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To Lois McDonald, beloved soulmate






INTRODUCTION

Abraham Lincoln was apparently one of those men who regard “connubial bliss” as an oxymoron. During the Civil War, he pardoned a Union soldier who had deserted to return home and wed his sweetheart, who reportedly had been flirting with another swain in his absence. As the president signed the necessary document sparing the miscreant’s life, he said: “I want to punish the young man—probably in less than a year he will wish I had withheld the pardon.”

This book describes and analyzes why Lincoln had good reason to regret his marriage as much as he expected the young soldier to rue his. Lincoln is justly known as a man of sorrows, largely because of the soul-crushing responsibilities he shouldered as president during the nation’s bloodiest war. But it is impossible to understand the depth of that sorrow without realizing just how woe-filled his marriage truly was. One of the most poignant discoveries I made in more than thirty years of Lincoln research is an unpublished interview with one of the president’s longtime friends and political allies, Orville H. Browning. Even though Lincoln was notoriously “shut-mouthed” about his private life, Browning recalled that during the Civil War the president often told him “about his domestic troubles” and “that he was constantly under great apprehension lest his wife should do something which would bring him into disgrace.” And she did just that by her unethical, tactless, unpopular, scandalous behavior as First Lady. Try to imagine contending with the pressures to which Lincoln was subjected as he toiled to unify the fissiparous Republican party (composed of Whig-hating former Democrats and Democrat-hating former Whigs) and the even more fissiparous North, which included slaveholders (in the loyal Border States) and abolitionists; antitariff free traders and high-tariff protectionists; radical European refugees and nativist bigots; teetotaling prohibitionists and beer-loving Germans; racial egalitarians and dyed-in-the-wool Negrophobes. On top of that, he had to inspire popular morale, to raise armies and find capable leaders for them, to mobilize the economic resources of the North, to distribute patronage wisely while besieged by swarms of importunate would-be civil servants, and to deal with hypercritical newspaper editors, backbiting cabinet members, fractious governors, egomaniacal legislators, and recalcitrant generals—among others. And on top of that, he had to cohabit the White House with a psychologically unbalanced woman whose indiscrete and abusive behavior taxed his legendary patience and forbearance to the limit. A few months after Lincoln’s assassination, Orville H. Browning, while discussing Mrs. Lincoln’s “mental weakness,” predicted that “people will never know what Lincoln suffered and endured. He had the wisdom of Socrates and the patience—of Christ.”

The sad story of the Lincolns’ domestic life has long been glossed over. In 1946, Ellery Sedgwick lamented that writers dealing with Lincoln’s “tragic marriage” had drawn “a quiet curtain over a supreme exasperation of his life,” and as a result “the full magnificence of his conquest over circumstances remains incomplete.” Mary Todd Lincoln, Sedgwick wrote, “was a termagant and a horror, and yet how is she remembered? The other day I turned the pages of a biography which made her the sweet heroine of romance, and even Carl Sandburg is so charitable that he thinks of her as a poet should think of every woman.”

Sedgwick’s appeal to strip away the “quiet curtain” hiding the truth about Lincoln’s marriage has gone unheeded. A few years after his memoir appeared, Ruth Painter Randall published Mary Lincoln: Biography of a Marriage, depicting her subject as “an appealing love story” and assuring readers that “the nation can well be proud of this American romance.” Many subsequent authors have followed Randall’s lead. More recently, historians like Jean H. Baker and Catherine Clinton have “lionized” Mrs. Lincoln, as Jason Emerson wrote, implausibly making her out to be a pioneer feminist. The effect of such romanticized and politicized works has been to create what historian John Y. Simon called the “legend of the happy marriage.”

The worst offenders are Mrs. Lincoln’s biographers, who resemble defense attorneys and cheerleaders rather than impartial scholars. Michael Burkhimer aptly deems them “apologists for Mary Lincoln.” Some of her defenders go so far as to justify the physical abuse she administered to her husband. Louis A. Warren, commenting on her reputation for having “a quick temper and a sharp tongue,” concluded: “Possibly she threw coffee at Lincoln and drove him out of the house with a broom and probably he deserved it.” Considerable evidence shows that in fact Lincoln’s marriage was, as his law partner William H. Herndon observed, “a domestic hell on earth,” a “burning, scorching hell,” “as terrible as death and as gloomy as the grave.” After practicing law with Lincoln for well over a decade in a two-man firm, Herndon exclaimed: “Poor Lincoln! He is domestically a desolate man—has been for years to my own knowledge” because of his marriage to “a very curious—excentric—wicked woman.”

Although Mrs. Lincoln’s biographers have criticized Herndon and his informants, Douglas L. Wilson cogently argued that “the stories Herndon collected” and “his own view of Mary and the Lincoln marriage” differed little “from that of many of Lincoln’s other close friends” and “from that of Springfield generally.” Similarly, Lincoln historian Paul M. Angle noted in 1930: “As to Lincoln’s domestic difficulties, no fair-minded student can disregard what Herndon wrote. The supporting testimony of other contemporaries is too overwhelming.”

That supporting testimony, far greater now than what was known in Angle’s day, is indeed overwhelming, though it has not been systematically collected and presented to the public, a function that the present book aims to serve. Thanks to the development of word-searchable databases, especially of newspapers, it is possible to learn much more about Lincoln’s life in general, and his marriage in particular, than previous writers could. A great deal of the evidence adduced in these pages comes from informants other than those whom Herndon consulted.

The unflattering accounts of Mary Lincoln’s character and behavior given by people who knew her are vast, but it might have been greater, for some potential informants refused to share what they knew about her. The best-placed informant was Harriet Hanks, who as an adolescent lived in the Lincolns’ home for a year and a half soon after their wedding. But two decades later she wrote to Herndon: “Enny information that I Can give you in regard to the loved and lamented Lincoln will be freely given, but [I] would rather Say nothing about his Wife[;] as I Could Say but little in her favor I Conclude it best to Say nothing.” Lincoln’s friend and sometime chess opponent, Judge Samuel H. Treat, similarly balked when an interviewer asked his opinion of Mrs. Lincoln: “beyond the simple admission that he was acquainted with her, coupled with the names of three or four other persons who, he claimed, could adequately describe her ‘if they dared to,’ he declined to commit himself.” Mary Nash Stuart, the wife of Lincoln’s first law partner, was equally reticent; when asked about Mary Lincoln, whom she did not like, she refused to say more than: “Oh, she was a Todd.” Eliza Francis, wife of Lincoln’s close friend Simeon Francis, could have shared much information about Mary Todd, but refused to do so. (Her niece Marietta, perhaps relaying what Aunt Eliza told her, stated that “Mary Todd made Lincoln’s life miserable.”)

Though Herndon originally portrayed Mary Lincoln unfavorably, in his later years he mellowed, insisting that the “world does not know her, Mrs. L.’s, sufferings, her trials, and the causes of things. [I] Sympathize with her.” Indeed, as her eldest sister Elizabeth (who was, in effect, her surrogate mother) told Herndon not long after Lincoln’s death, “Mary has had much to bear though she don’t bear it well; She has acted foolishly—unwisely and made the world hate her.”

Mary Lincoln did indeed have much to bear, so much that she is more to be pitied than censured. Her mother died when she was six, and her father quickly remarried a younger woman who disliked Mary and her siblings. Feeling emotionally abandoned by her father and rejected by her stepmother, she developed an intense psychological neediness. She did not ask to have a childhood that she called “desolate,” nor to inherit the gene for bipolar disorder, nor to endure migraine headaches for much of her adult life, nor to suffer from premenstrual disorders, nor to lose three of her four children before they reached adulthood, nor to have her husband murdered by her side at the height of his popularity and influence. As Elizabeth Cady Stanton observed in 1869, “Mrs. Lincoln should call out our sympathy, rather than denunciation. Her unhappy organization, a tendency to insanity (for which she is not responsible), increased and aggravated by the great sadness of her husband, which rested like a dark cloud most of the time on his household, furnish a sufficient excuse for many of her idiosyncracies [sic] of character.” This book attempts neither to excuse nor to denounce Mary Lincoln but rather to describe accurately and fully her marriage and her “idiosyncracies of character,” and to make the latter understandable.

In trying to comprehend why the Lincolns’ marriage was so woe-filled, readers should bear in mind that the depressive, emotionally reserved and uncommunicative Lincoln was far from an ideal husband. As his wife said, despite his “deep feeling” and “amiable nature,” he was “not, a demonstrative man, when he felt most deeply, he expressed, the least.” Others concurred. Mary’s sister, Elizabeth Todd Edwards, deemed Lincoln “a cold man” with “no affection.”

That said, it must be acknowledged that Mary Lincoln’s behavior helped make her husband truly “a man of sorrows.”

Some of the material included in this volume originally appeared in my earlier books. The present work offers a considerably expanded, updated, and revised version of that material. The extensive reference notes can be accessed at the website of the University of Illinois Springfield https://www.uis.edu. In quoting sources, I have reproduced the spelling and punctuation in the original.

To convert mid-nineteenth century dollar amounts into the rough equivalents of 2021 dollars, multiply by 30. Thus Lincoln’s salary of $25,000 in the Civil War would be worth ca. $750,000 in 2021.






PART I THE COURTSHIP


1839–1842






1 GIRL MEETS BOY


1839–1840

At the age of thirty, a tall, wiry, up-and-coming Illinois lawyer-politician, Abraham Lincoln, met a short, plump, twenty-year-old, well-educated Kentucky belle, Mary Todd, the cousin of his law partner, John Todd Stuart. He initially encountered her shortly after she had left her family home in Kentucky to live in Springfield, Illinois, with her eldest sister (and surrogate mother), Elizabeth, and her husband Ninian Edwards, son of Illinois’s first governor. At parties in the Edwards’s home on “Aristocracy Hill,” Mary Todd flirted with young men searching for a wife. At the time, Springfield had a dearth of eligible young women.

THE COURTSHIP BEGINS

During the social whirl that accompanied sessions of the Illinois General Assembly, Mary Todd was popular, even though “she was not what you could call a beautiful girl,” as a schoolmate remembered. A young man from Springfield termed her “the very creature of excitement” who “never enjoys herself more than when in society and surrounded by a company of merry friends.” Among those friends was Kentuckian Joshua Speed, a merchant in his mid-twenties. To social events on Aristocracy Hill, Speed brought along a fellow Kentuckian, his lanky friend and roommate Abraham, and so Lincoln began seeing Mary during the winter of 1839–1840.

Elizabeth Edwards at first encouraged a budding romance, for she considered Lincoln “a rising Man,” and thus a possible mate for her sister Mary. As time passed, however, Elizabeth had second thoughts, for he lacked basic social graces; she reported that he “Could not hold a lengthy Conversation with a lady—was not sufficiently Educated & intelligent in the female line to do so—He was charmed with Mary’s wit and fascinated with her quick sagacity—her will—her nature—and Culture—I have happened in the room where they were sitting often & often and Mary led the Conversation—Lincoln would listen & gaze on her as if drawn by some Superior power, irresistably So: he listened—never Scarcely Said a word.”

Elizabeth Edwards presciently warned her sister that Lincoln and she were not “Suitable to Each other,” for they “had no congeniality—no feelings &c. alike.” Mary “was quick, lively, gay—frivalous it may be, Social and loved glitter Show & pomp & power.” Elizabeth and her husband “told Lincoln & Mary not to marry” because “they were raised differently.” Their “natures, mind—Education—raising &c were So different they Could not live happ[il]y as husband & wife.”

Sharing their skepticism was Mary Todd’s cousin Stephen T. Logan, who warned her that Abraham was “much too rugged for your little white hands to attempt to polish.” But Mary thought that if another of her cousins, John Todd Stuart, found Lincoln to be a suitable law partner, perhaps this Lincoln might also be a suitable life partner.

In Springfield, Lincoln was variously described as “a mighty rough man,” “uncouth,” “moody,” “dull in society,” “badly dressed,” “ungainly,” “careless of his personal appearance,” as well as “awkward and shy.” Soon after moving to the Illinois capital in 1837, he said that he avoided church because “I am conscious I should not know how to behave myself.” His manners were indeed somewhat oafish. Shod in heavy Conestoga boots, he would enter a ballroom and exclaim: “How clean these women look!” In the opinion of Mary Owens, whom he had courted before he met Mary Todd, Lincoln “was deficient in those little links which make up the great chain of woman[’]s happiness.”

Unsurprisingly, young ladies in Springfield shied away from Lincoln. “We girls,” Catherine Bergen Jones remembered, “maneuvered so as to shift on each other the two awkward, diffident young lawyers, Abraham Lincoln and Samuel H. Treat.” Lincoln briefly dated Mary’s older sister Frances, who recalled that “he took me out once or twice, but he was not much for society. He would go where they [we?] took him, but he was never very much for company.” At that time, he was considered “the plainest man in Springfield,” she said. Another Springfield woman marveled at the “almost prophetic insight” that led Mary Todd to choose “the most awkward & ungainly man in her train,” one “almost totally lacking in polish.”

LINCOLN’S SOCIAL INEPTITUDE AND LACK OF SEX APPEAL

Lincoln had been uncomfortable around young women from his days in Indiana, where he lived from the age seven to twenty-one. Hoosier maidens liked him but not as a beau, for they thought him “too green.” One remembered that “he was so tall and awkward” that “the young girls my age made fun of Abe.” Although he “tried to go with some of them,” they would “give him the mitten every time,” because he was “so tall and gawky.” Another young lady complained that he “just cared too much for books.”

Similarly, in Macon County, Illinois, and later in New Salem (locales where Lincoln dwelt from the age of twenty-one to twenty-eight), young women thought he “was not much of a beau.” One described him as “a very queer fellow,” “homely,” “awkward,” and “very bashful.” At social events, he “never danced or cut up.”

Although in Indiana Lincoln had refused to dance, explaining that “my feet weren’t made that way,” later in Illinois he managed to overcome his shyness enough to approach Mary Todd at a party, allegedly saying: “I want to dance with you in the worst way.” She accepted his invitation, but his terpsichorean ineptitude was so pronounced that she told him afterwards: “Mr. Lincoln I think you have literally fulfilled your request—you have danced the worst way possible.”

MARY TODD’S DETERMINED PURSUIT OF LINCOLN

Despite that inauspicious beginning, Mary Todd pursued Lincoln, though just how she did so is unclear. In 1875, Lincoln’s good friend Orville H. Browning said: “I always thought then and ever since that in her affair with Mr. Lincoln, Mary Todd did most of the courting.” Browning added that “Miss Todd was thoroughly in earnest [in] her endeavors to get Mr. Lincoln,” and that there was “no doubt of her exceeding anxiety to marry him.” Browning knew whereof he spoke, for—as he told an interviewer—in “those times I was at Mr. Edwards’ a great deal, and Miss Todd used to sit down with me, and talk to me sometimes till midnight, about this affair of hers with Mr. Lincoln.”

Sarah Rickard, sister-in-law of Lincoln’s friend and host William Butler (at whose Springfield home/boarding house Lincoln took his meals for several years), recalled that Mary Todd “certainly made most of the plans and did the courting” and “would have him [Lincoln], whether or no.” Joshua Speed, Lincoln’s closest friend, testified that “Miss Todd wanted L. terribly.” To impress Lincoln, she “read much & committed much to memory to make herself agreeable,” according to a member of the Springfield elite.

At first, Mary Todd’s strategy worked. Lincoln reportedly admired her “naturally fine mind and cultivated tastes,” for she seemed like “a great reader and possessed of a remarkably retentive memory,” was “quick at repartee and when the occasion seemed to require it was sarcastic and severe.” Her “brilliant conversation, often embellished with apt quotations,” made her “much sought after by the young people of the town.” Her friends “looked upon her as a well educated girl of bright and attractive manner, when she was not stirred to sharp rejoinder.” William Herndon, Lincoln’s law partner and biographer, recollected that before she wed, Mary Todd was “a very shrewd girl,” “somewhat attractive,” “a fine judge of human nature,” as well as “polite,” “civil,” “rather graceful in her movements,” “polished,” “intelligent,” “well educated,” “a good linguist,” “a fine conversationalist,” “highly cultured,” “witty,” “dashing,” and “rather pleasant.” Lincoln’s friend and physician William Jayne called her “a woman of quick intellect,” a “bright, lively, plump little woman—a good talker, & capable of making herself quite attractive to young gentlemen.” Lincoln was doubtless impressed that she knew her townsman Henry Clay, Lincoln’s beau ideal of a statesman. (Clay and Mary’s father were good friends in Lexington, Kentucky.)

Moreover, Lincoln may have been drawn to Mary’s youthful qualities. A woman speculated that Lincoln saw in his wife, “despite her foibles and sometimes her puerileness, just what he needed.” In all likelihood, it was because of that “puerileness” rather than despite it that he was attracted to her. As Helen Nicolay (daughter of Lincoln’s principal White House secretary) noted, Lincoln’s “attitude toward his wife had something of the paternal in it, almost as though she were a child, under his protection.” Indeed, Lincoln had a deep-seated paternal quality that made him enjoy children and child surrogates, and Mary Todd fit the latter role well. According to one of her most sympathetic biographers, Ruth Painter Randall, Mary Todd “aroused the paternal instinct that was always so strong an element in his make-up.” Randall noted that “in some ways” Mary Todd “never grew up” and “had a timidity and childlike dependence upon the strength and calmness of others.” As First Lady, she was, in Randall’s view, “a child” in the hands of unscrupulous men and was “as defenseless as a trusting child” among the scheming women of Washington society. After she was married, “nothing pleased her more than having her husband pet and humor her, and call her his ‘child-wife.’ ” In 1848, when Lincoln was a congressman in Washington and she, then staying in Kentucky with her parents, expressed a desire to join him in the nation’s capital, he asked her: “Will you be a good girl in all things, if I consent?” Two decades later, Mary Lincoln described her husband as “always a father” to her. Her best friend during Lincoln’s presidency, Elizabeth Keckly, wrote that when he “saw faults in his wife he excused them as he would excuse the impulsive acts of a child.”

Mary’s keen desire to wed Lincoln caused her to overlook much, for she had “a bitter struggle with herself” whenever he “would carelessly ignore some social custom or forget an engagement.” He occasionally failed to “observe the conventionalities of society,” much to her annoyance. When she criticized him “for committing some faux pas,” he would “look at her quizzically” as though to say, “How can you attach such great importance to matters so trivial?”

Nonetheless, Mary Todd kept pursuing him. The two could have seen each other in Springfield throughout the first quarter of 1840, but they were apart from April to November; he was then practicing law on the Eighth Judicial Circuit and campaigning for the Whig party throughout southern Illinois, while she spent much of that summer in Missouri visiting relatives. So they courted through the mail. According to Joshua Speed, Lincoln “wrote his Mary—She darted after him—wrote him.”

Sometime in the late fall of 1840, Abraham and Mary evidently became engaged, though there was no ring, no public announcement, no shower, and no party. Lincoln seems to have proposed because he desired a “child-wife,” and because he evidently believed she wanted him to do so.

MARY’S PARENTS SHORTCHANGE HER EMOTIONALLY

Just as Lincoln may have been attracted to Mary as a surrogate child, she may well have been drawn to him because she desired a surrogate paterfamilias to take care of her and provide the love that her father, Robert Smith Todd, had evidently failed to give her after he had remarried soon after becoming a widower. To please his new, much younger wife (Elizabeth Humphreys), he had apparently withdrawn emotionally from Mary, who was only six years old when her mother, Eliza, died. The newlyweds promptly had a child, then eight more in rapid succession. With so many offspring, Robert Todd could pay little attention to Mary, who remembered her childhood as “desolate.” She evidently felt betrayed, abandoned, and rejected. Thus a deep-seated, unconscious anger may well have taken root in her psyche as she came to think of herself as unloved and unlovable. Out of those feelings, it would appear, grew a hunger for ersatz forms of love—power, money, fame—and a subconscious desire to punish her father.

Lincoln was well suited to fill the emotional void thus created for Mary Todd; not only was he more than a foot taller and almost a decade older than she, but he also somehow radiated the quality of a wise, benevolent father. A friend said that Lincoln during his early years in Springfield reminded him of “the pictures I formerly saw of old Father Jupiter, bending down from the clouds, to see what was going on below.” Mary Todd was predisposed to find a man resembling Father Jupiter highly desirable, someone who might take good care of her.

Once she wed her surrogate father (Lincoln), Mary Todd evidently displaced onto him her unconscious rage at her biological father. As psychologist Linda Schierse Leonard has observed, a “woman’s rage” is “often rooted in feelings of abandonment, betrayal, and rejection which may go back to the relation with the father, and which often come up over and over again in current relationships” with men. Such rage “is often mixed with feelings of jealousy and revenge that are strong enough to kill any relationship and the woman’s capacity for loving herself as well.” Thus “many women destroy their relationships… through continued hysterical outbursts.” Mary’s rage attacks and hysterical outbursts would not destroy her marriage, but they were to undermine it badly.

If Mary Todd felt emotionally shortchanged by her father, she felt even more so by her stepmother. Mary, according to her sister Elizabeth, “left her home in Kentucky to avoid living under the same roof with a stepmother” with whom “she did not agree.” Mary recalled that her “early home was truly at a boarding school,” Madame Charlotte Victoire LeClerc Mentelle’s Academy.

Mary’s discontent was shared by her younger brother, George, who “complained bitterly” about Betsey Humphreys’s “settled hostility” and said that he felt compelled to leave “his father’s house in consequence of the malignant & continued attempts on the part of his stepmother to poison the mind of his father toward him.” George insisted that Robert Smith Todd was “mortified that his last child by his first wife [i.e., George himself] should be obliged, like all his other first children, to abandon his house by the relentless persecution of a stepmother.” George evidently articulated the deep-seated resentment that he and his siblings felt for their stepparent.

Each of Eliza Todd’s daughters left Lexington as soon as they could, partly because life in that city was so uninteresting. Mary’s cousin Elizabeth Norris recalled that she and her friends “had few privileges & led very dull lives.” The first-born daughter, Elizabeth, wed Ninian W. Edwards and settled in Springfield. Her younger sisters followed her there, were introduced into society, and were courted by beaux whom they married. Mrs. Edwards explained that her sisters “had visited her in Springfield because of their differences with their stepmother.” Robert and Betsey Todd rarely sojourned in the Illinois capital, and the daughters of Eliza Todd seldom returned to Kentucky.

Mary Todd’s niece reported that her aunt “was a bundle of nervous activity, willful and original in planning mischief,” who often clashed “with her very conventional young stepmother.” When ten-year-old Mary and her cousin Elizabeth used willow branches to convert their narrow dresses into fashionable hooped skirts, Betsey Todd ordered the two girls to “take those things off, & then go to Sunday school.” Elizabeth recalled that she and Mary “went to our room chagrined and angry. Mary burst into tears and gave the first exhibition of temper I had ever seen or known her to make. She thought we were badly treated—and expressed herself freely on the subject.”

Mary Todd probably resented her stepmother for bearing so many rivals for her father’s attention. Her dislike for her half-siblings manifested itself during the Civil War, when all but one of them supported the Confederacy. In 1862, she expressed the hope that her half-brothers serving in the Confederate Army would be captured or slain. “They would kill my husband if they could, and destroy our Government—the dearest of all things to us,” she declared, soon after her half-brother Samuel fell at the battle of Shiloh. The following year, when another half-brother (Alexander) was killed, Mary shocked a confidante by stating: “it is but natural that I should feel for one so nearly related to me,” but Alexander had “made his choice long ago. He decided against my husband, and through him against me. He has been fighting against us; and since he chose to be our deadly enemy, I see no special reason why I should bitterly mourn his death.”

MARY’S PSYCHOLOGICAL DISORDERS

Mary required a lot of care, for in addition to her intense emotional neediness, she suffered from what psychiatrist James S. Brust described as “a significant psychiatric illness, most likely bipolar disorder.” Symptoms of that disease appeared early. An intimate childhood friend, Margaret Stuart, observed that Mary Todd in her Kentucky years was “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.” Orville H. Browning recalled that she “was a girl of much vivacity in conversation, but was subject to… spells of mental depression…. As we used familiarly to state it she was always ‘either in the garret or cellar.’ ” Later, she displayed classic signs of bipolar behavior: prolonged bouts of depression, excessive mourning for losses, wild spending sprees, ego inflation, and delusions of grandeur.

Like many people with bipolar disorder, Mary had spells of mania and depression that were not a constant feature of her life, but rather came and went. She reportedly suffered from what a Springfield neighbor called “monthly derangements” (i.e., premenstrual stress syndrome, which can cause depression, irritability, and mood swings). Frederick I. Dean, who lived across the street from the Lincolns’ home, remembered that in his youth he “noticed strange vagaries on the part of Mrs. Lincoln.” He told a Lincoln biographer that “as I grew older, I heard conversations between my mother and neighboring ladies touching upon that subject, and I formed the idea from that source that the vagaries arose from a functional derangement common alone to women, and that they occurred only semi occasionally, but regularly at stated times, & were of but brief duration, and as I grew older these facts were very plainly to be seen by myself.” Shortly after Lincoln’s death, when Dean asked William Herndon about that pattern, he replied that it “corresponded exactly with his own ideas, and exactly in line with what Mr Lincoln had frequently himself told him, with broken tearful voice.” In 1862, Mary Lincoln wrote her husband describing one such episode: “A day or two since, I had one of my severe attacks, [and] if it had not been for Lizzie Keckly, I do not know what I should have done—Some of these periods, will launch me away.”

In addition to bipolar disorder, Mary also exhibited symptoms of narcissism and borderline personality disorder. Her contemporaries did not use such language, which was unknown in the nineteenth century; instead they employed terms like “unsound mind,” “madness,” “deranged,” “brain trouble,” and “insane.” Orville H. Browning considered Mary Lincoln “demented.” Mrs. Norman B. Judd thought her “slightly insane.” Margaret Ritchie Stone, wife of the White House physician Robert K. Stone, believed that Mrs. Lincoln “was insane on the subject of money.” Mary Lincoln’s nephew Albert Edwards, like many others, was convinced that she “was insane from the time of her husband[’s] death until her own death.” In 1875, an Illinois court, after hearing from numerous witness, adjudged her “a fit person to be sent to a state hospital for the insane.” Her son Robert testified at her trial: “She has been of unsound mind since the death of her husband, and has been irresponsible for the past ten years. I regard her as eccentric and unmanageable.”

Even before Lincoln’s assassination, his wife was thought to be mentally unbalanced. In 1858, Eliza Caldwell Browning, wife of Lincoln’s close friend Orville H. Browning, exclaimed: “that woman is not in her right mind!” In 1875, Gideon Welles, secretary of the navy during the Civil War, told Robert Todd Lincoln that he thought his mother should have been committed to a mental hospital long since. That same year, a Springfield paper reported that “[s]ome of the more intimate friends of Mrs. Lincoln date the indications of mental aberration previous to the death of her distinguished husband, beginning with the death of her son Willie” in 1862. A New York newspaper remarked in 1875 that there was “no doubt” that Mrs. Lincoln “has been thus afflicted at least from the time of her husband’s elevation to office [in 1860].” From “the day her husband was nominated to the Presidency she was eccentric, if nothing more.” She “must have been as insane then as now. Numerous are the incidents of her life hardly fit to publish but are well known.”

When Mary Lincoln died in 1882, Chicagoans “who had known her since 1854, and who saw her frequently in 1865, expressed themselves at that time of the opinion that Mrs. Lincoln was insane.” Upon hearing of her death, David Davis, Lincoln’s close friend, colleague at the bar, political ally, and executor of his estate, wrote: “Poor Mrs. Lincoln! She is at last at rest. She has been a deranged woman, ever since her husband’s death. In fact she was so, during his life.” Sharing Davis’s view was Commissioner of Public Buildings Benjamin Brown French, who worked with Mary Lincoln almost daily in her White House years. Just after Lincoln’s assassination, he wrote that “the tragical death of her husband has made her crazyer [sic] than she used to be.”

In 1867, Springfield’s Republican paper remarked that “an impression pervades our general community that she has not been entirely in her right mind for several years.” Among other things that apparently led Springfielders to doubt her sanity was her “mania for shopping,” which was so strong that “she pitifully carried [it] to the extreme of shop-lifting.” Evidently her “family devised schemes to shield her and to protect or reimburse the merchants” (see Chapter 10). David Davis called her “a natural born thief” for whom “stealing was a sort of insanity.” In 1875, her sister Elizabeth wrote that the “peculiarities” of Mary’s “whole life have been so marked and well understood by me that I have not indulged the faintest hope, of a permanent cure. The painful excitement of the past years only added to the malady, [a portion of her letter is missing here]… had been apparent to her family for years before the saddest events occurred.” Even the defensive editors of her collected letters acknowledged that it “cannot be denied that Mary Lincoln was in some ways mentally disturbed even before her husband’s death.”

A notable manifestation of Mrs. Lincoln’s mental imbalance was what Mary Logan called her “ungovernable temper,” so ungovernable that it was “really a species of madness.” Others concurred in that judgment, including the journalist Mary Clemmer Ames, who wrote that Mrs. Lincoln’s “outbursts of passionate” and “ungoverned temper” actually “verged on insanity” (see Chapter 6).

Mary Todd may well have inherited at least some of her emotional disorders, for several members of her family had psychological problems. Lincoln’s friend Isaac Diller said of Mary: “of course she had a temper—the Todds all had a crazy streak.” A historian of the family called its members “pampered,” “prideful,” “quick-tempered,” “vain,” and “often preoccupied with the surfaces of things and insensitive to the substance.” They “made grudges easily” and clung to them. Lincoln poked fun at the family’s pretentions by observing that one “d” was good enough for God but not for the Todds.

Dr. George R. C. Todd, the youngest and most disturbed of Mary’s full siblings, called himself the “black sheep” of the family. His attorney reported he was “inclined to be abrupt almost to brusqueness in his manner to those whom he did not like.” He “took no pains to conceal his dislike for those who had incurred his displeasure” and “refused to consort with his own contemporaries to any great extent.” He was “given to moods of deep melancholy.” Like his sister Mary, George had an explosive temper. A Union prisoner-of-war called him “the most vicious wretch I ever knew” because of his mistreatment of Yankee patients. During the Civil War, he had “raving fits of madness” in which he assaulted sick and wounded prisoners under his care. A supremely selfish, spiteful drunkard, he evidently killed himself. His daughter, Mattie Dee Todd, “became so disordered” in midlife that she was committed to a sanitarium.

Some of Mary’s other siblings were also mentally unstable. Like George, her half-brother David, who as an adolescent had run away from home, mistreated Union prisoners-of-war. At the notorious Libby Prison in Richmond, the eccentric, heavily tattooed David was known as a cruel, sadistic officer. He slashed captives with a saber, kicked Yankee corpses while calling them damned abolitionists, and often said: “I would like to cut ‘Old Abe’s’ heart out.” A tactless, unforgiving drunkard, he died in 1871 from wounds reportedly sustained “in a whore house brawl before he went to War.”

Mary’s older brother Levi, according to his wife, had a cruel and “inhuman manner.” In 1864, he drank himself to death, passing away friendless “from utter want and destitution.” His granddaughter, Ella Canfield, committed suicide at the age of eighteen. Elizabeth Todd Edwards reported that Ella had “a hereditary liability to insanity,” and that her “grandfather died in an insane assylum, [sic] and there are now [date unknown] fourteen members of the Canfield family, in the various assylums.”

Ann Todd was “the most quick-tempered and vituperative” of Mary’s sisters. A “pugnacious, loud voiced” woman with a face “exactly like a pug bulldog,” she was “usually in a temper.” In 1861, Mary wrote that Ann “possesses such a miserable disposition & so false a tongue” that “no one respects” her. Ann’s “tongue for so many years, has been considered ‘no slander’—and as a child & young girl, [she] could not be outdone in falsehood…. I grieve for those, who have to come in contact with her malice, yet even that, is so well understood, [that] the object of her wrath, generally rises, with good people, in proportion to her vindictiveness.” Ann had a son who was a drunkard, “very peculiar—almost if not quite crazy.”

Mary Lincoln’s niece Julia, daughter of Ninian and Elizabeth Edwards, also suffered from mental illness. “Insanity,” Elizabeth wrote in 1875, appeared “in the case of my own daughter, at the early age of thirteen,—for six months, she was so decidedly flighty, as to be closely guarded.” At “no time has she ever been natural in her demeanor. God pity those who are the victims—and who are the anxious sufferers in such terrible afflictions!” Mary Lincoln called Julia a “poor, silly” girl and expressed sympathy for Elizabeth: “How unfortunate a Mother, must consider herself, to so rear, a child—Naturally weak.” In 1864, while Julia was visiting Washington, her risqué behavior created a scandal.

Julia’s sister, Elizabeth Edwards Clover, inherited much of Mary Lincoln’s wardrobe, which she often wore even though the clothes had long since gone out of style. Few people “thought anything of it” because “the Todds had always been eccentric.” Julia’s niece Georgia died in the Norbury Sanitarium, a “Private Residential Home for the Treatment of Nervous and Mental Disorders.”

Some Todds frankly acknowledged their own eccentricity. Mary’s half-sister Elodie warned her fiancé: “I am a Todd, and some of these days you may be unfortunate enough to find out what they are.” She further confessed: “I cannot govern my temper or tongue, and when I am angry say much that I am very sorry for afterwards and altho’ [I] speak my feelings at the time, [and] change them when I get a little cooler, but it is just the same next time. Mother has always predicted that my temper and tongue would get me into trouble, but I say no and if it does, I will stand up to what it utters.” Moreover, she added, “I am one of the most unforgiving creatures you ever knew in my disposition, and if a wrong is done me and I am angered, I can never again be reconciled to the offender, altho’ that person may have been my dearest friend. My confidence could never be placed again there, and I could not be persuaded to do anything more than speak to them.” (If Mary Lincoln had been as self-aware and candid as Elodie, she might well have described herself in similar terms.)

In 1906, the Lincolns’ son Robert, then mired “in the depths of gloom,” wrote an apology to his aunt: “I was so much out of sorts when your letter came that I could not write you…. A good deal of work & bother seem to have brought on again my old nervous breakdown & I am breaking away from business.” Two months later, he told a friend about his “nervous breakdown.” On other occasions he suffered from what he called “nervous dyspepsia,” a condition that resembled depression.



Just as some of Mary’s mental problems stemmed from the early death of her mother, so too did the death of Lincoln’s mother wound him psychologically. Nancy Hanks died when Abe was nine years old, leaving a scar on his psyche that predisposed him to depression for the rest of his life. He may well have regarded her death as a deliberate act of abandonment, for as an adult he found it difficult to relate to women and to trust them; he evidently feared that if he got too close to them, they would let him down.

And so Abraham and Mary, both emotionally damaged, brought to their relationship what psychologists call “unfinished mother and father business.” It did not bode well for their future together.






2 GIRL LOSES BOY


1840–1841

Lincoln’s engagement was puzzling, for as Elizabeth Edwards and others noted, he and Mary Todd seemed like polar opposites. A Springfield neighbor recalled that “Mr. and Mrs. Lincoln were not a congenial couple; their tastes were so different that when a boy I often wondered why they were married. She was very fond of show and company and inclined to be extravagant while he was the very opposite.” William Herndon said that she was “the exact reverse” of her husband in “figure and physical proportions, in education, bearing, temperament, history—in everything.” Mary Lincoln herself referred to “our opposite natures” when discussing their marriage.

Historians as well as contemporaries have been struck by the differences between Lincoln and his wife. Albert J. Beveridge, a close student of Lincoln’s prepresidential years, noted that “[f]ew couples have been more unsuited in temperament, manners, taste, and everything else.” Ruth Painter Randall acknowledged that the pair “had come into the world endowed with qualities of personality and temperament singularly opposite. In family background and environment up to the time of their meeting there was violent contrast.”

Lincoln’s background was most unlike Mary Todd’s. He called his ancestors “undistinguished,” whereas hers included notable figures like her rich paternal grandfather, General Levi Todd. On the hardscrabble Kentucky and Indiana frontier, Lincoln grew up in poverty, while Mary enjoyed a privileged childhood in Lexington, the self-styled “Athens of the West.” Robert and Eliza Todd had nine children, eight of whom survived into adulthood. The well-to-do family occupied a comfortable home and exalted social and political positions in Kentucky.

Whereas Lincoln had less than a year’s formal education in primitive frontier “blab schools,” Mary Todd attended Lexington’s most exclusive private schools for over a decade, including Madame Charlotte Victoire LeClerc Mentelle’s Academy. In addition to studying traditional academic subjects like reading, foreign languages (French), and math, she also learned such social graces as formal dancing, polite conversation, and proper letter-writing. Lincoln’s only sibling, his sister Sarah, wed a backwoodsman; Mary Todd’s eldest sister Elizabeth married the son of Illinois’s former governor.



In the fall of 1840, when Lincoln returned to Springfield from the political hustings, he began seeing Mary again. He soon realized, in the words of his friend Samuel C. Parks, that they “were not congenial, and were incompatible” and “ought not to marry.” Moreover, he was not sure that he really loved her. Joshua Speed explained: “In the winter of [18]40 & 41—he was very unhappy about his engagement to his [future] wife—Not being entirely satisfied that his heart was going with his hand—How much he suffered then on that account none Know so well as myself—He disclosed his whole heart to me.” In addition, Lincoln may well have doubted that he could meet Mary Todd’s emotional demands. Therefore, he broke the engagement.

Even if Lincoln failed to realize that he was too reserved and uncommunicative to satisfy such a woman, he might well have called off the engagement anyway, for in late 1840, he fell head-over-heels in love with Matilda Edwards, the gorgeous eighteen-year-old niece of Ninian Edwards. A resident of Alton, she had come to Springfield like many other young women to attend parties given while the Illinois General Assembly was in session. According to Caroline Owsley Brown, a “legislative winter was as eagerly looked forward to by the ladies of the State as [by] the politicians because it promised a season of constant gaiety and entertainment. An invitation to spend such a time in Springfield was a coveted honor. The pretty girls from all over the State flocked [t]here under the care of fathers, uncles, brothers, cousins, any relation, however remote who could be induced to bring them.” Matilda Edwards was under the care of her uncle, Ninian Edwards, at whose home she stayed that winter, along with Mary Todd.

Matilda was “very bright,” “something of a coquette,” as well as “a most fascinating and handsome girl, tall, graceful, and rather reserved,” who “moved at ease among the social and refined classes at Alton.” Her “gentle temper, her conciliatory manners, and the sweetness of her heart made her dear to all who knew her.” Lincoln was one of the many young men who held her dear; others included Joshua Speed, who described her thus: “Two clear blue eyes, a brow as fair as Palmyra marble touched by the chisel of Praxiteles—Lips so fresh, fair, and lovely that I am jealous even of the minds that kiss them—a form as perfect as that of the Venus de Medicis—a Mind clear as a bell[,] a voice bewitchingly soft and sonorous and a smile so sweet lovely and playful and a countenance and soul shining through it.” Speed marveled that all of “these charms” could be “combined in one young lady.”

Orville H. Browning, who spoke with Mary Todd about Lincoln’s infatuation with Matilda, reported that “Lincoln became very much attached” to Matilda and “finally fell desperately in love with her.” Mrs. Nicholas H. Ridgely, a leader of Springfield society in Lincoln’s day, told her granddaughter “that it was common report that Lincoln had fallen in love with Matilda Edwards.” There “was never the least doubt in her mind that this was the case.” Matilda Edwards’s niece said that it was “an undisputed fact that Lincoln was in love with her.” Helen Dodge Edwards, wife of Matilda’s uncle Benjamin S. Edwards, recalled that Lincoln “was deeply in love with Matilda Edwards.”

That reminiscent testimony is supported by contemporary evidence. In January 1841, Jane D. Bell wrote from Springfield that Lincoln declared “if he had it in his power he would not have one feature in her [Matilda’s] face altered, he thinks she is so perfect.” Mrs. Bell added that Lincoln and Joshua Speed “spent most of their time at [the] Edwards [home] this winter” and that “Lincoln could never bear to leave Miss Edwards’ side in company” because “he fell desperately in love with her.”

Though smitten, the notoriously bashful Lincoln was too timid to approach Matilda Edwards, who told her aunt Elizabeth Edwards that he “never mentioned Such a Subject to me: he never even Stooped to pay me a Compliment.” Infatuated with Matilda, Lincoln confided to John J. Hardin “that he thought he did not love” Mary Todd “as he should and that he would do her a great wrong if he married her.” Hardin shared this information with his sisters Martinette and Lucy Jane, cousins of Mary Todd. Another of Mary’s cousins, Elizabeth Todd Grimsley, said that many people in Springfield (herself included) thought Lincoln “doubted whether he was responding [to Mary Todd] as fully as a manly generous nature” should; his feeling for her lacked “the overmastering depth of an early love.” When Mrs. William Butler, at whose home Lincoln boarded between 1837 and 1842, “advised him if he had given his promise to marry Miss Todd he must in honor keep his word unless she released him,” he told her: “it would just kill me to marry Mary Todd.”

Even though it might pain Lincoln’s conscience for him to break his word to Mary, he felt honor-bound to call off the engagement because his heart belonged to Matilda Edwards. Just how he did so is not entirely clear. Ninian Edwards, Matilda’s host, reported that Lincoln “fell in Love” with her but “did not Ever by act or deed directly or indirectly hint or speak of it to Miss Edwards.” Mary Todd “became aware of this—Lincoln’s affections—The Lincoln & Todd Engagement was broken off in Consequence of it—Miss Todd released Lincoln from the Contract.”

Referring to Matilda Edwards, Joshua Speed remembered that Lincoln “seeing another girl—& finding he did not love his [future] wife[,] wrote a letter saying he did not love her.” When shown that document, Speed “tried to persuade Lincoln to burn it up,” whereupon Lincoln said: “Speed I always Knew you were an obstinate man. If you won’t deliver it I will get Some one to do it.”

Speed replied: “I Shall not deliver it nor give it to you to be delivered: Words are forgotten—Misunderstood—passed by—not noticed in a private Conversation—but once put your words in writing” those words “Stand as a living & eternal Monument against you. If you think you have will & Manhood Enough to go and see her and Speak to her what you say in that letter, you may do that.”

Taking Speed’s advice, Lincoln called on Mary Todd and “told her that he did not love her—She rose—and Said ‘The deciever [sic] shall be decieved wo is me.’; alluding to a young man She fooled.” Speed reported that “Lincoln drew her down on his Knee—Kissed her—& parted—He going one way & She another—Lincoln did Love Miss [Matilda] Edwards—‘Mary’ Saw it—told Lincoln the reason of his Change of mind—heart & soul—released him.”

After Lincoln’s death, Mary confessed that during their courtship, “I doubtless trespassed, many times & oft, upon his great tenderness & amiability of character.” She may have played on his conscience in order to win him back. Elizabeth Edwards recalled that her sister Mary released Lincoln from the engagement with the understanding “that She would hold the question an open one—that is that She had not Changed her mind, but felt as always.” So he could renew the engagement if he wanted to; she clearly hoped he would.

It is thus not hard to understand why, as Ninian and Elizabeth Edwards reported, Lincoln “in his Conflicts of duty—honor & his love [—] went as Crazy as a Loon.” On January 21, Martinette Hardin McKee told her brother: “We have been very much distressed, on Mr Lincoln[’]s account; hearing he had two Cat fits, and a Duck fit.” Days later, Jane Bell reported that Lincoln “is in rather a bad way.” The “doctors say he came within an inch of being a perfect lunatic for life. He was perfectly crazy for some time, not able to attend to his business at all. They say he does not look like the same person.”

Indeed, Lincoln did go “crazy for a week or so” and recuperated at the home/boarding house of William Butler. His friend Orville Browning, who was staying there, recalled that Lincoln “was so much affected as to talk incoherently, and to be delirious to the extent of not knowing what he was doing.” This “aberration of mind resulted entirely from the situation he… got himself into—he was engaged to Miss Todd, and in love with Miss Edwards, and his conscience troubled him dreadfully for the supposed injustice he had done, and the supposed violation of his word which he had committed.” Similarly, Mrs. William Butler told her sister that Lincoln was tormented by “the thought that he had treated Mary badly, knowing that she loved him and that he did not love her.” This caused him “an agony of remorse.” In 1841, Jane Bell reported that it “seems he [Lincoln] had addressed Mary Todd and she accepted him and they had been engaged some time when a Miss Edwards of Alton came here, and he fell desperately in love with her and found he was not so much attached to Mary as he thought.”

Joshua Speed recollected that “a gloom came over” Lincoln “till his friends were alarmed for his life.” Some of those friends, fearing that he might kill himself, hastened “to remove razors from his room—take away all Knives and other such dangerous things—&c—it was terrible.” Lincoln declared that he “would be more than willing” to die, but said, “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.”

In despair, Lincoln appealed to his good friend, the physician Anson G. Henry, with whom he spent many hours each day from January 13 to 18. If Dr. Henry followed the best practices of that era, he would have subjected Lincoln to a disagreeable regimen of bleeding, leeching, mustard rubs, foul-tasting medicines, and cold water baths. On January 20, Lincoln wrote to John Todd Stuart: “I have, within the last few days, been making a most discreditable exhibition of myself in the way of hypochondriaism [i.e., depression] and thereby got an impression that Dr. Henry is necessary to my existence.” Three days later, he added: “I am now the most miserable man living. If what I feel were equally distributed to the whole human family, there would not be one cheerful face on the earth. Whether I shall ever be better I can not tell; I awfully forebode I shall not. To remain as I am is impossible; I must die or be better, it appears to me.”

In the legislative session that January, Lincoln was not his usual self. With unwonted testiness, he rebuked a colleague who had criticized him. He poked fun at himself: “if any woman, old or young, ever thought there was any peculiar charm in this distinguished specimen… I have, as yet, been so unfortunate as not to have discovered it.” Abruptly after making these remarks, he quit attending the General Assembly, failing to answer roll calls on January 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, and 20. On the 19th, he cast a vote on only one of five roll calls; two days later, he resumed voting regularly.

On January 24, James C. Conkling reported that Lincoln seemed so “reduced and emaciated” that he could barely “speak above a whisper.” Lincoln’s condition reminded Conkling of an ode by Thomas Moore: “Poor L! How are the mighty fallen!… I doubt not but he can declare ‘That loving is a painful thrill, And not to love more painful still’ [evidently referring to Matilda Edwards] but would not like to intimate that he has experienced ‘That surely ’tis the worst of pain To love and not be loved again.’ ” John Todd Stuart’s wife saw Lincoln at the statehouse “with his feet braced against one of the pillars. His face looked like [John] Bunyan’s ‘Giant Despair’ [a character in The Pilgrim’s Progress].” He “was the saddest man I ever knew.”

By late January, Lincoln was on the road to recovery. On the 26th, Sarah Smith Hardin wrote her husband John J. Hardin: “I am glad to hear Lincoln has got over his cat fits[.] we have concluded it was a very unsatisfactory way of terminating his romance[.] he ought to have died or gone crazy[.] we are very much disappointed indeed.” After the legislature adjourned, Turner R. King observed Lincoln in Springfield “hanging about—moody—silent.” King speculated that the “question in his mind was ‘Have I incurred any obligation to marry that woman.’ He wanted to dodge if he could.”

Lincoln apparently felt unable to dodge, thinking that he ought to wed Mary Todd, even though he did not love her, in order to appease his hypersensitive conscience. James C. Conkling accurately predicted that Lincoln would probably “now endeavor to drown his cares among the intricacies and perplexities of the law.”

Throughout 1841 and most of 1842, Lincoln avoided Mary Todd. He perhaps even thought of leaving the country, for in March 1841, John Todd Stuart recommended him for a diplomatic post in South America. The following June, Mary Todd wrote that Lincoln “deems me unworthy of notice, as I have not met him in the gay world for months.” She derived some consolation from the knowledge “that others were as seldom gladdened by his presence as my humble self.” Yet, she lamented, “I would that the case were different, that he would once more resume his Station in Society, that ‘Richard should be himself again,’ much, much happiness would it afford me.” She told a friend that “after she & Mr L broke off she was very sad.” In the spring of 1842, after the party season had ended, a visitor to Springfield found Mary Todd “as lonesome as a gay company loving, girl, could be so situated.”

Sometime in 1841, Lincoln paid court to Sarah Rickard, the sixteen-year-old sister of Elizabeth Butler, at whose home she lived, and where Lincoln boarded between 1837 and 1842. In those years, he often saw Sarah, who was only twelve when they first met. Four years later, he proposed to her, observing that since her name was Sarah, she was bound to marry someone named Abraham. She turned him down because, as she put it, “his peculiar manner and his General deportment would not be likely to fascinate a young girl just entering the society world.”

For three weeks in the summer of 1841, Lincoln vacationed at Farmington, the stately home of Joshua Speed in Louisville, Kentucky. That visit helped restore Lincoln’s spirits. As he prepared to leave, Speed’s mother presented him with an Oxford Bible, which she termed “the best cure for the ‘Blues.’ ” It evidently worked, for in late October, Joshua Speed reported that since Lincoln’s return to Springfield, “he has been eminently successful in his [legal] practice” and “is in fine spirits and good health.” Three months thereafter, Lincoln declared that recently he had “been quite clear of the hypo.”

LINCOLN PLAYS EMOTIONAL COUNSELOR TO JOSHUA SPEED

That autumn, Lincoln had an opportunity to return Speed’s kindness, for Joshua was experiencing the same kind of emotional turmoil that had earlier plagued Lincoln. Speed had proposed to a young neighbor, Fanny Henning, who had accepted him, but he was having second thoughts and undergoing “immense suffering” for fear that he did not really love her. Lincoln acted as an emotional counselor to his friend, playing the same role that Speed had played for him. Lincoln wrote him letters that reveal more about his own emotional state than they do about Speed’s. Seeking to convince Speed that his anxiety was unjustified, Lincoln asked him: “How came you to court her? Was it because you thought she desired it; and that you had given her reason to expect it? If it was for that, why did not the same reason make you court Ann Todd [a cousin, not the sister, of Mary Todd], and at least twenty others of whom you can think, & to whom it would apply with greater force than to her? Did you court her for her wealth? Why, you knew she had none. But you say you reasoned yourself into it. What do you mean by that? Was it not, that you found yourself unable to reason yourself out of it? Did you not think, and partly form the purpose, of courting her the first time you ever saw or heard of her? What had reason to do with it, at that early stage? There was nothing at that time for reason to work upon. Whether she was moral, aimiable, [sic] sensible, or even of good character, you did not, nor could not then know; except perhaps you might infer the last from the company you found her in. All you then did or could know of her, was her personal appearance and deportment; and these, if they impress at all, impress the heart and not the head. Say candidly, were not those heavenly black eyes, the whole basis of all your early reasoning on the subject?”

This letter suggests that Lincoln may well have entertained some doubts about his feelings for Mary Todd. Perhaps he had persuaded himself that he really loved her because she desired him to do so. Or maybe he worried that he was attracted to her because of her high social status, or that he had permitted his head to rule his heart.

When Speed expressed deep concern about his fiancée’s health, Lincoln sought to reassure him: “Why, Speed, if you did not love her, although you might not wish her death, you would most calmly be resigned to it.” Evidently referring to his doubts about Mary Todd, he added: “You know the Hell I have suffered on that point, and how tender I am upon it.”

Lincoln offered Speed some advice: “remember in the dep[t]h and even the agony of despondency, that verry shortly you are to feel well again. I am now fully convinced, that you love her as ardently as you are capable of loving. Your ever being happy in her presence, and your intense anxiety about her health, if there were nothing else, would place this beyond all dispute in my mind. I incline to think it probable, that your nerves will fail you occasionally for a while; but once you get them fairly graded now, that trouble is over forever. I think if I were you, in case my mind were not exactly right, I would avoid being idle; I would immediately engage in some business, or go to making preparations for it.” Lincoln was evidently trying to convince himself not to take seriously his misgivings about Mary Todd; but in case he succumbed to them, he ought to busy himself with some project.

Speed overcame his doubts and on February 15, 1842, wed Fanny Henning. Upon receiving Speed’s letter announcing his new status, Lincoln opened it “with intense anxiety and trepidation—so much, that although it turned out better than I expected, I have hardly yet, at the distance of ten hours, become calm.” He told Speed, “our forebodings, for which you and I are rather peculiar, are all the worst sort of nonsense.” In response to Speed’s expression of fear that the Elysium he had dreamed about “is never to be realized,” Lincoln reassured him that “it is the peculiar misfortune of both you and me, to dream dreams of Elysium far exceeding all that any thing earthly can realize. Far short of your dreams as you may be, no woman could do more to realize them, than that same black eyed Fanny. If you could but contemplate her through my immagination [sic], it would appear ridiculous to you, that any one should for a moment think of being unhappy with her. My old Father used to have a saying that ‘If you make a bad bargain, hug it the tighter’; and it occurs to me, that if the bargain you have just closed can possibly be called a bad one, it is certainly the most pleasant one for applying that maxim to, which my fancy can, by any effort, picture.”

Apparently Lincoln was trying to convince himself that he should wed Mary Todd even though their engagement might be a “bad bargain” and that he ought not to be disappointed if she failed to live up to his ideal.

The following month, Lincoln rejoiced to learn that Speed was much happier than he had anticipated. But Lincoln said that the good news troubled his conscience, which tormented him about Mary Todd. Alluding cryptically to the “fatal first of Jany. ’41,” he wrote that since that day, “it seems to me, I should have been entirely happy, but for the never-absent idea, that there is one still unhappy whom I have contributed to make so. That still kills my soul. I can not but reproach myself, for even wishing to be happy while she is otherwise.”

In July 1842, Lincoln again told Speed that his guilty conscience was bothering him. He confessed that he could not take Speed’s (unidentified) advice: “I must regain my confidence in my own ability to keep my resolves when they are made. In that ability, you know, I once prided myself as the only, or at least the chief, gem of my character; that gem I lost—how, and when, you too well know. I have not yet regained it; and until I do, I can not trust myself in any matter of much importance.” Always a fatalist and ever passive in his dealings with women, he announced that he would heed the injunction of Moses: “Stand still and see the salvation of the Lord.”

And he stood still for the next three months.
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