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Prologue
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On a mild Friday morning in September 1867, two well-dressed, middle-aged women sat on a bench in New York City’s Union Square Park, discussing money.
They were a curious pair. One was white; the other was not. The white woman was dressed in deep mourning, with her face hidden behind a heavy veil of black crepe. She was short and heavy-set and looked to be excited or agitated. When she spoke, which she did rapidly and almost steadily, she was unable to sit still, and she glanced around her frequently, as if checking to see that no one could overhear. But whenever she fell silent, her body seemed to slacken, her shoulders sink, and an air of despondency would come over her. She gave the appearance of being very much alone, despite the presence of her interested companion.
The second woman was also a fascinating study. She sat very still, listening, her back straight, her hands in her lap. Her face was handsome, with deep-set eyes, a firm mouth, strong nose, and a complexion that suggested she was of a mixed-race background. She wore her dark hair coiled in a braid on her head, and she was dressed as elegantly, though less richly and elaborately, than the woman beside her. At first glance, one would think her demeanor proud, even haughty. But a longer look would find in her composure the habit of waiting—silent, watchful, patient. She had the regal bearing of one who might have been a queen, but in fact, she was a mulatta who had been a slave.
The first woman was Mary Todd Lincoln, the daughter of a wealthy Kentucky slaveholder, who had become a President’s wife by throwing in her lot with the driven, self-schooled son of a poor white farmer. The second was Elizabeth Keckly, the illegitimate daughter of her Virginia master and his slave, who had bought her freedom and gone to Washington, where she had become the dressmaker and confidante to the President’s aristocratic wife. At their first meeting, the day after Abraham Lincoln’s first inauguration, they had had to negotiate a fair price for Lizzy’s services. Now they were talking money again, only this time they were devising a moneymaking scheme intended to help them both, though it was Mary’s debts from overspending and her anxiety about poverty that spurred them on.
One might say they had changed places. At forty-nine, the former slave was a successful Washington businesswoman, but her companion, who would be forty-nine in December, was a traumatized, debt-ridden widow, living with her youngest surviving son in a genteel hotel in Chicago. Lizzy had continued to sew for Mary, who would even now accept only work done by Lizzy’s own hand, but the two had hardly seen one another for two years. Then one day in March, a determined Mary Lincoln wrote a letter to her friend: “Now, Lizzie, I want to ask a favor of you. It is imperative that I should do something for my relief, and I want you to meet me in New York.”1
As they sat near the majestic equestrian statue of George Washington that dominated one end of the park, their heads inclined together in confidential conversation, the two women focused on the mundane details of what they intended to accomplish. And although their interests were decidedly mercantile, the conversation itself was a type of quiet revolution that Washington scarcely could have imagined. That two women should be devising a commercial transaction without the knowledge of male relatives or guardians was already a somewhat bold undertaking. But that one of them was a President’s widow and the other a woman of African descent and a former slave was indeed a test of the possibilities of citizenship in the nation. Four generations earlier, many Americans believed that human enslavement was incompatible with their founding ideals of equality, liberty, and happiness for all, but only north of the Mason-Dixon line, the border between Maryland and Pennsylvania, was slavery abolished in their time. It took a war between the states—after decades of westward expansion had made slavery an explosive issue, as two million square miles west of the Mississippi had to be allotted to Northern freedom or Southern slavery—to resolve the tragic contradiction inherent in the founding of the republic. To be sure, the end of slavery exposed fresh contradictions: if one asked her, the freedwoman Lizzy would have said that she felt less kinship with the Irish nursemaids who sat chatting nearby while their young charges played than with the lavishly attired President’s widow by her side. And the widow would have said the same.
With retailers beginning to cram into the basements and parlor floors of the mansions and brownstones on the square and boardinghouses and hotels moving in, Union Square was slightly past its prime as the prestigious residential center of the city. Money was migrating northward: the wealthy were moving to Madison Square and Gramercy Park and developers were eyeing upper Manhattan and beyond. Vast emporiums and mansions rose along northern Fifth Avenue and would soon pass 52nd Street, where the abortionist Madame Restell had daringly built her “palace” in 1862. But Union Square was familiar territory for Mary Lincoln, who in her own heyday—her proud, expansive early days as “Mrs. President”—had bustled in and out of the fancy stores that lined the west side of lower Broadway in an exultation of “shopping” (then a relatively new verb), spending the $20,000 appropriation that Congress had granted to refurbish the shabby White House. Custom-made carpets, damask draperies, ornate furniture, and monogrammed china were ordered, packed, and sent to her new home in Washington. She also picked up several costly black point lace and camel’s hair and cashmere shawls, all exceedingly fashionable. Trailed by reporters, the lady made news with her high-flying tastes and lavish spending.
Those days were over. And after all that had happened, it was Lizzy Keckly who had proven herself to be Mary Lincoln’s closest, most durable confidante from her Washington days. “I consider you my best living friend,” Mary would write to her; and at the time, it was true, for there was no one else who would do what Mary was asking. Resourceful and energetic, imperious and needy, Mary had exhausted all the white people whose aid she could command or cajole. Yet she could be a shrewd assessor of character (that is, when vanity did not get in her way), and over the years she had come to appreciate Lizzy’s gifts; she knew that she could count on Lizzy to be discreet and to manage delicate situations, especially those involving well-heeled white folks. The plan to raise funds that Mary proposed to Lizzy was simple: they were to enlist a Broadway broker to sell off her old clothes and jewelry. Surely, there were many who would pay to own a little something that Mrs. Lincoln herself had worn. In summoning Lizzy, Mary Lincoln anticipated having the benefit of not only her companion’s sound advice and comforting approval, but also her assistance in carrying out the idea.2
As mistress of the White House, Mary Lincoln had used the royal “we,” and the gentlemen who frequented her White House salon nicknamed her “La Reine.” Publicly, she liked the title “Mrs. President.” She reveled in the creation of her image, born in the columns of the daily newspapers that rolled off the steam presses in unprecedented numbers, midwifed by the special correspondents who, reporting on Mrs. Lincoln’s comings and goings, telegraphed their dispatches to papers throughout the land. One revolution in technology—the cheap and endlessly reproducible photograph—made it possible to see what she looked like in a variety of attitudes and poses. This was the first generation of photojournalism, the Lincolns the first consistently photographed Presidential couple, and the Civil War the first photographed war. This public visibility was Mary Lincoln’s making; it also contributed to her eventual downfall.
Elizabeth Keckly was a “first” too: part of the first generation of post-Emancipation black Americans, an immigrant from a world of bondage into the promised land of freedom. Lizzy was Mary’s dressmaker, confidante, and mainstay during the difficult years that the Lincolns occupied the White House and the early years of Mary’s widowhood. But she had already been established as the seamstress to the Washington elite when she was first hired by Mary Lincoln to make sixteen dresses. As one Washington correspondent reported, “Stately carriages stand before her door, whose haughty owners sit before Lizzie docile as lambs while she tells them what to wear.”3 For Mary Lincoln, viewed by capital insiders as a parvenu outsider from the hinterlands out west, securing Madame Keckly’s services was the social equivalent of joining the right club. Ironically, during the winter of 1860–61, while Mary was dreaming of all the outfits she would need in the White House and the Southern states began seceding from the Union, it was Mrs. Varina Davis, wife of Mississippi Senator Jefferson Davis, the future President of the Confederate States of America, who was Lizzy’s best Washington client.
Nor did Lizzy underestimate her connections. As a “colored woman” close to power, she used her position not only to advance herself, but to influence the Lincolns’ attitudes toward the recently freed slaves who were pouring across Union lines and into Washington during the war. Self-made and self-reliant, she too sat for her studio portrait, as was the custom of the day. It shows an erect, dignified, and self-contained woman, wearing a richly wrought silk dress with a brooch at her throat and matching earrings. Her hands are graceful, shapely, and strong.
When I began this project, I knew that I wanted to restore Elizabeth Keckly to her place in history, to give voice to her life and story. I also wanted to give a fuller, truer picture of Mary Lincoln, and this I believed I could do by recognizing her relationship with Lizzy. For it seems obvious to me that we can hardly understand the way the Southern-born Mary Lincoln experienced her world without registering the shaping presence of the various black women in her life—from the slave women she loved as a girl, who virtually raised her, to the freedwoman she turned to during the crisis-ridden 1860s, when America found itself embroiled in civil war and Mary’s private world was falling apart. Indeed, a niece of Mary Lincoln’s would point to her aunt’s early dependence on her “black mammy” to explain the way she turned so naturally to Elizabeth Keckly. Nor can we understand the mixed-race Elizabeth Keckly without exploring her “mixed” life, moving between opposing worlds that had been falsely, and tragically, designated “black” and “white.”4
The more deeply I became involved in their lives, the more fascinated I became by the dynamic of their “friendship”—their term for their relationship. But I was troubled by a too easy use of the word. What kind of friendship was it, after all, when the black woman who was paid for her time deferred to the white woman who, for her part, turned to her “friend” out of a need most often triggered whenever she felt betrayed and abandoned by the white world? How could so asymmetrical a relationship based on such self-interested interdependence be what any of us would regard as a friendship? Yet there is no other word that conveys the warmth, understanding, and intimacy of their connection. And although it might resemble, it differed radically from the intimate, interracial relationships they had as girls and young women living under slavery. Lizzy’s freedom made her Mary’s partner in creating the terms of the relationship. Had Elizabeth Keckly been Mary Lincoln’s slave, neither woman would have addressed the other as “friend.”5
Still, slavery was an important bond. Intelligent, ambitious Southern women from slavery households, Mary Lincoln and Elizabeth Keckly recognized in one another a strange kinship of contradictions, fraught with mixed emotions. Theirs was a worldview shaped by slavery, where black and white lives were inextricably mixed in every way. For those antebellum Southerners who used the popular phrase “the family, white and black” to refer to the extended households in which they grew up, the phrase had a literal meaning, even if that meaning was rarely openly acknowledged. They were family—in every sense of the word. Sex between (mostly) masters and slave women had created a population of slaves that had become visibly whiter. Fathers owned their children; sisters slaved for their half-brothers. The frenzied rhetoric against “mongrels,” “mutations,” and “miscegenation” (a term coined in 1863, the year of the Emancipation Proclamation) simply underlined the fact. Indeed, although I was surprised, I was not shocked to learn that Elizabeth Keckly and Mary Lincoln were related by marriage: a cousin of the Burwell family who owned Lizzy had married a Todd, a distant relation of Mary’s. Still, if Mary and Lizzy knew about this connection, they would not have chatted about it over tea.6
Then, too, their relationship, which bridged a revolutionary period in race relations that began before and extended past the emancipation of four million black slaves and the abolition of slavery, was remarkable for the degree to which it flew in the face of conventional behavior of the day. It was a highly visible companionship in an age when interracial friendships were uncommon, and it was noted not only privately by White House observers but also publicly in the newspapers. Moreover, the Elizabeth Keckly whom Mary Lincoln considered a friend was no “faithful mammy,” the idealized maternal center of the slavery household. Pragmatic, clear-minded, and upwardly mobile, Mrs. Keckly brought qualities to the friendship that extended far beyond comforting familiarity. Self-made and self-sufficient, she inspired the tormented Mary’s affection, respect, and trust.
There are two other restorations that warrant mentioning, which result from my wish to be true to these women’s own representations of themselves. The first time I saw Elizabeth Keckly’s full signature, on an application for a war pension after her son’s death in the Battle of Wilson’s Creek, I was thrilled. It’s not that I hadn’t expected to see her signature there, because I did, but that there is something about a person’s signature that seems to bring that person to life. I knew that she’d held the paper I now held, leaned over it, and wrote her name. It was as if I could feel her presence. But then, I noticed that she spelled her name differently from the way it appears in her published memoir and in the history books. She spelled it “Keckly,” not “Keckley,” as I had always seen it. I checked against her signature elsewhere, thinking that perhaps the pension signature was smudged or that she varied the spelling. But she never did. I also noticed that when she signed her first name she wrote “Lizzy,” not “Lizzie,” as Mary Lincoln spelled it. So, in writing this book I decided that if I was to restore Elizabeth Keckly’s “voice” I must also restore her name, as she knew it: Elizabeth Keckly, Lizzy Keckly.
I have also done something like this for Mary Lincoln, who dropped the Todd after her marriage and never used it when signing her name. In my book she is referred to as Mary Lincoln.

CHAPTER ONE
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As Mr. and Mrs. Robert Smith Todd looked forward to the birth of their fourth child in 1818, they were likely hoping for a boy. Two little girls—five-year-old Elizabeth and nearly three-year-old Frances—and one boy, one-and-a-half-year-old Levi, were already running around the yard on Short Street at the center of town and up the hill to their widowed Grandma Parker’s house next door. By December, as her time neared, the children’s twenty-four-year-old mother, Eliza Parker Todd, had retreated to her bedroom on the second floor of the nine-room house, leaving them to be watched by their slave mammy. The Widow Parker, who had given the young Todds the lower part of her double lot as a wedding gift, probably helped supervise the household slaves, among them three of her own whom she had loaned to her daughter: a young girl, a woman in her twenties, and an older woman. The sweet-natured Eliza admitted when she first married at eighteen that she had no idea housekeeping “was attended with so much trouble.” Indeed, six months into her marriage, while the young couple were still living with the Widow Parker waiting for their house to be built, she had written, perhaps teasingly, to her maternal grandfather, “It really is almost enough to deter girls from getting married.” In any event, she concluded, “it would never do for me to go far from Mama as I shall stand so much in need of her instruction.”1
Her husband, a second cousin whom she’d known virtually all her life growing up in Lexington, would not have asked her to move anyway. Robert Smith Todd had his own parental ties to Lexington, Kentucky, in the shape of a patriarchal Todd tradition of local power and influence. Well-connected and trained as a lawyer, twenty-seven-year-old Robert was already launched upon hectic political and business careers, apparently determined, if not absolutely destined, to follow in his father’s and uncles’ footsteps. His concerns kept him from home for long periods elsewhere—in Frankfort, thirty miles to the west, where he served as clerk in the Kentucky House of Representatives, and at other times almost eight hundred miles south in New Orleans on buying trips for his struggling wholesale/retail firm. So Robert Todd may not have minded the constant presence of a mother-in-law in the house. Later, he would come to depend on it.
The new baby, another girl, arrived on a cold Sunday, December 13, 1818. Her parents named her Mary Ann, after her mother’s only sister. Like other well-to-do Kentucky women of her day, Eliza, having survived this infant’s birth, would have breast-fed her daughter for several weeks or more before handing her over to a wet nurse, most likely a slave. After recovering from the birth, Eliza would have enjoyed returning to some of Lexington’s social and cultural activities: paying and receiving morning calls, for which Lexington ladies dressed formally in silks and satins; taking afternoon drives in the Todds’ Lexington-built carriage; and visiting the public library, which was open every afternoon except Sunday in a building on the corner of the town square. More likely, she looked forward to visiting Mrs. Plimpton’s millinery in Mr. Plimpton’s store, at Main and Main Cross Street; attending music concerts in the public rooms of the town’s many taverns; and gathering with her neighbors for the thrilling lottery drawings, also held in the taverns, which were the town’s favorite means of raising money for schools and churches. There were always plenty of parties and picnics and frequent celebrations honoring a steady parade of patriots and politicians. When little Mary Ann was almost seven months, Eliza may have stood outside Postlethwait’s Tavern on July 3, waving a handkerchief as salutes were fired to honor President Monroe and General Jackson, who beamed acknowledgment to the assembled crowd. Later in July she might have attended the university’s Commencement Ball, for which gentlemen could get tickets at Postlethwait’s but ladies had to apply to the ball’s managers.
There would not have been much for her to do at home. Aunt Chaney, one of the family slaves, did all the cooking and had absolute charge of the kitchen; when the children got on her nerves, she banged the pots and kettles and ordered them out. It was Chaney who baked the memorable beaten biscuits and corn bread, whose recipes (“jes’ a pinch—jes’ a bit more”) the future Mary Lincoln would one day try to record in a notebook for the benefit of her Irish serving girl in Springfield. Aunt Chaney considered it criminal—and not a bit surprising—that “the po’ white trash Irish” didn’t know how to make good corn bread. Equally chauvinistic Nelson drove the family carriage, served in the dining room, and did the marketing across the way at the tradesmen’s stalls in the Main Street market house, next to the courthouse. Female slaves aired and made the beds, carried the water, started the fires, washed and hung out the clothes, swept, dusted, scrubbed, and polished in every room in the house. Another slave tended the garden. And although Mrs. Todd did her own mending and trimmed her own hats, the French swisses and sheer muslins that her husband brought back from New Orleans all went to a sewing woman, possibly a local woman or a slave. Above all, there was the children’s Mammy Sally. She loved “her” Todd children as if they were her own—at least, according to the Todds. 2
Lexington sits in the region of Kentucky known as the Bluegrass, named for the bluish tint of the wind-rippled long-stemmed grass whose seeds were sown in the nineteenth century. The Bluegrass covers a circular area of roughly eight thousand square miles at the heart of the state. With its long growing season, temperate climate, plentiful rainfall, and limestone-laden, phosphate-rich soil, this section of Kentucky seemed like an Eden to early visitors—or, in the language of a nineteenth-century gazetteer writing for Easterners considering emigration, “The Garden . . . of the world.” Not satisfied with the idea of Kentucky as Paradise, one Western preacher reckoned that heaven was a “Kaintuck of a place.” But travelers reserved their most extravagant praise for the “small portion of highly beautiful land” directly surrounding Lexington, the two thousand square miles of the Inner Bluegrass. “The country around Lexington,” wrote one Pennsylvanian, “for many miles in every direction is equal in beauty and fertility to anything the imagination can paint.” When an eastern Kentuckian dies, it is said, he wants to go to Lexington.3
With a grid layout reminding visitors of stately Philadelphia, Lexington in 1818 was a center of culture and refinement, known as “the Athens of the West” and noted not only for its girls and boys academies but also for Transylvania University, the first university in the Western United States, founded in 1780. Already it boasted a leading law school, where the young Henry Clay was a professor; more famous still was the medical school, with an extraordinary library of rare and valuable works that were bought in Europe by the school’s charismatic Dr. Charles Caldwell, who also gave regular lectures abroad.
Under the circumstances, Robert Smith and Eliza Todd could have been forgiven for thinking themselves among the “first people” in the land, despite their location west of the Alleghenies. On both sides of the Todd-Parker union there were Revolutionary War heroes: generals and majors and Eliza Parker’s great-grandmother, who rode out to the camp at Valley Forge in the winter of ’77 with provisions for her husband, Captain Andrew Porter, and was said to have impressed Washington with her devotion.
Indeed, the Todds could have been forgiven for thinking themselves at the center of their universe, for they could boast of being a vital part of a wide network of leading local families, beginning with their Porter and Parker cousins and extending to their Kentucky kin by marriage, which would in time include the prestigious Shelbys, Breckenridges, Wickliffes, McDowells, Bullocks, Woodleys, Brents, Didlakes, “and so on and on,” as the Lexington Herald put it. Even the nation’s heroine, the stalwart Dolley Madison, who, four years earlier, standing in the charred and gutted ruins of the White House, had announced, “We shall rebuild . . . the enemy cannot frighten a free people,” had been married to a Todd before a Madison. Such connections made a difference in a world where (as one lady wrote) “we claim our relations to the forty-fifth cousin.” Even the Almighty was bound to be impressed: as Abraham Lincoln quipped on the family’s changing their name from Tod to Todd, one “d” was good enough for God, but not the Todds.4
Perhaps the Todds were justified if they were inclined to consider Lexington their particular contribution to the American West. Their neighbor and Robert’s political mentor Congressman Henry Clay (the future senator and frequent presidential candidate) may have become Lexington’s most famous and influential resident, but by the time he arrived in 1797, an eager young lawyer on the make, the Todds had already helped build Lexington into the town where ambitious men like Clay aimed to be.
“Start early and git down to Caintuck,” wrote William Calk in his diary on April 20, 1775. Soon afterward, soldiers encamped in a wilderness clearing at McConnell Springs in central northern Kentucky decided to give to their fledgling settlement the name of the town in far-off Massachusetts where, on April 19, minutemen had exchanged the first shots of the Revolution with British soldiers. Among the party of soldiers was said to have been the nineteen-year-old Pennsylvania-born Levi Todd. With his two older brothers, John and Robert, Levi helped found a Kentucky dynasty that would shape his granddaughter Mary Todd’s childhood, permeating her earliest sense of identity and place.5
Yet when Mary Ann Todd was born, Lexington was barely a generation—and not many miles—from its frontier days. Six years earlier, above the mouth of the Green River in northwestern Kentucky, three Indians attacked a white family, killing the elderly father and wounding his son. The then-single Robert Smith Todd gave a friend a matter-of-fact report: “It appears that there was a Quarrel between this young man and one of the Indians because he had beat him shooting, and no doubt had given him some provocation, one of the Indians was killed in the encounter which no doubt saved the lives of all the family.”6 If his daughter Mary ever fantasized about transforming a backwoodsman and Indian fighter into a gentleman, she no doubt drew on her hometown for models.
Inheritors of a spirit of rebellion, the Todds were descended from Scottish Covenanters who fought against England’s king and Church, then found refuge in northern Ireland before immigrating to Montgomery Country, Pennsylvania, in 1737. These immigrants, David and Hannah Todd, sent three of their sons to be educated at the Virginia school run by the boys’ eminent uncle, the Presbyterian Reverend John Todd. In 1778, through their uncle’s friendship with Virginia Governor Patrick Henry, the Todd sons were commissioned to fight under General George Rogers Clark to secure the conquest of the Illinois territory. Afterward, Henry appointed the oldest son, John, the first civil governor of Illinois.
But it was Kentucky that promised most fair, a region where whites and Indians clashed bitterly over the area’s unsurpassed hunting grounds. A decade earlier, older Indian leaders’ efforts to reach accommodation with pioneers had faltered, and an enraged young Cherokee leader named Dragging Canoe had warned Daniel Boone that white settlers would find Kentucky “a dark and bloody land.” Anglo-American expansion during the 1770s unified Indian militants, to whom white settlers were little more than invading colonizers who razed their villages and burned their corn. Indian raids on white settlements grew bloody and fierce; hundreds of Kentuckians were captured or killed and thousands of their horses stolen. During the Revolution, the British spurred the Indians on.
Mary and her siblings grew up hearing tales of the frontier exploits of her grandfather and great-uncles, especially her legendary uncle, Illinois Governor John Todd, who, as Colonel Todd, was second in military rank on the frontier only to General Clark. On August 19, 1782, ten months after the British surrender at Yorktown, Colonel Todd led 182 Kentuckians against the combined forces, almost one thousand strong, of Ohio Indian Nations warriors and British soldiers in the Battle of Blue Licks, outside Lexington. When a third of the Kentucky force was killed that day, compared with three killed and four slightly wounded of the British and Indian force, John Todd lay among the dead. Adding luster was John’s legendary wealth: he had owned twenty thousand acres, and when he died his only child, a daughter, became one of the wealthiest people in Kentucky. It was also Uncle John Todd, as Mary knew, who had a Kentucky county named after him.7
Meanwhile, Mary’s grandfather, John’s younger brother General Levi Todd, had been sowing his own fortune in Lexington and surrounding Fayette County. In 1781, he became one of the first purchasers of Lexington’s half-acre lots, with an additional five acres for crops, which were laid out on a grid plan in the original 710-acre town. Then, after the war ended, Levi, like other veterans holding warrants for land west of the Alleghenies, moved in to settle his claims. Using warrants and purchase rights, he built an estate of seven thousand acres in Fayette and Franklin Counties.
By 1790, the earliest wave of Lexington residents had transformed their corner of Kentucky from a handful of log huts outside Colonel John Todd’s stockade—with forty-seven inhabitants, mostly bachelors in frontier dress, who lived off the buffalo, deer, turkey, and geese they shot and were menaced by Shawnees and other Ohio Indians—into a bustling commercial and intellectual center of 843 residents. They slashed and burned away the thick-quilled canebrakes, which grew in dense clusters and could reach twenty feet high, and began planting pastures and fields. They divvied up town lots, designated ground for a cemetery and “a house of worship,” and erected a courthouse, a jail, and a schoolhouse. Town fathers made attendance at the log schoolhouse mandatory for Lexington boys to keep them from wandering where Indians might capture them. Levi Todd wrote to his parents in Pennsylvania to join him in Kentucky, where, with his new wife, Jane Briggs, whom he had married in 1779 in the fort at St. Asaph’s in Lincoln County, he had begun a family. Also contributing to the end-of-century population boom were Mary Ann’s maternal grandparents. Major Robert Parker was a Pennsylvania cousin of the Todds, and his bride, the spirited Elizabeth Porter, was the daughter of General Andrew and Elizabeth Porter. They arrived in 1790, having set out from Pennsylvania on horseback the day after their wedding.8
For ambitious men moving west at the end of the eighteenth century, Kentucky was an open field. Cheap land and opportunity attracted thousands of migrants, and the tendency of the laws encouraged enormous land claims for wealthier men like the Todd brothers. Later immigrants came down the Ohio River in flatboats, then overland on the Buffalo Trace into the interior, or made their way slowly from Cumberland Gap across the narrow Wilderness Road (cut through in twenty-two days in the spring of 1792 by wood-cutters paid with the donations of 104 subscribers, among them Robert Todd, Robert Breckinridge, Governor Shelby, and Levi Todd, who gave $12). Still others sent their slaves ahead to take the risks and burdens of frontier settling for them; these included North Carolina merchant Thomas Hart, the future father-in-law of Henry Clay, who joined in a land speculation company and, from the comfort of his home in Hillsborough, fretted about “send[ing] a parcel of poor slaves where I dare not go myself.” In the 1790s, Kentucky’s population tripled, reaching 220,955 in 1800. Meanwhile, the slave population quadrupled, totaling 40,343 in the state, their numbers concentrated in the plantation-rich Bluegrass; soon, that number would be one-third of the population of Lexington and the Inner Bluegrass.9
The Bluegrass, with Lexington at its heart, generated fabulous wealth for its first-generation white families. Realizing that hemp, not tobacco, was going to be their region’s pot of gold—its long, fine fibers made the ropes and bags that tied up the South’s cotton bales—planters had slaves lay out their fields with the valuable crop. Lexington merchants branched out into manufacturing, opening the rope walks and bagging factories (by 1820, this work-force was 98 percent slave labor) that would make many of them very rich men, among them John Wesley Hunt, who became the first millionaire in the West. Meanwhile, land speculation in the late eighteenth century had made Lexington a boomtown for lawyers, who got rich adjudicating countless overlapping land claims and litigating the property suits and countersuits that sprang up as fast as weeds. It was what had drawn the lawyer Henry Clay from Virginia. As clerk of Fayette County, Mary’s grandfather Levi Todd earned fees whenever property changed hands, which was often. He also made money as an attorney and land surveyor, preferring these to farming. 10
In addition to riches, there were also republican ideals to inspire these immigrants. To be sure, Kentucky was a mecca for Virginians “burdened down by worn-out lands, excess sons, and unprofitable slaves,” and many, including Levi Todd, saw Kentucky as a place to re-create and regenerate the colonial Virginia Piedmont and Tidewater cultures, which in their view had grown stagnant and stale. Already, Virginia had become the Old World, corrupt and degenerate, and Kentucky the promising New. As Levi wrote to an Eastern friend, “If the citizens of the Eastern waters do not corrupt our principles, we shall, I believe, be a free and happy people. Kentucky will be an asylum for liberty.” Mary’s black mammy, Aunt Sally, who marked the Todd fence with a secret sign to runaways that they might stop for food and rest before continuing north to the Ohio River and freedom, may have taken a different view.11
As an adult, Mary Todd would draw fire for vulgar crassness and grasping materialism, yet she was also praised for her elegance, charm, wit, and intelligence. Such qualities were come by honestly, as the Lexington she inherited from her grandparents and parents was rich in both. By the time Mary arrived on the Lexington scene, forty years of intensive, focused commercialism and gentrification had established a standard of living that, for people like the Todds, had become a matter of pride, value, and identity. Despite the town’s inland location, which made moving goods in and out an arduous task and tended to inflate prices, by the turn of the century dozens of stores and ordinaries lined the commercial grid of Main Cross and Mulberry Street running north-south and Main and Short Street at the center of town. Tradesmen’s stalls filled the Main Street market house, a brick structure with sixteen pillars that had been erected on the site of Colonel John Todd’s fort. They catered to a rising bourgeois class ready to ride full tilt into the gratifications of conspicuous consumption. “What a pleasure we have in raking it in and spending it with our friends,” proclaimed Thomas Hart, the merchant-manufacturer originally from North Carolina. Already by 1807, the year Levi Todd died, while Easterners nursed visions of Kentucky as a wilderness overrun by savages and bears, one could buy fancy silver pieces from one of several Lexington silversmiths, among them the renowned Asa Blanchard, whose shop at the corner of Short and Mill Streets featured the beautiful English-style gold and silver pieces that established him as one of the country’s leading silversmiths. Fashion-conscious Lexington wives and daughters, earning their reputation for extravagant dress, bought imported French heeled shoes and paisley shawls (a particular favorite of the future Mary Lincoln) and took home yards of European tamboured and jaconet muslins, dimities, and nankeens to be stitched into the latest design. Rising men, bursting with accomplishment, kept architects, carpenters, brickmakers, bricklayers, and stonemasons busy constructing public buildings and elegant homes, with design details testifying to their owners’ individuality and self-worth, like the octagonal study lit by a skylight at Henry Clay’s 600-acre Ashland, based on Benjamin Latrobe’s design, and the Greek Revival doorway Robert Smith Todd would add when his family moved to his second, larger, more impressive house on Main. The “expense of furnishing and keeping so large a house clean” was no small thing, as the mother of Brutus Junius Clay, Henry’s younger cousin, warned her son before he built his elaborate brick Federal and Greek Revival house in nearby Bourbon County: “It gets mouldy, spider webs, moths in the carpets.” But big houses were an expression of self, and Brutus had his mansion, Auvergne, built.12
Mary’s parents, second-generation Lexingtonians, were raised at the center of this world of heady exuberance and high expectation. Robert Smith Todd was born February 25, 1791, at his family’s country villa on the 235-acre estate his father had built about two miles east of town on the Richmond Pike, just past where Henry Clay would construct his own plantation. Named Ellerslie after the Todd ancestral Scottish village, the villa was the kind of oxymoron—the new ancestral home—beloved of American gentry. Like the Virginia estates after which these end-of-the-century homes were modeled, Ellerslie was a twenty-room brick Georgian mansion set in elegant grounds laid out with formal gardens, orchards, meadows, fields, pastures, and numerous outbuildings. It took nearly thirty slaves to work the Ellerslie fields and manage the livestock, polish the silver, wipe the china, change the numerous beds, and dust the library’s leather-bound books. There Robert Todd grew up surrounded by a large and noisy family as the seventh of Levi and Jane Brigg’s eleven children, to which would be added a half-brother when his mother died and Levi remarried.
Much less is known about Mary’s mother, Eliza Parker. She was born in 1794 and spent most of her girlhood in the brick house on Short Street up the hill from the house she would live in as a young wife and mother. Her father, Robert Parker, was a prominent surveyor, merchant, and miller who served briefly as clerk of Lexington’s governing body. He died in 1800, when Eliza was six, leaving his “lands, slaves, etc. to wife, remainder to children equally,” with instructions to provide his four boys and two girls with as good an education “as my estate and other circumstances will admit of.”13 His widow sold their place in the country and moved into the center of town, where she had the new house built on Short Street. There, with the help of six slaves, she raised her six children, and then, after they were grown, carried on by outliving her husband by forty-nine years. Known to all as the Widow Parker, she was a dominant force in the lives of her children and grandchildren.
It is from the Todds that Mary was said to have inherited her taste for material comforts and modern living. Her grandfather Levi Todd, a portly five feet eight inches tall, set the pace in fashionable consumption when in 1800 he became one of only two people in the county (along with Major James Russell) to own a four-wheeled carriage. (By his granddaughter’s day, one could count more four-wheeled carriages in Lexington than in any American town of its size.) Her father, Robert Smith Todd, clearly enjoyed his fine clothes, private carriage, rare brandies, and the “famous” mint juleps Nelson mixed for his guests; these concoctions of whiskey, sugar, ice, a bit of water, and sprigs of fresh mint were considered to have medicinal value. A little girl growing up in this world would learn to consider fashionable dress, pianos, carriages, rugs, double parlors furnished with mahogany furniture and hung with a sample of Lexington portrait painter Matthew Jouett’s work, good schools for the children, a country estate, and regular restorative trips to nearby springs a natural part of everyday living.14
As for manners and habits of mind, the turn-of-the-century Bluegrass squire modeled his behavior, as he modeled his estate, on that of the gentry of Piedmont and Tidewater Virginia, meaning that horse racing, foxhunting, dancing, billiards, and cards—accompanied by whiskey—were the entertainments of choice. To this, the proud Bluegrass man added an elaborately developed code of honor that allowed for duels and other, less formal means for violently settling disputes. In the town streets, visible from the rooms where the young people took dancing lessons and the ladies afternoon tea, was enacted a level of public violence that frontier living had rendered the norm. Scuffles and fistfights were common. Like Scottish highlanders, Bluegrass gentlemen carried dirks (short daggers) in their vests, which, when provoked, they used readily and openly. Students at Transylvania University were formally forbidden to bring their dirks, knives, or swords into any of the school’s buildings, not just the chapel. Assailants were tried for murder, but persuasive claims of self-defense and a sympathizing public often led to acquittals. Among themselves women like Mrs. Susan Corlis commented on the lamentable ways of men. “What a pity it is they have not more command of their passions and use the knife & dagger so freely,” she wrote her daughter.15 Such an environment would seem fertile ground for outsize feelings to take root; visitors frequently commented on the Kentuckian habit of exaggeration and overstatement. Here, too, cultivating enemies was as natural as maintaining friends, and making mental lists of those who had failed one a form of comfort as reassuring, in its way, as calling to mind those who had proven true.
Twenty-one-year-old Robert Todd and eighteen-year-old Eliza Parker married in Grandma Parker’s parlor on November 13, 1812, while Robert was home on sick leave from the War of 1812, the battle against Great Britain mostly over the unsettled land in the West. The fact that they were second cousins, sharing a great-grandfather, simply made their kin-minded families that much happier at this affirmation of family pride. They were said to have begun courting early, as early perhaps as Robert’s college days at Transylvania University, just two blocks from the Parker house, which he entered when he was fourteen. After graduation, he set out to study law.
To become a lawyer, a young man of that day had to “read” with an established lawyer. Or, as one St. Louis man advised his nephew, whom he had sent to Lexington for his education, you must “court the company of men of learning, sober, sedate and respectable characters. . . . You will not only gain information from them but respectability and influence.” As the uncle more urgently advised, “Try and become acquainted with Mr. Clay, or some eminent lawyer in that state.” For Robert Todd, already a member of the court, such introductions were easy, and plum legal apprenticeships dropped into his ready hand. From there, it was but a short step into politics.16
Handsome and nearly six feet tall, with blue eyes, light brown hair, a strong neck, and a ruddy complexion, Robert was courtly, industrious, and personable. He was also energetic to the point of nervousness, and he propelled himself into the role of Robert Smith Todd, Esq., with characteristic verve. Elected at twenty-three as clerk in the Kentucky House of Representatives in Frankfort, where he served continously until declining to run again in 1835, a three-term assemblyman for Fayette County in the Kentucky House of Representatives and three-term state senator (also in Frankfort), he also served in Lexington as councilman, then magistrate, and then sheriff. Besides which, he was an officer in the local Masonic lodge. Then, too, over the years, patronage appointments were sent his way. With a cousin’s help, Robert got a clerkship in the Lexington branch of the Bank of Kentucky; by 1835 he was the branch president. He also was made a judge in the Fayette County Court; judgeships, like bank positions, were political and highly charged, especially during the court crisis of the 1820s, when Kentucky legislators and courts battled over jurisdiction of state banking and financial policy.
Meanwhile, Eliza had been having their children at the customary interval of one about every two years. First born was daughter Elizabeth in 1813, one year after their marriage, followed by Frances in 1816, Levi in 1817, Mary Ann in 1818, Robert in 1821, Ann in 1824, and George in 1825. 17 Much like Robert’s transit toward male adulthood, Eliza’s formal preparations for her destiny as wife and mother had been typical of middle-class girls of her age: a few years most likely at Mrs. Beck’s Lexington Female Academy, where she took lessons in reading, composition, grammar, arithmetic, letter writing, and, for an additional fee, knitting, painting, embroidery, and sewing. For this, her mother would have paid $150 a year. Little wonder Eliza felt herself “so much in need of [Mama’s] instruction” when she married at eighteen.
Unfortunately, the expansion of Robert and Eliza’s family coincided with their town’s slow decline. The successful trip of the steamer New Orleans in 1811, which had sealed Lexington’s fate as an inland town unable to compete with the river cities of Louisville and Cincinnati, and a postwar depression made emulating their parents’ lives, especially as they shared their consumerist values, an ongoing struggle. Similarly, in the next generation, their daughter Mary Todd would grow up cultivating expensive tastes she would not always be able to afford.
As the family grew, Robert found he needed more money. In 1817, the family estate, Ellerslie, was sold and Robert went into his first business partnership. With fellow veteran Bird Smith, he opened Smith and Todd, an “Extensive Grocery Establishment,” at Cheapside. Advertising that a member of the firm would personally attend foreign markets to bring customers the best articles at the lowest prices, Robert made long buying trips to New Orleans for barrels of cognac and Jamaica spirits, casks of Medeira and Malaga wine, sherry, Irish whiskey, Holland gin, clarets and ports they stocked alongside local whiskey, brandy, groceries, glassware, chewing tobacco, and thousands of pounds of “good hog lard.” The timing of the new enterprise was imperfect, however; the bank panic of 1819 led to a nationwide depression, and by 1821, Smith and Todd were out of business. One year later, what was already a difficult time for the Todds grew worse. In 1822, they lost their toddler, Robert Parker, who died at only fourteen months.18
As an adult, Mary was fated to outlive a murdered husband and three of her four children. Eventually, her losses destroyed her. Who knows what effect the death of this baby brother had on Mary, then only three years old, or what seed of vulnerability it planted? It may be that the surviving Todd children did not suffer greatly at the loss of their brother. But if they did not pine for their mother’s attention—for not only would Eliza have retreated into mourning, but as long as her children knew her she was preoccupied with a new pregnancy, lying-in, or latest newborn—and if they did not suffer from their father’s long absences and his grief, they would have been highly unusual children. And if the oldest girl, Elizabeth, held her little sister Mary to soothe her wounded spirit while their mother nursed sister Ann (whose arrival had also deprived Mary Ann of her full name), it filled a hole in the lives of both small girls and was the first stage in a lifelong bond that was arguably Mary’s most durable in a life not given to—or given—long-lived relationships. Mammy Sally negotiated among the competing demands of five small children while their mother was upstairs anxiously awaiting the birth of her final child. When Mary ran into the shelter of Sally’s arms, it was the origin of her reliance on the competency and comfort of a black female servant.
It was this last birth that dealt the ringing blow of loss that changed everything for Mary and her siblings. That last child—a boy named after George Rogers Clark, the Western commander of General Todd and his brothers—came into the world in 1825 while most of Lexington was celebrating Independence Day at a picnic at Fowler’s Garden, just beyond the town’s limits. Both were memorable events. At the picnic, roast pig and beef dripped from spits and whiskey poured from open buckets and kegs. At night, there was an “elegant dinner and dancing,” as the Kentucky Gazette would report, where Mr. Henry Clay, Major General Winfield Scott, and other distinguished guests toasted “the memory of General George Washington.” General Scott gallantly saluted the “Ladies of the Western Country—the rose is not less lovely, nor its fragrance less delightful, because it blossoms in the wilderness.” 19 Since mid-May, when General Lafayette’s triumphal return tour to the United States had passed through Lexington, there had been weeks of revolutionary fervor, and the Todds may have been thinking of military processions and revolutionary cockades when it came time to name their newest son.
But within hours of giving birth, Eliza developed a fever. Normal births were still women’s work, and it is unlikely that any outsider except a midwife, possibly Harriet Leuba, the watchmaker’s wife who lived down the street, was in attendance. But doctors, if available, were called for difficult cases, and Robert sent for the best the town had to offer. With a medical school nearby—a rare boon for any town, especially a Western one—he could call in specialists, and he may have called in as many as three: his friend Dr. Elisha Warfield, once professor of surgery and obstetrics at Transylvania Medical School; Dr. Benjamin Dudley, a popular professor of anatomy and surgery; and Dr. William Richardson, not as liked or respected as his colleagues but a well-known specialist in midwifery and women’s diseases. Their efforts, however, failed.
Years later, Dr. Lunsford Yandell recalled that when he started studying medicine at Transylvania in the 1820s, his doctor father put William Buchan’s Domestic Medicine in his hand and remarked, “Every student ought to learn enough of the practice, at the outset, to place him on an equality with the old women of the country.” Harriet Leuba probably knew how to make “salves, syrups, pills, teas, and ointments, how to prepare an oil emulsion . . . how to poultice wounds, dress burns, treat dysentery, sore throat, frostbite, measles, colic, [whooping cough] . . . how to lance an abscessed breast, apply a ‘blister,’ . . . induce vomiting, assuage bleeding, reduce swelling, and relieve a toothache, as well as deliver babies.” Every mistress’s commonplace book contained folk recipes for ointments and remedies, like Mary Burwell’s recipe “for the Dysentery,” a mixture of vinegar and salts in a gallon of water, taken “in a tumbler of cold water.” But neither the midwives, who generally delivered the town’s babies, nor their competitors, the medical experts who were called in emergencies, knew what to do for the hemorrhages, convulsions, toxemias, and puerperal infections (the major cause of childbirth deaths) that killed about one new mother for every two hundred live births. 20
Given their fees and status, the doctors used more dramatic measures to try to save their patients. Yet, as one historian notes, the therapies they might have tried on Eliza—calomel (a mercurial compound) to induce violent purging, laudanum (a liquid opiate) to reduce cramping, and bloodletting (as much as 40 ounces, or until the patient was nauseous)—would have done little for the dying woman “except perhaps to make her feel worse.” When morning came thirty-one-year-old Eliza Parker Todd was dead, probably of a puerperal fever caused by an invasion of bacteria into the uterine cavity. 21
When the children were brought in to say good-bye after their mother’s body had been washed and laid out, they would have been too frightened and bewildered to hear the words of consolation that no doubt were being offered all around. They had recently lost their little brother; here was death again. Someone took the new baby and gave him to a wet nurse, for he would survive. The stricken widower sent out a printed funeral notice, inviting mourners to “his residence on Short Street this evening at 4 o’clock, July 6, 1825.” Notices were necessary because the town’s two newspapers were published only twice a week, and funerals and other occasions could be over before the next editions were out. As he handled the arrangements, Robert likely recalled how his own father was left with eleven children to raise after the death of his wife. Certainly he was wondering how in the world he was going to take care of his own six small children.
An unmarried aunt on their mother’s side, Ann Maria Parker, moved in from next door to manage the house; one of Robert’s sisters, Eliza Todd Carr, who had a family in nearby Walnut Hills, helped as much as she could. Grandmother Parker frequently came down the hill or had the children sent up to her. Now almost twelve, Elizabeth stepped further into the mothering role she had always played toward her younger siblings, especially her sisters. Serious and devoted, she may have felt it her responsibility to look after the others, although she was still a child herself and no doubt deeply unhappy.
Then there were the slaves—like family, the children would have thought—and they were surely a source of consolation. The usually irritable Aunt Chaney may have let the older girls help her in the kitchen when August arrived and it was time to put up the butter and get the pickling done for the winter. Perhaps she even spoke gently and gave the children treats. The formidable Nelson may have taken them for carriage rides into the country, letting the children stop to gather flowers to bring home or for the girls to put in their hair, a stylish fancy Mary would always love. Mary would also always enjoy carriage rides, perhaps for the privacy and intimacy they provided for conversation or for their soothing and liberating motion and stir.
But it was Aunt Sally who would have comforted them at night, when frightening shadows crossed the bedroom walls. As she helped them into bed after they had recited their prayers, she may have told them how the ghosts of loved ones often come back to help and protect you; they also gave you counsel and sometimes even showed the way to hidden treasure. It may have been that during one of these nightly visits Sally shared with the lonely children the slave’s prayer for protection, which Mary invoked one day when she was at the Carrs with her siblings and cousins. While they were playing, a group of friendly Indians in blankets and feathers walked by, sending the terrified children scattering to find hiding places. Only Mary could not find a safe place to hide. She panicked and ran to the middle of the room, where she stood and cried out, “Hide me, oh, my Savior, hide.” And if Mary had a nightmare about her father dying too, a natural fear under the circumstances, it was probably her Aunt Sally who hushed her back to sleep, while she clutched one of her beloved dolls to her chest.22
“A jewel of a black mammy”: this is how a cousin who grew up with the Todds remembered Aunt Sally; “she alternately spoiled and scolded the children, but they loved her and never rebelled against her authority.” Aunt Sally liked to attend the “white folks’” church, McChord’s Presbyterian on Market Street, where Robert was a trustee and Mary attended Sunday school. She sat in the second gallery—the only place blacks were allowed to sit—and kept her eye on the Todd children lining Pew 15. They evidently watched her, too, as once Mary teased Sally about napping during the sermon.23
Walking to and from church or school, one could see the landmarks of Lexington’s lucrative slave business, inevitably casting a shadow over the affection between the white children and the Todd slaves. In the market square, visible from their house, black slaves were auctioned. One lot eastward, adjacent to the market, was the courthouse yard, where in the northeast corner stood a slave whipping post “of black locust, one foot in diameter, ten feet high and sunk two and a half feet in the ground.” A little farther east, at Mulberry and Short Street, two blocks from the courthouse, stood the stately brick jail, looking more like a private home. Known as Megowan’s after the jailer Thomas B. Megowan, it was where slaves—and kidnapped free blacks—were held, dressed up for market, and sold. (Megowan was also a hotelier—perversely, a related line of work.) 24
Lexington would not become a center of the slave trade until the 1840s and 1850s, by which time the once-prestigious Lexington Theater was leased to slave trader Lewis G. Robards, who turned it into the largest slave jail in the West, with a second-floor set of apartments featuring his choicest stock of mulatto slaves. But by Mary’s childhood, coffles of slaves were already being driven through the eighty-two-and-a-half-feet-wide Main Street, headed for the Mississippi flatboats bound for slave markets in Natchez and New Orleans, loaded with Kentucky slaves chained together on the decks to prevent their escape. The slaves were marched through town, where they could not be missed, “manacled together, two abreast, all connected by supporting a heavy iron chain, which extended the whole length of the line,” according to the Lexington Western Luminary. Traders occasionally staged grotesque parades, like the trader in 1822 who gave the first pair of slaves violins to play, the second cockaded hats to wear, and the slave in the center, his upraised hands in chains, an American flag to wave overhead. Surrounded by such sights as these, whereas indoors, there was one’s mammy to dry one’s tears, a slaveholding child learned to tolerate the queasy mix of familial intimacy and paternalism with the racism and raw commercialism that defined slave ownership. This, or reject outright a fundamental pillar of one’s own culture.25
After Eliza died, Robert Todd characteristically turned to activity for solace and relief: for the next six months, he threw himself into work and society in Frankfort, leaving his six children (ranging from a few days to twelve years in age) in the care of female relatives and slaves. Unwittingly, Robert compounded their loss, for if losing their mother hit with a sudden force, losing their father as a direct consequence submerged the children in the prolonged misery of his seeming neglect and rejection. If their mother’s death felt like abandonment, their father’s withdrawal added to their burden of fear and guilt.
The children’s anxieties must have been further roused when a neighbor carried gossip back to Lexington from Frankfort. It explained why their father was so much away and why, even when he was at home, he seemed so unsettled and distracted. There is evidence that Robert was telling himself that his new mission in Frankfort was being undertaken for his “young folks” at home, and it might even have been mostly true.26 Yet not everyone approved when they heard that within six months of Eliza’s death he was already courting a second wife.
In fact, by early fall, he had settled on his choice, and it only remained to propose and persuade her. Robert had met Miss Elizabeth L. Humphreys of Frankfort during one of the previous winter legislative sessions. Since then, he had probably seen her, or one or another of her high-powered relatives, several times at least. Her father, Dr. Alexander Humphreys, who had died in 1802, had come from a prominent family in Virginia. But it was her impeccably turned-out mother who ruled Frankfort society in inimitable style. The Kentucky capital’s grand old lady, Mary Brown Humphreys was admired widely for her intelligence, virtue, and taste, which her reputation for reading Voltaire in French did nothing to compromise. Hers was the family that Robert was bound to know: of Mrs. Humphreys’s four brothers, two taught medicine at Transylvania University (in 1802–3 Samuel Brown introduced the smallpox vaccination in the region) and two others represented Louisiana and Kentucky in the U.S. Senate. The Louisiana Senator James Brown was married to the sister of Henry Clay’s wife, another link to Robert’s circle.
Robert was said to have courted his first wife “like a house afire.” Elizabeth Humphreys he courted like a lawyer who had himself as a client. Apparently, the couple had an understanding by January 1826 (“a contract,” as Robert called it), for when Robert returned to Frankfort on the thirteenth, after a brief absence on business, he was expecting to be able to fix a wedding date. He arrived instead to find that Elizabeth had left for a long visit to New Orleans. “I returned home [to Lexington] with a wounded spirit,” he wrote her. “The apprehension that you had left home under the idea that I had been neglectfull or had failed to exhibit that interest in whatever concerned you which from my professions, might and ought to have been expected, for the first time crossed me and gave much pain.” It was the beginning of a rather fretful courtship. Anxious to pin Elizabeth down, Robert pressed his suit in a stream of letters, urging her repeatedly to set a date. Her letters were not nearly as numerous. Three scheduled deliveries of mail a week came by stage to the Lexington Post Office, which was run by Postmaster Joseph Ficklin, but when Nelson went to pick up the family’s mail, paying cash for each letter depending on its weight and the distance it came, he often returned without a letter from her. If she was “training” Robert, punishing him for the times he broke engagements with her for business trips or for when unexpected houseguests came to Lexington, she was only giving him a taste of what to expect as, for ten months, she held him at bay. All the while, she could look upon the miniature of him, painted by Jouett, that her suitor had sent her, to console—or aggravate—her when the original did not appear.27
One can see why it was said that Mary took after her father temperamentally, for what comes across in Robert’s letters (Elizabeth’s side of the correspondence has disappeared) is his impatience, even pique, when Elizabeth does not comply with his single-minded designs. “When we came to a contract,” he wrote her in February, “you claimed a respite for its performance, and no period was fixed on for that purpose; I will not repeat to you the circumstances under which, & the motives which induced me to make you my proposal, at the period I did.” His obvious hurry to wed, if it did not outright offend her, presented a problem of etiquette, especially for the proper daughter of the proper Mary Humphreys, and he urged her “to consult your convenience and pleasure on the subject, and . . . select a period which will be convenient to you, and will conform to what you may deem a proper regard to public opinion as regards us both, as to the time when our views may be carried into effect—Would not some day of the month of June suit you, and both of us?” Two pages later his barely hidden impatience erupted into irritability, and he accused her of hiding something from him. Has she heard any unpleasant stories about him, “idle speculations,” he wanted to know? “I am afraid your total silence of which I think I have some little cause to complain, has proceeded from considerations of this kind—and may I not infer a want of confidence?” 28
Even putting aside the matter of propriety, Miss Humphreys could have had other reasons to hesitate. For one thing, a thirty-five-year-old widower with six small children who presented himself as longing for a time “when my domestic circle will be complete; and when worn down by the cares & perplexities of the world, [I] can retire into the sanctuary of that circle,” was no ideal catch for a single woman, even if she were already in her mid-twenties and dangerously close to spinsterhood. By the 1820s, young women could read novels and poetry instructing them in the language of romance and the promises of ideal love. How would any self-respecting woman respond to being pursued by a middle-aged widower who, with frank and unromantic self-absorption, presented her with a job? “I hope it is not necessary to tell you, that my situation is irksome and uncomfortable . . . and in truth, I feel more unsettled and afloat than I have ever done before—A Sun is wanting to complete the System of which I compose a part.” It could not have helped when he added that he could not “descend to flattery” because of her “intelligence.”29
There is something almost touching in Robert’s desperation. And yet, even while being taken up by the melodrama of his own feelings, he did recognize that a single woman almost ten years his junior might want something more than to become his family’s “Sun”; she might want children of her own, for instance. “My ideas of the felicity and duties of matrimonial relation may perhaps be of a sublimated character, but if so, I would imagine would not the less enable me to enjoy or dispense them, or to discharge the duties incident to that relation.” And he anticipated another objection; that, given the number of his dependents and difficulties in business, he could not support her in the style to which she was accustomed or supply her with all that was “necessary for our comfort & happiness.” However, were he not able to do so, he told her, he would “never have proposed a change of the situation where you now enjoy it.”30
So it went, back and forth. In September, his friend Robert Wickcliffe, whose wife had died five months before Eliza, married Robert’s first cousin, the widow Mary Owen Russell (Colonel John Todd’s daughter). This was social sanction enough, and seizing his advantage, Robert wrote, “It was believed that he and myself were to have been married on the same day—he has taken the start of me, but I hope only a few days.”31
Finally, Robert could stop writing. The couple were married in Frankfort on Wednesday, November 1, 1826. None of his family attended, “under the circumstances,” a reference unclear in its meaning but in any event not promising.32 A week later they returned to Lexington as husband and wife. Presumably, Robert was all relief that he had finally secured the Sun for the center of his family’s solar system. Little did he suspect how chilling this sun’s effect would be.
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