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  Introduction


  Victoria Woodhull through Modern Eyes




  By Gloria Steinem




  

    A pedestal is as much a prison as any other small space.




    —Anonymous


  




  Above the desk where I write, there is a framed letter from Victoria Woodhull, the most controversial suffragist of them all. People who see her big scrawled signature assume I must be looking for inspiration in her life as the first woman to address Congress, the first to run for president, the first to originate and run her own weekly newspaper, and one of the few women to live out in public the principles of female emancipation and sexual freedom that were not only unusual in her day but illegal. All of that is true, but hiding within her spidery script is a lesson I think I and many other women need even more: how not to be ladylike about money.




  “My Dear Mr. Wilson,” she begins her letter to a man who must have refused her lecture fee and offered her a percentage of the house instead. “I have propositions from several places in the far east, which makes it possible for me to amend my proposition to you. I will speak for you at some agreed night for ($100) one hundred dollars. I do not like to arrange for any part of net proceeds. Hoping this may meet your views, I remain—Yours truly, Victoria C. Woodhull.”




  I don’t know about you, but I would have added apologies and explanations to such a request, and probably gone off in a corner to give myself a pep talk first. Women have had centuries of training to consider money impure, undeserved, mysterious, not our worry, or, as this mind set is sometimes reflected even inside current feminism, a male-imitative and politically incorrect concern. Yet Victoria Woodhull seemed free of all that. Though she was writing in 1873, when husbands and fathers could claim any wages their wives and daughters earned, she was negotiating for herself. She wasn’t trusting this Mr. Wilson by relying on proceeds, knowing from experience that promoters didn’t always count them honestly. Furthermore, she was demanding a large fee for public speaking, an act that was still illegal for women in some states. True, she was obviously coming back with a lower offer, but even that she couched in terms of being in demand in the New England area.




  Reprinted with permission from an essay titled “A Matter of Class” in Moving Beyond Words, by Gloria Steinern (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994).




  This was just the tip of the iceberg. A few years earlier, she had opened a Wall Street brokerage house with her younger sister, Tennessee Claflin, which made them the first women stockbrokers. It was backed by Cornelius Vanderbilt, whose proposal of marriage Tennessee had refused (she seemed to understand the power difference between wife/chattel and mistress/stockbroker, and probably remained his mistress), but the sisters did surprisingly well on their own. When the press ridiculed them as “The Bewitching Brokers” and worse, they attracted crowds by arriving each morning in an open carriage pulled by white horses, and displayed a large book of their clippings, good and bad, to customers. Instead of denying their checkered past as spiritualists they suggested that stock tips came to them in a trance—Vanderbilt himself touted this as his reason for following them—but they also made headlines with such unexpected street smarts as detecting a forged payment for gold.




  At the same time that Victoria Woodhull was becoming an exception within the economic and social system, however, she was preaching its overthrow. Her popular weekly published the first American edition of Marx’s Communist Manifesto, and her speeches advocated the one thing more shocking than Marx or suffrage: Free love, a serious movement against marriage law and the double standard. (Even Frederick Douglass, a former slave and great suffragist as well as abolitionist, declined to note in his autobiography that he had been nominated as vice president to run on the ticket with this scandalous woman.) “I have an inalienable, constitutional, and natural right,” she declared in “The Principles of Social Freedom,” “to love whom I may, to love as long or as short a period as I can, to change that love every day I please.” She regretted that speeches on sexual matters got more publicity than those attacking the rich and hypocritical, but she gave both. In “The Impending Revolution,” she said: “An Astor may sit in his sumptuous apartments and watch the property bequeathed to him rise in value from one to fifty millions … But if a tenant of his, whose employer had discharged him because he did not vote for the Republican ticket, fails to pay his month’s rent to Mr. Astor, the law sets him and his family into the street. ”




  Where did this outrageous strength come from? One source was her combination of a quick mind, charisma, and physical beauty, but there were other women who possessed those qualities in greater degree and still remained too fearful to speak up for themselves, much less to stand up to the powerful. I think it was something else: a question of class—in reverse. Victoria Woodhull was a rare woman who had escaped all training to be a lady—whether in school, family, or church. Because she and Tennessee were the main attractions of a traveling spiritualist and medicine show that supported their big, brawling family, they had the power of breadwinners. Though Victoria married at 14, her doctor husband turned out to be an alcoholic and a philanderer, whom she was also to support for most of her life. By the time she became a national figure in New York, her household included many siblings and their spouses and children, her parents, her own two children, the doctor she had divorced plus a freethinking second husband, various friends, lovers, and traveling radicals who often stayed for months—all supported by her newspaper, stock-brokerage, and charismatic speeches. With only three years of formal education, she became an intellectual influence of her age. Her name is found in the history of suffrage, socialism, and Wall Street, and in the pantheon of spellbinding orators.




  But that framed letter is also a reminder of something else. Even Victoria Woodhull fell victim to the lady trap once she entered into its most powerful stronghold—the world of inherited wealth. This began with a growing vulnerability. She was arrested, imprisoned, and her newspaper was shunned for exposing the hypocrisy of one powerful and respected man too many; in this case, the famous preacher Henry Ward Beecher, whose well-known habit of taking mistresses from his congregation, while condemning sexual freedom for others, she had put into print. Forced to choose between a scandalous female accuser and a respectable male accused, society made a choice that would be familiar today. In the aftermath of this scandal that was described as the biggest story since the assassination of Lincoln, she took her sister, parents, and grown children, and escaped first to Paris and then to London. Tired of fighting, with a household that included a brain-damaged son requiring constant care, she must have looked upon the life of the British upper classes as safe and enviable. She and Tennessee began to trim their sails to attract rich and respectable husbands. Tennessee married a lord with a castle in Spain, Victoria found a wealthy banker, whom she had to wait years to marry (his mother disapproved), and the sisters settled into a life of expurgating and simply lying about their colorful past. Victoria even concocted and published a royal lineage for their parents—in reality the illiterate daughter of a German immigrant and a handyman often on the wrong side of the law—but society never really accepted them.




  From a chaotic childhood and a painful early marriage, to public censure and a financial burden far beyond that imagined by most men, no force had been able to tame Victoria Woodhull—until she decided to become a lady. The woman who had become a public legend when a lady’s name was supposed to appear in the papers only twice—when she was married, and when she died—now insisted she had never espoused free love, never believed in radical causes; it was all a misunderstanding due to articles written by others under her name. Her days devolved into lawsuits against authors who published accounts of her past, no matter how well documented, blaming her still-devoted second husband for everything, and a few disastrous trips to New York to “clear my name.” Only after her English husband’s death did some of the old Victoria come back—driving full speed around her estate in a sports car, opening a progressive kindergarten for children of the town, and becoming a benefactor to the poor in the surrounding countryside. Nonetheless, she denied her past to the end.




  I think of this outrageous woman when I talk with the wives and daughters in families of inherited wealth who are beginning so bravely to rebel. To me, she symbolizes the strength they’ve often been denied and the seductive power of the ladylike training against which they must struggle. More dramatically than any other example I know of, Victoria Woodhull went from the bottom to the top of the class system. She found her strength at the bottom, used it to pioneer and triumph—but when the fruits of her own work were taken away, she lost her freedom by seeking refuge in an envied place.




  This essay is my own journey of learning about class. I don’t know if anyone’s experience can counter the power of myth and make us rethink our assumptions that women are the same class as husbands or fathers, and that proximity to money is the same as its control. After an earlier version was published, I got skeptical, give-me-a-break letters from readers whose need for child care, housing, health care, and other basics was so painful that looking past them to different kinds of deprivation was impossible. Which is as it should be: survival takes priority. But there are important ways in which class works in reverse for women. Inherited wealth and power enforce patriarchy pure, and envy of this ladylike trap makes the rest of us behave against our own best interests. That will continue until women have a feminist class analysis of our own. We need to honor the strength and knowledge of women at the bottom, as well as the experience and access to resources of women at the top—and combine them to achieve power for females as a caste.




  So as you read the next pages, ask yourself this question: What would happen if the women through whose wombs pass the concentrated power of this and other nations were to catch the spirit of the real Victoria Woodhull—not the other way around?
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  On a warm May day in 1872, 668 delegates from the Equal Rights Party crowded into Apollo Hall, off Madison Square in New York City. Their mission was to pick a candidate to run against President Ulysses S. Grant. Hot-tempered city socialists traded opinions with prairie philosophers; moderate reformers mingled with utopian visionaries. Spiritualists and suffragists, labor organizers and temperance zealots, old abolitionists and new sexual radicals rubbed elbows, all determined to save the republic from what they saw as a great sump of corruption and injustice.




  At twilight, a slim woman not yet 34 years old mounted the platform. Her eyes were blue and intense, her features delicately chiseled, yet determined. She wore a black dress. At her throat she had pinned a single fresh rose. If the effect was simple and modest, it was also studied and deliberate. She stood before the delegates holding her head at a slight angle, as though listening to a distant voice far above the hall. Finally, she raised her arms and stretched impulsively toward the delegates, almost as if she were pulling them to her breast. Through the open windows of the hall, the last rays of light were glowing, and the muffled clip-clop of horses’ hooves could be heard outside on the cobbled streets of Madison Square. The delegates leaned forward as the speaker began, her voice soft but confident, her cadence biblical. “Go where we may in the land,” Victoria Woodhull told them, “we see despotism, inequality, and injustice.”




  The woman in black was the most notorious free spirit in the country. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony might organize women to press for the vote, but they were not fearless or reckless enough to run for president. Margaret Fuller might create an independent career in a world of men, but she didn’t say to the newspapers, “Yes, I am a free lover.” Victoria Woodhull’s image provoked such strong emotions that Thomas Nast, America’s most popular caricaturist, had drawn her for Harper’s Weekly as a harpie with black wings. Nast called her Mrs. Satan.




  For the next hour Woodhull called the delegates to a revolution—political and social, educational and industrial, economic and sexual. Congress had failed to act on suffrage for women. True reform, she declared, would come only through a new constitution, a great upheaval that would purge the country of political trickery, despotic assumption, and all industrial injustice. “Shall we be slaves to escape revolution?” she asked the delegates. “I say never. I say away with such weak stupidity.” A great roar swelled up from the hall. She held up a hand for quiet. Then, face flushed, she said, “Let us have justice though the heavens fall!”




  As she had anticipated, the delegates jumped to their feet, shouting her name until she stepped to the front of the stage and bowed again and again. The frenzy of the ovation was so loud it startled passersby outside on Broadway. Finally she withdrew to an anteroom, the cheers of the delegates still echoing in her ears.




  From offstage Woodhull could hear the voice of Judge A. G. W. Carter, a stout and hearty man who worked for women’s suffrage in Cincinnati. “The time for words has passed,” he said. “We want action … Without any more words, I propose the name of Victoria C. Woodhull to be nominated president of the United States.”




  “All who are in favor of the nomination, say ‘Aye,’” shot back J. D. Reymart, the president of the convention, a well-known New York lawyer and reformer.




  Shouts of “Aye, aye, aye,” rang out. Men jumped up onto their seats and threw their hats in the air, women waved their handkerchiefs above their heads. Voices chanted, “Victoria … Victoria … Victoria …”




  It was a tumultuous moment in American history. Never before had an American woman dared to seek the White House as anything but a wife. Women couldn’t vote in 1872; the franchise was still 48 years in the future. But the workings of power, money, and sex that silenced most women in the nineteenth century had only emboldened Victoria Woodhull. There was no one like her in the United States, no one so adored by her followers or so loathed by those she challenged. She had made herself the country’s first woman stockbroker and an independently wealthy woman. She and her beautiful sister, Tennessee Claflin, published Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, one of New York’s most provocative newspapers. She was a nationally famous lecturer. She had a devastating effect on men. Her admirers were figures like Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt, the robber baron who built the New York Central Railroad. Her enemies included Henry James, the novelist, who couldn’t bear the threat she presented to his fastidious sense of woman’s conventional role.




  In one respect, James was right. Woodhull had rejected the nineteenth century’s definition of women. In her life and views, she was more than a century before her time. She had appeared before the public, practicing what she called her spiritual art as a medium and medical clairvoyant, early in her life. Within a world of profound spiritualists and transparent quacks, she developed enormous charismatic power. Then she went into business, accumulating a fortune. Now she was ready for something far more ambitious, challenging the manly status quo through national politics, threatening the very balance of power among men and women.




  Woodhull had conceived the Equal Rights Party and organized the convention, using her speeches, her fortune, and the Weekly to bring it to New York. Still, there was no guarantee that the delegates would choose her. Other candidates were circulating with their own ambitions. The spiritualists—splintered, naive, never before politically active—expected to provide the single largest interest group at the convention. They debated the qualifications of Andrew Jackson Davis and Robert Dale Owen, two of their established leaders. Suffragists thought Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a moderate, would be more acceptable than Woodhull, a firebrand, to their large, middle-class constituency. The Labor Party was supporting Judge David Davis of Illinois, highly regarded among labor reformers. Radicals trying to establish Karl Marx’s International Workingmen’s Association in the United States were promoting Wendell Phillips, an abolitionist who had run for governor of Massachusetts. And the forces for temperance were putting forth their strongest voice, George Francis Train.




  As it happened, Woodhull’s real nemesis was not in Apollo Hall. A few weeks earlier the New York Herald had printed a letter proposing a different candidate for the consideration of the reformers: the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher. Beecher had won fame in the abolition movement. He had become a leading figure in the American establishment, an editor, author, and the most popular preacher of the day. Every Sunday, eager crowds turned out to hear the orotund sermons he delivered from his pulpit at Plymouth Church in Brooklyn Heights. The Herald letter praised Beecher’s character, pointing out the “exoticism” of a political platform built on agitation for women’s rights, spiritualism, and free love. A candidate who ran for the White House solely on those issues was sure to be abused, ridiculed, and defeated. Beecher, the letter argued, would have a fair chance for election in November.




  Woodhull had not financed the convention to nominate Beecher. Their relationship was complex. They had been lovers briefly, they were rivals, and the intersection of their lives would ultimately be disastrous for both of them. She responded to the Herald letter in the pages of the Weekly. “We want no expediency here,” she wrote. “The convention should not seek to make itself respectable by hanging on to the tail of any kite.” She succeeded in turning the reformers’ attention away from Beecher.




  He preferred to distance himself from reformers in any case. Privately he had told Woodhull that if he preached radical ideas to his congregation, he would soon be talking to empty seats. His well-known face, with its hooded, gray eyes, was not among the delegates.




  With Beecher out of the running, Woodhull had calculated that her best hope for success lay in a modest demeanor and careful timing. She would await the delegates’ call to the hall, neutralizing her image as Mrs. Satan by presenting herself to them as less outspoken and more properly conventional than she really was, adopting a propriety the convention members would consider womanly. In response to their summons, she would deliver a speech intended to inspire prompt action. Without her direction, the reform factions—temperamentally suited as they were to argument—would simply talk the convention to death. If she could preempt the debates that would introduce the names of other candidates, she might win a unanimous nomination. The strategy required restraint, but she had believed it could produce an immediate victory.




  Now she waited decorously in the anteroom, listening to the delegates shout her name again and again, until Reymart came to escort her back to the platform.




  Then, in a low calm voice, she said, “Friends, from my inmost heart I thank you … for the great honor you have shown me in making me your standard bearer.” Her manner was a model of modesty as she acknowledged the accolades of the crowd.




  When she finally left the platform, the throng moved with her to the anteroom where she received well-wishers. Flowers banked the walls of the room, rustic baskets brimming with tulips and lilacs. Friends crowded around Woodhull, kissing her and kissing each other, laughing and crying. “For the first time in history,” Woodhull later wrote in the Weekly, “the comrades of reform had united and a new political party had been born.”




  Colonel James Harvey Blood, Woodhull’s husband, stood nearby, stolidly retaining his composure despite the confusion in the anteroom. Dark hair in perfect order, side whiskers elegantly clipped, he carried himself with authority, the bearing he had gained as a young Civil War officer. He had his own ambitions, but knew they would find their best outlet as Woodhul’s adviser and alter ego. Now he stood watching Woodhull receive the embraces of the crowd.




  The reporter from the Cincinnati Commerical counted Woodhul’s kisses for his readers. He had never before seen so much kissing and hugging in public, nor in private. “Men were not afraid to pass hands round women who were not their wives, and women also indulged in political osculation,” he reported. “Mrs. Woodhull was in ecstasy, and so was her sister Miss Claflin.”




  Tennie Claflin was across the room, her face beaming, her curls held in place under a smart black hat. She had followed Woodhull onto the lecture circuit. Her own promotional posters touted her as “beautiful, bright-eyed, blond, young, sprightly and smart.” It was an open secret that Commodore Vanderbilt, who was about to celebrate his seventy-eighth birthday, had proposed marriage to her. Gossip said Claflin had been the Commodore’s mistress, and that perhaps she still was. Throughout the convention day she had remained subdued, adopting for herself Woodhull’s strategy of womanly rectitude. Now she broke her silence, accepting congratulations on her sister’s behalf, kissing women and men without discrimination.




  The New York press had depicted the Equal Rights Party as a collection of “wild men and women.” After the meeting, the Weekly reported that not a single tobacco stain could be found in the hall; none of the established political parties could make the same claim, the paper commented primly.




  But Woodhull’s attempts at modesty did not impress the New York Times. With a patronizing sneer, the Times said, “The career of Victoria Woodhull cannot but be entertaining as she gains public attention by hook or by crook … Mrs. Woodhull, with an ambition worthy of a female Napoleon, goes for the presidency and strikes immediately at the White House.”




  Ignoring the mockery, Woodhull republished the article in the Weekly. The attack meant less than the broad public exposure the press had given to her plans.
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  1


  “A Favoring Omen”




  What possessed Victoria Woodhull, this woman-who-would-be-president? To say that she was ambitious explains nothing. Unconventional ambitions alone meant very little in an age that so often and effectively suffocated women’s aspirations. One accidental clue to Woodhull’s nature can be found in the “Mrs. Satan” caricature drawn by Thomas Nast. In the foreground, shrouded in black and equipped with hooked wings, stands the Victoria of 1872, a female gargoyle poised to destroy the country’s fondest notion of the Good Woman. Off in the background, far harder to make out, a dutiful wife carries her drunken lout of a husband and squalling children up one of those trackless hills of adversity so admired by nineteenth-century moralists. The drawing is smug: the wife prefers the nettled path to the free-spirited temptations of Mrs. Satan. What Nast didn’t know was that for many years Woodhull had lived the life of that dutiful wife. Without Woodhull the Good Woman, there would have been no Mrs. Satan.




  Victoria Claflin Woodhull was born in 1838, an inauspicious year squeezed materially between the economic panic of 1837 and the depression of 1839, and tossed on the spiritual turbulence of the Great Awakening. Her father, Reuben Buckman Claflin—known to his friends as Buck—combined the best traits of frontier self-reliance with a streak of the rascal and confidence man. Her mother, Roxanna Hummel Claflin, called Annie, seemed frail, even angelic, compared with her robust and athletic husband, but she was no ephemeral flower. She was intelligent, ambitious, and absolutely persuaded that the child she carried—the seventh of her ten children—was no ordinary being. Annie’s folk wisdom told her a seventh child brought luck. She embellished the circumstances of Victoria’s birth and childhood with fanciful tales that evolved into family legends. In the last months of her pregnancy, Annie was “sanctified” at a religious revival. Dreams and visions had come to her, convincing her she would bear a remarkable child. She and Buck named their daughter Victoria, after the 18-year-old queen of England. As an adult, Victoria believed that being her mother’s seventh child brought her good fortune, and that her name was a “providential and prophetic” choice on the part of her parents, a “favoring omen” for the course of her life.




  Victoria’s early empire was a small white cottage in Homer, Ohio, with a high peaked roof and a porch running around three sides. A garden stretched in a jumble of colors between the Claflin house and Main Street, and the fragrance of flowers drifted inside through tall open windows. As a child, Victoria played beside the great central fireplace. She watched the black iron kettle, hanging from its crane, and learned the rich smells of the daily meals simmering on the fire. Outside the back door and a few steps across the lawn, a mill race flowed in a deep ravine. There ducks paddled silently, and every now and then a turtle lifted its head. Birds swooped overhead and then sank down, disappearing from view among the cattails and marsh grasses.




  From her front door Victoria could look west along Main Street toward the new Methodist church, where Annie unsettled the more staid members of the congregation with her ecstasies during services. Annie’s religious impulses were eclectic. They traced back to influences she had absorbed among her German-speaking relatives in Pennsylvania. Her grandfather, John Jacob Hummel, had arrived in Berks County, Pennsylvania, in 1743. Her father, John, had migrated farther west with his wife, Margaret Moyer Hummel. In 1793 they had settled at a crossroads called Dry Valley in the Susquehanna Valley, where John opened Hummel’s Tavern. Annie, born in 1804, was the last of her parents’ seven children. Her father died at 41, the year she was born, and her mother spent Annie’s first year in mourning for her husband.




  The Hummel family lived on the banks of the Susquehanna River in a Pennsylvania German world that abounded in mysteries, superstition, and folklore. Annie knew the secret but sure signs of impending death: a dog howling near a window, a fruit tree that blossomed in the fall. She heard hidden rituals whispered in darkened rooms behind closed doors, chants to ward off illnesses, and lines of the hex to cast a spell. Annie believed that words had magical properties beyond their literal meaning. She accepted an omnipotent inner world in which thoughts could bring an event to pass, a world beyond rationality, a zone whose surest emanations appeared in dreams. All her life Annie clung to the innocent magical beliefs of a child who hasn’t learned the operation of cause and effect, and she passed her eccentricities along to her daughter.




  A gift for the spiritual was not one of Buck Claflin’s qualities. A materialist and adventurer, he was always in ardent pursuit of the main chance. His family traced themselves back to Robert Mackclothlan, a Scottish soldier who had settled and prospered in Wenham, Massachusetts, sometime before 1661. As the generations of Claflins multiplied and land grew scarce, the younger Claflins pushed westward. Buck’s mother, Anna Underwood, claimed a sea captain as a grandfather. She had come down a bit in the world when she married young Robert Claflin, Buck’s father. Buck and his twin brother, Samuel Carrington Claflin, were born in 1796 in Sandisfield, Massachusetts, a dark little valley hemmed in by the Berkshire Mountains. It had become a stagecoach stop between Albany and Hartford. After the twins’ birth, Anna and Robert obtained some land in Troy, Pennsylvania, and added 11 more children to their family.




  Samuel became a well-known hunter and farmer in the area, but Buck despised the physical drudgery of the farm and rebelled against backwoods life. For a while he read some law and worked in a store. Then he turned to logging, a major industry along the Susquehanna River. He became a river man, a rafter who knew rocks and currents, the sort of man needed to navigate timber downriver to the sawmills. After the hazardous trips, he would sit in the riverside taverns, his feet propped up on a wooden whiskey keg. It was a setting he found convivial. He flourished in the company of hard-drinking, hard-gambling men who drew their living from the Susquehanna. But Buck was not universally admired. German-speaking raftsmen in their fur caps, heavy red-checked woolen shirts, and trousers coated with pitch called him “the Englishman.” Behind his back they spoke of him as a gambler and a sharp trader, not one of them.




  One of Buck’s sidelines was buying and selling horses. Through this interest, he met John Snyder, the son of Simon Snyder, the first governor of Pennsylvania. Handsome John, as John Snyder was known, hired Buck to train his horses. What appealed to Buck most was the way his new employer liked to live. Handsome John had set himself up as a country gentleman on an estate he called Freedom. He owned a paper mill, a sawmill, and many acres of land. He raised fine horses and raced them on his own track. (Gambling for high stakes had become such a vice among the river men that upright citizens like the Hummels had formed an association to abolish public tracks.)




  No account of Buck and Annie’s introduction survives, but the circumstances of Susquehanna Valley life suggest they met at a tavern called the Rising Sun, owned by Annie’s uncle, John Jacob. Whether Buck saw advantages beyond love in the niece of a prosperous tavern owner, there is no way to know. The Hummel family would have known of Buck’s reputation. They would not have approved. But Buck’s style and ambitions appealed to Annie.




  She married Buck in 1825. They left the Susquehanna Valley and the disapproving Hummels and, after a brief visit to Buck’s family in Troy, began a nomadic river life. Buck lived by his wits. Constantly on the move, he left Annie for a month or more each spring and fall to transport 180 to 200 rafts of lumber and 8 “arcs,” covered rafts that carried produce. He put his profits into taverns and stores, which he ran in the winter months when the rivers were frozen.




  Buck plunged into the canal age, on the Susquehanna around Harrisburg, then on the Monongahela near Pittsburgh. The construction of the Ohio and Erie Canal took Buck to Ohio, first to Cleveland, and eventually to Homer. During the frenzied real estate boom after the 308-mile waterway opened in 1832, Buck boasted that he had made half a million dollars. According to family legend, he then built a resort hotel in Streetsboro, outside Cleveland, but what he called a resort hotel was actually a country tavern. Eventually he sold the Streetsboro business and retired to Aurora, where he raised “fine horses” and raced his favorite, named Paul Jones. Buck’s description of life in Aurora sounded more like Handsome John’s Freedom than anything Buck could have afforded.




  Whatever the case, falling real estate values brought on by the 1837 recession probably drove Buck and Annie from Aurora. Homer caught his fancy because he hoped the North Fork of the Licking River, which ran through Homer, would become a feeder canal into the Ohio and Erie. When he got to Homer, Buck presented himself as a man of means, destined to put the town on the map. He arrived with just enough cash to establish credit. He purchased the local grist mill, but he had no intention of becoming a miller. He meant to enlarge the grist mill, add a sawmill, build a race with a watercourse a mile and a half long, and assemble 500 acres of land as an investment. He contracted to pay $4,000 for the tract, an impressive sum for the time.




  Annie was once again pregnant. Since 1825 she and Buck had produced a new Claflin every other year of their married life. This time it was Victoria. When she was born, her two older sisters, Margaret and Mary, were 11 and 7 years old, and her two brothers, Maldon and Hebern, were 5 and 3. Two other sisters, Delia and Odessa Maldiva, had died before Victoria’s birth. Later two younger sisters joined the family, Utica in 1841 and Tennessee Celeste in 1843. Annie’s last child, Hester Ann, was born in 1849 and died in early childhood.




  Three years separated Victoria and Utica. During those years Annie inducted Victoria into her own unusual world of superstition, spiritualism, and religion. The family remembered her laughing with pleasure and calling her baby “my little queen.” Victoria was extravagantly loved, the Claflins’ petted baby. She gained an unshakable sense of her own worth.




  The aura of sanctification emanating from Annie was probably first instilled at one of the popular camp meetings organized in the summer by the proselytizing Methodists. Worshippers would erect white tents on wooded hills and light great bonfires. At twilight, the sound of a trumpet would start the meetings, and hymns would follow. Preachers spoke in rotation, day and night, urging every “sister, dear sister” to come forward and make a confession. Sobs would mingle with prayers and shouts of “Glory, Glory, Jesus, Jesus.” The redeemed would wring their hands, tear at their hair, and call for mercy. Reaching a state of frenzy, they would speak in tongues, believing that the incomprehensible words came as a gift from God, the most direct and intimate form of communication with Him.




  As a child, in white summer dresses or dark winter mufflers, Victoria walked with her mother to morning services every Sunday and nighttime prayer meetings every Wednesday. Annie carried a Bible under her arm, a heavy volume with dark brown covers and giltedged pages. It recorded the births of all the Claflins. Annie sometimes allowed Victoria to hold her Bible as they sat together listening to the direct, forceful sermons of the circuit-rider ministers, most of them self-taught. Victoria absorbed the preachers’ measured biblical cadences, moral zeal, pursuit of higher truth through mystical insight, and eagerness for social reform. At her mother’s side Victoria anticipated the Methodist millennium, foretold in the Book of Revelation, that glorious moment when holiness would triumph and bring joy and freedom from wickedness to all those who believed.




  At prayer meetings Victoria watched her mother rise with a strange, contorted look on her face to pour out passionate hallelujahs. When the spasm passed, Annie returned to her seat, her face aglow with the euphoria of her glossolalia. But over the years, Annie’s ability to achieve this trance state dissipated. Victoria’s encounters with her mother’s ecstasies became less frequent, and eventually they stopped.




  Annie’s behavior squared poorly with Homer’s standards for womanly virtue. The town matrons, perhaps envying the handsome mother and her pretty daughters, scrutinized Annie. Not only was her religious style peculiar, but her housekeeping did not match up. One day a delegation arrived—footsteps clattering along the porch, a knock sounding sharply at the door—to offer the outsider some good advice. Faced with Annie’s unwavering gaze, the women soon came to the point: there were no curtains on her windows. One hundred and fifty years later, people still tell the story. “Windows are for light and air,” Annie told the blue noses and sent them on their way.




  The spurned neighbors discovered that Annie was illiterate and snubbed her. Apart from her childhood religious training in German, Annie had received no education. She spoke English fluently without an accent, but she could not read or write. She quoted long passages from the Bible, but she couldn’t read it. She had learned the words, chapter and verse, by memorizing them as they were read aloud. It is possible that she had some form of reading disability, for her daughter Utica later suffered from dyslexia. Whatever the case, Annie’s illiteracy confirmed for the better-educated matrons of Homer that Annie was not quite one of them. Undaunted, she ignored their judgment and, her children in hand, followed her own lights.




  When Victoria was three a calamity befell Buck. In 1839, another financial panic, fueled by excessive real estate speculation, initiated a great depression. Shipbuilding stopped, construction stopped, businesses and banks failed, and thousands were out of work. Buck was forced to take out a loan on the mill, and he failed to make the first payment on his land. He had borrowed money against real estate that had become worthless, and he had no way of recovering. In 1841, at age 45, he was left with only the mortgaged grist mill and his house.




  Trying to put a good face on his situation, Buck later told an 1850 census taker that he was a lawyer. His Pennsylvania horse-training job was reinvented as a legal career devoted to the service of his oldest friend, the governor of Pennsylvania. This statement was simply untrue. Governor Simon Snyder had died in 1819, when Buck was 23 years old, and it’s unlikely the two ever met. Buck’s claim to be a lawyer did have some foundation in his work as a clerk in a Pennsylvania law office; in early nineteenth-century Ohio almost anyone could title himself a lawyer. But in 1853 a long-awaited legal reform, the Ohio Code of Civil Procedure, replaced the old Ohio common law system and made self-proclaimed lawyers like Buck obsolete.




  For Victoria the legacy of these years was a life-long obsession with regaining her father’s lost fortune. As an adult she gave a brief account of the catastrophe: “He suddenly lost all that he had gained, and sat down like a beggar in the dust of despair … Father, in the opinion of many, became partially crazed; he would take long and rapid walks, sometimes of twenty miles, and come home with bleeding feet and haggard face … Mother, never wholly sane, would huddle her children together as a hen her chickens, and wringing her hands above them, would pray by the hour that God would protect her little brood. Intense melancholy—a misanthropic gloom thick as a sea fog—seized jointly upon both their minds.”




  Buck’s reaction was predictable and unpleasant. He spent his days in taverns, returning late at night to expend his drunken rage on his children. He kept braided willow switches in a barrel of rain water, ready to use for whippings. Victoria’s older brother Hebern ran away from home at age 13 to escape his father’s abuse. When Victoria appealed to her mother for protection, Annie sided with her husband, laughing hysterically at the beatings, looking crazily delighted and clapping her hands. At other moments she would be angelic, fondling her children, caressing them, lifting up her arms to thank God for them. But then, for no apparent reason, she, too, would strike them angrily. Victoria later described her mother as “one of the most erratic of mortals.” The trauma instilled in her a sense of distrust that shaped her closest relationships for the rest of her life.




  Faced with these accumulating pressures, Victoria had to develop extraordinary powers of self-defense. Just as her father’s economic fortunes began to disintegrate, she lost an important source of emotional support. Rachel Scribner, the woman who helped Annie care for her brood, suddenly died. At the moment of Rachel’s death, Annie claimed, Victoria entered a trance that lasted three hours. When the little girl opened her eyes again, she spoke with great excitement of seeing Rachel alive. Listening, Annie transformed Victoria’s dreams into a vision: Victoria had floated through space with Rachel, “seeing scenes of wondrous beauty.”




  After Rachel’s death Victoria invented two imaginary playmates. Annie observed that they were constantly present, and that Victoria talked to them as a girl would to her dolls. Annie identified these imaginary friends as the two sisters, Delia and Odessa Maldiva, who had died before Victoria’s birth. Annie had been mourning Odessa when she became pregnant with Victoria, and Victoria had become an emotional replacement, doubly shaped by her mother’s needs and dreams.




  During the years that followed, with Rachel Scribner gone and Buck Claflin often off chasing new pipe dreams, Victoria grew into another role as family caretaker. Another family story illustrates this development. Walking to prayer meeting one evening, Victoria stretched out her arms dramatically and said, “Mamma, stop to hear voices!” She clasped her mother tightly, indicating she must not make a noise. The “voices of the air,” as Victoria later identified them, had told her that two men were planning to rob their house. Forewarned, she devised a simple protective ruse: when she returned home she lit every lamp in the house. According to Victoria, the robbers did come at two that morning, but finding the lamps ablaze, they didn’t dare break in. It was a triumph of imagination, one that surely pleased Annie. The form young Victoria’s imagination took is intriguing: she would protect her family—and in a grandiose way.




  On another occasion Victoria was sitting sleepily by a cradle, rocking a sick baby sister. Feeling her eyes closing, she fought to stay awake. In that tense and fearful household, she couldn’t permit herself the smallest dereliction. Even so, she fell asleep. When Annie unexpectedly entered the room, Victoria woke up, immediately inventing a new vision: two angels had come to help her, gently pushing her away from the cradle so they could fan the feverish baby with their own white hands. Meanwhile, she said, they had put Victoria into a trance. That was why her face had been turned upward toward the ceiling. In a disordered household with no rational rules, Victoria was learning how to manipulate her parents, imitating Annie’s own coping devices. Annie believed Victoria’s explanation and even accepted it with pleasure.




  Eventually Buck’s situation began to improve—a year as postmaster in 1843 helped—but he seemed to have lost his old spirit. He spent his time beside the fire telling long, rambling stories designed to impress anyone who would listen that he had known better days.




  In 1846, at the age of eight, Victoria started school. The town soon discovered that she possessed a remarkable mind. Annie announced that the tough little mysteries stumping the brains of other students were as clear as sunshine to Victoria, that she was the quickest pupil in her school. She apparently had a photographic memory. She could glance at a page and repeat it by heart. Annie’s pride exaggerated Victoria’s accomplishments, but she was correct in believing her daughter possessed unusual intelligence. Victoria’s schooling totaled less than three years at broken intervals between her eighth and eleventh birthdays. She attended classes in the Methodist church whenever a teacher was available to conduct them, but her formal education was haphazard. The Akron Law of 1848 reorganized the Ohio state school system, and Victoria’s younger sisters, Utica and Tennessee, benefited from the new program. But the changes came too late to educate Victoria. Of necessity she came to accept her mother’s assessment that her intellectual skills were a miracle granted by heavenly spirits to prepare her for a special destiny.




  Isolated from Homer society, Victoria and her mother jointly exercised their gifts of fantasy. Watching her mother’s silent prayers, her moving lips, Victoria said later that she believed the prayers were offered to a supernatural audience “whose watchful eyes are always on us.” Victoria became convinced that some subtle power of transmutation was at work between her mother and herself. These marvelous expectations were more thrilling than anything else in Victoria’s life. They left an enduring legacy: her conviction that unknowable powers, bestowed by her mother, ordered her life.




  Her father’s legacy was far more ambiguous. In 1853 Buck lost his mill. In the dead of winter, a lamp overturned in the dry grain, and a blaze instantly lit up the cold night. As Homer filled with shouts, children’s cries, and the stamping of horses’ feet, the townspeople organized a bucket brigade and worked desperately to save the building, but the water arrived too late to put out the flames. In less than an hour, nothing remained of the mill but charred beams and a gaping black hole.




  On the night of the fire, Buck was away in nearby Mount Vernon, and Annie was left to face the disaster alone. Victoria watched while her stricken mother gathered her children on a bridge overlooking the smoldering ruins. Acrid fumes drifted up as Annie stretched her arms over their shivering heads and poured forth a prayer: “O merciful Father, send relief or we perish.”




  Around Homer, no one considered Buck Claflin’s loss a tragedy. No one rallied around the family. Gossips immediately accused Buck of setting the fire himself to collect insurance money, for fire insurance had just become available in Homer, and everyone knew that Buck had been hard-pressed to repay the mortgage on the mill. With real estate prices down, an insurance settlement would bring in more cash than selling the property. Buck was more than capable of working out the equation. These rumors were spread out of spite. Buck had arrived in Homer talking big, only to become the scapegoat for hard times that no one understood. His pretensions had never gone down well, and now Homer had a chance to put him in his place. Years later, townspeople would still describe the Claflins as arrogant people who put on airs.




  Buck was never charged with wrongdoing after the fire. He said himself that he had failed to insure the mill at its full value, and no evidence exists to indicate how much money, if any, he collected. The trajectory of his subsequent life indicates he was dead broke. He was now 57 years old. The expectations of wealth he and his wife had shared at the time of Victoria’s birth were gone. He had nothing left but his bravado. True to his character, he maintained a pretentious facade and spoke airily of losing a great deal of money speculating.




  At the time, Victoria wanted to believe her father’s tales. Whatever the facts, he managed to convince his daughter that the family had lost its rightful place in the world. Over the years, her view of her father changed, but she still clung to the vestiges of her early idealization of Buck Claflin as a man of wealth fallen on hard times. As a grown woman, she and her sister Tennie both talked obsessively about the fortune their father had lost and their desire to “regain what should have been our own.”




  When Buck was at his best, Victoria experienced him as a powerful force to be adored and placated, but one of limited helpfulness to her. At his worst, he was mean-spirited and vicious. She could not remember a single fatherly kiss. Conditioned by Buck to expect little of men, she would soon marry someone very much like him, a man with pretensions to gentility who was also undependable and abusive.




  Buck knew when to put Homer behind him, but it was Annie, as always, who packed up the children and followed him to Mount Gilead, Ohio. Victoria felt the weight of Homer’s rejection as she left behind the only home she had ever known.




  2


  “Send for the Spirits”




  For the next 14 years, the record offers only occasional glimpses of Victoria, flashes of family history and emotions that she measures out to us and for which she is the only source. Beginning in adolescence, she composed and recomposed her autobiography, reinventing her life as she moved through time, altering the story to serve her changing needs. She learned early how to hold an audience, how to win sympathy and approval. With remarkable resourcefulness, she turned that talent into one of her strongest coping skills. Her account of those 14 years—subjective, melodramatic, highly colored and self-serving—was recorded in 1871 by a sympathetic memoirist, Theodore Tilton, who would play an important role in her life. His work, based on a generally accurate chronological framework, offers a sympathetic introduction to her life and work.




  Victoria told Tilton about a signal summer in 1853, when she was 14 years old and living in Mount Gilead, Ohio. The Claflins had taken refuge with Victoria’s oldest sister, Maggie, and her husband, Enos Miles, a successful businessman and partner in the Hewitt and Miles Drugstore. Shortly before Independence Day Victoria fell ill with a fever, and the family summoned Dr. Canning Woodhull to treat her.




  The Claflins, including Victoria, were impressed by the young man’s appearance. He was handsome, with black hair and dark eyes, 28 years old and unmarried. As Victoria spun the story years later, Dr. Woodhull exhibited “the respectability of his family connections—his father being an eminent judge, and his uncle the mayor of New York.” Adopting the mode of a fairy tale, she cast the doctor as a “prince.” She told Theodore Tilton that he had come to find her “as Cinderella,” ill and worn from helping with the care of her younger sisters, “a child of the ashes.”




  “Being a trained physician,” she reported, the doctor arrested her decline. One day, before she had entirely recovered, and still looked haggard and sad, he had stopped her in the street and said, “My little chick, I want you to go with me to the picnic.” No glass slipper appears in this story, but a pair of shoes does play a part. Annie gave Victoria permission to attend the Independence Day picnic, but Buck set a condition that first she should earn enough money to buy new shoes. “So the little 14-year-old drudge became for the nonce an apple merchant,” Victoria remembered. “With characteristic … energy [she] sold her apples and bought her shoes.”




  On the Fourth of July, Victoria put on her white summer dress and her new shoes, pinched her cheeks to give them color, and decorated her hair with hollyhocks, as was the custom. Canning appeared in the white suit men commonly wore in hot weather, and off they went to the picnic, the handsome doctor and glowing child.




  Independence Day, Mount Gilead’s favorite holiday of the year, celebrated high summer as well as the birth of the nation. Across the state, patriotic citizens decked their cities and towns with bunting of red, white, and blue. Newspaper editorials offered their annual caution: intoxication was not necessary to celebrate the Fourth, advice that would be cheerfully ignored as the day progressed. In Mount Gilead the band played, the volunteer militia marched, and the mayor solemnly read the Declaration of Independence. Then the picnickers gathered around trestle tables that creaked under the weight of hams and turkeys, pies and cakes. Beer and cider washed everything down. Flasks of home-brewed whiskey appeared. Men dipped into their tobacco pouches, and the green grass around the picnic tables turned brown. Chunks were chipped from blocks of ice cream, and everybody licked the sticky treats in their hands.




  Independence Day was the ninth wedding anniversary of Enos and Maggie Miles. Their son John was two; Maggie’s first three children had died as infants, but she would bear three more children, two of them daughters who would become Victoria’s much loved nieces. Mary, Victoria’s next older sister, had also married a Mount Gilead man named Ross Byrnes. They, with their two toddlers, were part of the celebration. But Victoria’s brothers were missing. Maldon had married and moved to Pennsylvania, and Hebern refused to spend a night under the same roof as his father.




  At the end of the picnic, Victoria recalled, on coming home, Dr. Woodhull was inspired with a sudden and romantic interest in this “artless maid,” as she described herself. “My little puss,” he told her, “tell your father and mother that I want you for a wife.”




  At 14, Victoria was becoming aware of how attractive she was to men. Still, she was genuinely surprised and upset by the proposal. According to Tilton’s account, she “quivered with anger,” and with “timorous speed fled to her mother … feeling as if some injury was threatened her, and some danger impended.” But her parents were delighted with the unexpected offer. “A grand match,” they said. A marriage contract was made.




  Victoria later portrayed herself as being forced into marriage against her will, but that seems unlikely. She rarely did anything against her will, and however frightened she may have been, she had every reason to look on Dr. Woodhull’s proposal as an attractive idea. Life with her family was a never-ending round of making fires, washing, ironing, baking, cutting wood, spading the vegetable garden, running errands, and tending infants. She had been out of school for three years; common practice had required her to stay at home when her youngest sister, Hester Ann, was born.




  Four months later, not long after her fifteenth birthday, Victoria married Dr. Woodhull. Of her wedding day, the moment young girls of the time dreamed about, Victoria said only that “she accepted the change.” A marriage certificate, filed with the Probate Court Records of Cleveland, showed that Victoria Claflin married Canning Woodhull on November 23, 1853. Both their names were misspelled on the document. The wedding took place in Cleveland, where Canning lived, not in Homer or Mount Gilead. The ceremony was performed by a Presbyterian minister who was a stranger to the bride and groom. After the ceremony, as winter winds began to blow across Lake Erie and dry leaves scuttled across the brown grasslands, Canning took his bride to his lodgings.




  Canning had painted a fine but deceptive picture of himself. His father the judge was actually a justice of the peace. It was true that a Caleb Woodhull had once been mayor of New York, but Canning had never met him; he had no idea if they were related. The young doctor had yet to establish himself in the medical profession, and for good reason. In Ohio during the 1850s, thousands of men were competing for patients after completing medical degrees based on eight months of study and a short apprenticeship. New doctors often moved to frontier areas. Canning had associated himself with the Hewitt and Miles Drugstore, another method young doctors used to find new patients, but for all real purposes Victoria’s new husband was a doctor without a practice.




  Victoria discovered almost immediately that she had escaped from one hard life only to begin another even harder. Tilton unfolded the story she told him in the florid, self-dramatizing prose favored at the time. “Her captor, once possessed of his treasure, ceased to value it. On the third night, after taking his child-wife to his lodgings, he broke her heart by remaining away all night at a house of ill repute. She soon learned, to her dismay, that he was habitually unchaste, and given to fits of intoxication. She was stung to the quick. The shock awoke all her womanhood. She grew ten years older in a single day. A tumult of thoughts swept like a whirlwind through her mind, ending at last in one predominate purpose, namely, to reclaim her husband. She set herself religiously to this pious task—calling on God and the spirits to help her in it. Squandering his money like a prodigal, he suddenly put his wife into the humblest quarters, where, left mostly to herself, she dwelt in bitterness of spirit. Sometimes, with uncommon courage, through rain and sleet, half clad and shivering, she would track him to his dens, and by the energy of her spirit compel him to return. At other times all night long she would watch at the window, waiting for his footsteps, until she heard them languidly shuffling along the pavement with the staggering reel of a drunken man, in the shameless hours of the morning. During all this time she passionately prayed Heaven to give her the heart of her husband, but Heaven decreeing otherwise, withheld it from her.”




  Victoria would learn that Canning’s “disease,” as she came to call his chronic alcoholism, was something she could do nothing about. Whenever she looked back on these events she would accuse herself of being “ignorant,” “innocent,” and “simple.”




  Victoria next offers us a picture of herself pregnant, in a small frame house in Chicago during a winter so cold she visualized icicles clinging to her bedposts. On December 31, 1854, attended by her husband, who was drunk during the delivery, she gave birth to a son. The boy had the Woodhull family’s dark hair and black eyes. They named the baby Byron after his grandfather. But according to Tilton’s account, “To add to her misery, she discovered that her child, begotten in drunkenness and born in squalor, was a half idiot, predestined to be a hopeless imbecile for life, endowed with just enough intelligence to exhibit the light of reason in dim eclipse: a sad and pitiful spectacle [roaming] from room to room, muttering noises more sepulchral than human; a daily agony to the woman who bore him … the uncommon sweetness of his temper [wins] everyone’s love, [and] doubles everyone’s pity … ” 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. The sight of his face rebuked her.”




  Victoria spent the rest of her life trying to understand her son’s mental incapacity. She went through the medical curriculum, at least as far as Canning understood it, to come to terms with Byron’s condition. Barely out of childhood herself, she was now faced with a crushing reality. She changed from a light-hearted young girl to an intense, humorless woman bent on survival.




  After a visit with her mother, Victoria returned to Chicago with her handicapped son. She still hoped to reform her husband, a dream as forlorn as Tilton’s prose: “Once, after a month’s desertion by him, until she had no money and little to eat, she learned that he was keeping a mistress at a fashionable boarding house under the title of wife. The true wife, still wrestling with God for the renegade, sallied forth into the wintry street, clad only in a calico dress … and shod only with india-rubber shoes, entered the house, confronted the household as they sat at table, told her story to the confusion of the paramour and his mistress, and drew tears from all the company till, by a common movement, 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 which his wife still cherished as her home.”




  Although the account reeks of melodrama, there is every reason to believe that it represents an actual event. Whatever enjoyment Victoria experienced during this performance—along with the slim victory of bringing her husband home—it did not eliminate her misery. But at the very least the story suggests that she had found a way of gaining the first small measure of mastery over her chaotic life.




  In the tradition of martyred wives, Victoria tried to inspire her husband to begin a new life. The Woodhulls moved to San Francisco. The gold rush days were past, but, like Chicago, San Francisco was one of the fastest growing cities in the country. Change of sky was not change of mind, Victoria observed later. Along with their luggage her husband took his habits, and she took her misery from East to West.




  In San Francisco an actress named Anna Cogswell met Victoria and, sizing up her talents, nudged her toward the stage. The poor transient with a drunken husband and an incapacitated son suddenly landed a significant job. Tilton says her role was the part of a country cousin in New York by Gaslight. The text was given to her in the morning, she learned and rehearsed it during the day, and was a “fair hit” in it that night. For six weeks thereafter she earned $52 a week. “Never leave the stage,” said some of her fellow performers. “But I do not care for the stage,” she replied, “and I shall leave it at the first opportunity. I am meant for some other fate. But what it is, I know not.”




  Victoria’s sense of the theatrical, coupled with her childhood gift for visions, brought forth a flamboyant new character and role. “One night,” Tilton recounts, “while on the boards clad in a pink silk dress and slippers, acting in the ballroom scene in the Corsican Brothers, suddenly a spirit voice [said], ‘Victoria, come home.’”




  At that moment, Victoria said, she saw a vision of Tennie distinctly enough to notice that she was wearing a striped French calico frock and standing beside their mother. “Victoria come home,” the messenger said again, beckoning with her tiny forefinger.




  Victoria “burst away at a bound behind the scenes” and, without waiting to change her dress, ran through a foggy rain to her hotel. She packed up her few things that night and took herself with her husband and child to the morning steamer bound for New York, eventually reaching her mother’s home in Ohio. She came upon Tennie dressed in the same dress as in the vision, and on asking the meaning of the message, she was told that at the time it was uttered her mother had said to Tennie, “My dear, send the spirits after Victoria to bring her home.”




  An artful performer emerges in these episodes. When San Francisco did not offer Victoria a broad enough stage, she drew from her mother, her original wellspring, to improve her possibilities. But it is too easy to be cynical about these developments. Victoria’s spiritual messenger was very much in keeping with the times. Nationwide interest in spiritualism had been aroused by Margaret and Kate Fox of Hydesville, New York. In 1848 the sisters had discovered, through powers that their followers considered supernatural, that they could deduce a message from mysterious rappings in their family cottage. They spent the summer of 1850 at Barnum’s Hotel in New York City, and after Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune gave favorable notice to their seances, they emerged as the leading figures in a new and lucrative field. Though there is no indication that Victoria ever met the Fox sisters, she was familiar with their careers, and later wrote about the knocks that had begun their movement.




  The obsession with spirit communication was not new in America. Believers could point to incidents in the Bible, to the poltergeist that had disturbed the home of John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, to reports from mediums within American Shaker communities. America had also been introduced to mesmerism by itinerant magnetizers and lecturers. Franz Anton Mesmer had excited Paris in the 1780s with his demonstrations of hypnotism. Mesmer believed he had identified the source of spirit communication, an invisible fluid he called animal magnetism which connected soul and body as well as the spiritual and material worlds. Mesmerizers, adept at organizing these connections, practiced in the same manner as mediums.




  While spirits knocked, another invisible force, electricity, was animating the country. By the 1850s telegraph keys tapped throughout the United States. Believers in spirit communication used the new technology to argue that certain people were charged with an aura that made them “batteries” for spiritual telegraphy.




  Victoria was searching for a new career, but she required something more substantial than spirit knockings. She found it one day in Indianapolis. Canning had disappeared on an alcoholic binge, and Annie was caring for Byron. When Victoria returned to their hotel, she learned from her mother that Byron had become suddenly ill with a high fever. Distraught, Annie wailed hysterically, “Your boy died two hours ago.” He had apparently contracted scarlet fever, the disease that had taken Hester Ann Claflin, Victoria’s youngest sister, five years earlier. Victoria cried, “No, I will not permit his death.”




  Later she dramatized the events that followed: “Without knowing what I did, I ripped my clothes open from my breast and clasped Byron to it with all my strength. As I did so the ceiling of the room disappeared from my view, and the form of the Savior descended. I stood fixed in the middle of the room with [Byron] thus clasped in my arms for seven hours. When I returned to consciousness and released him from my arms he was not only restored to life, but the disease was gone … just as if nothing had occurred to him. The child that had been thought dead was brought back again to life.”




  Victoria told the world that the spirit of Jesus Christ had brought Byron back from death, that He had “rewrought the miracle of Lazarus” for her sake. She translated the curing of her son into a “calling,” which she described as a “penetrating spiritual insight applied to the cure of disease.” She said that she had been “directed” to announce herself as a medium to “treat patients.” Suddenly she “discovered” that she was able to obtain “miraculous cures.” And Victoria made other claims, as well. According to one of them, a woman who was expected to die was brought to her by a priest. For ten days and nights Victoria stayed with the ill woman without even leaving her for meals. After the tenth day the patient was able to walk downstairs and travel to Marquette, Michigan. Victoria believed that her own skin had become transparent and that her face had a light about it after her ten-day vigil, proof—to her—that her gift had a supernatural source.




  In her new vocation, Victoria used no medicines, nothing but her presence, her touch, and her sympathetic ear, a technique that might today be called a form of intuitive psychotherapy. Whatever her impulses or motives may have been, she seems to have had a rare gift granted to a few individuals: a capacity for helping others to heal themselves.




  The stories Victoria told of her step-by-step entry into her calling have a core of sincerity. But she used her considerable gifts of showmanship to embellish them. And as she traveled from city to city, she polished the practice she described as her “spiritual art.”




  Victoria had, she tells us, “prayed to God for another child, a daughter to be born with a fair body and a sound mind.” On April 23, 1861, at 53 Bond Street in New York City, her prayer was granted. “The babe entered the world at four o’clock in the morning, handled by the feverish and unsteady hands of its intoxicated father, who … cut the umbilical cord too near the flesh and tied it so loose that the string came off. [He] laid the babe in its mother’s arms—and then staggered out of the house. Nor did he remember to return. Meanwhile the mother on waking was startled to find that her head on the side next to her babe’s body was in a pool of blood—that her hair was soaked and clotted in a little red stream oozing drop by drop from the bowels of the child.”




  Victoria was helped by a kind neighbor. Three days later, when she saw her husband staggering up the steps of a house across the way, mistaking it for his own, she asked herself, “Why should I any longer live with this man?” Victoria’s older sister, Mary, had divorced her husband after ten years of marriage when he abandoned her and their two children. The laws of the state of Illinois granted divorce on any reasonable grounds. Victoria would soon return to Chicago to end her own marriage.




  She gave her daughter an unusual name, spelled variously as Zula, or Zulu, Maud. The provenance of the name remains a mystery, but it was sufficiently meaningful to the Claflins that Victoria’s sister Maggie gave the same name to her own daughter born six months later, Carrie Zula. Zulu, the name of the African people, was also a nineteenth-century name for a dark tulip with blackish lights, described as murrey velvet. These Zulu tulips could have been out at the time Zula Maud was born in May. Or perhaps Victoria had simply heard the word and liked the sound of it.




  Victoria imbued her daughter’s normalcy with special significance. She said later that they were more than mother and daughter, that a unique tie bound them together. Bearing a healthy baby freed Victoria’s psyche from the emotional pall that Canning and Byron had cast over it. She later incorporated this positive experience into her social theories, using it to confirm her belief that only sexually-knowledgeable parents who wanted children should have them.




  During these years Victoria’s sister Tennie became her closest partner. One year the entire family gathered in Cincinnati to celebrate another Fourth of July. At that time Buck and Annie had Tennie going around the country telling fortunes, a role Victoria romanticized as the “damsel mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles, who brought her masters much gain by soothsaying.” But Tennie, with Buck’s sponsorship, had been doing considerably more than fortune-telling. It’s unclear how much Victoria actually knew about their activities, but she knew enough to accuse her father of “adding to much that was genuine in her mediumship more that was charlatory … I believe Tennie ought to use the gift God has given her, but not in the mercenary way she was forced to use it,” she declared. “She had no right to prostitute her powers.”




  Victoria’s version of events was that she had “clutched Tennie as by main force and flung her out of this semi-humbug.” But Tennie was supporting the family with her fortune-telling, and Victoria’s rescue “excited the wrath of all these parasites.” As the Claflins gathered in Cincinnati, hot words in loud, angry voices filled the house. When Tennie told her family she wanted to be rid of the “dead weight,” they shouted back, “We will show you up, we will put you in the newspapers, we will ruin you.” The scene would be enacted again and again over the years as the Claflin family repeatedly squeezed the sisters for every cent they could.




  What we know about Buck and Tennie’s activities starts with an ad he placed in a Columbus, Ohio, newspaper in 1859:




  A WONDERFUL CHILD




  MISS TENNESSEE CLAFLIN




  WHO IS ONLY FOURTEEN YEARS OF AGE




  This young lady has been traveling since she was eleven years old, and … has been endowed from her birth with a supernatural gift to such an astonishing degree that she convinces the most skeptical of her wonderful powers … She may be consulted in her room, United States Hotel, High Street, Columbus, from the hours of eight o’clock A.M. to nine o’clock P.M. Price of consultation $1.00.




  The Fox sisters had created a public appetite for child mediums. To feed it, Buck had subtracted two years from Tennie’s age. She fit the part. With round cheeks and wide blue eyes topped by a halo of red-gold ringlets, she still looked like a child. She wore a simple calico dress to enhance the illusion. Tennie thrived on the excitement. She said, “I told such wonderful things … that my father made from $50 to $100 a day at hotels simply by letting people see the strange clairvoyant child.”




  For their dollar, Tennie’s clients received messages from absent friends, living and dead, and tales of events from the past, the present, and the future. The young woman was facile and quick-witted; her mix of artfulness and naive sincerity was extremely appealing. When circumstances required it, Tennie could go into an unconscious state. She claimed to find lost money and identify thieves.




  Buck next decided they should go into healing. Medical testimonials soon appeared in his ads. A Mr. E. Bacus, Sr., said he had obtained immediate relief after Tennie prescribed medicine and operated on him with her hands. His friend Mr. Bambrough, of 41 Long Street, Columbus, had begun to recover from a paralytic stroke after receiving Tennie’s treatments.




  Tennie also sold a medicine called Miss Tennessee’s Magnetio Life Elixir for Beautifying the Complexion and Cleansing the Blood. Price, $2.00 per bottle. The elixir was warranted to be perfectly harmless and purely vegetable, to be taken three times a day, one-half hour before each meal. Buck had ordered up bottles and printed quantities of labels displaying Tennie’s face. From Columbus the elixir was introduced to Chicago at the Wonderful Child Miss Tennessee’s Magnetio Infirmary, 265 Wabash Avenue. Pittsburgh followed Chicago, and then all the new midwestern cities were introduced to the wonderful child and her elixir.
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