her under the general respectability of his family connections, attended her. Coming as a prince, he found her as Cinderella—a child of the ashes,” wrote Tilton. He invited Victoria to a Fourth of July picnic. She sold apples to buy a pair of shoes for the occasion. On the way home he said to her, “My little puss, tell your father and mother that I want you for a wife.”


Victoria is depicted in this sketch as a startled innocent who beseeched her parents to save her. This does not ring true. Canning was a handsome doctor who said he was from a refined East Coast family. Surely to a child who dreamed of power and her own glory, and who fully believed she would one day ride in a fine carriage, he must have seemed a magical escape from her dreary life. Her story continued: “But the parents, as if not unwilling to be rid of a daughter whose sorrow was ripening her into a woman before her time, were delighted at the unexpected offer. They thought it a grand match.” Victoria also admitted that she soon looked at the marriage as “an escape from the parental yoke.”


On September 23, 1853, Victoria celebrated her fifteenth birthday. Two months later, on November 23, she celebrated her wedding—yet, all her life, she would say she was married at fourteen, to throw an even more helpless cast on the union. “On the third night,” her husband “broke her heart by remaining away all night at a house of ill-repute.… she learned, to her dismay, that he was habitually unchaste, and given to long fits of intoxication… She grew ten years older in a single day. Six weeks after her marriage (during which time her husband was mostly with his cups and his mistresses), she discovered a letter addressed to him in a lady’s elegant penmanship, ‘Did you marry that child because she too was en famille?’ ” On the day of his marriage, Woodhull had “sent away into the country a mistress” who gave birth to his child.


“He suddenly put his wife into the humblest quarters, where, left mostly to herself, she dwelt in bitterness of spirit, aggravated… by learning of his ordering baskets of champagne and drinking himself drunk in the company of harlots.” At this point the couple was residing in Chicago, probably because Canning could make a better living in this bustling frontier city, known in those days as far out West. However, his drinking left him incapable of functioning. Wrote Tilton, extravagantly, “Through rain and sleet, half clad and shivering, she would track him to his dens,” compelling him to return. Other nights, she would wait by the window until she heard him “languidly shuffling along the pavement with the staggering reel of a drunken man, in the shameless hours of the morning.”


Somehow Canning had found time to impregnate his wife. In retelling the birth, Tilton poured on the pathos: “In the dead of winter, with icicles clinging to her bedpost, and attended only by her half-drunken husband, she brought forth in almost mortal agony her first-born child.” For icicles to have found their way to bedposts, the temperature would have to have been mighty frigid, but miracle of miracles, Victoria and even the newborn babe survived. A neighbor brought her food and wrapped the baby in a blanket and took it “to a happier mother in the near neighborhood” to nurse the infant.


Her firstborn child became the real sorrow of Victoria’s life, one that would haunt her and spur her lifelong interest in eugenics, her arguments for planned parenting by the most physically and mentally pure, and her fight against loveless marriages. She blamed Canning’s drunkenness, and their empty union, for the son she bore on that last day of December 1854: “Her child, begotten in drunkenness, and born in squalor, was a half idiot; predestined to be a hopeless imbecile for life.” The son, named Byron, would live a long life. In 1871, at the age of sixteen, he was “a sad and pitiful spectacle in his mother’s house… where he roams from room to room, muttering noises more sepulchral than human; a daily agony to the woman who bore him.” Byron also displayed an “uncommon sweetness,” wrote Tilton, that won “everyone’s love, doubles everyone’s pity.”


One visitor to the brokerage office who often witnessed Byron during the period Tilton described said, “He was almost a complete idiot… although he had the Claflin beauty… Generally he sat on a lounge for a time, and then would rise and walk very rapidly about ten feet, back and forth, mumbling, grimacing and drooling. After five or ten minutes of this he would resume his seat, and remain for a short time comparatively quiet. The alternation went on continually. When his mother was in the office, she at times would seat herself beside him and fondle him. I thought then that she did so out of sincere maternal affection.”


Other than Victoria’s martyrdom, and the continuing, vain hope that Canning Woodhull would reform, the rest of their time in Chicago is a blank, except for one melodramatic scene after Canning stayed away for a month. He was “keeping a mistress at a fashionable boarding-house, under the title of wife.” Victoria “sallied forth into the wintry street, clad in a calico dress without undergarments, and shod only with India-rubbers without shoes or stockings, entered the house, confronted the household as they sat at table.” Her tale drew tears from everyone, and the listeners “compelled the harlot to pack her trunk and flee the city, and shamed the husband into creeping like a spaniel back into the kennel” called home.


Victoria no doubt embellished accounts of her husband’s behavior, but he did end up an alcoholic and morphine addict. And she was legally helpless to leave him. Like all married women, she was literally her husband’s property, as were any children she would bear. In most states, he lawfully had the right to beat her. In a divorce, he had the right to take the children. Even if he had had money, she would not have gotten any if she had instituted a divorce. Though the Claflins were hardly of a social class where a divorce scandal would have tainted the entire family, Victoria was nonetheless crushed, and trapped by the rules of the day.


Tilton gives no date for Victoria’s next giant leap: impulsively taking her damaged child and drunken husband with her to San Francisco, during an unspecified time (probably in 1857 or 1858). Victoria was desperate enough, with no money or livelihood, to bravely strike out on a torturous journey that took nearly two months by sea, and more if they went from Chicago in covered wagon through dangerous Indian Territory. Her usually histrionic descriptions are startlingly absent regarding this trip to the coast and their life there. One can even wonder if she might not have made up the San Francisco journey to hide her Midwest life, as here her story becomes elusive. How the young mother who described her Chicago existence as penniless, her clothes meager, and her lodgings squalid found the money for the trip or how they could afford a place to live, or where they settled in San Francisco, are unmentioned. If true, the venture seems to have been an impulsive disaster that lasted less than a year.


In the wake of the 1849 gold rush, San Francisco had grown up. Miners’ shacks and shanties had given way to substantial brick houses, the U.S. Mint had built headquarters there, vigilante committees fussed about cleaning up crime in red-light districts, mud streets were being paved with cobblestones and earthquake tremors dutifully tracked. Levi Strauss had opened a store to sell his denims to the miners who still flocked to the surrounding hills. San Francisco had its streets of frontier bawdiness; the Barbary Coast, with its bars and brothels, remained a treacherous den of thieves. Newcomers arrived daily on ships that clogged the harbor, hoping to grab their share of gold.


Canning’s drinking continued, and Victoria found herself “supporting the man by whom she ought to have been supported.” Who cared for Byron is not explained by Tilton. Victoria answered an ad for a “cigar girl” in a tobacco emporium, which were notoriously fronts for brothels. Behind the slim sampling of cigars, girls were supposed to sell favors instead of cheroots. These establishments were routine in large cities. To demonstrate just how vulgar cigar stores were considered, an 1870 guide to Manhattan brothels noted that a cigar girl was low on the list. Customers ranged from fatherly judges to toughly aggressive youths. Newspapers warned impoverished women about the “great evil consequent upon very beautiful girls being placed in cigar stores,” where customers “ultimately affect her ruin.”


Why Victoria cited this dubious job in an otherwise meager account of her life in San Francisco seems strange, unless it was an attempt to prove herself innocent of prostitution. Tilton wrote that the “blushing, modest, and sensitive” Victoria was fired after one day because she was “too fine” for the job. The proprietor in this sordid occupation allegedly gave Victoria a twenty-dollar gold piece, puzzlingly generous compensation for a young woman he had just fired.


Victoria then became a seamstress, her needle being the “only weapon many women possess wherewith to fight the battle of life,” continued Tilton. There are no clues as to how long she performed this job, an exhausting process of hand-stitching, before sewing machines were in general use. One day, “She chanced to come upon Anna Cogswell,” an actress, who wanted a seamstress. Victoria complained that she could not make enough money sewing, so Cogswell told her she should go on the stage. Just like that, Victoria was “engaged as a lesser light to the Cogswell star.” In those days, actresses were considered part of the shady demimonde, with stage door Johnnies waiting for a trophy in exchange for a late supper.


With Victoria’s quick memory, she learned the part, and for six weeks earned fifty-two dollars a week. “Never leave the stage,” admiring fellow performers urged. Victoria allegedly said she was meant for something higher. Then, while “clad in a pink silk dress and slippers, acting in the ballroom scene in the Corsican Brothers, suddenly a spirit-voice told her ‘Victoria, come home!’ ” In her vision, she saw Tennie, “then a mere child—standing by her mother,” calling her to return. She raced out, still in her “dramatic adornments, through a foggy rain to her hotel. She packed up her few clothes, Canning, and Byron and grabbed the morning steamer for New York.” On board, her “spiritual states” produced “profound excitement among the passengers.”


Mother Annie, wrote Tilton, had told Tennie—at the same time Victoria saw the vision—“to send the spirits after Victoria to bring her home.”


The spirits may have been calling, but it was their mother who wanted Victoria back, to help support the family. With Victoria home, they now had another golden goose to put to work.















CHAPTER TWO



Tennie


When the newly married Victoria moved away in 1853, she had left behind eight-year-old Tennie, who would never know a normal childhood or a schoolroom. Tennessee Celeste Claflin, born on October 26, 1845, was reportedly named after one of the many states the wandering Claflins visited. Or, as another legend has it, Buck named her for the state his favorite president, James Polk, represented while in Congress. As the baby, she was alternately coddled and neglected in this sprawling, squalling family of parents and older sisters who returned with their children, extended families, and assorted husbands between divorces. None of the Claflin clan seemed congenitally able to stay married for long. The fighting continued when the family moved to the home of older sister Margaret Miles. Soon after the Claflins arrived, Margaret’s marriage ended when her husband, Enos, the town druggist, caught her in a hotel with another man and chased her down the street with a butcher’s knife.


Without Victoria by her side, Tennie became the cash cow for Buck and her mother, whom she later said was “insane on spiritualism.” Mary (nicknamed Polly) Sparr, an older sister who picked fights often with Victoria and Tennie, would say that the relationship between their mother and Tennie was “something I cannot explain; something mysterious, unnatural. There is a different feeling between Tennie and my mother than between any child and her mother I ever knew.” All her life, Tennie seemed unable to break the bond, even when her mother’s outrageous acts threatened to ruin the sisters’ lives. She would cry out at her mother’s crazy meddling, but say, “I love her dearly anyway.”


This strange bonding occurred when Tennie was sold by her mother and father to the public as Buck’s “Wonder Child.” “Since I was eleven years old I used to tell fortunes with her,” Tennie said of her mother. Tennie hated her life, and felt trapped and alone without Victoria. By 1860, when Tennie was fourteen, Buck decided that she should be a solo act in his snake oil “shows.” The family rode into midwestern frontier hamlets in a painted wagon, baubles dancing on the bright canopy as the wagon lurched through mud and dirt. Tennie was prominently displayed, sitting up front by her father’s side, so villagers could see the smiling blue-eyed girl with golden brown curls and rosy cheeks. Ads were placed in local papers inviting the public to meet A WONDERFUL CHILD! MISS TENNESSEE CLAFLIN.


Born with “supernatural gifts,” as the ad read, Tennie could ascertain a person’s “former, present and future partners,” and “when required will go into an unconscious state.” Only a snake oil salesman could have invented the list of ills Tennie could cure: from cold sores to cancer and any disorder that had “baffled the best physicians for years. She may be consulted at her room from the hours of eight a.m. to nine o’clock p.m. Price of consultation, $1.00.” Tennie sat there for thirteen long hours a day, learning the art of listening to people, picking up clues, and spinning fortunes that would please. Buck collected the money and sold “Miss Tennessee’s Magnetio Life Elixir,” a worthless concoction with a picture of Tennie on the label, at two dollars a bottle.


When the Claflin caravan entered Ottawa, Illinois, in 1863, Buck set up an infirmary where he would callously lead Tennie down a terrible path as a “magic healer.”


In presenting his daughters as clairvoyants with supernatural powers, Buck was cashing in on the amazing mania of Spiritualism that transfixed the country from the 1850s through the 1870s. Spiritualists became national celebrities and claimed two million members in a country with a population (in 1855) of only twenty-seven million. Their number would grow, by some estimates, to four million.


When Buck saw the incredible fame being lavished on the two young sisters who had started the Spiritualist craze, he could not help but think of his own two treasures, just waiting to be pushed into the movement. In 1848, when Victoria was ten and Tennie three, Margaret and Kate Fox, sisters in the small upstate town of Hydesville, New York, would become so famous that P. T. Barnum would hire them and countless thousands come to see them. Prominent observers such as Horace Greeley, James Fenimore Cooper, and William Cullen Bryant swore the Fox sisters were authentic. Margaret, in her early teens, and her younger sister, Kate, lived with their parents in an old cottage that groaned with strange noises at night, terrifying their mother. An old peddler had been murdered there and his body was never found, so the story went. One night the mother bolted out of bed when she heard loud rapping noises filling the house. The sisters told their petrified mother that the murdered peddler was speaking to them. If the sisters asked a question, his spirit would rap out the answer. Their older married sister, Leah Fox Fish, brought them to her home in Rochester and charged for their “spirit rapping” sessions. The press and traditional clergy cried fraud, but this only added to the sisters’ fame, and the awestruck lined up to see them perform. Leah, a savvy promoter, took her sisters to New York, where P. T. Barnum cleaned up as crowds stormed Barnum’s hotel.


Greeley—best known today for his admonition to those seeking a fortune to “Go west, young man”—championed the sisters in his New-York Daily Tribune. His wife sought their help in reaching her dead son, just as Mary Todd Lincoln would later, in darkened White House parlors, beg mediums to contact her dead son, Willy. In séances across America, spirit rapping, moans, moving tables, weird music, and wispy astral visions ensured the presence of a ghostly power. Printing presses churned out books on Spiritualism at a fast clip. Mark Twain’s editor William Dean Howells, an author in his own right, remembered as an Ohio youth that Spiritualism was “rife in every second house in the village, with manifestations by rappings, table-tipping, and oral and written messages from another world through psychics of either sex, but oftenest the young girls one met in the dances and sleigh-rides.”


The movement, however, appealed to more than just the gullible who wanted desperately to speak to loved ones on the “other side” or to those who followed it as a popular fad. For progressive reformers, Spiritualism offered something better than the unforgiving hellfire and damnation that thundered from church pulpits. Instead of being terrorized by a wrathful god, they were graced by angels who wanted only good for them. Many humanitarians felt that the “spirits wanted to make themselves felt in earthly affairs and would, in fact, lead mankind to social regeneration.” Utopians, many of whom advocated free love, took up Spiritualism, as did many socialists, abolitionists, and suffragists.


Above all, Spiritualism was a breakthrough for intelligent women who loathed their role as silent partners deemed by society as unfit to speak in public. Spiritualism gave such women a platform, because as mediums, it was acceptable for them to speak, as they were not expressing their own thoughts, but acting as conduits for messages from the dead. Savvy women soon took over the movement. They held forth as lecturers and moved into the homes of the rich and famous to conduct séances.


Spiritualism became a religion, with Spiritualist churches springing up across the country as freethinkers revolted against harsh authoritarian Christian orthodoxy. When no traditional churches ordained women, and many prohibited them from speaking out loud at services, Spiritualist churches embraced women’s rights and considered them as equal members. While the movement was easily dismissed because of the charlatans and their tricks—disembodied voices, music, spirit rapping, parlor “ghosts”—serious followers believed there was a scientific basis for it. They argued that “reason” demonstrates that life, at least the soul, continues on in some fashion. In an era when the mind was a mystery—“phrenology [studying the bumps on one’s skull] and alchemy still passed for science”—the Spiritualist belief in the “science of the metaphysical” seemed rational. Religious Spiritualists believed that there could be genuine manifestations from the other world. This was, after all, just an extension of accepted religions, which told parishioners that the departed existed in “heaven,” that they would meet them one day in the “great by and by.”


Belief in Spiritualism’s power was strengthened by the amazing—some would say miraculous—changes made by the “culture of invention” during the Industrial Revolution. In just twenty years, from the 1840s to the 1860s, machinery and other inventions transformed Manhattan from a nearly medieval hellhole of no sewers, open-hearth cooking, and outdoor privies into homes with running water, stoves, iceboxes, and central heating. After such changes, anything could be believed. For those who could afford it, that is. Poor immigrants and blacks lived in crowded rat-infested wooden firetrap tenements, with stinking outdoor privies; human waste and horse manure mingled in open sewers that spread lethal diseases. Conditions in New York’s slums remained appalling for decades.


Radicals among the young, such as the Claflin sisters, were ready for “any sort of millennium, religious or industrial, that should arrive.” The invention of the telegraph, which sent unseen messages long distance, floating by seeming magic through the air, bolstered the belief in the supernatural. One leading Spiritualist journal was even called The Spiritual Telegraph.


Tennie believed she had the power, but not to the extent promised to the gullible by Buck. One newspaper carried a story about an injured Civil War soldier with a bullet embedded in his foot who sought her services. As she felt his toes, she blurted out, “Why Captain, you were not wounded in battle,” and announced that he had been shot by a rebel sniper. The astounded soldier swore that only he had known this.


Spiritualism eventually withered after large-scale fraud was exposed in the 1880s. At that time, Maggie Fox—descending with her sister into alcoholism, drug addiction, and poverty—hastened the movement’s death when she told a large crowd at the New York Academy of Music in 1888 that she and Kate were frauds. They had started their rapping as a gag to rattle their superstitious mother, she admitted, achieving the sound by knocking their toes on wood. Despite such assaults on Spiritualism, the federal census in 1890 listed 334 Spiritualist churches in the United States.


Tennie’s expertise, she always claimed, lay in her power to heal the sick magnetically by the laying on of hands. The concept of magnetic healing began in the 1770s, when the German physician Franz Anton Mesmer—whose name was the origin of the word mesmerized—articulated a “form of psychic healing that included both magnetic healing and hypnotism.” He believed that a force or magnetic fluid linked all beings. “This was not so different from Hindu prana or Chinese chi. His method of laying on of hands and giving suggestions to patients led to the development of therapeutic hypnotism.” Mesmer presciently believed that mental attitudes often accompanied physical illnesses and that it was vital for physicians and patients to be in sympathy with one another. He used the French word rapport—not then common in the United States—to connote “harmony” or “connection.”


The prophetic Mesmer has modern-day psychoanalytic and magnetic healing followers. In his times, however, as with most medical pioneers, envious colleagues called him a fraud, and they persuaded the Viennese Medical Council to oust him. But in more liberal Paris, Mesmer treated the wealthy for large sums and the poor for free. He believed that the laying on of hands “had the power to make the fluid flow from themselves into the patient.” He claimed that water immersed in iron rods provided magnetic fields. Despite widespread skepticism in America, magnetic healing became popular among Spiritualists.


Tennie believed in her power as a “clairvoyant physician”—saying that she passed positive and negative magnetic waves through her hands as she rubbed patients—and once bragged to America’s leading feminist, Susan B. Anthony, that “I was a very good doctor, I cured a much larger percentage than the regular M.D.’s.”


Spiritualism became a nationwide craze and a form of solace throughout the sisters’ youth. The specter of death was everywhere then: women dying in childbirth; diseases taking infants, children, and adults. In the 1850s, children under five made up more than half the deaths in New York City. When Tennie was fifteen, Civil War slaughters began. Some 750,000 soldiers were butchered or died of diseases and poor medical treatment. Grieving widows and mothers turned to mediums and Spiritualism in an aching attempt to commune with lost loves. Into this morass of Civil War grief stepped Buck Claflin, with Tennie at his side.


Tennie ran away at fifteen, but the family found her and dragged her back. She briefly married a flashing dandy named John Bortel, but Buck swiftly ended that. By 1863, Tennie was seventeen, soon to be eighteen in October, but in the ads Buck placed in the newspapers, he shaved off three years, gauging that a child administering his treatment would be more trusted. And he had transformed himself into a doctor: the “King of Cancers,” to be exact.


Neighbors in the small town of Ottawa, Illinois, sometimes heard screams floating out of the Fox River House, an abandoned hotel rented by the Claflins, where Buck set up an infirmary to treat cancer patients. In addition to the infirmary, he placed an ad in the local newspaper stating that the Fox River House also taught lessons in the “Cult of Love.” He never explained his “Cult of Love,” but neighbors looked askance at men who showed up there at night. The two oldest sisters, Margaret and Polly, were there with five children, mother Annie, Tennie, sister Utica, and brother Hebern, who, following his father, had become a self-proclaimed doctor.


Buck Claflin, the “King of Cancers,” had advertised Miss Tennessee’s “Magnetio Life Elixir” at infirmaries in Pittsburgh and Chicago. Until Ottawa, Tennie was treating patients by laying on hands and using the home-brewed magic elixir, thought to contain laudanum, although Buck claimed it was harmless. But Buck was now sliding into criminal territory. Patients came for special treatment from the gifted child. In large type, his ads claimed that “Doctor” Claflin guaranteed a cure—he gave himself an escape clause with this addition: “if patients live up to directions”—and promised “Cancers killed and extracted, root and branch, in from 10 to 48 hours without instruments, pain or use of chloroform, simply by applying a salve of the doctor’s own make.” Only Tennie, with her magic hands, was allowed to apply the salve. Claflin later said it was a mustard plaster. Authorities said the homemade brew, cooked in an iron vat and stirred by Annie, was heavily laced with lye.


As a lure for more patients, Buck printed fake testimonials in the local newspaper, the Ottawa Republican. He disclosed the name of a supposedly recovering breast cancer patient, assuming she would stay silent on the topic in an era when “limb” was routinely written instead of the racier-sounding “leg.” The ad read, “Mrs. Rebecca Howe, recovering from a dangerous situation after treatment by MISS TENNESSEE CLAFLIN wishes to thank this remarkable child” and “recommends” her cancer treatment. But Buck did not reckon with the anger of a dying Rebecca Howe. She replied in the Republican that her breast had been “wholly eaten away” and that she was in agony, and she called Tennie “an imposter, and one wholly unfit for the confidence of the community.”


Following Howe’s revelation, when two doctors and the local marshals bounded up the steps of the hotel to raid the second-floor infirmary, they gagged. In the filthy, fetid room they discovered dying and unfed patients lying in their own excrement. But they found no Claflins. The real clairvoyant was Buck, an artist in his ability to escape before police could locate him. This time the whole family vanished. Tennie was not around to be arrested for manslaughter.


The state of Illinois charged that Tennie “feloniously and willfully did kill and slay” Rebecca Howe by placing “upon the right side of the breast of one Rebecca Howe divers quantities of deleterious and caustic drugs by means of which a large amount of flesh” of her breast was “wholly eaten away, consumed and destroyed” by the drugs. Howe languished “in mortal sickness and thereby died” on June 7, 1864. A lesser charge was lodged by a John R. Dodge, who claimed that Tennie sought eighty-three dollars from him “with intent to cheat and defraud” by claiming she could cure him.


Why Buck, the instigator and the adult in this sordid enterprise, was not indicted remains unknown. Probably he smartly put the infirmary operation in the name of another family member. Tennie was now on the lam. She was never caught for the Ottawa indictments, but later in life she would not escape this sensational past.


This scandal might have stopped anyone, but Buck Claflin and family were soon off to newer cities, newer grieving widows and mothers, newer scams, newer charges, and more evictions.


Directed, as she always asserted, by the spirits, Victoria vowed that after returning from San Francisco she was commanded “to repair to Indianapolis, there to announce herself as a medium, and to treat patients for the cure of disease.” She took rooms in the Bates House and published a notice in local papers. “Her marvelous performances in clairvoyance” became so well known that people arrived from far and wide. Her rooms were filled and “her purse grew fat.” In Indianapolis and then in Terre Haute, she performed seeming miracles: “money flowed in a stream toward her.” In city after city, Victoria “supported all her relatives far and near.” Victoria claimed she made vast fortunes—nearly $100,000 in one year, $5,000 in one day alone. This has to be a preposterous lie. Her purse-fattening “spiritual art” that made her $100,000 a year would be equivalent to several million dollars today, and $5,000 is still remarkable today for one day’s work. Tilton wrote that by 1869, the year after the sisters met Vanderbilt, Victoria’s income and the “investments growing out of it” had reached $700,000—many millions in today’s dollars. In that year, she was told to discontinue the practice by “direction of the spirits.” As Tilton so charitably wrote, “The age of wonders has not ceased.”


Despite her vaunted prosperity, Victoria was feeling “inwardly wretched” in the weeks leading up to the Civil War. “The dismal fact of her son’s half-idiocy so preyed upon her mind that, in a heat of morbid feeling, she fell to accusing her innocent self for his misfortunes,” wrote Tilton. “The sight of his face rebuked her… she prayed to God for another child—a daughter, to be born with a fair body and a sound mind. Her prayer was granted, but not without many accompaniments of inhumanity.”


The wandering Woodhull couple had migrated to 53 Bond Street in New York. There, on April 23, 1861, their healthy daughter, Zulu Maud, was born. (Later her name was changed to Zula Maud.) Once again Canning is described as a drunken beast: he kicked pregnant Victoria and assisted her in childbirth with the “feverish and unsteady hands” of a drunk, who “only half in possession of his professional skill, cut the umbilical cord too near the flesh and tied it so loose that the string came off,” and soon left mother and child alone. “Nor did he remember to return.” But he must have remembered to lock the door, as the following account shows. Despite her claims of wealth, inexplicably no servants were in the house. Victoria’s head was lying in a “pool of blood” that had accumulated from “a little red stream oozing drop by drop from the bowels of the child,” whose umbilical cord had been so badly tied. Victoria grabbed a “broken chair-rung which happened to be lying near” and pounded for several hours against the wall to summon help. Finally a neighbor, hearing the noise but unable to open the locked front door, removed a grate in the basement window, climbed in, and rescued “the mother and the babe” upstairs. Three days later Victoria, propped up in bed and “looking out of the window, caught sight of her husband staggering up the steps of a house across the way, mistaking it for his own.”


At that point Victoria thought, “Why should I any longer live with this man?” Her anti-marriage position began: “after eleven years of what, with conventional mockery, was called a marriage—during which time her husband had never spent an evening with her at home, had seldom drawn a sober breath, and had spent on other women, not herself, all the money he had ever earned—she applied in Chicago for a divorce, and obtained it.”


But this stance did not take hold as immediately as Tilton states. Before the divorce, Victoria had set up shop in Chicago, while Tennie migrated to Cincinnati with the Claflins. Victoria had found a soul mate in Colonel James Harvey Blood, a Civil War hero with several bullet wounds to show for it. He was the commander of the Sixth Missouri Regiment and in postwar St. Louis was elected city auditor and was also president of the Society of Spiritualists. The handsome twenty-nine-year-old, with dark eyes, a trim beard, and a soldier’s stance, was quiet, intelligent, and content to let Victoria take center stage. His radical beliefs and superior education were guiding forces in Victoria’s transformation into a woman of substance. She craved knowledge, and he provided it.


In 1871, Tilton wrote that Blood’s “civic views are (to use his favorite designation of them) cosmopolitical; in other words, he is a radical of extreme radicalism—an internationalist of the most uncompromising type—a communist who would rather have died in Paris than be the president of a pretended republic whose first official act has been the judicial murder of the only republicans in France.” Here Tilton was referring to the Paris Commune uprising of 1871.


There is considerable confusion as to when Victoria and Blood began living together, but it was before she divorced Woodhull. In 1871, Victoria related that she had lived with Blood for eleven years, but that would have been before Zula Maud was born in April of 1861. On whatever date Victoria met Blood in St. Louis, he was a free lover, an ambiguous appellation that had a racy connotation of discarding partners, even though many “free lovers” were merely advocates of divorce reform to favor wives in abusive marriages. Whether Victoria understood the term or the cult at the time is doubtful, but her independent thinking and sour marriage propelled her to follow Blood’s belief wholeheartedly. How much better it would be to live with a true mate, rather than in a wretched relationship sanctified by a piece of paper, she thought. Blood was, “like Victoria, the legal partner of a morally sundered marriage,” wrote Tilton. Victoria had advertised herself in St. Louis, and Blood called one day “to consult her as a spiritualistic physician and was startled to see her pass into a trance, during which she announced, unconsciously to herself, that his future destiny was to be linked with hers in marriage.”


No time was wasted. “Thus, to their mutual amazement, but to their subsequent happiness, they were betrothed on the spot by ‘the powers of the air,’ ” an unexplained state of togetherness that sounded like the ultimate act of free love.


Different stories are told of their civil marriage, or of whether there was one. Victoria and Blood both gave conflicting accounts of their marital status. Victoria said they were married in a Presbyterian ceremony on July 14, 1866, in Dayton, Ohio. They did file a marriage license before the ceremony, but the minister neglected to file a return, to register the marriage officially. Blood further confused the issue by stating that they were legally divorced two years later, in Chicago, and then “remarried.” It is not known whether this was a legal act or whether they were endorsing their belief that true love needed no legal sanctions and that they simply considered themselves married. No matter, wrote Tilton, “the marriage stands on its merits, and is to all who witness its harmony known to be a sweet and accordant union of congenial souls.” Victoria saved herself from being Victoria Blood, explaining the avant-garde move to keep the Woodhull name: “she followed the example of many actresses, singers, and other professional women whose names have become a business property to their owners.”


The biography, however, skips over crucial moments in the couple’s entangled life. Blood dropped his last name and became Dr. J. H. Harvey, traveling as a medicine man with Victoria, known as Madame Harvey, trekking through the Midwest—known in those days as out west—in a ball-fringed wagon, advertising their medical prowess. Eventually they returned to Chicago, where Victoria got her divorce from Woodhull.


Victoria, Blood, and her two children had joined up with Tennie and the Claflin clan at some point during the war. They rode across war-torn fields and witnessed suffering and starving families living survivors’ pain. Buck’s ads promised a band of healers to cure the body with medicines and heal the soul with Spiritualism’s “mysterious revelations.”


When the family settled in Cincinnati, in 1865, Tennie advertised as a medium and magnetic healer. By then, at nineteen going on twenty, she had grown into a beauty, her dimpled smile an easy greeting to one and all. Despite the horrors of the manslaughter charge, she remained relatively untouched by life—compared with Victoria, who was then divorced and burdened with a deeply damaged son and an infant daughter. Still, gossip and innuendo followed wherever the Claflins took up residence, and Tennie was soon in the middle of scandalous rumors that she ran a house of assignation and had tried to blackmail one of the clients—who had no reputation to lose, as he was already living with “the most notorious woman in Cincinnati.” Meanwhile, Victoria was asked to vacate her Chicago fortune-telling abode when neighbors complained that it was actually a brothel. The stories made the newspapers, but no contemporary official records of arrests surfaced.


Whatever happened in Cincinnati or Chicago became a turning point for Tennie. She had long wanted desperately to escape this life. She later emotionally spoke of her undying love for Vicky and Colonel Blood, who “got me away from that life; and they are the best friends I ever had.” She hinted that, in Cincinnati, others came to her rescue: “Some of the first people in Cincinnati interfered to save me.” While Tennie denied accusations of prostitution or running a house of assignation, there seemed a desperate need that transcended fortune-telling scams in this fervent thanks for those who “interfered to save me.” Years later she spoke of having left a life of degradation.


Vagabond Victoria recounted that her next move was propelled by Demosthenes, the ancient Greek orator, her spiritual mentor, whom she always said instructed her in her trances. Demosthenes told her in 1868 to “journey to New York, where she would find at No. 17 Great Jones Street a house in readiness.” Inside, Victoria found it all as she had pictured in her vision, including the table on which the ancient Greek orator had written instructions. In the library, “without knowing what she did,” Victoria picked up a book and saw “to her blood-chilling astonishment” that it was The Orations of Demosthenes. Tilton does not explain how Demosthenes could write, in English no less, on the table or tell the uneducated Woodhull his instructions. But what was one to do? Move right in. Whether or not Demosthenes beckoned them, the Claflin family leeches soon descended, moving in with Tennie, Victoria, Byron, Zula Maud, and Colonel Blood at the house on Great Jones Street.


At this point, Tennie and Victoria tried to distance themselves from the family. They began practicing together, Victoria as a clairvoyant and Tennie as a magnetic healer. Colonel Blood helped as business manager. Gone were the magic elixirs and harmful cancer medications.


At the beginning of 1868, Vicky was twenty-nine and Tennie twenty-two. They had already lived most of their lives by their beauty, wits, strength, and humbuggery. They could not escape their past fast enough. They had known poverty, the degradation of being unacceptable child pariahs in small-town America, the humiliation of living as drifting outsiders, making a living fleecing people—and they had seen the promise of money. With it, life could change dramatically. Yet the sisters had higher ambitions than being two beauties searching for gold. With their looks, they could have been courtesans to wealthy men who would have kept them in mansions and jewels. They were certainly beautiful enough to become rich men’s darlings. But they had more on their minds, a lot more.


Theirs was a deeper drive, an almost impossible one to achieve from their low station in life. They wanted riches, but in order to be independent. They wanted power, especially Victoria. They also wanted to do something meaningful. It would mean using men to serve them, but they wanted to be among the small band of Victorian women who could command their own lives. Like many politicians and public figures, they had competing desires. Altruistic beliefs about changing the world, especially for women, vied with raging ambition. Victoria promised to drive herself until she reached her “Divine Destiny.” And Tennie vowed to be there for the sister she felt had saved her from a life of hell. Despite Victoria’s messianic peculiarities, self-absorption, and manic fervor, Tennie would devote much of her life to her.


Their horrid childhood and poverty, with its meager pleasures, had been good training, just as it had been for so many of the uneducated men born in poverty whom they would join on Wall Street. The sisters had learned cunning and had known con artists, albeit on a penny-ante scale. Now they were prepared for the big time, unafraid of running with the high-rolling bandits who were forging Wall Street’s emergence as the center of the financial world. The sisters headed for their new future with a consuming fierceness that made them an unstoppable force.















ACT TWO














CHAPTER THREE



Wall Street Warriors


The Hudson River was buried in darkness on an icy March night in 1868. No gaslight illumined the shore as a small boat circled wildly. Its two passengers had lost all sense of direction. One was corpulent enough to nearly sink the boat; the other was thin, with a perpetual look of gloom. A ferry loomed out of the curtain of fog, almost capsizing the boat, swamping the passengers with a huge swoosh of water. Then they heard the ominous sound of a paddle wheeler too close for comfort. Clutching at the guardrails of the steamboat as their small boat capsized, they were hauled aboard and soon deposited on the New Jersey shore. They were nearly drowned but were safe now. The two men quickly joined the rest of the directors of the Erie Railroad who had already dashed to the safety of New Jersey—along with $8 million in greenbacks, bonds, and stocks they had hastily stuffed into satchels.


The drenched passengers could have fled Manhattan earlier with the others, but hubris led them to down champagne and oysters at Delmonico’s while being chased by the law. The portly and soaked Jim Fisk, who at only thirty-two had scrambled to the top on Wall Street, retold with gusto this farcical moment—among many in the great “Erie War.” His companion, Jay Gould, a year younger than Fisk, burned with a great desire to make money and lots of it. Together they had teamed up with the venerable Daniel Drew, swearing to ruin Vanderbilt, who had dared them to a fight by launching a full-throated raid to steal their control of the Erie Railroad.


Drew headed the Erie Railroad board and had made fortunes manipulating the company’s stock (long before rules against what today we delicately call “insider trading”). Recently, he had recruited to the board a Boston contingent and the brash unknowns Fisk and Gould.


Vanderbilt, for his part, in 1868 viewed Erie as competition and wanted it either out of the way or under his thumb. (Before Vanderbilt gobbled up multiple railroads to combine them into one system, a passenger could make seventeen changes before getting from New York to Chicago.) By the time of the Erie battle, Vanderbilt already owned the Long Island Railroad, the New York and Harlem and the Hudson River Railroads, and in 1867 had acquired the Central, merging them all later as the New York Central. Still, the Erie line remained competition for passage from New York City to Buffalo, Lake Erie, and Chicago—potentially the single most lucrative line of the era.


Vanderbilt, to weaken his prey for the kill, had taken the preemptive step of procuring a New York judge, the easily bought George Gardner Barnard, a crony of Boss Tweed’s, to issue injunctions restraining the Erie crowd from issuing new capital stock. This way, Vanderbilt only had to buy a majority of the shares already circulating to win control, which he had more than enough money to do. He thought he had crafty Drew and his two young partners hog-tied. The Commodore quickly bought up Erie stock, thinking Drew was thwarted, by the injunction, from issuing new stock.
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