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      Prologue

      
         
         A Tale of Two Stepmothers

         
      

      
      Sarah Bush Johnston Lincoln, born in the waning years of the eighteenth century, died
         in 1869, a handful of years after her martyred stepson, President Abraham Lincoln.
         The popular press celebrated Sarah Bush Lincoln in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
         century. It made much of the fact that she was Lincoln’s stepmother. Books, magazines,
         and newspaper feature stories highlighted attributes that suggested that she was the
         exact opposite of the archetypal evil stepmother, an image that had dominated popular
         culture during the antebellum period: she was selfless, honest, loving, and loyal,
         with a fine sense of humor. According to an article in McClure’s Magazine edited by the progressive reformer Ida Tarbell, Sarah Lincoln was, “a woman of great
         natural dignity and kindliness, and highly esteemed by all who knew her.” There was
         little doubt “of the importance of her influence on the development of her step-son
         Abraham.” So prevalent was Sarah Bush Lincoln’s presence in the popular press that
         by the early twentieth century at least one essay in a children’s magazine, The Youth’s Companion, felt compelled to point out that Lincoln had a father, too.[1]  
      

      
      In 1926, The Youth’s Companion published William E. Barton’s religious biography of Lincoln, The Great Good Man, in serial form. Chapter Two, “The Axe, the Book, and the Pine Knot,” featured a
         section called “Lincoln’s Wonderful Stepmother.” Both the text and a caption to a
         photograph of Sarah Lincoln celebrated a stepmother who “loved him and cared for him
         as if he were her own son….” She was “as true to him as his own mother could ever
         have been.” Moreover, according to Barton and echoed by other biographers, Lincoln
         “never gave [his stepmother] one cross word.” Barton and the popular papers gushed,
         in part because they struggled to counter the stepmother’s fairy tale past. The Golden Rule, another magazine for young people, reported that according to Sarah Lincoln, her
         stepson’s “mind and mine — what little I had — seemed to run together….” Even when
         she compared him to her biological son, John, Sarah Lincoln favored her stepson: “Abe
         was the best boy I ever saw or expect to see.”[2] 
      

      
      There were few biographers less disinterested in their subject than John G. Nicolay, private secretary to President
         Lincoln, and John Jay, assistant secretary and aide-de-camp to the President during
         the Civil War.[3]  (As the introduction to their biography of Lincoln indicated, “both stood beside
         him at his two inaugurations; one saw him die.”) Hay and Nicolay each “cherished the
         idea of writing this history.” By their own admission, “If history had said its last
         word, if no more were to be known of him than is already written, his fame, however
         lacking in definite outline, however distorted by fable, would survive undiminished
         to the latest generations.” Their goal, however, was to make sure that “the young
         men who have been born since Sumter was fired on” understood “the circumstances among
         which he lived and found his opportunities.” To that end, they sought a publisher
         by whose hands their history would be “placed under the eyes of the greatest number
         of readers…” They found that outlet in the pages of the popular Century Illustrated Magazine. In the pages of their biography, Sarah Bush Johnston Lincoln emerged as an “energetic
         and honest Christian woman,” adjectives bound to hold sway with their readers, who
         would note that they were the opposite of words typically associated with the stepmother.
         According to the authors, Thomas Lincoln and the children “were the better for her
         coming all the rest of their lives.” “Her honest pride inspired her husband to greater
         thrift and industry.” Moreover, the “Christian sweetness and firmness of the woman
         of the house” as well as Abraham’s own good nature resulted in a “happy and united
         household: brothers and sisters and cousins living peacefully under the gentle rule
         of the good stepmother….” Happy and united households were certainly not the picture
         painted by most fairy tales; Lincoln’s biographers were acutely aware of and responsive
         to the cultural prejudice against stepmothers fostered by those tales.[4] 
      

      
      Biographers recognized that their young readers especially might fall prey to preconceived
         notions about stepmothers. Abraham Lincoln’s relationship with his stepmother was
         fodder for a number of biographies of the president written expressly for children.
         Frances Campbell Sparhawk devoted an entire chapter in his A Life of Lincoln for Boys to a detailed description of Sarah Bush Lincoln and her relationship with the family.
         According to Sparhawk, Sarah Lincoln arrived home with her new husband to find children
         who had run amok without proper motherly supervision. The house was unkempt, and sparsely
         furnished. Sarah, or Sally, had “come to be the mistress of the cabin; And more than
         this, a great deal — to be a true, loving mother to these little ones and to make
         no difference between her own children and her husband’s.” The shy greeting Sally
         received from Abraham and his sister “filled the warm mother heart of the noble woman
         with pity and love for the motherless ones. From that day so long as she lived…the
         two were the children of her love as much as her very own.”[5] 
      

      
      According to another early twentieth-century Lincoln biographer, “Lincoln’s second
         mother was an altogether remarkable woman.” In addition to displaying those qualities
         instrumental to the very definition of an ideal wife and mother, including “industry
         and cheer,” Sally Lincoln “maintained peace and love in her mixed family.” It was
         Sarah Bush Lincoln who strived to ensure a proper education for all of her children;
         in her, “Abe had a staunch ally in his efforts to improve his mind.”[6] 
      

      
      “Loving mother.” “Mother heart.” “Second mother.” Stepchildren she would love “as
         much as her very own.” With these phrases Sparhawk defused the notion that the great
         and good President of the United States could have been raised by anyone who resembled
         in the least the popular notions of the evil stepmother. She did not marry to improve
         her station in life (though most accounts reveal that Thomas Lincoln did pay off debts
         that Sarah’s first husband had left her with in Kentucky). In fact, early Lincoln
         biographies as well as numerous newspaper and magazine stories indicate that, in addition
         to her own three children, Sally brought with her to her new home family furniture
         and household goods that vastly improved the Lincoln homestead. The furniture alone
         was “finer than the children had ever seen.” Sarah Bush Lincoln was not in pursuit
         of an estate. She did not favor her biological children. She bore responsibility for
         ensuring that all of her children were well educated. She was, in short, the ideal
         mother: selfless, dedicated, loyal. Such was the popular image of the mother who could
         conceivably nurture her son all the way to the presidency.[7] 
      

      
      Quite the opposite was the picture painted of the woman who, for a time, dominated
         representations of the stepmother in popular culture. The trial of Lizzie Andrew Borden
         was among the most sensationalized events in the late nineteenth century. In 1893,
         when Lizzie Borden was brought to trial for the brutal murder of Andrew and Abby Borden,
         few were the stories in the popular press that did not address the role that stepmotherhood
         played in the case. Popular accounts of the trial implied that if Lizzie had committed
         the murders, hatred of her stepmother was motive enough. During the inquest, the attorney’s
         questions revealed how deeply seeded images of the stepmother were; Lizzie Borden’s
         responses to those questions underscored the expectations for discord in families
         over which stepmothers presided.
      

      
      The murders were gruesome by the standards of any historic period. The autopsy reports
         read like the scripts for modern slasher movies or police procedurals. Andrew Borden’s
         “right half of top of skull removed. Brain found to be completely decomposed; and
         in fluid condition” as a result of his wounds. On Abby Borden’s body “there was a
         hole in right side of skull 4 and ½ to 5 and ¼ inches, through which the brain evacuated
         in fluid condition.”[8]  Little wonder that, given the gruesomeness of the crime and the familial and social
         status of its victims and suspects, the crime captured the imagination of the public
         across the country. “Not content,” the newspapers effused, 
      

      
         with two savage blows in the face either of which would have caused instant death,
            according to the testimony of the experts, the assassin must have straddled the body
            of Mrs. Borden and rained upon her prostrate form 18 blows, one after the other in
            quick succession, the blood spurting in all-defiling sprays upon the bed clothes,
            tile furniture, the carpet and presumably the murderer.   [9]    
         

      

      What could have inspired such brutality?

      
      Under prompting by the state—the district attorney for Fall River, Massachusetts,
         Hosea Knowlton, questioned the suspect—it was Lizzie Borden who provided for the popular
         press the language with which to consider her relationship with her stepmother. Though
         ultimately the judge refused to admit the inquest into evidence, news of Lizzie Borden’s
         response to Knowlton’s questions leaked out and newspapers and magazines picked up
         the story. The story bore the marks of the stepmother in popular imagination.
      

      
      After extensive questioning about what Lizzie Borden knew about her father’s finances,
         property, and will (see below), as well as queries about whether she knew of any man
         who might have had an axe to grind (!) with her father, D.A. Knowlton turned to her
         relationship with her stepmother. His questions focused on her personal bond with
         Abby Borden, a line of questioning that he had not pursued with regard to her father.
         When asked whether she had “any trouble” with her stepmother, or “any words with her”
         within the last six months, a year, two years, Lizzie responded in the negative. She
         admitted to exchanging words with her stepmother five years earlier, though when asked
         whether she had “been on pleasant terms with her stepmother since then,” Lizzie answered
         yes. “Cordial?” asked Knowlton. “It depends upon one’s idea of cordiality perhaps,”
         Lizzie responded. They were, she added, “Quite cordial. I do not mean the dearest
         of friends…but very kindly feelings and pleasant.” And then: “You did not regard her
         as your mother?” “Not exactly, no; although she came there when I was very young.”
         When asked by Knowlton whether the relationship with her stepmother was that of daughter
         and mother, Lizzie declined to answer the question with a direct yes or no. What she
         gave as evidence of the tenor of the relationship was that she “did not call her mother.”[10] 
      

      
      Lizzie Borden could not, would not, call Abby Borden mother. She referred to her as
         Mrs. Borden, and, according to the inquest, had been doing so for five or six years.
         Though prior to that time she had referred to her as “mother,” it was the matter concerning
         Abby Borden’s stepsister that led to the change. After that disagreement, she “did
         not choose to call her mother.” When pressed as to why (this portion of the inquest
         goes on for several pages), Lizzie repeated that her choice of name for her father’s
         second wife, though not explicit, was conscious. She did not call her mother because
         she “did not want to.”[11] 
      

      
      The popular press made much of the relationship between Lizzie Borden and her stepmother.
         As the New York Times reported after events in the courtroom on June 6th, District Attorney William H. Moody, “a young man with an earnest and impressive air”
         described Lizzie Borden’s motivation for the horrid crime:
      

      
         There was or came to be between prisoner and stepmother an unkindly feeling. From
            the nature of the case it will be impossible for us to get anything more than suggestive
            glimpses of this feeling from outsiders. The daughters thought that something should
            be done for them by way of dividing the property after they had learned that the stepmother
            had been amply provided for. Then came a division and ill-feeling, and the title of
            “mother” was dropped.
         

      

      Mr. Moody went on to report that when the family’s dressmaker had referred to Abby
         Borden as Lizzie’s mother, “Lizzie had chided her and said: ‘Don’t call her mother;
         we hate her; she’s a mean spiteful thing.’” Moody also told the court that on the
         day of the murders, when an officer had asked Lizzie Borden when she had last seen
         her mother, she replied “She isn’t my mother; my mother died when I was an infant.”[12]    
      

      
      The state’s case against Lizzie Borden was, by most contemporary and scholarly accounts,
         weak. Though the prosecution detailed the motive for the crime — hinging on her relationship
         with her stepmother—popular opinion held that regardless of her relationship with
         her stepmother Lizzie was a virtuous, Christian woman incapable of committing such
         heinous crimes. Referred to by some reporters as an “old maid” (Borden was thirty-two
         and unmarried at the time of the murders), Lizzie led an “upright, honest, Christian
         life.” Within days of the murders, a reporter for The Boston Herald made a point of interviewing Borden’s “lady friends,” stating that “Woman’s opinion
         of a woman is a consideration Lizzie Borden has not yet been allowed.” The women described
         Lizzie’s “interest in church work, her modesty of manner, unswerving sincerity, gentle
         forbearance and aspirations to be and to do all that is best and right in life.”[13]     
      

      
      Though few reporters were wont to deny the potential for hostility between a stepmother
         and her stepchildren, in the popular press womanly Christian virtue trumped any possibility
         that Lizzie Borden was capable of murder. “Womanly traits and Christian qualities
         were the only developments of Miss Lizzie Borden’s character, save the petulances
         and ourbursts of temper as are natural enough …and might well be looked for in a home
         where a father of the Borden type had taken himself a second wife, thereby furnishing
         to his daughters a stepmother of the Mrs. Borden type.” Even those popular sources
         that promoted the opinion that Lizzie Borden was not capable of committing the murders
         acknowledged the tensions that might have arisen by virtue a clash of personalities:
         her father was “the Borden type” and her stepmother was “the Mrs.Borden type.”[14]    
      

      
      According to her defense team and to the popular coverage of the trial, even if Lizzie
         Borden had been capable of murdering her stepmother, the state’s case was considerably
         weakened by the fact that her father, Mr. Borden, had been murdered as well. Defense
         attorney A.J. Jennings highlighted the discrepancy in the prosecution’s case in his
         opening statement. As the state contended, if it was the case that whoever killed
         the stepmother also killed the father, “…even if they furnish you with a motive on
         her part to kill the stepmother they have shown you absolutely none to kill the father
         between whom and herself there is shown not the slightest trouble or disagreement
         whatsoever…” “Dislike of Mrs. Borden, I dare say,” wrote one reporter, “but the affectionate
         father was killed that morning as well as the irritating stepmother.” Defense attorney
         Jennings explained “that he had been counsel to the late Mr. Borden many years and
         that the intimacy engendered by that connection brought him in contact since her young
         girlhood with the defendant…” He also called attention to the fact that the victims
         included “not only her stepmother but her good old father with whom she had always
         been on terms of affection and regard.”[15]     
      

      
      In the years following the trial, popular writers and playwrights and at least one
         choreographer kept tabs on Lizzie Borden (who died in 1927). Over time, popular belief
         in Borden’s innocence dissipated. What remained a constant, however, was the attention
         paid to her relationship to her stepmother, darker and considerably more fraught in
         the context of stories that painted Lizzie Borden as a brutal, cold-hearted, psychotic
         killer. In 1933, acclaimed actress Lillian Gish portrayed Lizzie Borden in Nine Pine Street, a play by no fewer than four writers. Though the play itself was not well reviewed,
         Lillian Gish stood out; according to one reviewer, Gish was “full-blooded and alive.”
         Gish took “the part of the murderess who gave up a pallid suitor to stalk Electra-like
         after her vicious father and his paramour through the gloom of their New England Parlour.”
         On the occasion of the premier of renowned choreographer Agnes DeMille
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