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For Marley, Eliot, Benjamin, Eleanor, and Samuel.

They are the future.






“There is nothing in American history so unmanly, so devoid of every chivalric impulse, as the treatment of this poor, broken-hearted woman, whose reason was shattered by the great tragedy of her life. One would have supposed it to be sufficient to secure the forbearance, the charitable construction, or the silence of the press, to remember that she was the widow of Abraham Lincoln. When the Duke of Burgundy was uttering his coarse and idle jests concerning Margaret of Anjou, the Earl of Oxford rebuked and silenced him by saying: ‘My Lord, whatever may have been the defects of my mistress, she is in distress, and almost in desolation.’ ”

—ISAAC ARNOLD, LINCOLN FAMILY FRIEND, THE LIFE OF ABRAHAM LINCOLN (JANSEN, MCCLURG & COMPANY 1885), 439.








Timeline


	
DECEMBER 13, 1818: Mary Ann Todd is born in Lexington, Kentucky, the fourth child of Robert and Eliza Parker Todd.

	
JULY 5, 1825: Eliza tragically dies the day after giving birth to George Todd, leaving Mary motherless at age six.

	
NOVEMBER 1, 1826: Robert Todd marries Elizabeth “Betsy” Humphreys, who becomes a stepmother to the six Todd children. Betsy gives birth to nine more children.

	
FEBRUARY 1832: Mary’s oldest sister, Elizabeth, marries Ninian Edwards, son of Ninian Sr., one of the most powerful men in Illinois.

	
OCTOBER 1839: Mary, twenty, moves to Springfield, Illinois, to live with Elizabeth. Two months later, she meets Abraham Lincoln, a prominent state legislator, and they begin courting and eventually become engaged.

	
JANUARY 1, 1841: Lincoln breaks off his engagement with Mary, and he suffers a nervous breakdown.

	
SUMMER–FALL 1842: Friends plot to reunite Mary and Lincoln. The couple starts secretly courting again.

	
NOVEMBER 4, 1842: Mary and Lincoln abruptly decide to get married, which comes as a shock to her family. They wed in the Edwardses’ living room that evening.

	
AUGUST 1, 1843: Nine months later, Mary gives birth to Robert Todd Lincoln at the Globe Tavern in Springfield.

	
MARCH 10, 1846: Edward “Eddie” Baker Lincoln is born.

	
AUGUST 3, 1846: Lincoln is elected to Congress. Mary opts to join him in Washington.

	
NOVEMBER 1847: The Lincolns visit Lexington en route to Washington, Mary’s first trip home in eight years. Lincoln begins his congressional term in December.

	
EARLY SPRING 1848: Mary and the children leave Washington and return to her father’s house in Lexington after finding living in a Washington rooming house with young sons difficult and lonely.

	
JULY 17, 1849: Mary’s father, Robert S. Todd, dies during a cholera outbreak.

	
FEBRUARY 1, 1850: Eddie Lincoln, the Lincolns’ second son, dies, likely from tuberculosis, plunging the Lincolns into grief. The emotional impact of the deaths of her father and her son is devastating for Mary.

	
DECEMBER 21, 1850: William “Willie” Wallace Lincoln is born.

	
APRIL 4, 1853: Thomas “Tad” Lincoln is born.

	
JANUARY 31, 1855: Abraham Lincoln narrowly loses the nomination for U.S. senator to his friend Lyman Trumbull.

	
AUGUST–OCTOBER 1858: Lincoln and Stephen Douglas engage in a series of iconic debates for the Senate, which catapult Lincoln to the national stage.

	
MAY 1860: In an upset victory, Lincoln is nominated for president by the Republican Party.

	
NOVEMBER 6, 1860: Lincoln is elected president with less than 40 percent of the vote in the deeply divided nation.

	
FEBRUARY 11, 1861: Lincoln embarks on a dramatic twelve-day train trip to Washington. Mary joins him in Indiana the next day, his birthday, on the 1,900-mile, one-hundred-stop tour.

	
MARCH 4, 1861: Amid intense security, Mary attends the inauguration.

	
APRIL 12, 1861: Confederate forces fire on Fort Sumter, off the coast of South Carolina, triggering the Civil War. Seven of Mary’s half brothers and brothers-in-law align with, or fight for, the Confederacy, subjecting Mary to intense criticism.

	
FEBRUARY 1862: Mary’s beloved eleven-year-old son Willie dies in the White House from typhoid. Mary is inconsolable and does not attend the funeral.

	
JANUARY 1, 1863: Abraham Lincoln issues the Emancipation Proclamation.

	
JULY 2, 1863: Mary is severely injured in a carriage accident that was later rumored to be an assassination attempt on the president.

	
APRIL 14, 1865: President Lincoln is assassinated while attending a play at Ford’s Theatre. He dies on April 15.

	
MAY 22, 1865: Five weeks after the assassination, Mary departs the White House for Chicago, amid much public criticism for overstaying her welcome.

	
DECEMBER 1865: Congress votes to give Mary $22,500, the remainder of her husband’s salary for that year.

	
SEPTEMBER 24, 1868: Mary attends the wedding of her oldest son, Robert, to Mary Harlan.

	
OCTOBER 1868: Mary and Tad relocate to Germany for three years for Tad’s education and to escape criticism and gossip.

	
JULY 14, 1870: After a prolonged battle, Congress grants Mary a pension.

	
JULY 1871: Tad dies in Chicago at eighteen from pneumonia, further compounding Mary’s grief.

	
JULY 1871–1875: Mary travels the country like a nomad, seeking physical healing at spas and visiting famous spiritualists to connect her to her deceased husband and sons.

	
MARCH 1875: While visiting Florida. Mary becomes convinced her son Robert is dangerously ill and returns to Chicago.

	
MAY 19, 1875: Robert, worried about Mary’s mental health, orchestrates an insanity trial to have her committed. She is “convicted” and forced to enter Bellevue Place, a mental institution in Batavia, Illinois. Robert becomes her legal guardian and financial conservator.

	
JULY–SEPTEMBER 1875: Mary retains prominent Chicago lawyers James and Myra Bradwell, who manage to secure her release from Bellevue over her son’s objections.

	
SEPTEMBER 10, 1875: Mary is released from Bellevue and moves into her sister’s home in Springfield. She fights to be free of Robert’s guardianship and retrieve her money.

	
JUNE 15, 1876: The Cook County Court declares, “Mary Lincoln is restored to reason and is capable of managing and controlling her estate.” She and Robert become estranged.

	
OCTOBER 1876: Mary moves to France to get away from Robert, fearing he will try to commit her again. She remains in Europe for four years.

	
DECEMBER 1879: Mary falls off a ladder while adjusting a picture, seriously injuring her back.

	
OCTOBER 1880: Mary returns to America in ill health and moves back to her sister’s home.

	
MAY 1881: Mary reconciles with her son Robert after a five-year estrangement.

	
AUTUMN 1881–SPRING 1882: Mary goes to New York City for medical treatment.

	
JULY 16, 1882: Mary dies of a stroke at her sister’s home in Springfield at age sixty-three.

	
JULY 19, 1882: Mary is laid to rest next to her husband in the Lincoln Tomb at Oak Ridge Cemetery in Springfield.








Prologue [image: ]


When the slight woman entered the grand courtroom in downtown Chicago, the crowd fell silent. As she inched her way to the front, she recognized some of her husband’s closest friends, the housekeepers from the hotel where she had been staying, as well as some of the city’s leading citizens. They had all come to watch—or, more accurately, to gawk at—the spectacle. To her right, a jury of twelve men was already seated, sworn in, and poised to pass judgment on her sanity. Eighteen witnesses were prepared to testify against her. Reporters from Chicago’s fiercely competitive newspapers were primed to record even the smallest crack in her stoic demeanor.

The widow of Abraham Lincoln was fifty-six years old on May 19, 1875, a decade after the assassination at Ford’s Theatre that ended her husband’s life and shattered her own. Abraham Lincoln “now belonged to the ages,” as Secretary of War Edwin Stanton is said to have famously declared at Lincoln’s deathbed.1 Others claimed Stanton said “to the angels,” but Mary Lincoln would have found little solace in either version. Since the president’s murder, she had endured a living hell, a decade filled with fear, loss, and betrayal.

Mary Lincoln had outlived her husband and three of their four sons, all anchors who had given her life stability and purpose. Since leaving the White House in 1865, she had been adrift and virtually homeless, restlessly moving from hotel to hotel, from city to city. She confided to friends that she felt like a vagrant2 and had no desire to live.3 A wrenching sorrow had taken hold of her, an agony she could not overcome. Her past became her present. She could not let go of her grief. In desperation, she sought out spiritualists who could connect her with her lost loved ones and transport her away from her earthly suffering. She wore black for the rest of her life.

In the months and years following Lincoln’s death, she had to plead with Congress for a proper pension. She had seen other war widows awarded such benefits, and her husband’s generals were honored with largesse. “Roving Generals have elegant mansions showered upon them,” she groused, while the “murdered” president’s family is left to “struggle as best they may!”4 Indeed, few stepped up to help the wife of the nation’s first assassinated president find a suitable home for herself and her youngest son, Tad. A close ally of her husband had even suggested she would have to content herself with living a transient life.5

Now, Mary Lincoln was on trial, on display, fighting her demons and her foes, including her firstborn son, Robert Todd Lincoln. The stakes could not have been higher. Lose, and she would be declared mentally incompetent, doomed to spend her days in an institution, more prisoner than patient, not just out of favor but out of sight. Not just shut away but shunned, a pariah in her own time, sentenced to fade from public memory. Win and—then what? Yes, she would avoid the shame of confinement, but how could she avoid the humiliation of having her sole surviving son accuse her of being insane? How had her life, her dreams, her very existence, come to this?

The Cook County courtroom had filled up swiftly when word spread that something big was about to happen. To those gathered, Mary appeared fatigued and shrunken, drowning in the mourning clothes she had worn since that dreadful April night in 1865. It would be unimaginable in the modern era, when former first ladies are well-off and well-protected, but it was unavoidably true: She had been all but abandoned by the nation for which her martyred husband had given his life.

After Lincoln died in 1865, there was no one to protect Mary. She had never been particularly adept at cultivating and keeping friends or allies when her husband was alive. After his death, overwhelmed by her sorrow, she had often retreated into prolonged periods of isolation. Now she stood alone. Her husband’s old friends treated her as an inconvenience to be managed rather than a widow to be consoled or a former first lady to be respected and appreciated. Other friends and acquaintances had distanced themselves, growing weary of her unrelenting cries of desperation and repeated claims that “no such sorrow” was ever experienced by a family.6 Within a few years, in 1868, Mary’s closest confidant—not a lifelong friend or a sister, but a Black seamstress in her employ—would betray her by writing a tell-all book.7 Congress humiliated Mary further with a prolonged public debate about whether she deserved a modest pension before finally granting one in 1870.

But no betrayal could surpass the one that her last living child had instigated, now unfolding in the packed Chicago courtroom. Not satisfied with trying to have his mother declared incompetent and denied access to her money, he was also seeking to have her stripped of her freedom and confined to a sanitarium.

It was an ambush.

Mary had learned of the proceeding only an hour before it began8 and only discovered she had been assigned a reluctant defense attorney—a friend of her husband’s, no less—when she walked into court.9 All her life, Mary had taken pride in appearances—her dress, her intellect, and her stature. No doubt, this was the most mortifying moment of her life. Yet she managed to keep her mask in place. She calmly took her designated seat in the courtroom, her face partially covered by a black veil.

During the three-hour hearing, seven doctors declared Mary to be insane. Only one of them had consistently treated her, another had only examined her once, and the five others based their opinions on statements from Robert.10 Even if they had spent time with her, they could have only guessed at her state of mind. Assessing mental health was not a developed medical science at the time. Diagnoses were crude at best, and effective treatment was decades away. While there can be little question that Mary was suffering from a mental disorder, the trial wasn’t a forum on how best to help her. It was designed to ensure her confinement, swiftly and efficiently, with little regard for her rights. Her primary doctor, prominent Chicago physician Willis Danforth, testified that he had treated her for a “nervous derangement of the head” and reported that she was experiencing hallucinations.11 But neither Danforth nor any of the other doctors told the jury that she regularly used a highly addictive opium derivative, laudanum, as well as chloral hydrate to cope with her long-term migraine headaches, anxiety, and insomnia.12 Chloral hydrate was a popular and widely accepted remedy in the nineteenth century, but it could have dire side effects: hallucinations and addiction.13

She stared ahead as her thirty-one-year-old son described her as “unmanageable,” a handy Victorian era phrase often used to describe defiant or strong-willed women. This star witness was exasperated that his mother was spending money—her own money—on jewelry, dresses, and fancy perfumes she did not need or use. Her embarrassing behavior since his father’s death had caused him great anxiety, Robert complained, and put stress on his marriage. He said he was frustrated that his mother would not “heed” his advice. Hotel housekeepers testified that she was crazy because she filled her hotel room with boxes she would never open. Store clerks who took her money—all men—now sat in judgment of her. A merchant who sold her $300 worth of lace curtains she would never hang stated that Mary “did not know what she was doing,” and two others regarded her as “eccentric” and “insane.” A jewelry salesman said she made “reckless” purchases and “acted in a queer way.”14 Through it all, her defense lawyer, Isaac Arnold, weakly cross-examined a few witnesses but called neither Mary nor anyone else to testify on her behalf.15 “Little or no effort was made to defend the accused,” juror Lyman Gage wrote years later. Mary Lincoln did not “appear violently insane,” noted Gage, although she “suffered from phobias and occasional insane delusions.” But after receiving legally required guidance in the judge’s chambers from an appointed physician, Gage felt “there seemed to be no other course than for us but to find the lady guilty as charged.”16

As the trial reached its crescendo, her fall from grace was final and complete—or so it seemed. Even as her critics took satisfaction in her demise, even as an unforgiving press corps wallowed in her misery, even as her son breathed a sigh of relief, Mary was still standing. Not for the first time had powerful men underestimated her. This is the story of a woman who would not be defeated—not by a war that left her family in tatters, not by the death of three of her four children, not by the assassination of her husband, not by her adversaries, and not by her only surviving son.



Mary Lincoln is the most misunderstood and tragic first lady in American history. Even her name has been a source of contention. While many historians and the public refer to her as Mary Todd Lincoln, as if that had been her preference, she never used her maiden name after she married. For 140 years, she has been reduced to a one-dimensional caricature of an unstable woman, variously labeled a traitor, a liar, a shrew, a thief, a spy, and an adulteress. She was even compared to Adolf Hitler by one Lincoln biographer in a 2005 book.17 Abraham Lincoln’s enemies in politics and the press had always delighted in unleashing their venom on his vulnerable, unpopular wife. That was bad enough. After he was murdered in front of her, the attacks escalated. Her reputation and complex legacy were cemented by men who did not like her, who no longer had any use for her or barely knew her, and by a son who stigmatized her as insane.

As Lincoln was starting to be viewed as an American martyr in the decades after his death, some allies, enemies, and early historians promoted the notion that Mary was one of the crosses he had to bear on his road to eminence. To exalt their slain hero, they felt compelled to absolve him for choosing to marry someone they viewed as so flawed. By the turn of the century, that narrative had taken hold in books and lore. The more Lincoln’s legend soared, the more Mary’s reputation declined. What these analyses missed—or ignored—was the couple’s emotional connection, a tumultuous journey of shared joy and loss, a grueling presidency, and an all-consuming war.

Beyond the accepted storyline is a reality far more nuanced and heart-wrenching, that of a formidable but troubled woman who likely inherited mental illnesses that were never treated, who spoke freely and loved unconditionally, who was handed far more adversity than most people could handle, and who helped launch one of America’s greatest presidents. Rarely acknowledged was what those who knew the couple best—even some who disparaged Mary—understood: how vital her drive, political instincts, and relentless support were to Lincoln’s success. Mary’s cousin, John Todd Stuart, once Lincoln’s law partner, was convinced that Lincoln’s naturally depressive personality might have stymied him in his quest for the presidency, but that Mary’s “fire, will, and ambition,” combined with Lincoln’s own talents, “did the deed.”18 Mary’s older sister Elizabeth observed that Mary “pushed him along and upward—made him struggle and seize his opportunities.”19 Even Mary’s most ardent nemesis, Lincoln’s onetime law partner William Herndon, conceded a quarter-century after Lincoln’s death that “much of Lincoln’s success was in a measure attributable to… the stimulus of her influence.”20 Lincoln once confessed to a journalist that he didn’t think he was good enough to be a U.S. senator, “but Mary insists, however, that I am going to be Senator and President of the United States, too.”21

Indeed, Mary believed the White House to be her—their—destiny. Uncommonly politically sophisticated, she was among her husband’s political confidants on his winding path to the White House, an unusual role at a time when expectations for women were rigid and circumscribed. She voraciously read the news and kept tabs on those who worked against her husband, sometimes to an extreme. The product of Southern aristocracy, she grew up among an influential clan of politicians, businessmen, and lawyers who helped found Lexington, Kentucky. Her father and stepmother believed women should be educated, and Mary was raised to be a free thinker. She was neither an activist nor a feminist, yet in many ways she represented a transition in American history as women demanded more independence and freedom. Kentucky was particularly progressive for women, allowing female heads of households to vote on education and tax issues in 1838, a decade before the Seneca Falls Convention.22 Her political instincts were shaped at her father’s dinner table, where pillars of the community often gathered. Kentucky’s Whig statesman Henry Clay was a close family friend who had served as speaker of the House of Representatives, U.S. senator, and secretary of state, and was a perennial presidential candidate. This early exposure to the male-dominated world of politics nurtured in Mary Todd the confidence to speak her mind.

Mary saw her role as using her assets to boost her husband to greatness. She offered Lincoln social mobility and legitimacy, compensating for his rough edges and hardscrabble upbringing. While Lincoln was both ambitious and a brilliant strategist, he lacked social refinement. Mary understood the value of political gatherings and used them to her husband’s advantage. When Lincoln became gloomy, she nudged him forward. His ambitions were her ambitions. When he received the news that he had won the 1860 presidential election, he hurried down the dirt road to their home in Springfield, Illinois, to wake his wife, saying: “Mary, Mary, we are elected.”23

But Mary’s contributions to her husband’s successes were largely dismissed or buried in the pages of history. From the moment she walked out of the White House five weeks after the assassination, she was the target of cruel derision and propaganda, painted as a woman with no redeeming qualities, her many flaws amplified, her painful struggles minimized, her accomplishments and virtues rarely noted. Her ambition, ability, and contributions could have defined her as one of the most consequential first ladies in history. Instead, buffeted by war, political opposition, and her own shortcomings, she became one of the most controversial. If Abraham Lincoln justifiably stands near or atop the standard list of great presidents, Mary Lincoln unjustifiably achieved something much closer to ignominy.

Untangling the truths and fiction surrounding Mary Lincoln requires diving deeply into the layers of her life and losses. It is impossible to ignore the context of the Victorian era, when women were expected to recede into the background and forfeit most of their rights when they married. Mary defied those gender norms. She was not demure. She was not content staying in the shadows, and she fought against constraints her entire life. She was highly educated, outspoken, and politically engaged. She was a prolific and eloquent letter writer who shared her thoughts unreservedly. She reveled in political gossip and was not discreet, despite admonitions from her husband.24 Although she grew up in a Southern family and a community that embraced slavery, she supported her husband’s efforts to end it. Her close relationship with White House seamstress Elizabeth Keckly, a former enslaved person who purchased her freedom and that of her son, went against accepted customs involving separation of the races.

Still, Mary did herself no favors. She was a larger-than-life, provocative character who spent too freely, grieved too publicly and for too long, and seemed unable or unwilling to corral her emotions, her temper, and her opinions. When she felt threatened or attacked, she could be catty, vengeful, and imperious. In an era when women were not encouraged to step out of the “domestic sphere,” her interest in politics was deemed unladylike.25 Unlike politically active Sarah Polk,26 who projected the image of a demure wife while giving advice to her husband discreetly, Mary’s stubborn refusal to be a silent partner earned her countless enemies. Her relationships with people were rarely nuanced. Her life was littered with broken friendships and estranged family members over real or perceived acts of disloyalty. She viewed politics as a zero-sum game—rewards or alienation. She lacked a feel for the subtleties of alliance and conciliation. When the husband of one of her bridesmaids outmaneuvered Lincoln for a U.S. Senate seat, she never spoke to the woman again.27

Entering the White House in 1861 brought a new set of challenges. Mary was taking up residence at one of the nation’s most perilous moments. Her hopes for a triumphant experience at the pinnacle of power were swallowed by the Civil War, family tragedies, and her personal failings. She relished her traditional role as the capital’s chief hostess but generated much gossip by wearing expensive low-cut dresses and adorning her hair with large ostentatious flowers. She created controversy by approaching members of her husband’s cabinet on behalf of job seekers, not something a first lady traditionally did. When the capital’s aristocracy portrayed the Lincolns as unrefined “westerners,” Mary strove to prove otherwise. Her extravagant shopping trips to redecorate the White House, obsessively chronicled by the press, were perceived as frivolous during a time of national crisis. It brought her a stream of derision that followed her for the rest of her days.

Yet, her steadfast commitment to preserve the nation, and support the soldiers who were defending it, was largely overlooked or misrepresented. She visited troops on the battlefield with her husband, spent months going to makeshift hospitals ministering to horrifically wounded soldiers, and contributed time and money to help refugees from slavery. She did this while contending with the political fallout of her Kentucky family’s divided loyalties. A brother, three half brothers, and four brothers-in-law were all aligned with the Confederacy, fighting against everything her husband stood for. No first lady in history has ever been placed in such a conflicted and stressful situation or was so trapped between country and family.

Abolitionists and some newspaper editors, who believed Lincoln was moving too slowly on emancipating enslaved people, blamed her, suggesting or outright accusing her of siding with the rebels. Later, it would be revealed that abolitionists and certain antislavery Republicans formed a “conspiracy… to strike her husband through her.”28 Often, newspapers recycled unfounded rumors about her that settled into fact. She was “one of the most lied about women in the world,” concluded Honore Willsie Morrow, a prolific early twentieth-century author, who penned a well-researched book about Mary in 1928.29 In essence, Mary’s missteps, coupled with the nation’s divide and a crippling war, overshadowed any good she did, opening the door for detractors to say almost anything about her.

Feeling adrift as the war raged and her husband was distracted, she became easy prey for opportunists and scoundrels who smothered her with the childlike attention and the gifts she craved, catering to her misguided emotional needs. When she discovered that Congress had not appropriated enough money to pay for her ambitions, she engaged in a variety of questionable schemes to cover her spending. Historians have argued for years over whether she was corrupt or in over her head. Either way, at times she embarrassed her husband.

Fascination with her mental health has prompted a mix of speculation and scrutiny for decades. There have been at least five medical studies written with possible diagnoses, all different and none definitive.30 A genetic predisposition to acute anxiety and emotional instability, exacerbated by the profound losses she suffered, created a complex psychological picture.31 Telltale signs of her anxiety were evident early but were mistaken for nastiness. What was seen as temperamental, even precocious, in her youth would be judged a character flaw as an adult. The more losses she endured, the more untethered she became. Her husband could cajole her out of her short-lived fits, and everyone knew she would be “regretful and penitent” afterward.32 A century later, with the benefit of new documents and an evolution in psychiatric thinking, contemporary psychiatrists interpreted her behavior as bearing the hallmarks of bipolar disorder, an emotional roller coaster of unmanageable peaks and valleys.33 There is also ample historical documentation to support other findings, such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in the aftermath of Lincoln’s assassination,34 medication misuse, and pernicious anemia,35 which can trigger depression and a host of neurological ailments.

With or without a diagnosis, nothing in her behavior justified how harshly Lincoln’s widow was treated for the remainder of her years and throughout history. Abraham Lincoln suffered serious bouts of depression throughout his life—and at least one well-documented nervous breakdown36—but despite rampant prejudice and fear of mental infirmity, his struggle never defined him publicly as it did his wife.

No single person did more to destroy Mary Lincoln’s legacy than William Herndon, who fancied himself as the foremost expert on Lincoln after his death. As Lincoln’s law partner, he enjoyed a credibility that he eagerly exploited. After the assassination, he asserted in public lectures that Lincoln had been unhappy in his marriage.37 The lawyer’s biased and often inaccurate assertions about Lincoln’s widow have been accepted and mimicked by journalists and historians, appearing in books, magazine articles, plays, and feature films.38 As recently as 2024, an absurdist comedy about Mary, Oh, Mary!, became an immensely popular Broadway hit, portraying her as a lunatic alcoholic (she wasn’t known to seriously drink) who longed to be a cabaret singer.39 The show was pure farce—the play’s creator talked with glee about tossing aside any pretense of historical accuracy—but Mary’s reputation was long in tatters, making her a ripe subject for such mockery. Historians have often cherry-picked negative assessments about Mary to support unsparingly hostile portraits. The famous self-help guru Dale Carnegie wrote a Lincoln biography in 1932 that eviscerated Mary, based on Herndon’s claims.40 The section on Mary was excerpted in Reader’s Digest, one of the most popular magazines of the era. The first line of the article: “The great tragedy of Lincoln’s life was not his assassination but his marriage.”41 In Carnegie’s imagination, John Wilkes Booth had put the president out of his misery.

As the distortions mounted, some biographers sought to balance the record.42 An early objective portrait came from physician William A. Evans, Chicago’s first public health commissioner. His 1932 work, based on primary sources, traced a deep history of mental illness in Mary’s family and was the first to conclude that Mary’s behavior was likely pathologic and genetic, exacerbated by grief. Although the victim of much slander, Evans contended, she was “not responsible for many things she did and said.”43

Abraham Lincoln protected his wife until the day he died. He would have been appalled at how his widow was treated after his death. Although Lincoln left a substantial estate, he did not have a will. The executor, David Davis, a close family friend and a Lincoln appointee to the Supreme Court, gave Mary an unacceptably low allowance on which to live as a former first lady until the estate was settled. She felt boxed in financially and isolated socially. Her grief and financial humiliation rendered her incapable of moving forward, and she had few avenues for help. Lincoln’s friends saw no reason to protect her, not even for the sake of his legacy.

Contemporary attitudes accept that the first lady is historically an important contributor to a presidency. After Mary died, a female journalist who knew her predicted that history would be kinder to Mary than her contemporaries. The journalist, Laura Searing, believed there would be regret that the “foibles and weakness of an unoffending woman, whose mind was shaken… by the sudden calamity which unhinged the whole nation” were presented with so little empathy and forgiveness. Unfortunately, that never happened.44

Whenever I have told people that I was working on a book about Mary Lincoln, the first reaction is “Wasn’t she crazy?” What is not generally known is that she had been failed at nearly every turn—by her family, by her government, by medical professionals ill-equipped to diagnose and treat her, and, finally, by history. Along the way, she lost her spirit, her humor, and her hope. Living inside her own head, she fought paranoia while desperately seeking stability and validation. Irrationally fearing a life of poverty, she launched an embarrassing, obsessive campaign to persuade powerful Republicans to give her money. Her anxiety about her finances became a mania that gripped her and never let go.

This book is intended to tell the story of Mary’s painful life and psychological issues, culminating in her tortured years after her husband’s assassination. The loss of her family and social status, on top of suffering from undiagnosed physical and mental illnesses, was hard enough to endure. But the ridicule she faced as a former first lady is unfathomable by today’s standards. She searched for peace and support for the rest of her days—a seventeen-year odyssey of rejection and self-isolation—as she roamed the country and traveled Europe, often sitting for days alone in hotel rooms, haunted by her memories.

My purpose is not to excuse or whitewash Mary’s behavior. Her actions were, at many times, egregious. She could be self-centered, dishonest, and tone-deaf. But much of the criticism lobbed at her was one-sided and heartless, rarely taking notice of her acts of kindness and generosity. Her ending might well have turned out differently if her emotional issues had been better understood or if she had been the first lady during a less turbulent time in our nation’s history. In a modern era, she would have had a robust, skilled staff and strategic political advice from people whose goal it was for her to succeed. She also could have potentially benefited from advanced medical treatment, as well as from today’s sophisticated antianxiety medications and psychotherapy. Instead, she suffered from the debilitating effects of addictive sedatives, the common therapy of the time. By reexamining factual accounts and primary source documents through the lens of both modern medical science and contemporary standards for women, I have tried to piece together a more complete and compelling portrait—not just of an inconvenient widow, but of a woman of uncommon tenacity in the face of extraordinary adversity, personal shortcomings, and torment. Her story is one of profound loss and enduring love, shattering humiliation and remarkable resilience. That she persevered in the face of overwhelming grief, poor physical and mental health, and public scorn was a testament to her mettle.






CHAPTER I Becoming Mary: Pain and Privilege [image: ]



“Those who were so kind to me in my desolate childhood [are] ever remembered by me.”

—MARY LINCOLN, WRITING TO COUSIN ELIZA STUART STEELE, MAY 23, 18711



For the Todd family, July 4, 1825, was supposed to be a day of joy and celebration. A new son had just entered the world and, outside, the citizens of Lexington, Kentucky, had taken to the streets to mark the forty-ninth anniversary of the birth of the nation.2 Cadet infantrymen stood in ceremonial formation along the town’s main thoroughfare, church bells tolled, and the ladies were even invited to join the men at Captain Fowler’s Garden, a vast park for public gatherings.3 Looming large at the barbecues around town was Henry Clay—Kentucky’s favorite son—who had been appointed secretary of state by John Quincy Adams.4

But inside Robert Smith Todd’s dark home on West Short Street, there was no joy. His wife, Eliza Parker Todd, only thirty-one years old, had just delivered the couple’s seventh child, a healthy boy, but she was failing quickly. If the doctors didn’t stem a fast-moving infection, she wouldn’t live to see another morning. Six-year-old Mary Ann Todd and her five siblings (one had died in infancy) were hustled next door to their grandmother’s home.5 There, Mary sat on the Widow Parker’s side porch, under the grand arches, as the commotion unfolded just fifty yards away. She was close enough to see the distress on the adults’ faces, close enough to hear the muffled voices of urgency carrying across the lawn into the evening. She could watch the grim doctors hitching up their horses and the medicines arriving from Graves’ drugstore.6

Robert was doing everything in his power to save his wife’s life, and as a respected local leader whose father had helped found Lexington, much was at his disposal. He brought in some of Lexington’s top physicians from nearby Transylvania University, notably Dr. Elisha Warfield, an expert in midwifery and obstetrics, and Dr. Benjamin Dudley, a nationally renowned surgeon.7 But the most likely culprit was beyond most doctors’ knowledge at the time—an invasive bacterium that led to sepsis, a devastating chain of events that would rampantly claim the lives of postpartum mothers throughout the nineteenth century. The mysterious illness, known as childbed fever or puerperal fever, came on within days of delivery.8 It was erroneously thought to be an infection of the genital tract, perhaps generated by the mother during the trauma of labor. It would take twenty more years for medical professionals to fully understand that the infection was largely caused by unsanitary birthing conditions, doctors passing on the infection from delivery to delivery, from autopsies to birthing rooms.9

This research came far too late to help Eliza. She died in the early morning hours of July 5 as her thirty-four-year-old husband grieved at her bedside and Mary slept. The next day, an announcement was placed in the local newspaper, and the family’s enslaved coachman, Nelson, delivered handwritten invitations to Eliza’s funeral service.10 Tradition called for a carriage to transport Eliza’s coffin to the cemetery, one mile away, with mourners somberly following the procession on foot. Though barely old enough to comprehend that she would never see her mother again, Mary would not have been spared the sorrowful scene of the Todds and Parkers trudging toward the burial ground. When most six-year-olds were learning to read and tell time, Mary was already learning the cruel truths about sorrow and loss and emotional emptiness. After the funeral, she returned to a cheerless home of rotating caregivers. As Robert traveled the state for business, the six motherless children found themselves without a father as well.

Even in the best circumstances, a mother’s death can have an incalculable impact on a child.11 Mary’s despair was compounded by a maelstrom of disruption in the family dynamic and a genetic predisposition to depression and mental illness that would become apparent decades later.12 Losing her mother seemed to freeze her childlike personality, triggering a pathologic need for recognition and attention to fill her emptiness, and an inability to modulate her emotions. Years later, Mary would recall her childhood as “desolate.”13 But it didn’t start that way.



Mary Ann Todd was born December 13, 1818, into a distinguished family and a flourishing community, all but ensuring her a childhood of comfort and status. Family was the center of her young universe, a contingent of aunts, uncles, and cousins. By the time Mary was born, it was hard to go anywhere in Lexington, or even Kentucky, without running into a relative from one side or the other. The Todds had been leaving their mark for generations.14 Her grandfather, Levi Todd, was raised in Pennsylvania and became a prominent military leader in the Revolutionary War, along with his two brothers, John and Robert. The trio fought alongside Kentucky folk hero Daniel Boone in the Battle of Blue Licks, one of the Revolutionary War’s last clashes, during which John was killed.15 After the war, Levi Todd quickly became part of Lexington’s ruling class. He was among the first recorded landowners, eventually accruing thousands of acres that provided the means and wealth for the next generation of Todds.16 Political power was his, too. In 1776, when Kentucky was still part of Virginia, he was named county clerk, a job he held in one form or another for the next thirty years, as new counties were born and Kentucky acquired statehood. He was determined to turn Lexington into an intellectual and financial stronghold.17 The Todds brought national prominence to Transylvania University, recruiting scholars from Boston and New York and endowing the library.

By the time of Mary’s birth, the Todds were a well-established part of America’s rising social elite and Kentucky’s upper class, counting among their relatives military heroes, landowners, bankers, merchants, governors, doctors, ministers, and U.S. senators.18 Mary’s father, Robert Smith Todd, one of Levi’s fifteen children, was born in 1791, a year before Kentucky became the new nation’s fifteenth state.19 Todd was an ambitious man who recognized earlier than most the symbiotic nature of wealth, position, and power. He knew he needed both money and status to achieve influence, something Mary came to understand well. He was a lawyer, bank president, successful wholesale merchant, cotton factory owner, and political power broker.20 His twenty-five years of service as the appointed clerk of the Kentucky House of Representatives earned him connections and standing among the state’s political elite.

Mary’s pedigree was equally impressive on her maternal side. Her great-grandfather, Andrew Porter, was a distinguished general in the Continental army, serving under George Washington.21 One of Andrew’s thirteen children, Elizabeth, would become Mary’s grandmother. Like most of the female role models in Mary’s life, Elizabeth Porter Parker was a fearless, independent frontier woman. On the day after her wedding, she rode horseback with her husband, Robert Parker, from Pennsylvania to Lexington, having been lured south by distant cousin Levi’s good fortune.22 When her husband died prematurely at forty, Elizabeth was left a fortune to raise four sons and two daughters on her own. Their second child was Mary’s mother, Eliza Ann. Eliza died too young for any biography to develop around her, and there are no known images of her. One early Lincoln scholar who traced her history through firsthand accounts described her as “sprightly and attractive, with a placid, sunny disposition.”23 She was just seventeen when she and Robert Todd met. A year later, in November 1812, the couple wed at the Parker estate on West Short Street. The next day, twenty-one-year-old Robert rode off to battle with his brothers in the War of 1812. Within a year, he had returned, and the newlyweds carved out a piece of land on her mother’s property. They built the nine-room brick house where Mary was born and her mother died.24

No sooner had Eliza passed away than the father of six went in search of a solution to his misfortune: a new wife. At six feet tall, with a round, ruddy face and jowls, he wasn’t a particularly good-looking man. But what he could offer a woman was his good name and a solid means of support. In the meantime, Robert’s sister and the enslaved household servants helped the family through this disruptive period. The first of Mary’s mother figures would be her oldest sister, Elizabeth, only eleven at the time. Family lore has it that Mary also became emotionally close to the Todds’ enslaved nanny, Sally—“a jewel of black mammy,” wrote one relative—who essentially raised Mary, caring for her in sickness and teaching her manners.25

Within a few months, Robert met Elizabeth Humphreys of Frankfort, known as Betsy. She was twenty-six years old, nearly a decade younger than Robert, and already well past the expected age for marriage. A portrait of her during the marriage shows her plainly dressed and sporting the same austere bun she would wear for thirty years. With a household full of bereft children, Robert saw in Betsy a much-needed homemaker and surrogate mother. But Betsy also had other assets that made her a desirable match. She came from a politically connected family: Two maternal uncles had served in the U.S. Senate, from Kentucky and Louisiana, and two others were prominent physicians. Robert proposed marriage quickly, far ahead of the accepted one-year mourning period. He was known to be “impetuous” and “high-strung,” personality traits he regrettably passed on to several of his children.26 He wanted to close the deal, but Betsy wasn’t ready. Fearing that a hasty engagement could cast her in a bad light, she procrastinated.

The courtship dragged on at a distance for months, as Robert grew more and more desperate to resolve his disordered home life. “If you knew my situation, you would not hesitate to comply with my wishes” to set a wedding date, he pleaded.27 Of course, Betsy knew all too well his situation—a desperate man looking for a mother for his children, and a family unenthusiastic about replacing Eliza. The Widow Parker—as Mary’s wealthy maternal grandmother was known—resented the relationship. Robert warned Betsy in a letter that those who opposed the marriage were sowing feelings of “ill-will.” He implored her to ignore them.

Finally, sixteen months after their mother’s death, Mary and her siblings saw their family reshaped again. On November 1, 1826, Robert Todd and Betsy Humphreys were wed in the grand Frankfort home of the bride’s mother, Mary Brown Humphreys.28 Betsy inherited six young children to raise. It didn’t go well. Between 1826 and 1841, Betsy gave birth to nine more children, eight of whom survived. The addition of so many children left Mary scrambling to find her place. She never warmed to Betsy, nor Betsy to her. Later accounts by contemporaries describe Betsy as exacting, distant, and always frail because she was constantly bearing children. Practically speaking, any woman taking on anxious, grieving children—while giving birth almost annually—would have been overburdened. Over time, some of the older children came to dislike Betsy, viewing her as overtly partial to her biological children.29 They felt shunted aside in their own home.

Years later, one exacted his revenge. George R. C. Todd, an infant when his mother died, initiated a lawsuit over their father’s estate.30 He bitterly stated in a deposition that he left his father’s home because of “the malignant & continued attempts on the part of his stepmother to poison the mind of his father” toward him and claimed his father was “mortified” that George left the house because of Betsy’s “relentless persecution.”31

Despite the friction with her stepmother, all was not gloomy in Mary’s world. The new Mrs. Todd invited her young niece and namesake, Elizabeth Humphreys, to live with the family so she could attend Lexington’s advanced schools. The cousins stayed in the same room, went to grade school together, and became lifelong friends. At age eight, they were sent to the private school run by John Ward, a strict and highly educated Episcopal minister. Situated in an imposing two-story building downtown, the school served about 120 girls from Lexington’s upper-crust families. Here, they learned the fundamentals of reading, arithmetic, and science, as well as home skills.32 From Cousin Elizabeth’s childhood perch, she saw Mary as a disciplined, naturally smart child who popped right out of bed for Ward’s mandatory early lesson recitations.33

Mary’s carefree summers were consumed by strawberry- and peach-eating parties, barbecues, and elaborate political pageantry in the streets. At a family farm outside the city, she had picnics with her many cousins, picked fruit, and went horseback riding. The winters were filled with frigid sleigh rides and roaring bonfires with apple roasting.34 Mary also found comfort in Betsy’s mother, Mary Brown Humphreys, who was more welcoming to the stepchildren than her daughter. She was described as “the quintessence of all elegance, virtue, and culture”35 who read Voltaire in French. Mary was dazzled by her, and the older woman took a keen interest in her, giving Mary literature in French.36

When they were ten, Mary and Elizabeth spent a week in Frankfort with Grandma Humphreys, who enthusiastically entertained the girls, even bringing them to a society ball. Foreshadowing her affinity for grandeur and pomp, Mary told her friend that she aspired to be “just like Grandmother Humphreys when she grew up.”37 But none of Mary’s goodwill toward Grandma Humphreys transferred to her stepmother, “with whom she did not agree.”38 Mary’s fiery and strong-willed nature led to clashes with Betsy.39 Mary did not intend to stay in that house any longer than she had to.






CHAPTER II Coming of Age: Education and Enlightenment [image: ]



“She stood in no awe of great men.”

—MARY’S NIECE, KATHERINE HELM1



From her home on West Short Street, young Mary would walk three minutes down well-paved streets, lined with mansions, to her favorite shop, Monsieur Mathurin Giron’s exclusive French Confectionery. She and her inseparable buddy, cousin Elizabeth, would take in the aromas of chocolate and baking bread from a block away.2 To the baker’s delight, Mary would order the precious sweets in the proprietor’s native tongue.3 Giron was so taken with the vivacious girl that he often slipped extra warm ginger cakes into her basket.4 On the way home, the girls would pass the shops of cabinetmakers, haberdashers, milliners, and the esteemed silversmith Asa Blanchard, whose mint julep cup–inspired replicas are still sold at auction today.

Mary Todd came of age in one of the most developed settlements of the fledgling democracy. Dubbed the “Athens of the West,” Lexington by the early 1800s had evolved from a dangerous frontier town, besieged by British patriots allied with Native Americans, into a flourishing hub of commerce, academics, and stately brick homes. When businessman Luke Usher built a four-hundred-seat theater in 1808, it was called “the most important theatrical event in the early West.”5 By Mary’s birth in 1818, there were three weekly newspapers, a two-thousand-book library, multiple private schools, five churches, and a plentiful supply of taverns.

Lexington couldn’t sustain its allure, and it soon fell behind swelling cities built near waterways for commerce. But for a magical moment, young Mary was influenced by a connected citizenry committed to growth and education.6 Visitors were charmed by the town’s sophistication. They marveled at the fine, wide roads and emerald farmland. When Pennsylvanian poet Josiah Espy visited Lexington, he declared that its main street had “all the appearance of Market Street in Philadelphia.”7 Another writer, preparing a guide for immigrants in 1816, counted seven tailor shops, twelve blacksmiths, six hatters, sixteen shoemakers, three perfumers, and manufacturers of hemp and bullets, serving a population of five thousand.8 The stores, he noted, were “filled with costly and fanciful merchandise.”

Among the town’s many assets was its most famous and influential resident: Henry Clay, a dominant force in American politics and a frequent visitor to the Todd homestead. Growing up, Mary had ample opportunity to watch Clay in action, to applaud his unparalleled skills as an orator, to absorb his grand ideas on the issues of the day, including the divisive question of slavery. For many Americans, Clay was an icon, a force of nature, whose meteoric career had taken him to the highest levels of the government. For Mary, he was a family friend and an inspiration, right there in her father’s parlor.

Mary’s upbringing afforded her physical comforts and enrichment, if not emotional sustenance. To her lasting benefit, Robert and Betsy Todd were progressive thinkers when it came to educating their daughters, committed to offering them long and varied schooling, uncommon for women at the time. When Robert Todd was growing up, among the books on his own father’s shelves was Mary Wollstonecraft’s 1792 treatise, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.9 Wollstonecraft made the defiant argument that women should not be raised to be docile and domesticated, but educated and developed into intellectual thinkers equal to their husbands. This was not a popular point of view; in nineteenth-century patriarchal society, it was feared that well-learned women might not attract husbands, and if they did manage to marry, they might not be compliant.

But Mary took advantage of her family’s support for prolonged schooling. In 1832, at fourteen, when most adolescent girls from prosperous families were retiring from school, Mary chose to board at a small, select school for girls just a mile from her home. Her decision to live at the school during the week was as much about getting out of her crowded household, and away from her stepmother, as it was about education.10 She had recently said good-bye to her favorite sister, Elizabeth, who fled the house through a more traditional route. At eighteen, in 1832, Elizabeth had married Ninian Edwards, a student at Transylvania, and the son of arguably the most powerful man in Illinois at the time.11 When Ninian completed his studies, the couple left Kentucky, eventually landing at the Edwards homestead in Springfield, Illinois.

So, every Monday, Mary was driven to the rambling home of the school’s headmistress by the family’s coachman, Nelson, and picked up on Friday afternoons.12 Mary loved her time at the school, later saying it was her “early home.”13 There, she found the family structure she craved. Most critical to her development, she found a strong female role model in the headmistress. Victorie Charlotte LeClere Mentelle and her husband, Waldemar Mentelle, were sophisticated Parisians who had left their homeland around the time of the French Revolution. They eventually migrated to cosmopolitan Lexington, where they found their footing, offering lessons in dance and French.14 Charlotte opened Mentelle’s for Young Ladies in 1820, converting space in their home, which was across the road from Henry Clay’s Ashland estate.15 Room and board was $120 a year for “a truly useful” education.16 The curriculum combined rigorous academics and French language immersion with tutoring in the refinements associated with social class, including acting and dance.

Charlotte Mentelle would have a reverberating influence on Mary for decades. The headmistress was nothing like the traditional homemakers in Mary’s circle. She was outspoken and irreverent, and contrary to the Kentucky belles, she conveyed a more authoritative demeanor.17 Well ahead of her time, she was vocal about the injustices women suffered as measured against their important contributions to their communities.18 Although the Mentelles struggled financially, they were embraced by the town’s upper class, who were ever eager to advance Lexington’s reputation as a cultural hub. But if Lexington’s elite were grateful for the Mentelles, the affection wasn’t always returned. Charlotte despised slavery and thought Americans were hypocritical when they spoke of liberty for all.19 She wrote to a friend that Americans have “crude vices and no attractive virtues.”20 There were exceptions, of course, among them Mary Todd Russell Wickliffe, Robert Todd’s first cousin, known as Polly, who gave the Mentelles a home to use for life.21 The couple was also close to Henry and Lucretia Clay; their daughter, Marie, married one of Clay’s sons, Thomas.

Most importantly for Mary, at Mentelle’s she was allowed to become the center of attention, the top pupil, filling a large emotional void in her life. She craved the spotlight from a young age—to be the best, to dress the flashiest, to dominate every room. She also became “the star actress,” frequently taking a leading role in school productions.22 To her classmates, Mary was more advanced than the girls her age. The Todd household featured a robust library of 350 books, including volumes of Shakespeare, Robert Burns, and Lord Byron, along with subscriptions to a variety of newspapers and periodicals.23 Mary was drawn to poetry and would memorize passages of her favorites. “She had a retentive memory and a mind that enabled her to grasp and thoroughly understand the lessons,” said her cousin.24 A classmate remembered Mary as “really the life of the school… always having the highest marks.”25 Mary Todd would end up being one of the few first ladies in American history to have a more formal education than the sitting president. Three decades later, she was able to converse in French with Prince Jerome Napoleon, nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte I, at the White House. She impressed people with her ability to read Victor Hugo’s works in their original language, once asking her husband’s clerk to secure her a copy of a Hugo speech in French rather than the English translation.26

From Charlotte Mentelle, Mary also learned of a world beyond her community, acquired confidence in her intellect, and, often to her detriment, found her voice and expressed her opinions, however controversial. But along with her hunger for knowledge, friends also remember a girl with disconcerting volatility, marked by stark highs and lows, a trait that would worsen as she got older and the stakes grew larger. “She was impulsive and made no attempt to conceal her feelings,” recalled her cousin. “Her face was an index to every passing emotion.”27 Her personality quirks left searing impressions. In an 1898 article for McClure’s Magazine, her younger sister wrote that Mary was adept at “sarcastic, witty remarks, that cut like a Damascus blade; but there was no malice behind them.”28 Mary’s cousin Margaret Stuart, a companion since childhood, remembered Mary as “very highly strung, nervous, impulsive, excitable, having an emotional temperament much like an April day, sunning all over with laughter one moment, the next crying as though her heart would break.”29 Even as a young girl, Margaret said, Mary had a sharp tongue.30 A longtime friend of Lincoln who met Mary in her early twenties described her as “a girl of much vivacity in conversation” but prone to “spells of mental depression… she was always ‘either in the garret or cellar.’ ”31

Chicago doctor William A. Evans devoted years to researching the roots of Mary’s personality, and his 1932 study remains the clearest analysis of the hereditary and environmental factors that played a role in her development. Although his research lacked a contemporary diagnostic context, it had the advantage of firsthand accounts from family and friends.32 Evans concluded that many of Mary’s issues were genetic but also stemmed from her erratic home life. With her father often absent and her stepmother overwhelmed, there was no one to guide her in learning basic emotional skills, such as restraint and patience. At the time, no one saw her volatility as anything more than an expressive, smart girl acting out to get what she needed and wanted.



If growing up in Lexington offered an abundance of advantages to Mary, it also brought her face-to-face with the nation’s most troubling and contentious issue: slavery. Throughout her childhood and up until the Civil War, Mary’s hometown hosted one of the South’s most notorious slave markets. Those same awestruck visitors who fawned over Lexington in the early 1800s were also left shaken by the public displays of cruelty they witnessed. One writer in 1817 described the area, known as Cheapside, as “the scene of a barbarous practice; for it is here that incorrigible or delinquent negroes are flogged unmercifully.”33 Later, as traders blatantly ignored an 1833 Kentucky law banning the importation of enslaved people from other states to sell them, one legislator called Kentucky the South’s “breeding pen.”34

Mary’s father owned a fluctuating number of enslaved people during his lifetime, but most years there were five in the household.35 The Todds romanticized their relationships with their subjugated servants, telling warm stories about their closeness. They saw themselves as benevolent owners. But no matter how well the Todds treated their enslaved household, enslaved people lived in fear that they could be forcibly separated from their spouses and children and sold at any time.

Mary’s evolving views on slavery were shaped by the totality of her experiences: her family’s conflicted views, her education, her emotional attachment to the household enslaved servants, her exposure to the brutality, and Henry Clay’s calibrated assessment of slavery as immoral but difficult to dislodge.36 For Mary, confronting slavery’s cruelty meant confronting her upbringing. One night, when Mary and her cousin Elizabeth were in grade school, they heard a light tapping on the back door. Mary asked Sally, the family’s enslaved nanny, who was knocking. She told the girls that she had put a mark on the fence indicating that runaways “can get vittles right here.”37 Mary came to learn that Sally was part of a secret network of people, safe houses, and marked routes to facilitate escapes to freedom. The risks were enormous for both the enslaved people and their collaborators. Anyone caught aiding a fleeing slave faced prosecution, fines, and penalties under Kentucky and federal law. Warning Sally that she would get in trouble, Mary nonetheless offered to go to the back door and give the man the food. Sally cautioned her to stay out of sight so as not to scare the runaway. Mary kept the secret.38

When she was a teenager, she and her cousin were “horrified” to read about an infamous case of slave abuse in New Orleans. When a fire broke out in the mansion of socialite Delphine LaLaurie in April 1834, rescuers found enslaved people who had been tortured and chained. The girls “talked of nothing else for days,” recalled Mary’s cousin.39 Mary did not have to look as far as Louisiana to see inhumanity. Her grandmother, Elizabeth Parker, lived within sight of one of the South’s cruelest slave-trading operations and jails, owned by William Pullum.40 While visiting, Mary could look down on the jails from the upper-floor windows. In 1832, Robert Todd had moved the family away from his disapproving “former” mother-in-law and the slave prison, settling his growing brood into a fourteen-room grand brick mansion on West Main Street. But this new location put them on the very thoroughfare where enslaved people were marched to auction, “all connected by and supporting a heavy iron chain,” as one editorial writer noted with indignation.41 As a child and even later, Mary naively thought the people enslaved by her family were so happy that they would choose the Todds over emancipation. Her cousin Elizabeth remembered a conversation with Mary about Sally. They wondered: Did she want her freedom? No, they concluded. Elizabeth recalled Mary’s plaintive words: “How could we do without Mammy, and how could she exist without us?”42 In their young eyes, Sally’s life was inextricably bound to their own. Still, Mary drew a clear line between owning enslaved people and selling them. “Selling human beings” was “all wrong,” Mary told her cousin.43

Mary absorbed at home Henry Clay’s support for freeing enslaved people into African resettlement colonies as an alternative to emancipation.44 Young Mary echoed Clay’s views “with vigor.”45 Her father, and later Lincoln, embraced the same solution, believing freed enslaved people and whites could not peacefully coexist in America. Mary’s father eventually turned his back on the antislavery movement. In 1848, while running for the state senate, his opponent accused him of supporting emancipation. “I am a slaveholder,” Robert Todd declared.46 He won the race. Clay, at his death in 1852, finally unburdened by political ramifications, emancipated his enslaved people and provided for their education in his will. Mary’s father made no such provisions.

For Mary’s family, the issue of colonization had become a personal one. Polly’s teenage son and Mary’s cousin, John Russell, impregnated a fifteen-year-old enslaved girl.47 When the young man died suddenly in 1822, his brokenhearted mother purchased her own grandson, Alfred, and his mother, Milly.48 Polly emancipated Alfred and Milly, sending them on a harrowing journey by sea to a Liberian colony established by Clay and the American Colonization Society, an organization Clay had helped found.49

There were other antislavery influences in her life. Grandma Elizabeth Parker decreed that her enslaved people be emancipated upon her death in 1850.50 Stepmother Betsy forbade anyone from using a common derogatory label for Blacks.51 Other members of her stepmother’s family, the Humphreys, openly voiced antislavery views while owning enslaved people. In 1834, Betsy Todd’s maternal uncle, former U.S. senator John Brown, led a commission of church leaders in drafting a treatise pushing for emancipation.52 In strong language for the times, the paper condemned slavery as an evil depriving men of liberty, religion, education, and property, and urged ministers to preach this message in their churches.



Mary’s graduation from Mentelle’s did not end her Lexington education. If anything, she emerged better prepared to learn from the gatherings her father regularly hosted at the grand Todd estate on West Main Street. It was there that Mary’s passion for politics was born and nurtured. While Robert Todd acquired the home to accommodate his expanding family, the move also provided an elegant space for welcoming political and business associates, enhancing his stature. The European-crafted furniture, family oil portraits, and silver adornments telegraphed refinement and old money.53

From an early age, Mary came to understand that politicians were powerful people to be cultivated. She watched as legislators, jurists, and governors stood in the glow of the hearth, smoking cigars and drinking bourbon as they debated the issues of the day. Nelson would serve his famous mint juleps, and Mary would take in the conversations.54 “She had heard politics discussed by eminent men who had patted her on the head,” her niece later noted.55 Henry Clay was Mary’s first political crush, and she idolized him. It was in large part because of Clay that Lexington bustled with celebrations, festive parades, and constant welcoming parties for visiting dignitaries. When Marquis de Lafayette, the revered French general who fought alongside George Washington at the Siege of Yorktown, passed through during his 1825 “Triumphal Tour,”56 Lexington devoted two days to honoring him.

Family lore has it that, as a child, Mary once rode her new white pony up to Clay’s door to show off the pet. Gentleman that he was, Clay promptly invited his young admirer to join his other guest for lunch. Mary proceeded to gush over Clay’s presidential prospects in the next election.57 When she was fourteen, she reluctantly joined revelers from all over the state gathering in Lexington to welcome Clay’s rival, Andrew Jackson, for a campaign stop.58 The streets were packed, and barbecues were cooking all over town, but Mary was dismissive of the excitement. “I wouldn’t think of cheering for General Jackson, for he is not our candidate,” she huffed to a friend, sitting in the comfort of a carriage to watch the parade. She did allow, though, that Jackson was “not as ugly as I heard he was.”59 When Mary was sixteen, Clay was fifty-seven and in the prime of his national influence and prominence. How could she not come under the spell of this larger-than-life figure, with his silvery hair and gracious Southern manner?

Her family saw her as “a violent little Whig.”60 They recall Mary dreamily musing that she would marry a man who would become president, a goal she unabashedly repeated as a young woman. Mary’s proximity to politics and power imbued her with a fearlessness that would be both an asset and a liability as an adult. “She stood in no awe of great men,” wrote her niece. Important men were to her “as much a matter of course as the air she breathed.” Entering her twenties, Mary exuded the confidence and determination needed to tackle a world beyond Lexington. In the fall of 1839, just shy of her twenty-first birthday, Mary left her father’s house for good and moved in with her sister Elizabeth Edwards in Springfield. Mary’s home life in Lexington had become untenable. There were still five children under eleven in the overcrowded, noisy household—and Betsy and Robert Todd were far from done. Two more would be born after Mary moved out.

Years later, Elizabeth would confirm that one of the strong motivators for Mary to leave Kentucky was that “she had a stepmother with whom she did not agree.”61 Elizabeth, then only twenty-five herself, had made it her mission to find husbands for the trio of daughters from her father’s first marriage—Frances, Mary, and Ann. Elizabeth would eventually bring each of them to Springfield, into what one historian dubbed Edwards’s “marital halfway house.”62 Her matchmaking efforts had already yielded one success: In the spring of 1839, Frances Todd married a physician and pharmacist, William Wallace, and moved out of the Edwards house, making room for the next sister.

For Mary Todd, the long coach ride to Springfield in 1839 was not just an escape. It began a journey that would lead from Lexington to the White House.






CHAPTER III Looking for a Husband [image: ]



“Mrs. Lincoln was an ambitious woman—the most ambitious woman I ever saw.”

—MARY’S SISTER, ELIZABETH TODD EDWARDS1



Twenty-five years later, Elizabeth Todd Edwards could still see the silhouetted faces in the glow of the flickering gas lamp, the young couple laughing and flirting on the mahogany-framed divan in her drawing room. The awkward, ill-dressed suitor hung on the younger woman’s every word, charmed with her “wit” and “her quick sagacity.”

It was 1840, and Mary Todd was twenty-one, living with her sister in Springfield and enjoying her freedom. Abraham Lincoln was thirty, a rising star in the Whig Party and Illinois politics, and an orator and raconteur of some skill. Yet on this night, the eloquent politician was speechless. As Mary led the conversation, Lincoln “would listen and gaze at her as if drawn by some Superior power… and scarcely said a word.”2 Edwards came to believe that Lincoln “was unable to hold a lengthy conversation with a lady.”

But Mary was enthralled. From the moment they met, Mary Todd and Abraham Lincoln defied nineteenth-century expectations for quiet, predictable courtships. They embarked instead on a tumultuous relationship extraordinary for the times, punctuated by volatility, a breakup, possibly premarital sex, and an impromptu wedding after eighteen months apart.3 Elizabeth and her husband, Ninian, were stunned when they realized that more than a harmless flirtation was forming between the erudite young woman and the unpolished politician. This was not what Elizabeth had in mind when she invited her sister to Springfield to find a suitable husband.4



Mary had emerged from her rocky childhood a vivacious, educated, and cultured woman, shaped by strong female role models. Whoever she married would benefit from her exuberant personality, stature, and ambition. When she landed in Springfield in the fall of 1839, the muddy prairie village was nothing like Lexington. There were no paved roads, no elegant shops, and livestock freely roamed the town.5 But as primitive as it was, Springfield was undergoing a transformation of its own. The Illinois state capital was relocating there from a dilapidated building in isolated Vandalia, seventy miles south. Securing Springfield as the new seat of government in 1837 had been a contentious battle that the young Lincoln had skillfully led through logrolling and shrewd politics.6

Like Mary, Lincoln had seized the first opportunity to flee his father’s unhappy home,7 where he could only look forward to a cycle of hardship and farm labor.8 In 1832, at twenty-one, soon after moving to New Salem, Illinois, he ran unsuccessfully for the state legislature. Two years later, on his second try, he won. But it was his reelection in 1836 that proved to be auspicious for the twenty-seven-year-old. He had so impressed his colleagues during his first term that they elected him Whig floor leader for his second. Lincoln’s efforts to move the capital to Springfield had put him in the company of prosperous, well-connected men who would open doors for him.9 Legislative colleagues such as Mary’s brother-in-law Ninian and her cousin John Todd Stuart worked closely with Lincoln on the relocation campaign. Later, they would bring Lincoln into Mary’s orbit. The group’s efforts earned its members a nickname—“the long nine,” because all were at least six feet tall. Their victory left Lincoln’s peers in awe of his instincts and agility in fending off a powerful group hostile to the Springfield move.10 Among the vocal opposition was another promising young legislator—twenty-three-year-old Stephen Douglas, a Democrat from Vermont who was destined to play a recurring role as Lincoln’s rival in work and romance.

Lincoln was in the midst of a personal metamorphosis as well. In 1836, he shifted his home from New Salem to Springfield, and the following year, he opened a law practice with Stuart.11 The young men had met during the 1832 Black Hawk War, when Stuart commanded Lincoln’s unit.12 They reconnected in the legislature, and during the session, the two shared a bed in a Vandalia rooming house.13 Although they were just two years apart in age, Mary’s cousin had taken Lincoln under his wing, encouraging him to study the law, supplying books and a place to work at Stuart’s home and office in Springfield.14 Soon, the affable Lincoln was part of the fabric of the town, developing a cadre of male friends. They would routinely gather at the general store to swap stories and political gossip.

By December 1839, the new capital was established, and Springfield was brimming with aspiring young men and ambitious women looking to marry them. They called themselves “the coterie” and spent their time at dances, lectures, snow-sledding, and in the parlors of the town’s elite. In time, Springfield would turn out U.S. senators, governors, military commanders, and a president. In a sea of sparkling young people, Mary stood out as the brightest light. She reveled in being at the center of this small universe. It was one of the last periods in her life when her anxiety stayed at bay, for she had not a care in the world. Helen Edwards, Elizabeth Edwards’s sister-in-law, raved that Mary’s “brilliant conversation, often embellished with apt quotations,” made her “much sought after.”15 She was, her niece Katherine Helm wrote, an “incorrigible flirt.”16

Mary was not a classic beauty—handsome was a word often used instead. At five feet two inches tall, with a full figure, she didn’t stand out in a crowd. The few daguerreotypes that exist of her show a round-faced woman with a wide forehead. Cousin Elizabeth Humphreys described her “clear blue eyes, long lashes, light brown hair with a glint of bronze.”17 Mary candidly described herself as a “ruddy pine knot” with an “exuberance of flesh.”18 Still, her gift was not her appearance—although she dressed exquisitely—but her ebullient personality. Springfield lawyer James Conkling wrote to his fiancée that Mary was “the very creature of excitement… and never enjoys herself more than when in society and surrounded by a company of merry friends.”19 Mary had the ease of a natural politician, with an enviable edge over other women of her age: She knew how to command a room.

The Edwardses’ elegant home on Springfield’s Aristocracy Hill, with its fine, custom-made furniture,20 was a hub of social and political activity. Men would congregate around Mary in the forty-foot-long parlor as she confidently discussed politics and art, entertained them with humor, and dropped perfectly spoken French phrases.21 These determined fellows sought her favor, men yearning to make their mark, some with their eyes set on Washington and on the women who could help them get there. Among them were the charismatic Stephen Douglas, the dashing Irish-born state auditor James Shields, and the awkward Lincoln. She left lasting impressions. Lincoln’s future law partner, William Herndon—who came to despise Mary—confessed to being mesmerized by her as a young woman. “Her trenchant wit, affability, and candor pleased the young men not less than her culture and varied accomplishments impressed the older ones,” Herndon wrote in one of his few compliments toward her.22

Although Mary was brought up immersed in the traditional social customs expected from a refined lady, she was never the perfect belle. Like her future husband, she was known to be a wicked mimic. “Mary could make a bishop forget his prayers,” joked Ninian Edwards after watching Mary imitate some of her suitors.23 She could be unsparing in her banter with male admirers, deploying cutting remarks with unnerving precision. She could be mischievous and funny, and conveyed a “contempt for limitations.”24



Mary Todd and Abraham Lincoln officially met a few days after her twenty-first birthday. The occasion was a cotillion holiday dance to mark the opening of the legislature, on December 16, 1839, at the American House hotel. Lincoln was one of the hosts.25 The two eyed each other throughout the evening. In Mary’s wry retelling of the encounter, Lincoln approached her and said, “Miss Todd, I want to dance with you in the worst way.” Her punch line: “And he did.”

Lincoln came calling at the Edwards home soon after. And kept calling. The two would sit on an Empire-style, horsehair-covered sofa.26 She had heard her family talk about his idiosyncrasies and his sometimes off-color stories and was intrigued. He flirted by calling her “Molly,” a childhood nickname. She teasingly called him “Mr. Lincoln.” But it was Douglas whom her family believed Mary would marry.27 Short in stature but politically on the rise, Douglas was already referred to as the “Little Giant.” He possessed a polished manner that eluded Lincoln, and a future as bright as any politician in the state. Mary’s family felt certain she had noticed and welcomed the Democrat’s overtures. A close family friend, Stephen Logan, jokingly told her that he feared she was gravitating toward her “Yankee” suitor, referring to Douglas’s Vermont roots. “Never,” shot back Mary, who saw herself as a loyal Whig, committed to the party’s principles. She told Logan, “The ‘Yankee,’ as you call Mr. Douglas, differs from me too widely in politics. We would quarrel about Henry Clay.” As for her other admirer, Jimmie Shields, he “has too lately kissed the Blarney Stone for me to believe he means half of his compliments,” she said. That seemed to leave Lincoln.

Logan was astonished. “The rough diamond is much too rugged for your little white hands to attempt to polish,” he told her.

Mary responded, “The important thing is the diamond itself, clear and flawless under its film.”28

For sure, Mary’s relatives were bewildered that she had set her sights on Lincoln, a man they considered uncouth as well as lacking in pedigree or wealth.29 The two were such opposites that no one could fathom why there was any attraction at all. Even their physical proportions were at odds. She was a foot shorter. (Throughout their marriage, Lincoln loved to joke about their starkly different heights, saying, “And that’s the long and short of it.”) She was from Kentucky political royalty, at ease with opulence and privilege; he was also born in Kentucky, but in a backwoods cabin to a poor, illiterate farming family. Her father had ensured she was well-educated, academically and culturally; his father had resented Lincoln’s efforts to educate himself because it took away from farmwork. She cared deeply about how she looked and presented herself in the finest dress; he routinely wore ill-fitting, frayed garments.30 Twenty-two years into their marriage, Mary would acknowledge their “opposite nature” in a letter to a friend.31 Yet, they were magnetically drawn to each other.

Their shared experiences and parallel shortcomings were not readily apparent to others. Both had lost their mothers at a young age, creating powerful feelings of abandonment, and each had been eager to leave home. Mary needed to be cared for, and Lincoln was happy to protect her. His emotional limitations manifested in long bouts of silent melancholy. Her instability revealed mood swings and volatile, demanding behavior. A relative of Mary’s said Lincoln was drawn to Mary’s intellect and love of reading, her “naturally fine mind and cultivated tastes.”32 But those who knew the couple said it was Mary who drove the relationship forward.

Their most powerful bond was their political like-mindedness and aspirations. A colleague described Lincoln as “inordinately ambitious,” and Mary felt “she was destined to be the wife of some future President,” her sister Elizabeth recounted. As political soulmates, the couple shared an adulation for Henry Clay. While some little girls dream about marrying their fathers, Mary had dreamed of marrying Clay. In Lincoln, she found a Clay substitute: a politician who had modeled his career after Clay’s, from heralding an up-by-the-bootstraps narrative to an emphasis on oratorical skills. Lincoln cast his first-ever presidential vote for Clay in the 1832 election, read all his speeches, and owned a copy of the earliest biography of Clay.33 Like Clay, Lincoln believed that the nation’s success depended on a strong, united Union. He often quoted the man thirty years his senior in speeches, and years later, in his famous debates with Stephen Douglas, Lincoln mentioned Clay forty-one times. “Henry Clay, my beau ideal of a statesman—the man for whom I fought all my humble life,” he declared at an August 1858 debate.34

Clay and the Whig Party were approaching the peak of their power and influence when Mary and Lincoln met. Given Lincoln’s ambitions, he couldn’t help but see the prominent Todd family, with its political reach and connections to his idol, as part of Mary’s appeal. Lincoln would also have access to the politically powerful Edwards family of Illinois that her sister, Elizabeth, had married into. Beyond that, Mary was a smart strategist in her own right, with strong opinions that she freely expressed. She spoke like a woman immersed in the political world, not one just feigning interest to impress suitors. Not long after they met, Mary and Lincoln each became absorbed in the exciting 1840 presidential campaign that pitted the Whig candidate, General William Henry Harrison, against the Democratic incumbent, Martin Van Buren. Mary was well aware that her passion for politics was pushing the boundaries of cultured women of her era. “This fall I became quite a politician, rather an unladylike profession, yet at such a crisis, whose heart could remain untouched?” the twenty-one-year-old Mary wrote to Mercy Levering.35 Her interest in Harrison came at a fortuitous time: His campaign was the first presidential effort to actively recruit and energize women to widen its support.36 Women weren’t eligible to vote, but the Whigs believed they could influence their husbands or fiancés. While visiting her uncle in Missouri in the summer of 1840, Mary accompanied him to many Whig events in the three-day lead-up to the state convention in Rocheport.37 In Springfield, she was among the young women waving white handkerchiefs in parades and attending Whig rallies at the Sangamon Journal, which doubled as Harrison’s local headquarters.38

While party politics then offered no place for women, Mary’s early acumen did not go unnoticed. A childhood friend, Margaret Preston, recalled receiving a detailed letter from Mary, which playfully described Lincoln’s awkwardness and added, “But I mean to make him president of the United States all the same.” Margaret’s father saved the letter with the notation “the most remarkable letter ever written by one girl to another.”39 Neither Lincoln nor Douglas seemed the least bit intimidated by her intense interest in politics. When she was in Missouri during that summer of 1840, her suitors sent her political literature—from Lincoln, a campaign paper about the Whig nominee Harrison; from Douglas, a copy of The Old Hickory, a Democratic journal.40



Mary intuitively saw Lincoln as a man with a political future. By the time Mary met him, he was in his third term in the state legislature and had been reelected Whig floor leader. He was also in his third year of practicing law with her cousin John Stuart, signifying to Mary that Lincoln was a respectable choice for a beau.41 At some point in the fall of 1840, the couple came to an agreement to marry.

By most objective measures, Lincoln should have been considered satisfactory marriage material, even a catch. But Elizabeth and Ninian Edwards could not see any long-term potential in the ungainly young man. The family knew Lincoln was “indifferent to social position,”42 and for Ninian in particular, one’s social standing loomed large.43 As it became apparent that Mary’s friendship with Lincoln had advanced to courtship, the Edwardses made known their disapproval to Mary. Although they considered Lincoln honorable and able, they had no confidence that he would become successful. Ninian described his future brother-in-law as a “mighty rough man.”44 But the Edwardses failed to appreciate that Lincoln was cultivating his “common man” background as early as 1832 and using the narrative as an integral part of an electoral strategy.45 After all, it was his idol, Clay, who had famously used the term self-made man to describe those whose success came through their industriousness.46 Years later, as Lincoln was campaigning for the Republican presidential nomination, he would use that idea to frame his humble upbringing. He specifically instructed one friend not to embellish the narrative. “I wish it to be modest, and not to go beyond the materials,” he told the friend, noting he was raised to do “farmwork” and that his parents were from “undistinguished families.”47 When the family moved to rural Indiana, “There was absolutely nothing to excite ambition for education,” Lincoln wrote.

Regardless of his shrewd and effective electoral strategy, Lincoln was deeply imbued with self-doubt and did not believe he measured up socially. Unfortunately, this was a view shared by the Edwardses. They liked Lincoln well enough as an entertaining guest in their home, but they did not think him worthy of joining their distinguished family. Their son Albert confirmed years later that his parents came to believe Lincoln couldn’t support Mary “as they thought she ought to be maintained.”48 Elizabeth saw Lincoln as “a cold man… with no affection.”49 She couldn’t fathom that he would give Mary the attention she needed. Elizabeth was further confounded that Lincoln didn’t care for socializing, while Mary wanted to have fun. She loved “the glitter… show & pomp & powers,” Elizabeth said.50 As Lincoln’s earlier love interest, Mary Owens, noted, he was “deficient in those little links which make up the chain of woman’s happiness.”51 Albert, who became close to the Lincolns after they married, said that his mother treated Lincoln “rather coldly,” and the invitations to visit stopped. “My mother did what she could to break up the match,” he recounted.52

Mary Todd was not to be dissuaded. The Edwardses had misjudged her attachment to status and money at this moment in her life. She sought a man with promise, but also spoke dreamily of love, making clear to friends and relatives that she would only go where her heart took her. She “would rather marry a good man—a man of mind—with a hope and bright prospects ahead for position—fame & power than to marry all the houses and gold… in the world,” she told her sister.53 When the grandson of Patrick Henry showed an interest in her while she was in Missouri, Mary was flattered but not smitten. “What an honor!… The most perfect original I had ever met,” she wrote to her friend. “Yet Merce, I love him not, & my hand will never be given, where my heart is not.”54

Lincoln was different from the other accomplished men she knew. The couple had a natural familiarity between them, and their conversations gave Mary comfort. He was kind and indulging. She felt affection had been stolen from her as a girl, and she was determined not to allow that to happen again. She wanted to love and be loved. For his part, friends believed he was looking for someone to take care of. Lincoln’s “attitude toward his wife had something of the paternal in it, almost as though she were a child, under his protection,” later observed Helen Nicolay, the daughter of Lincoln’s close aide.55 But all was not perfect in the romance. While their differences troubled Elizabeth more than they did Mary, they were still a sore point. Sometimes, the frustrated young woman would attempt to make Lincoln jealous by spending time with his rival, Douglas. “Reproaches and tears and misunderstandings… If the lovers made up, it was only to fall out again” is how early Lincoln biographer Ida Tarbell described it from firsthand accounts.56

With family pressure mounting against him, and petty conflicts with Mary occurring, Lincoln fell into doubt about marrying her.57 Late on New Year’s Day 1841, he called on her at the Edwards home to end the relationship. The precise reasons for the breakup remain an enduring mystery. Even after years of marriage, the couple kept silent about what had unfolded in her sister’s living room that winter day. Ninian Edwards said years later that Mary released Lincoln from the engagement while “leaving Lincoln the privilege of renewing it… if he wished.”58 Prominent biographers and historians were left to piece together contradictory and fragmented clues, with none presenting an irrefutable case. The breakup became one of the most analyzed incidents in Lincoln’s young life.

Early chroniclers of Lincoln repeated flimsy theories put forth by men who knew Mary later and did not like her. They formed a false narrative: that Lincoln had decided he could not go through with the marriage because he did not love her or found her personality objectionable. But that narrative did not account for Lincoln’s fundamental beliefs. Ending the relationship abruptly was at odds with Lincoln’s style and beliefs. In 1837, he had promised a female friend that he would marry her sister if she brought her sister to Illinois from Kentucky. Even though he eventually found the woman physically repulsive, he was prepared to go forward until she broke it off.59

Although a prolific letter writer, it seems Lincoln wrote little about Mary during that time, or ever. The few secondhand accounts seem to show that there was no single reason for the breakup. His unspecified doubts about Mary, combined with his feelings of inferiority and her prominent family’s opposition to the union, were clearly a crushing weight on him.60 Lincoln’s closest friend, Joshua Speed, said later that Lincoln was “unhappy” with the engagement in the winter of 1840, “not being entirely satisfied that his heart was going with his hand.”61

Some historians have speculated that Lincoln’s behavior might be explained by his infatuation with eighteen-year-old Matilda Edwards, Ninian’s cousin, and Mary’s friend.62 But the accounts are a jumble of secondhand hearsay and gossip, almost all of it posited by men in interviews with William Herndon, who fabricated reasons why Lincoln couldn’t have loved Mary.63 In the fall of 1840, the beautiful Matilda was also living at the Edwards home and had become the new popular belle in town. Elizabeth Edwards asked Matilda directly if Lincoln had ever expressed any feelings for her, and the girl said he had barely spoken to her.64 It defies credulity that Lincoln suddenly “fell in love” with a teenager who was friends with Mary, sleeping in the same bed with Mary, and who knew nothing of Lincoln’s affections. Moreover, at the time, Speed was smitten with Matilda, and Lincoln would not have betrayed his friend.65 Albert Edwards later dismissed Lincoln’s interactions with Matilda as merely a flirtation, noting that “nothing came of it beyond story-telling and fun-making.”66

Elizabeth and Ninian Edwards sat down with Herndon multiple times in the twenty years following Lincoln’s death to discuss the courtship and breakup, among other topics. Immediately after Lincoln was assassinated, the Edwardses would only concede that they had advised the couple after the breakup never to marry because they were so different “that they could not live happy as husband & wife.”67 Whatever transpired on that “fatal first” of January, as Lincoln later called the day, it consumed the couple and the Springfield community for nearly two years.68 They were well-known in their small universe and watched closely as they tried to move on. But more than the breakup, it was Lincoln’s traumatic reaction in the aftermath that sent them—and the town—reeling.






CHAPTER IV The Most Miserable Man Living [image: ]



“To remain as I am is impossible; I must die or be better.”

ABRAHAM LINCOLN, JANUARY 1841, AFTER BREAKING HIS ENGAGEMENT TO MARY TODD1



Mary Todd and Abraham Lincoln awoke on the second day of 1841 to find their private lives on public display. But it wasn’t the jilted young woman who garnered the attention and sympathy. All eyes were on the man who had rejected her. The breakup did not go well for him. Whatever his misgivings about marrying Mary, Lincoln failed to unburden himself by ending the engagement. Within days, he spiraled into a debilitating depression, alarming his friends that he might harm himself. As a leading Whig politician in the state, his condition was closely followed. He barely ate or slept, refused to interact with anyone except his most trusted friends, and was absent from the legislature for days. So disturbed was his mental state that many assumed it was Lincoln who had been cast aside by Mary.2

Ninian Edwards pulled no punches in his assessment years later: He said Lincoln, weighed down by “his Conflicts of duty—honor & his love,” went “Crazy as a Loon.”3 Elizabeth Edwards called the breakdown “the year of the crazy spell.”4 The news spread fast. Martinette Hardin (McKee), a friend of Mary’s, wrote to her brother from Florida, expressing concern. “We have been very much distressed, on Mr. Lincoln’s account; hearing he had two Cat fits, and a Duck fit since we left. Is it true?”5 Lyman Trumbull, then in the legislature with Lincoln, wrote to his son that Lincoln was engaged in “love affairs” that friends feared “unsettled his mental faculties.”6

Given Lincoln’s and Mary’s intertwined lives, and the sheer number of friends, family, and strangers who knew of Lincoln’s condition, Mary would have been well aware of his crisis. “Poor L! How the mighty have fallen,” James Conkling declared to his fiancée, Mercy Levering, Mary’s close friend. Lincoln was “reduced and emaciated in appearance” and barely speaking above a whisper, Conkling said.7 Mary covered up her sadness and remained as social as ever—or at least that was what she wanted the gossips of Springfield to believe. Mary and Matilda, Conkling wrote, “seemed to form the grand centre of attraction. Swarms of strangers… hovered around them.”8 Another Springfield friend reported to her sister that “we hear that Miss Todd has a great many Beaus” and was “flourishing.” But Lincoln, the young woman said, “is in a bad way.”9

That Lincoln had descended into a dangerous depression is well-documented through firsthand accounts. What triggered his collapse, however, is a matter of debate. Was it a love he could not handle, a guilt he could not push past, or a series of confusing events descending on a vulnerable young man with little in the way of emotional support?10 Whatever the reasons, Mary could not help him. So she waited, hoping he would return to her.11 Speed, who knew Lincoln best, recalled that Lincoln was so distraught “his friends were alarmed for his life.”12 They were apparently worried enough to scour Lincoln’s room at the boardinghouse, removing knives and razors.13 Lincoln confided to Speed that he “would be more than willing to die but I have an irrepressible desire to live till I can be assured that the world is a little better for my having lived in it.”14 Lincoln’s friend Orville Browning, who was staying at the same rooming house, recalled that Lincoln was delirious and talking incoherently. “His conscience troubled him dreadfully for the supposed injustice he had done, and the supposed violation of his word which he had committed,” Browning related.15

With his history of depression, the breakup was likely just one of several factors contributing to his condition.16 A psychological portrait of Lincoln by historian and psychoanalyst Charles Strozier posited that Lincoln’s depression had been building for months due to his “fragile” sense of self.17 He was still forging his identity and was easily thrown off by negative judgments. He was coming off of a stressful work year, trying cases on the circuit and traveling the state to promote the Whig cause and himself. In December 1840, he and a few legislative colleagues had jumped out of a window at a church where the legislature was temporarily convening, an impulsive stunt intended to prevent a quorum from being counted. Lincoln was ridiculed for the antics.18

The same month, Lincoln learned he was losing his most important emotional anchor, Joshua Speed, a kind young man Lincoln had met on his first day in Springfield in 1837. Lincoln had wandered into Speed’s general store, looking to buy bedding on credit. Instead, Speed offered him a place to stay, and for three years, they shared a room and a bed above Speed’s establishment, not an unusual arrangement in the frontier era. Now, Speed’s father had died, and Speed decided to sell the store so he could move home to Louisville and run the family plantation. The prospect of losing Speed’s calming presence compounded Lincoln’s self-doubts. The men had an unusually close relationship, as seen in their correspondence. They “found solace in discussing their forebodings about sexuality.”19 Both feared intimacy with women, and both were overcome by depressive episodes. With Speed’s departure, Lincoln also had to give up the home he was sharing with his friend.

It was one of the lowest points in his life. Most Lincoln scholars maintain he was the likely author of an anonymous poem contemplating suicide. “The Suicide’s Soliloquy” was published in 1838 by the Sangamon Journal.20


Yes! I’ve resolved the deed to do,

And this the place to do it:

This heart I’ll rush a dagger through,

Though I in hell should rue it!



Depression was little understood at the time. Doctors were quick to pronounce despondent or high-strung women like Mary insane, while they often saw depression in men as an inflammation in the abdomen that brought on sadness. They called this affliction hypochondriasis, or hypo, a popular catch-all diagnosis marked by symptoms related to digestion.21 In short, the medical professionals of that era had no idea what they were dealing with.

As Lincoln’s misery deepened, he sent an anguished cry to a nationally recognized physician in St. Louis, Daniel Drake. But Drake refused to treat him without an examination.22 This may have been the period when Lincoln started taking a medication known as blue mass or the blue pill.23 Commonly prescribed for depression in the nineteenth century, the medication contained dangerously high levels of mercury, a potential threat to Lincoln’s already fragile nervous system.24 Soon came another threat to his emotional state. His friend and physician, Anson Henry, upon whom Lincoln had become reliant for medical and psychological support, also was talking about leaving Springfield. They were spending hours a day together, and Henry was also spending time with Mary. The physician had long supplemented his medical income with political appointments, and his most recent was about to end.25 Frantic to keep Henry in town, Lincoln wrote to his law partner, John Stuart, pleading for help in securing an appointment for Henry as head of the local post office. Lincoln was strikingly candid about his motives. “I have, within the last few days, been making a most discreditable exhibition of myself in the way of hypochondriaism and thereby got an impression that Dr. Henry is necessary to my existence,” he wrote.26

The next day, January 21, Lincoln made it back to the legislature after missing five days and roll call votes, but he had not come through his melancholy.27 Two days later, he put his pain on paper, writing again to Stuart and calling himself “the most miserable man living.”28 He described his agony to Mary’s cousin in despondent language: “To remain as I am is impossible; I must die or be better, it appears to me.”

Before long, Lincoln ended his law partnership with Stuart, breaking another major tie to Mary and her family.



By late February 1841, nearly two months after the breakup, Lincoln appeared to be emerging from his black hole. In the spring, Stephen Logan—one of the best and most respected lawyers in the state—invited Lincoln to become his partner. Nine years Lincoln’s senior, with a distinguished career already under his belt, Logan was one of Lincoln’s most important legal mentors. Lincoln soon resumed traveling the legal circuit.29 Then, in early fall, Lincoln took a three-week restorative trip to visit Speed and his family at their Kentucky plantation.30

But just as Lincoln was feeling better, Mary was showing her own signs of despondency. She described her “sad spirit” to her friend Mercy: “The last two or three months have been of interminable length…. I was much left to the solitude of my own thoughts and some lingering regrets over the past, which time can alone overshadow with its healing balm.” Although she was following Lincoln closely, they were not interacting at all. She wistfully noted to Mercy that “he deems me unworthy of notice…. I have not met him in the gay world for months.”31

If Lincoln was avoiding contact with Mary, he still could not keep her out of his thoughts. A year after their breakup, he found himself acting as a marriage counselor to Speed, who had become engaged to Fanny Henning, a local beauty in Kentucky. Speed was consumed with anxiety about his impending marriage, a replay of Lincoln’s angst a year earlier.32 In a series of soul-searching letters, Lincoln tenderly tried to soothe Speed and coach him toward the altar. Speed’s letters were not preserved, but Lincoln’s replies reveal how much he was still haunted by his ill-fated relationship with Mary. He was digging through the rubble of his decision to turn away from Mary, reexamining it through the prism of Speed’s misgivings. Time had given him enough distance to reflect on his decision and urge Speed not to follow the same path. Ruefully referring to his ruptured relationship with Mary, Lincoln added, “You know the hell I have suffered on that point.”33

With trepidation, Speed set February 15 as his wedding date, promising Lincoln a full account. As the day came and went, Lincoln waited anxiously for confirmation that his friend had not backed out. When Speed’s announcement finally arrived, nine days later, Lincoln read the letter with a rush of emotions: elation for his friend, relief his advice had led to a happy ending, and sadness for his own continuing status as a single man. The next morning, after an agitated night, Lincoln revealed his feelings in a note to Speed, writing that their “forebodings” about marriage “are the worst sort of nonsense.”34 It was natural for Speed to fret, Lincoln said. “When your nerves once get steady now, the whole trouble will be over forever,” he wrote. Lincoln told his friend, “My old Father used to have a saying that ‘If you make a bad bargain, hug it the tighter.’ ” Lincoln’s choice of words suggested regret. Should he, too, have “hugged” his commitment rather than run from it? Had he prematurely decided that marrying Mary would turn out to be a “bad bargain” and now felt differently? While expressing his profound happiness for Speed, Lincoln confessed to feeling left behind. “You will be so exclusively concerned for one another, that I shall be forgotten entirely,” he wrote in a second letter.35 “If we have no friends, we have no pleasure.”

Unlike a year earlier, though, Lincoln’s distress about his personal life wasn’t preventing him from engaging fully in his political life. In late February 1842, he delivered one of the most notable speeches of his early career, an address to the Springfield Temperance Society. The anti-alcohol crusade, which drew strength from the tenacious zealotry of its proponents, had become a flash point in American politics. Lincoln wasn’t a soldier in the movement, but he saw an opportunity to make a point. He had come before the Temperance Society, he told the crowd, to advocate for civility and tolerance.36

His private thoughts, however, were nowhere near harmonious. Try as he might to leave Mary and the breakup behind, both remained very much on his mind. Writing to Speed in late March, he said that Speed’s happiness in marriage “gave me more pleasure than the total sum of all I have enjoyed since the fatal first of January 1841.” The date of the breakup had become a milestone in Lincoln’s life, a marker for sadness that he could not push past. “Since [the breakup] it seems to me I should have been entirely happy, but for the never-absent idea that there is one still unhappy, that still kills my soul,” he wrote Speed. “I cannot but reproach myself for even wishing to be happy while she is otherwise.”37

Sometime that spring, Lincoln decided not to seek a fifth term in the legislature. He needed a change. He was stuck, politically and personally.



As summer arrived in Springfield, their circle of close friends believed it was time to reunite Mary and Abraham. After eighteen months apart, neither had been drawn to another romance. Invitations to social events went out to each, with the hosts neglecting to mention that the other might be there. The catalysts were Eliza Francis, the nurturing and social wife of the editor of the Sangamon Journal, who counted both Mary and Lincoln as friends, as well as Sarah and John Hardin.38 Lincoln’s friend Anson Henry, who had long served as a go-between for the couple, also helped promote a rapprochement.39

Initially, Lincoln regarded the prospect of reconciliation with caution. “I must regain my confidence in my own ability to keep my resolves when they are made,” he wrote to Speed in July.40 But as he felt more comfortable, a political caper reminded Lincoln and Mary of their shared interests. Using pseudonyms, each published letters in the Sangamon Journal ridiculing the Democratic state auditor, James Shields, who had once shown interest in Mary. The infamous “Rebecca Letters” were so intertwined that there can be little doubt the pair colluded. Shields was an unpopular figure at that moment because he had pushed through a controversial policy whereby the state had stopped accepting its own paper money for payment of taxes and other debts, insisting on silver or gold. This infuriated citizens who held the devalued currency.

Mary and Lincoln took delight in mocking the swashbuckling Irishman: He was vain, pompous, and a tad too aggressive with the ladies.41 The Sangamon Journal was the official Whig newspaper, and editor Simeon Francis and Lincoln had come up with the gambit to attack Shields, one of their leading opponents. Four letters from “Aunt Rebecca,” supposedly a widowed farmer’s wife, appeared in the newspaper between August 10, 1842, and September 16, 1842. Lincoln was the author of the second scathing screed, published in late August.42 The letter included an invented conversation of Shields talking with a group of women at a party. “Dear girls, it is distressing,” Shields was parodied as saying, “but I cannot marry you all…. Do remember, it is not my fault that I am so handsome and so interesting.”43 Overnight, Shields became a laughingstock in the small town.

The ruse appealed to Mary’s mischievous instincts.44 Her eighteen-year-old friend Julia Jayne45 was one of the women who had received unwanted attention from Shields, so they were all too eager to needle the auditor.46 With Lincoln away from Springfield for work, the young women continued the escapade, writing two more anonymous letters.47 Shields, seething, demanded that Francis reveal the author. Lincoln chivalrously allowed Francis to report he wrote all the letters.48 Shields demanded Lincoln retract them.49 Lincoln refused, leading Shields to challenge him to a duel. Lincoln abhorred the idea—dueling had been outlawed in Illinois—but felt that he had to accept to save face.50 On the morning of September 22, 1842, Shields and Lincoln arrived by boat with their entourages on the Missouri side of the Illinois border. To the relief of both, men of clearer minds negotiated a truce through a flurry of letters, averting a potential tragedy.51

For Lincoln, the entire episode was a profound embarrassment. The letters had created more of a stir than Lincoln had anticipated, and Mary’s contributions made it worse. He refused to discuss it for the rest of his life. Mary said he “was always so ashamed” of the near duel.52 But the story demonstrated a powerful fact about their relationship: He was aware that Mary was a spirited, impetuous woman who would do what she wanted when she wanted. He was left to resolve the problem that she had helped create, a role he would play throughout their marriage.

Not long after the aborted duel, Lincoln and Mary were separately invited to a social event for young people.53 As everyone paired off to go riding, Lincoln gallantly offered to escort Mary so she wouldn’t be left out. Around the same time, they also attended the wedding of Hardin’s sister, Martinette.54 Following these encounters, the couple began quietly seeing each other again.55 Knowing that Mary and Lincoln were intent on keeping their renewed courtship secret, Eliza and Simeon Francis offered their home as a rendezvous spot.56 For Mary, the trek to the Francis house from her sister’s place was nine long blocks, along streets where she might bump into people she knew. The couple had no interest in making their reconciliation public after the spectacle of the broken engagement. Mary, embarrassed when Lincoln left, could not deal with the attention that another rejection would bring. More than that, Mary did not want Elizabeth and Ninian to get wind of it. As Elizabeth explained years later, “Woman & man were uncertain & slippery and [thought] that it was best to keep the secret Courtship from all eyes & ears.”57



By October, Lincoln was inching closer to a commitment but still fretting about marriage. He anxiously wrote Speed, pleading with his friend to confirm that he remained happy with his decision. “Are you now, in feeling as well as judgment, glad you are married as you are?” Lincoln inquired. “Please answer it quickly, as I feel impatient to know.”58 Speed, saying he had no regrets, urged Lincoln “not to hesitate or longer doubt that happiness would be the result of his marriage” to Mary.59 Speed came to believe that his happiness had inspired Lincoln. “If I had not been married and happy… he would not have married,” Speed later surmised.60

Lincoln made up his mind, but this time he decided there would be no drawn-out engagement. One of Mary’s sisters stressed Lincoln’s decisiveness. She quoted him as telling Mary, “I now suggest and insist upon our marriage at once. Now we must go, very quietly without fuss and feathers.”61 She was twenty-three, and he was thirty-three. The swiftness of the decision, a random comment to a friend that “I shall have to marry that girl,”62 and Robert Lincoln’s birth exactly nine months later, led to speculation later that the two had already consummated their relationship.63

On the morning of November 4, 1842, Lincoln knocked on the door of Episcopal minister Charles Dresser and declared, “I want to get hitched tonight.”64 Dresser agreed to perform the ceremony at his home on Eighth and Jackson. The news came as a shock to the Edwardses, who still had no idea the couple had reconciled. Lincoln ran into Ninian on the street, and when he informed him that the couple planned to marry that evening, Mary’s brother-in-law was appalled that they were not having a proper wedding. “No,” Edwards told the pending groom. “Mary is my ward, and she must be married at my house.”65 Elizabeth reinforced her husband’s view to Mary: “Don’t forget you are a Todd. I will not permit you to be married out of my house.”66 Reverend Dresser would still perform the ceremony, just not at his home.

Elizabeth sprang into action, summoning friends and family to help create a last-minute celebration. “How we hustled!” said Mary’s sister, Frances Wallace, who made the wedding cake.67 Meanwhile, Lincoln went to Chatterton’s jewelry store and picked out a simple gold wedding band. He had the ring inscribed “A.L. to Mary, Nov. 4, 1842. Love is Eternal.”

Mary primped with her sisters while, just a few blocks away, the mistress of Lincoln’s rooming house helped the nervous groom with his tie.68 The freshly baked cakes and hams the women cooked were still steaming on the sideboard as the bride and groom finally married that rainy evening in a small ceremony in front of the Edwards fireplace. Celebrating with them were about thirty select guests—close family and friends who had been an intimate part of their long, anguished courtship. Mary managed to quickly recruit two bridesmaids, her girlfriends Julia Jayne and Anna Caesaria Rodney.69 Mary’s sister remembered it as a joyful evening, despite the rushed arrangements, as the guests danced in the large parlor till midnight.70

In later years, when Lincoln’s friends turned on Mary, everyone had an opinion on why they had married. There was no shortage of males claiming that Lincoln did not marry for love but felt boxed into a union he had already decided was unsuitable. Their evidence? Lincoln had broken off the engagement, only to revive it more than a year later because, as friends suggested, he felt obligated. But this account doesn’t stand up well to scrutiny. Like so many stories about Mary, it made sense only in retrospect, after her mental health issues surfaced. Still, it’s the view that became embedded in history. Lincoln’s longtime friend Orville Browning speculated that “good faith” compelled Lincoln to change his mind.71 Herndon was obsessed with the notion that Lincoln did not love Mary but felt “honor bound.”72 Years later, Dale Carnegie offered an ill-informed opinion in his 1937 Reader’s Digest article, claiming Lincoln proposed to Mary “with an aching heart.”73

But these men who claimed to know the secrets of the marriage knew little. Their retrospective sentiments failed to consider the complexities of relationships, mutual interests, shared passions, and partnerships. Mary Lincoln’s friend Elizabeth Blair Lee told her husband that she knew Mary had Lincoln’s deepest love, because this was a matter “upon which one woman cannot deceive another.”74 Lincoln had given the decision enormous thought. No one had forced him to marry Mary, her sister Frances scoffed fifty years later. “He had become quite a promising young man. He could have married any other girl.”75 In fact, in 1842, she was considered the real catch—and few understood what she saw in him.

They had chosen each other. Mary Todd and Abraham Lincoln had come to terms with their needs and feelings for each other and found solace in commencing a partnership rooted in family and mutual interests. Their secret second courtship allowed them to develop an entirely new, deeper relationship, far from the unnatural pull and pressure of societal expectations. They had become friends, committed to a common goal. She was now ready to pursue her life’s ambition: She intended to help make Abraham Lincoln president.






CHAPTER V Becoming Mrs. Lincoln [image: ]



“Mary Todd knew when she married Mr. Lincoln that it would not be a bed of roses to live in a small, crude hotel. However, [she] had visions of greatness that were finally realized.”

—EUGENIA JONES HUNT, A SPRINGFIELD WRITER WHO KNEW THE LINCOLN FAMILY1



Undeterred by a cold, driving November rain, Mrs. Abraham Lincoln was ready to leave the cozy comfort of her sister’s mansion on Aristocracy Hill and embrace the unknown. Mary was finally married to the man she had waited for, pined for, and fought for. This cultured descendant of war heroes and prosperity had a good idea of what she was getting by marrying the gangly lawyer with little money and no pedigree. A month shy of her twenty-fourth birthday, her life as she knew it was about to be upended.

So it was that the young bride set out into the wet, muddy night for the short journey to the Globe Tavern, a respectable boardinghouse that she and her husband would call home for the next year. The Globe’s simple lodgings were a comedown for a woman who had been indulged with enslaved people in a Lexington mansion and pampered with cotillions in Springfield. No doubt Lincoln was as clear with Mary Todd as he had been with Mary Owens a few years earlier when the latter contemplated whether to marry him: There would be no fancy clothes, no servants, no shiny new carriages. In short, Mary Todd, too, “would have to be poor.”2

It was as abrupt a change in lifestyle as any newlywed could fathom. Mary’s world was now largely centered in an eight-by-fourteen-foot second-floor room at the front of the house, with a shared bath and communal meals.3 The couple paid four dollars a week for room and board. All too quickly, she would learn she was pregnant, which limited her participation in the gay social life she so loved. Her niece described the inn at 315 East Adams Street as “primitive and devoid of anything like luxury…. Such surroundings could not fail to be anything but distasteful to Mary, reared as she had been.”4 But there was a family tradition for Todd newlyweds to stay at the inn. Mary’s cousin and Lincoln’s former law partner, John Todd Stuart, had taken his bride there a few years earlier,5 and the Lincolns moved into the same room that Mary’s sister Frances Wallace and her husband had occupied for three years.6

Mary rose to the occasion, perfecting her sewing, pinching pennies, and learning how to bargain with merchants. Lincoln had always looked at money as a necessity rather than a goal in itself. He wanted enough to pay household expenses but showed no interest in wealth-building schemes.7 William Jayne, a Springfield friend, commented that “no man was less elated by prosperity, or [less] depressed by adversity.”8 Mary was different. Fashionable clothes, education, and elegant housing had always been as available to her as the air she breathed. Yet she was so happy to be married, to have something of her own, that she adjusted to her circumstances. “She never murmured; nor did she utter a single complaint,” her niece Katherine Helm said.9

As for Lincoln, an aide later observed that his marriage “ended all those mental perplexities and periods of despondency from which he had suffered more or less during his several love affairs.”10 In an upbeat letter to Joshua Speed right after the wedding, Lincoln joked about their “poverty” at the Globe, bantering, “Are you possessing houses and lands, and oxen and asses, and men-servants and maid-servants, and begetting sons and daughters?”11 They were so cash-strapped, Lincoln’s longtime White House secretary later wrote, that he and Mary couldn’t take a trip back to visit Kentucky.12 But neither seemed to care. Writing to a friend a week after the wedding, Lincoln joked, “Nothing new here, except my marrying, which to me, is a matter of profound wonder.”13

Lincoln’s law practice—and their desperate need for income, both to pay bills and put aside enough to buy a home—allowed little time for basking in their marital glow. The wedding announcement hadn’t been published when the state’s courts opened for the fall session, one of the twice-yearly periods when lawyers and judges traveled the state to hear cases.14 Slogging on frontier paths to various county seats was the only way lawyers could make a decent living. On the Monday following his wedding, Lincoln and his new law partner, Stephen Logan, traveled some sixty miles round trip for the one-day term of the Christian County Court in rural Taylorville.15 The arduous journey on horseback required a night away from Mary, if not two. He returned to Springfield for a full schedule of cases in the local courts, and by November 14, he was off again for the two-day session of the Menard County Court in Petersburg, another sixty-mile round trip on horseback that kept him away from home.16 This would be the story of Mary’s life for the next seventeen years.

In Lincoln’s early years as a lawyer, he had practiced largely in Springfield and nearby counties. But with a new wife and big ambitions, he couldn’t support a household or enhance his reputation with just a parochial practice. Most lawyers hated the circuit travels and relayed dreadful tales of primitive, impassable trails, mud sinkholes, and fallen horses. So difficult was the passage, the Eighth Judicial Circuit became known as the “mud circuit.”17 As many as five lawyers would bunk together, crowded into bleak quarters, eating greasy food, and drinking “pretty tough coffee,” as Lincoln friend Leonard Swett put it.18 The rural town folk loved the excitement and would join in the action when lawyers arrived, even if they didn’t need legal services. Initially, Lincoln preferred to be home with his pregnant wife. One lawyer, who saw the newlywed in Bloomington in April 1843, found Lincoln “desperately homesick.”19 But as life at home became more settled, he was able to focus on his career. Encouraged by Mary, he decided to run for Congress in Illinois’s seventh district in 1843. But at the Whig state convention, sensing his chances were slim, he withdrew. Looking ahead, Lincoln cleverly proposed a nonbinding resolution that said whoever was elected from their district would agree to serve only one term, to make room for others to run.20 The resolution was adopted. Mary could see their future coming together.

Lincoln’s day-to-day schedule shows he tirelessly worked, traveled, and pursued politics during their first year of marriage. Meanwhile, Mary was stuck at the boardinghouse, not exactly a restful place. The offices of the stagecoach lines were headquartered at the Globe, creating quite a ruckus when carriages arrived. A clerk would ring a loud bell on top of the house, and “the stable men would run out from the rear to take charge of the horses,” one resident recalled.21 The Globe itself also had a raucous side. During the legislative session, lawmakers regularly threw all-male dinners and parties in the inn’s public rooms. The ambiance suited Lincoln, who thrived on the fellowship, but often left Mary on the sidelines. William Beck, the innkeeper’s son, relayed that Lincoln’s habit was to come down at bedtime to get a pitcher of water and then make his way to the steps of the front porch. He’d start telling stories until he was surrounded by a robust audience, laughing and hanging on his every word. “When it began to grow late,” Beck recounted, “Mrs. Lincoln would begin to cough as a signal to him to cease talking and go to bed. He sometimes kept her coughing until midnight or after.”22

Lincoln was popular with the ladies at the inn, often lugging fresh firewood to their stoves and socializing with them at meals.23 Some passed-down stories suggest that Mary wasn’t popular with the Globe residents. Springfield-born journalist Octavia Roberts interviewed an elderly woman who remembered the Lincolns and claimed that some of the ladies at the inn would gather in each other’s rooms and avoid inviting Mary.24 No reason was given, but Mary could be aloof and abrupt. She was also very pregnant by the spring.

In the early stages of her pregnancy, Mary was out and about. She had many friends, and her three sisters—Elizabeth, Frances, and Ann—lived nearby, ensuring companionship. Courtroom spectacles were a big form of entertainment at the time. In early 1843, Mary was among the spectators who packed the federal court for the sensational proceedings against Joseph Smith, the charismatic and controversial leader of the Latter-day Saints movement.25 Mary’s brother-in-law Benjamin Edwards was representing Smith. The room was so crowded that Mary was seated on the judge’s platform. Smith was fighting extradition to Missouri over an ill-founded charge that he had killed that state’s governor. The judge denied the request, and Smith was freed.

Among the many clients Lincoln took on that year was Mary’s father, Robert Smith Todd. The Kentucky businessman showed his trust in his son-in-law by hiring him to challenge the diminished value of banknotes that Todd was using to pay for a parcel of land he owned in Illinois.26 Lincoln lost the case, but Todd paid off the mortgage anyway to gift the property to his daughters from his first marriage, including Mary.27 Two weeks before Mary was due to deliver their first child, Lincoln journeyed to Hillsboro, about fifty miles away, to give a speech for a Whig candidate for Congress. Upon his return, he remained in Springfield as the end of Mary’s pregnancy drew near. Finally, on August 1, 1843, a nervous Lincoln was hovering nearby as Mary went into labor in their tiny Globe room. The doctor popped out periodically to update the anxious father. Mary fondly reminisced to a friend years later that “my darling husband was bending over me with such love and tenderness” after the baby boy was born.28

Soon, Lincoln had to return to work, leaving Mary alone to care for the infant, whom they had named Robert after Mary’s father. The few firsthand accounts describe a terrified young mother. She didn’t have a nurse to help her care for the baby, as many affluent women did, and often relied on the women at the Globe to get her through those early weeks. Innkeeper Sarah Beck would help Mary put Robert to bed. One evening, when Robert was three weeks old, Beck was startled by the baby “screaming at the top of his voice,” recalled her son.29 She found Lincoln “walking up and down and round and round the room with the baby in his arms.” Mary was crying, believing her newborn was in imminent danger.

“Do you think he’ll die, Mother Beck?” Lincoln asked, quite seriously. Mrs. Beck explained the child was simply experiencing a bout of colic. Lincoln implored, “Does it do him any good to pack him around this way?” Beck advised the new father that carrying his son wasn’t necessary. “Well, Mary,” Lincoln told his wife, “if it doesn’t do him any good, I’m damned if I don’t put him down!”

Another resident, Harriet Bledsoe, “washed and dressed the baby, and made the mother comfortable and the room tidy,” wrote her daughter, Sophie Bledsoe Herrick, decades later. Herrick, only six, helped out as an “amateur nurse,” carrying Robert around the hotel.30 In a twist of fate, the family patriarch was Albert Taylor Bledsoe, an Episcopal minister and lawyer who had been Robert E. Lee’s roommate at West Point. Twenty years later, Bledsoe would join the Confederate army, fighting against Lincoln.

After nearly a year at the Globe, the Lincolns rented a small three-room cottage in town. Around this time, they welcomed Mary’s father, who visited Springfield to meet his son-in-law and namesake for the first time.31 Before leaving, Todd enhanced Mary and Lincoln’s finances. He gave Mary a $25 gold piece32 and began sending her $120 a year ($5,000 today) until his death in 1849.33 By January 1844, with Lincoln’s hard-earned income and other savings, they had enough on hand to buy something of their own. They identified a place they knew well, as they had almost wed there: the home of Rev. Charles Dresser, the Episcopal minister who had married the couple. Dresser had built the five-room home on Eighth and Jackson a few years earlier and was now ready to sell it for $1,500. Lincoln agreed to pay Dresser $1,200 in cash and make up the balance by transferring to Dresser a parcel of downtown land valued at $300.34

The couple also took a small step closer to their political goals. Campaigning aggressively for Henry Clay in the 1844 presidential race, Lincoln proved himself to be an impressive orator.35 Mary’s father continued to show confidence in his new son-in-law, saying as much to his other son-in-law Ninian Edwards, who had doubted Lincoln’s potential: “Mr. Lincoln, I discover, is using his influence & talents for the Whig Cause.” Todd, certain that his close friend Clay would win the presidency this time, saw a way to help his newest son-in-law. “I can use influence here if Mr. Clay is elected (of which there can be no doubt) to procure some appointment for him,” he wrote. Knowing the young couple was strapped for money, Todd said an appointment “will keep him out of Congress until his situation, in a monied point of view, will enable him to take a stand in Congress.”36 Todd also expedited his plan to transfer about eighty acres of land to them, to further ease their financial burden. He conveyed the property to Mary in March 1844.37



By April, Lincoln was traveling the circuit again, and Mary was preparing for the move to Eighth and Jackson. She withdrew the stout sum of forty-six dollars from Lincoln’s cash account at the local store to begin furnishing the house.38 There is no glamorizing Mary Lincoln’s life as a young wife and mother. While she was excited to commence “keeping house,” those years were a hardship for a woman living in a frontier town, managing on limited resources, and whose husband had to be away half the year to earn a decent living.39 Moving the Illinois seat of government to Springfield helped inch the new state capital into a promising economy. But Springfield was no Lexington—growth was painfully slow, and living conditions were still crude. There were no paved roads, no streetlamps, and few brick sidewalks,40 and pork packing was still a big business, so hogs roamed the streets freely, smearing mud and competing with pedestrians.41 Journalist William Cullen Bryant passed through, writing that the town had “an appearance of dirt and discomfort.”42 The editor of the Rockford Forum was horrified by the unwelcoming ambiance. “Springfield presents neither a pleasant nor cheerful appearance,” he wrote after an 1853 visit.43

Nonetheless, Mary strove to make it work, and the light brown story-and-a-half Greek Revival house, small and simple, would become the foundation on which the couple’s big dreams were built. For Mary, the house represented her childhood hope of marrying well and starting a family. For Lincoln, home ownership symbolized his journey from poverty in rural Kentucky to social acceptance and the prospect of prosperity. From this corner-lot home, raised high on a brick base, they would see their finances improve, raise their sons, and nurture their political goals. In the parlor, deals would be made and strategies plotted. It was where Lincoln would transform himself from a Whig hopeful into a towering Republican political figure and where Mary would work tenaciously to make that happen. The house at Eighth and Jackson would become an emotional road map for a critical seventeen years of their lives—a time of ambition and disappointment, unexpected joys and profound losses, contentment and loneliness. The memories Mary would create there were powerful, and they would sustain her for a long time, until she had to bear them alone.






CHAPTER VI Eighth and Jackson [image: ]



“They understood each other thoroughly, and Mr. Lincoln looked beyond the impulsive words and manner, and knew that his wife was devoted to him and to his interest.”

—MARY’S SISTER EMILY TODD HELM, WRITING IN 18981



With her husband traveling to distant courthouses twice a year, the arduous chores normally reserved for the man of the household often fell to Mary. When Lincoln was home, he happily went shopping, carried in water, milked the cow, and built up a healthy supply of firewood. But in the spring and fall, when he was gone, it was the young mother who trudged over the wooden planks covering the muddy streets to buy groceries and the yards of fabric she needed to make the family’s clothes. As winter approached, she found neighborhood helpers to lug in the day’s wood for the fireplace so she could warm their modest house and start her daily cooking.

Riding the entire 420-mile Eighth Judicial Circuit through fourteen counties dovetailed with Lincoln’s political ambitions—aspirations that Mary shared. But, unfortunately for Mary, Lincoln had come to love the nomadic life—not just the camaraderie, but the opportunity to meet people in different towns as well as the legal work itself.2 A lawyer who had joined the legal travelers a few years later called Lincoln the “life and light of the court.”3 While his lengthy absences were difficult for Mary, she knew that his travel was imperative for his—for their—advancement. Since the circuit overlapped much of the Seventh Congressional District, it allowed him to continue to lay the groundwork for his next bid for Congress.

To those who interacted with the couple, Mary appeared almost messianic in her belief that Lincoln was destined for greatness. As her niece later said, Mary “believed in him with every fiber of her being.”4 Nonetheless, his travel meant that, day in and day out, it was Mary who managed the household on their tight budget. For their first two years at Eighth and Jackson, she was caring for little Bobby and was soon pregnant with their second child. They joyfully welcomed Edward Baker Lincoln on March 10, 1846,5 but his arrival also increased her stress level and the frequency of her migraine headaches, a malady that would plague her throughout her life. Neighbors traded stories of her rash temper, volatility, and difficult personality. What was described as temper might be diagnosed today as acute anxiety. Lincoln always urged Mary to hire help, appreciating her workload. “You do not intend to do without a girl, because the one you had left you,” he admonished her in one letter. “Get another as soon as you can.”6 But in those early years, Mary hated spending money on help. So, Lincoln found his own solution: He arranged for his young cousin Harriet Hanks to serve as Mary’s helper, even making the two-day carriage ride in the fall of 1844 to escort her from her parents’ home in Charleston, Illinois.7 He and Harriet had worked out a tidy arrangement: In exchange for Harriet’s assistance with childcare and housekeeping, the Lincolns would pay her tuition at a private school in Springfield. But the relationship didn’t turn out as well as Lincoln had hoped. Harriet felt that Mary looked down on her, and the two women ultimately clashed, leading to Harriet’s departure after eighteen months.8

Immigrants were pouring into Springfield at the time, and Mary looked to hire cheap labor, what she later called the “wild Irish.”9 Her sister told the story of one young woman who threatened to quit unless Mary raised her pay to $1.50 per week. Mary told her to leave. Lincoln intercepted the helper at the back door and pleaded with her. “Tell Mrs. Lincoln you have concluded to stay at $1.25 and I’ll pay the odd 25 cents to you.” Mary caught wind of the plan and was furious. She snapped at them, “What are you doing?” She ordered the girl to leave and said to her husband, “As for you, Mr. L., I’d be ashamed of myself.”10 Lincoln nonetheless continued to slip extra money to various helpers so that they would remain in service and paid on time.11 Stories abound about Mary not being able to retain help because of her volatility and demands, which was partially true. But the pool of possible servants was also limited in Springfield in 1840 despite the influx of immigrants. One of her sisters-in-law, Helen Edwards, said it was “almost impossible” to find household workers.12

For all the hostility that Mary later endured for her excessive spending, in those early years she was criticized for being cheap. Mothers noticed that she patched little Bobby’s pants rather than buy new outfits for Sunday school, which caused some children to shun the little boy.13 Harriet Hanks complained that, during her time as a helper, Mary set the table “very sparingly” with food.14 Ruth Stanton, an African American woman who worked for the family briefly, later characterized the Lincolns as poor, saying that Mary was “very plain in her ways.”15 Stanton said Mary “used to go to church wearing a cheap calico dress and a sun bonnet.” Lincoln’s cousin, less charitably, called Mary “stingy.”16

Mary compensated for her lack of money by deploying the fine taste she had acquired growing up in Lexington. Her efforts resulted in a house that was neat and simply decorated, a cozy environment. Even when their finances later improved, she opted for comfort over showiness, which also reflected the modest impression that the Lincolns were trying to project politically—sturdy furniture, filled bookshelves, a solid oak bed, flowers adorning the tables.17 Friends and relatives remembered the family living in an unostentatious manner.18 Mary loved to cook and bake; during one week in 1849, she purchased thirteen pounds of sugar.19 For ideas, she bought periodicals that focused on domestic life and handicrafts, such as the immensely popular magazine Godey’s Lady’s Book. Knowing of Mary’s interest, Lincoln stopped at the local general store on Christmas Eve in 1846 to buy the latest editions of two best-selling books, Miss Leslie’s Complete Cookery and Miss Leslie’s Lady’s House-Book.20 Unlike many male-dominated households of that era, Mary did not need her husband’s approval to make purchases. “You know what you want,” he once told her. “Go and get it.”21

Warm correspondence between the Lincolns in the 1840s showed them to be in sync intellectually, politically, and personally. The couple loved the written word—literature, poetry, newspapers—and often read aloud to one another.22 Lincoln joked that he did not need to read a book after Mary had summarized it for him. “They seemed congenial in all things,” Mary’s sister Emily maintained.23 Mary gave her husband the security and structure he never had, as well as the freedom to travel and grow. In return, he gave Mary stability and the love she felt was missing after her mother died. They were equally committed to their growing family, sharing the same child-rearing philosophy. Perhaps compensating for their unhappy childhoods, the Lincolns were known to be indulgent parents who spent much time playing with their children. When Robert was five, Mary read to him the romantic poems and fiction of Sir Walter Scott. She was greatly amused when she heard the boy and his friends acting out Scott’s prose. She exhorted the children, “Gramercy, brave knights. Pray, be more merciful than you are brawny.”24

Brilliant but intense personalities, the Lincolns also shared difficult character traits. Mary was excitable and prone to panic attacks. Her husband’s mood was unpredictable. He could be distracted and brooding, rendering him absent emotionally even when he was home, or he could be fully engaged. He learned how to defuse her tantrums; she was adept at pulling him out of his funks. In public settings, Mary showed great deference to her husband, usually referring to him as “Mr. Lincoln.” At home, though, she pushed him to create a more polished version of himself. He ignored his appearance, rarely making any effort to keep up with changes in fashion.25 By contrast, Mary appreciated the value of a rising politician looking well-groomed. To her delight, Lincoln agreed to have two fine suits made during their first few years of marriage.26 Men wore embellished shirts in those days, so Mary tediously sewed “finely tucked shirt bosoms for her husband,” a friend recalled. It was laborious and time-consuming, but it ensured that Lincoln kept pace with the trend.27 Mary took great pride when Lincoln wore his broadcloth coat and “a glossy tall silk hat.”28

Improving his manners proved to be a more challenging project. Raised in her father’s formal household, Mary bristled at the sight of her husband answering the door in his stocking feet or sprawling on the floor, reading with his feet propped up. Once, Lincoln welcomed two female callers looking for Mary by breezily assuring the ladies that he would “trot women folk out.” Mary blew up over his lack of decorum.29 At meals, she would start a “merry war” over his habit of eating butter with his knife straight from the butter dish.30 Mary would become annoyed, Harriet Hanks recalled, whenever he arrived at the dinner table without his jacket. Hanks derisively accused Mary of loving “to put on Style,” dismissing Mary’s embrace of etiquette as haughtiness.31 Members of Mary’s family suggested she tone it down. One relative told her, “If I had a husband with a mind such as yours, I would not care what he did.” Mary conceded the point, saying, “It is foolish; a very small thing to complain of.”32

Sniffing that he must be henpecked, Lincoln’s male associates and female detractors tended to blame Mary for his willingness to watch the boys and jump into household chores, even donning an apron in the kitchen. “Lincoln was devoted to her and shielded her with tireless fidelity that was even pathetic,” wrote one political acquaintance, as if that were a bad thing.33 But there is little indication that Mary badgered Lincoln any more than any overworked mother would or that he was resistant to pitching in. His home was his haven, a place where he could relax and enjoy his children.

The Lincolns held accounts at several stores in Springfield, and ledgers show he shopped as often as Mary, bringing back food, yards of fabric, mittens, a clothesline, and fireplace screens.34 One neighbor remembered Lincoln regularly loping home with an unwrapped loaf of bread under his arm and “the meat for dinner impaled on a stick, dogs yapping at his heels.”35 If Mary needed firewood for the kitchen, neighbors sometimes would hear a shout of “Fire, Fire, Fire!” and Lincoln would oblige.36 When one woman spotted the father wheeling a baby carriage up and down the street, an uncommon sight in the nineteenth century, she suggested to him that it was his wife’s job and that he should be at his office. Lincoln replied simply that he had promised to take the boy out for air.37



Mary immersed herself in her husband’s political beliefs and aspirations.38 While she was knowledgeable and engrossed in politics, she did not take a public role, conforming to what was expected of wives at the time. She was not a women’s rights activist, never staking out a position on the nascent female suffrage movement. She said little publicly about slavery or any other controversial issues. She advocated for her husband, not for causes. His views were her views. Yet perhaps evidence of her own quiet ambition could be found on her shelves: books such as Memoirs of Celebrated Female Sovereigns.39 As Lincoln was crisscrossing the state—practicing law, giving campaign speeches, building relationships with political leaders, meeting with newspaper editors—Mary was doing her part to further his advancement from Springfield. Having grown up in a political household where she had watched her father regularly play the host, she understood the value of political gatherings and used them to her husband’s advantage. She could not yet afford to offer the sumptuous spreads that would later grace the Lincolns’ table, so she held strawberry and ice cream parties, a popular Springfield festivity. If she was being strategic with her guest lists, there was one man who never crossed her threshold: William “Billy” Herndon, her husband’s young law partner.

The 1840s marked the beginning of Mary’s strange, poisonous odyssey with Herndon, probably the most injurious relationship of her life. Lincoln’s interest in Herndon had taken hold during the eighteen months between his breakup with Mary and their reconciliation. The two men had gotten to know each other when Herndon, after quitting college, had taken a job at Joshua Speed’s store. Speed and Lincoln were living in the rooms above the store, and Herndon soon joined them. Lincoln already had an amicable relationship with Herndon’s father, Archer, a pro-slavery Democrat who had been part of Lincoln’s “Long Nine” legislative coalition that had worked to move the state capital to Springfield. Lincoln saw promise in the younger Herndon, and, in 1841, offered him an apprenticeship in the law practice Lincoln shared with Stephen Logan. Three years later, Lincoln shocked his wife and the Illinois bar by forming a new firm and asking the novice lawyer to be his equal partner, splitting fees fifty-fifty.40 But the relationship was far from equal. He was just “Billy” to his boss, whom Herndon called “Mr. Lincoln.” They were not social friends, and Herndon was not invited to his wedding.

The partnership proposal had stunned even Herndon, who said he “was painfully aware of my want of ability and experience.”41 He was nearly ten years younger than Lincoln, had never tried a case, and hadn’t passed his bar exam yet.42 Mary didn’t think much of Herndon and urged her husband to find someone with more prominence and experience.43 Lincoln’s reputation had been greatly enhanced through his partnership with Logan, and any number of well-regarded lawyers would have jumped at the chance to join Lincoln in practice. Confounding skeptics further, the men were a study of opposites. Herndon was as impulsive as Lincoln was cautious, as tactless as Lincoln was diplomatic, as loud as Lincoln was quiet, and as politically radical as Lincoln was moderate. But Lincoln was resolute. He felt that the younger man was smart and informed and could manage the office while Lincoln traveled. He also believed he could count on Herndon’s loyalty.44

Mary and Herndon were only twenty-four years old at the time, born two weeks apart. They took an instant dislike to each other—two ambitious souls competing for Lincoln’s attention. The acrimony between law partner and wife has been a curiosity among contemporary Lincoln scholars because of its outsize negative impact on Mary’s legacy and the hateful perceptions that Herndon promoted about the Lincolns’ marriage. Herndon speculated the bad blood might have started with an inadvertent insult to Mary on the dance floor a few years earlier, when Mary was single. Thinking he was complimenting her, he awkwardly told his baffled dance partner that she “seemed to glide through the waltz with the ease of a serpent.”45

Whether Mary remembered such a fleeting encounter is unknown. But Mary’s instincts told her early on Herndon was beneath Lincoln and could be a political liability. Herndon was edging toward the abolitionist movement, and that was a politically dangerous place to stand before the Civil War—and not where Lincoln was aligned in the 1840s and 1850s. Herndon was also crass, blustering, self-aggrandizing, socially inept, indiscreet, and had a drinking problem, all traits that repulsed the well-bred Mary. Lincoln had to bail him out of jail once after Herndon and some friends went on a bender and vandalized a storefront.46 In Mary’s view, Herndon was not to be trusted. “She felt that Herndon was detrimental to [Lincoln]… The type of this man was abhorrent to Mary,” wrote her niece later. True to her personality, Mary was unable to “conceal her distaste for him, nor her horror for his very unfortunate habits.”47 The passing years never softened their mutual hostility. Three decades later, their antagonistic relationship would still be going strong, with him calling her “a she wolf” and she referring to him as “a dirty dog.”48

Herndon wasn’t alone in his early dislike of Mary. David Davis, an influential Illinois lawyer and political figure who would become instrumental in Lincoln’s career, wrote to his wife in 1847 that “I do not fancy his wife and the family of Todds.”49 But Davis, born into a wealthy Maryland family, knew that if he hoped to ride along on Lincoln’s career trajectory, Mary came with the package.



At the core of Herndon’s assault on Mary was his later claim that Lincoln had endured a “domestic hell” in Springfield because of Mary’s explosive temper.50 It was true that, going back to her childhood, she was irascible, volcanic, and at times difficult to get along with. She would get into disputes with vendors and helpers that others needed to rectify. Once, after she accused the town’s only ice supplier of cheating her, he refused to come back.51 Contrite, she dispatched a neighborhood boy to help her make it right. She seemed unable to cope with the smallest disruption at home. As one neighbor put it, Mary was a “nervous, hysterical woman who was incessantly alarming the neighborhood with her outcries.”52 If Bobby wandered off to a nearby home, she would screech that he was lost, unsettling the entire neighborhood, and would send for Lincoln to come home from work. Lincoln at times seemed amused by his wife’s bouts of hysteria, writing to a friend, “By the time I reached the house, his mother had found him… and, by now, very likely he is run away again.”53

Yet, for all of Mary’s histrionics, it’s hard to make a convincing case that Lincoln regarded his marriage as a living hell. The best source for such a devastating conclusion would have been Lincoln himself, but it seems he never wrote a harsh word about his wife, not even in his often frank and intimate letters to his friend Joshua Speed.54 Decades later, a handful of men would claim Lincoln had confided to them that he thought his wife was unstable, but it was after Lincoln’s death, and some of them had fallen out with him.55 He once told a lawyer who had witnessed a tantrum, “Why, if you knew how much good that little eruption did, what a relief it was to her… if you knew her as well as I do, you would be glad she had an opportunity to… vent to her feelings.”56

Mary’s eruptions must be viewed in the context of an otherwise committed partnership. “Mr. Lincoln looked beyond the impulsive words and manner and knew that his wife was devoted to him and to his interest,” her sister Emily wrote.57 A neighbor agreed. “Mr. Lincoln seemed to accept his wife’s eccentricities and nervous displays with philosophic calm,” wrote Elizabeth Lushbaugh Capps, whose family lived across the street.58 Indeed, Lincoln knew who he had married. This man, who was a master at managing powerful, ego-driven men, certainly could manage his wife’s emotions. She was high-strung and fearful, particularly when she was alone during Lincoln’s travels. She once asked a male neighbor to spend the night when Lincoln was away because a live-in servant was inviting strange men in at all hours.59 By most accounts, Lincoln was considerate of her upheavals. Mary was terrified of thunderstorms, for example.60 Lincoln would leave his office during a storm and remain home with her until it passed.61 He was “kind and affectionate to his wife,” said his niece Harriet Hanks, no fan of Mary.62 Elizabeth Keckly, Mary’s seamstress, wrote that Lincoln excused his wife’s faults “as he would excuse the impulsive acts of a child.”63 Neighbor James Gourley, a shoemaker, said that despite Mary’s “peculiarities,” the couple got along well, although they “had their ups and downs.”64 When “Mrs. L got the devil in her, Lincoln… would pick up one of his Children & walk off,” Gourley said. Mary’s sister Emily described a similar pattern: “She had a high temper and perhaps did not always have it under complete control, but what did it matter?”65 If Mary went into a tailspin, Lincoln would seek to soothe her anxiety quickly, sometimes by embracing her and sometimes by getting out of her way.

Still, many male chroniclers of history would refuse to accept that Lincoln was unruffled by his spouse’s mercurial temperament. Imposing their opinions on how Lincoln must have felt, they blamed Mary’s failings for any unrest in the marriage. But responsibility cannot and should not be left solely at Mary’s door. Abraham Lincoln was a challenging partner who at times contributed to his wife’s angst and stress. Mary told an interviewer that her husband “was not a demonstrative man; when he felt most deeply, he expressed the least.”66 Lincoln would have been a handful for any spouse. As thoughtful as he was known to be, he could also be self-absorbed or caught up in one of his dark moods, not surprising for a man struggling with bouts of depression. As a friend of Lincoln’s observed, Mary “rallied him on his solemn visage and want of spirit.”67 A lawyer who traveled the circuit with Lincoln observed that “so great & peculiar a man as Lincoln could not make any woman happy,” for “he was too much allied to his intellect to get down to the plane of the domestic relations.”68 Mary’s sister Elizabeth described his habits as odd and irregular. “He loved nothing and ate mechanically,” she said later.69

Emily recalled an evening when Lincoln and Robert were playing checkers and someone asked Lincoln a question. When he failed to respond, Mary prodded him to snap him out of his reverie: “Mr. Lincoln… we are not quite ready for sleep just yet.”70 His former law partner and Mary’s cousin described Lincoln’s “dormancy—this vegetable constitution… his want of passion.” John Todd Stuart concluded that it was Mary who propelled Lincoln forward.71

Biographer Gamaliel Bradford, who penned a book on political wives one hundred years ago when little was written about them, asserted that Lincoln’s rough edges and moodiness “would have worn on a far more tranquil temper” than Mary’s.72 Still, negative stories about Mary’s behavior from this period, no matter how flimsy, gained undeserved weight in the minds of some historians. There was a 1950 New York Times letter to the editor from a woman with an unverified claim that she once met neighbors of the Lincolns who told her of Mary’s flare-ups;73 a playmate of Robert’s, interviewed in her seventies, claimed to remember vividly that Lincoln once had to borrow a shirt from her father because Mary had a “spell”;74 a young girl wrote of an incident relayed by her grandmother’s cousin that Mary may have thrown a cup of coffee in Lincoln’s face at the Globe Tavern, which at least one historian wrote as fact.75

One of the harshest recollections was the oft-told story about Mary purportedly flying into a rage and hitting her husband because he brought home the wrong cut of meat. The cited source was a family friend and neighbor, Jesse Dubois, who purportedly gave the account to Jesse Weik, Herndon’s book collaborator.76 However, Dubois had died in 1876, when Weik was nineteen years old and still in college; he couldn’t have interviewed Dubois. The stories were repeated and exaggerated and became the basis for history. “Gossips dealt harshly and unjustly with Mrs. Lincoln in the Springfield years,” wrote journalist Walter Stevens in 1916. Even a century ago, Stevens could see that “the makers of Lincoln literature have followed this lead of misjudgment and misrepresentation, even to the present.”77 Some historians turned to the worst secondhand tales about Mary, passed down through generations or offered as recollections years later, as the public’s fascination with the Lincolns grew. Even stories that might have reflected poorly on Lincoln were used to make Mary the villain. Lincoln rarely went to church and would watch the kids while Mary went. Some Sundays, he took them for a ride, pulling a wagon through the streets, often while reading a book. Once, he became so distracted that he didn’t notice that one of the boys had toppled out of the wagon just as Mary was coming out of the church. Understandably startled, she scolded her husband.78 The couple enjoyed retelling the story as a humorous anecdote about Lincoln, but some of her critics lambasted her for lashing out at her husband in public.79



At the time Lincoln and David Davis were riding the circuit together, Davis acknowledged to his wife that “Lincoln speaks very affectionately of his wife & children.”80 But years later, Davis and other lawyers suggested that Lincoln’s “strange disinclination to go home” was to avoid Mary,81 apparently never entertaining the notion that Lincoln might have been both selfish and ambitious—that he loved the circuit and that if he stayed away longer, he would get more cases. For some of the Springfield men around Lincoln, Mary could do nothing right. So reluctant was Herndon to acknowledge Lincoln’s affection toward his wife, he concluded Lincoln was weak and “woman-whipped.”82 From these and other tales, the keepers of Lincoln’s narrative surmised that Lincoln must have been miserable. But those who knew the couple best painted a more nuanced picture, one of a complicated marriage enduring the expected demands of everyday living and worries about money, career, and children, forging through “all sorts of wear and tear and pulling and hauling.”83 Fellow circuit rider Henry Clay Whitney concurred: “Lincoln thoroughly loved his wife. I had many reasons to know this in my intimacy with him, and she, therefore, wrought a great influence over him.”84

The strength of any marriage lies in the emotional awareness each participant brings to it, the capacity for empathy and loyalty in rough times. Friends saw a husband who was solicitous of a wife who worked hard to create a functioning and frugal home, raise children, and support her husband’s career. Mary believed their relationship to be strong, later writing to a friend that her husband was “always lover-husband-father-all to me.”85 Her sisters said they saw little unrest between the couple. Mary would wait eagerly for her husband to come home, sometimes greeting him at the gate, and “they would walk to the front door swinging hands.”86 Frances Wallace, another sister, recalled, “Mary fairly worshiped him. The story of their unhappiness is absolutely false.”87 Their longtime minister maintained that he “never saw a frown upon his brow or heard [Lincoln] utter a harsh or unkind word to his lady.” Lincoln always “seemed to overflow with geniality, good humor, and kindness…. Clear proofs of his love and affection,” the minister said.88 Gibson Wilson Harris, the Lincoln law clerk, found Mary “most pleasant-mannered. She was a bright, witty, and accomplished young woman, naturally fond of fun and frolic.”89 Mary’s nephew, Albert Edwards, who often visited the Lincolns on weekends during his childhood, said he “never saw a more loving couple. I never heard a harsh word or anything out of the way.”90



For the Lincolns, marriage meant partnership, and Mary had big ambitions for the family. In 1846, her husband again set his sights on Congress. If he won, Mary had every intention of going with him. Lincoln was determined not to be outmaneuvered this time around. Relying on the “one-term only” resolution that he had cleverly put forth in 1843, he succeeded in getting the incumbent to step aside, clearing the way for Lincoln to capture the Whig nomination.91 Securing the nomination was no guarantee of victory, however. Lincoln’s Democratic opponent, a Methodist minister, was accusing him of being “an open scoffer at Christianity,”92 a recurring charge that would plague him throughout his career. Mary regularly attended Episcopalian services, but Lincoln was not a member of any church. Nonetheless, Lincoln prevailed, beating the minister by a comfortable margin.

The Thirtieth Congress wasn’t due to convene until December 1847, which meant Mary had a year to prepare for the move. In an era when only a third of the representatives brought their spouses to Washington,93 Mary was not going to be left behind. Her determination did not meet with the approval of the judgmental men around Lincoln. “Mrs. L., I am told, accompanies her husband to Washington City next winter,” David Davis disapprovingly wrote to his wife. “She wishes to loom largely.”94
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