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 “She Is No More Insane Than I Am” Bradwell Secures the Release of Mary Todd Lincoln from Bellevue Place Asylum


[President Lincoln] led [his wife] gently to a window one day and point[ed] toward an asylum for the insane in the distance. “Mother,” he told her sorrowfully, “do you see that large white building on the hill yonder: Try and control your grief or it will drive you mad, and we may have to send you there.”

—Abraham Lincoln to Mary Todd Lincoln in 1862, shortly after the death of their son, Willie1



The president’s words were prophetic, but his prophecy was not fulfilled until ten years after his assassination. The man who “sent her there” was her sole surviving son, Robert. And the woman who secured her release was one of her few remaining friends, Myra Bradwell.

On March 12, 1875, Mary Todd Lincoln, who had been living alone in Florida, and who was still prostrate with grief over the deaths of her husband and three of her sons, boarded a train for Chicago.2 The purpose of the trip was to visit with Robert and his family. Robert, however, was not particularly pleased to see his mother. Indeed, he was extremely upset by her conduct, particularly her compulsive spending. For years Mrs. Lincoln had been engaged in extravagant shopping sprees. She had trunks full of expensive clothing, some of which she had never even worn. While her personal estate was still worth in excess of $100, 000, and although she had not spent any of the principal, Robert was afraid that his mother would eventually become his financial charge. This was too much for him to bear. His only way out, he believed, was to have her adjudged insane and confined to an asylum.3

In order to gather evidence, Robert employed a Pinkerton detective to follow Mrs. Lincoln during her stay in Chicago. The detective kept track of her activities for three weeks and then reported that Mrs. Lincoln was being visited by “suspicious looking persons” and was “contemplating leaving town for parts unknown.” This was evidence enough for Robert, who was convinced that he must immediately initiate insanity proceedings.

Robert, himself an attorney, retained as counsel his long-time friend Leonard Swett. Swett’s strategy was to have Robert write letters to six physicians (all of whom had been consulted in advance), asking them for their opinions of Mrs. Lincoln’s mental state. The group of six doctors, four of whom had never even met Mrs. Lincoln, joined together and unanimously issued statements declaring Mrs. Lincoln insane and recommending commitment to an asylum. Armed with those statements, Robert filed a petition for an insanity hearing in Cook County Court on May 19, 1875. The trial was held that very day.

Mrs. Lincoln was not notified that a petition had been filed against her until only an hour before the hearing. After being informed by Robert’s attorney, Leonard Swett, of the pendency of the trial, she was coerced by that lawyer into accompanying him to the courthouse. Mrs. Lincoln’s “defense” was conducted by Isaac N. Arnold, an attorney who believed that Mrs. Lincoln was insane and who had actively collaborated with Robert Lincoln and Swett during their preparation for the “trial.”

Upon arriving at the courthouse, Isaac Arnold, who was very much aware of his conflict of interest, began to have severe reservations about the ethics of his “defending” Mrs. Lincoln. When he expressed his doubts to Swett, the latter retorted: “That means you will put into her head, that she can get some mischievous lawyer to make us trouble; go and defend her, and do your duty.”4

Mrs. Lincoln stood mute as she listened to seventeen witnesses testify as to her insanity. Many of these were merchants and jewelers who simply recited her transactions from which they had profited and concluded their testimony with the pronouncement that she was insane. Four of the witnesses were physicians, none of whom was an expert in mental disease, and two of whom had never met Mrs. Lincoln. Yet all four declared that she was “insane and a fit subject for hospital treatment.” But the testimony that was most difficult for her to bear was that of her son, Robert, who recounted his mother’s actions—particularly her compulsive spending—during the two months that she had visited in Chicago.

Mrs. Lincoln’s “attorney” chose not to place her on the witness stand. Nor did he gamer any witnesses on her behalf. She was unable to procure witnesses on her own, as she had been unaware of the pendency of the trial against her.

Some recent commentators have surmised that Robert and the six consulting physicians truly believed that Mrs. Lincoln was insane.5 Those authorities and others, however, have emphasized that at the time that Mrs. Lincoln was unanimously diagnosed as insane, the medical profession—virtually all male—was extremely prejudiced against “annoying” females, especially those whore fused to heed male advice.6 A woman’s lack of submission to a male authority figure (a husband, a father, or in Mrs. Lincoln’s case, an adult son) was deemed by many physicians to create a presumption of insanity.

There is some strong evidence that all six consulting physicians had grave doubts as to whether Mrs. Lincoln was truly a fit subject for commitment to an asylum. Only a few days after Mrs. Lincoln’s insanity trial, Leonard Swett wrote:


Robert was so careful to keep within the truth that the physicians doubted whether we would be able to make out a case sufficiently strong to satisfy the general public, and perhaps not strong enough to secure a verdict.7



The all-male jury did not share those doubts. After deliberating for only a few minutes, the twelve-member panel delivered its unanimous verdict: “insane.”

Mrs. Lincoln’s insanity trial has been the subject of much historical controversy and debate. Two recent scholars, Mark E. Neely and R. Gerald McMurty, have defended the proceedings by pointing out that in Illinois in 1875, the only way to secure an adult’s involuntary commitment to an asylum and to take control over that person’s property was to secure a verdict of insanity at a public jury trial.8

Another recent commentator, Samuel Schreiner, while agreeing with the historical necessity of a public jury trial, has offered the following rejoinder:


Granted, but any trial for any reason becomes a farce when the defendant is given only an hour’s warning and assigned improper representation. Although it was evident even in the raw newspaper accounts of the trial, the letters in [Mary Todd Lincoln’s] insanity file further confirm the fact that the whole operation was a conspiracy, a frame-up, on the part of some of the sharpest legal minds in the country to make certain that they got the verdict that they wanted.

And why did they want it?9



After reexamining the evidence, Schreiner arrived at the same conclusion that had been reached by many earlier scholars. Robert was motivated not only by his financial interest but also by the desire to avoid embarrassment.


Aside from money there was a motive for Robert Lincoln’s action that few people have been willing to discuss…. Robert Lincoln wanted to be rid of his mother to be rid of an embarrassment and a source of trouble to himself and his wife…. His struggle… to keep… his mother [confined] is spelled out as a worry that she will get herself talked about, and over and over again he complains about the “trouble” she has made for him.10



On the evening following her trial, Mrs. Lincoln was coerced by Swett into giving all her money and securities to Arnold until such time as the court appointed an official conservator. Moments after her money was confiscated, Mrs. Lincoln tried to kill herself. While this attempt was viewed by Robert Lincoln and Swett as a further sign of her insanity, some commentators have noted that the suicide attempt followed the trial and was probably a response to it. As Samuel Schreiner has speculated:


… in fact, the suicide attempt was clearly caused by the trial; it now has to be viewed as a sign of how fully Mrs. Lincoln understood what had been done to her and what the unpleasant consequences would be. With all her tribulations she had never tried such a thing under any other circumstances; nor, as the Turners11 noted, had she ever revealed the slightest tendency to self-destruction or violence in a lifetime of copious and unrestrained correspondence.12



That Mrs. Lincoln exhibited such suicidal tendencies only after her betrayal by Robert and after the sham “trial” in which she had been declared insane was a fact that has been noted not only by modern scholars but also by the person who had raised her and probably understood her better than anyone else, her older sister Elizabeth Todd Edwards. Mrs. Edwards viewed the suicide attempt not only as evidence that Mrs. Lincoln was sane and had fully comprehended what had happened to her but also as an effort by a betrayed mother to thwart the will of both her son and the court.13

On the morning following her trial, Mrs. Lincoln was taken to Bellevue Place in Batavia, Illinois. That establishment, run by Dr. Richard Patterson, was a private, “exclusive” insane asylum. Admission was confined to “a select class of lady patients of quiet, unexceptionable habits.”14 During the period of Mrs. Lincoln’s four-month stay, twenty such “lady patients” were present.

During Mrs. Lincoln’s confinement, Robert Lincoln, who not surprisingly had been appointed conservator of her assets, visited his mother weekly. No other person was allowed to see her without Robert’s permission, which was consistently withheld during her first two months in the asylum. Moreover, she was not allowed to write to or receive mail from family or friends unless her son gave his consent.

Mrs. Lincoln, a virtual prisoner, repeatedly requested to be released so that she could go to Springfield to reside with her sister, Mrs. Elizabeth Edwards. It was, she said, “the most natural thing in the world to wish to live with my sister. She raised me, and I regard her as sort of a mother.”15 Finally, in late July, after a visit with his mother, Robert told Dr. Patterson that he consented to his mother’s being allowed to mail a letter to her sister.

As soon as Robert departed, Mrs. Lincoln took a carriage to the post office so that she could deposit the letter personally. However, she deposited not one letter but, deviously, five. In addition to her sister, she wrote to General Farnsworth, to two other influential public men, and to her very close friends, Myra and James Bradwell.

The precise date upon which the Bradwells became acquainted with the Lincolns is unknown. But it is known that Myra and James had a “long and intimate acquaintance with both Abraham and Mary Todd Lincoln before and after Lincoln became president of the United States.”16 Indeed, immediately after the president’s assassination, Myra and James secured a temporary home in Chicago for Mrs. Lincoln, and subsequently, a permanent residence on the same street as their own, West Washington Boulevard. Moreover, James had on many occasions served as Mrs. Lincoln’s attorney and was the draftsman of her will.17 It was not surprising that (as Mrs. Lincoln later wrote):


When all others, among them my husband’s supposed friends, failed me in the most bitter hours of my life, these loyal hearts, Myra and James Bradwell, came to my assistance and rescued me under great difficulty from confinement in an insane asylum.18



The precise wording of Mrs. Lincoln’s first clandestine plea to the Bradwells has been lost. Indeed, all the correspondence between Myra and Mary Todd Lincoln was destroyed in 1928 as part of a plot that was recently uncovered by this author. That scheme was orchestrated after Robert Lincoln’s death by the attorneys for Robert’s family and involved Myra’s granddaughter’s sale of Mrs. Lincoln’s letters to the Robert Lincoln estate. The events surrounding the sale and ultimate destruction of that correspondence will be described in the chapter that follows.

Although Myra’s granddaughter sold the actual letters, she did preserve the substance of a few of them. In Mrs. Lincoln’s first surreptitiously posted letter to Myra and James, she begged them to secure her release from confinement:


[She was] extremely vindictive against her son, Robert Lincoln, who had placed her there. In no uncertain terms she berated him, calling him profligate and dishonest and making some startling assertions.19



Myra responded immediately by boarding a train for the insane asylum at Batavia. When she arrived at her destination, Dr. Patterson told her that she could not see or even write to Mrs. Lincoln unless she first secured Robert Lincoln’s consent. Myra was incensed! She retaliated with her favorite weapon, journalistic expose. The very next day the following article appeared in an Illinois newspaper, the Bloomington Courier:


MRS. LINCOLN


Is the Widow of President Lincoln a Prisoner?


No One Allowed to See Her Except by Order of Her Son


An Account of a Remarkable Interview With Her Jailer and Physician





The following communication has been reluctantly furnished us, after the most earnest solicitation, by a lady of this city, who had, for many years, been an intimate friend of Mrs. Lincoln. The writer did not think of such a thing as publishing the result of her visit to Batavia, and from this fact together with the high social position she occupies, great weight will certainly be accorded the statements made, and Mrs. Lincoln’s friends be induced to have her case reopened.20



It is doubtful that the Courier solicited Myra’s “communication,” for how would the editor have known of her visit to the insane asylum unless she told him? And why would she have told him unless she wanted her communication published? And how could the Courier’s “solicitation” and Myra’s response all have occurred within a twenty-four-hour period? A more likely explanation is that Myra authored her expose while returning by train from Batavia and hand-delivered it to the staff of the Courier. In any event, her published account of her fruitless visit reads as follows:


Anything which concerns the widow of our late lamented President is of interest to your readers. I have concluded, therefore, to give you an account of the visit I paid to Batavia yesterday. But first let me say, that I had no object in view in making this visit except to satisfy myself in regard to Mrs. Lincoln’s insanity, of which so many have of late expressed doubts. The morning was a beautiful one. In passing over the country on my way to Batavia I was delighted with its loveliness. Nature did indeed have on her most regal robes.

In due season I arrived at my place of destination, took a carriage to the hotel, and after a good dinner, inquired of mine host the way to the insane retreat. The building, where Mrs. Lincoln is confined is a large stone building with nothing to detract from its general appearance, except the bars at the windows, which, though diamond-shape, are none the less bars. The grounds around the house are beautiful, and are laid out quite artistically. I looked anxiously around, hoping I might possibly see my friend, Mrs. L., for I had learned she could walk in the grounds at her own pleasure, and I knew well how fond she was of such strolls. But not a person did I see anywhere around.

I ascended the steps of the house and rang the bell. Almost immediately the door was opened by a portly, fine-looking gentleman. I said, “Is this Dr. Patterson?” He said, “It is.” I then introduced myself, and was courteously invited into his office. I said, “Doctor, I have called to see Mrs. Lincoln; she is a dear friend of mine and I thought I would like to see her a few moments, with your permission.” I had no sooner spoken Mrs. Lincoln’s name than a cloud passed over the doctor’s face, and an expression, which I can best describe as flinty, took the place of what before was agreeable.

 “Madam,” said he, “have you a line from her son, Mr. Robert Lincoln?”

 “No, sir,” I replied, “I didn’t suppose that was necessary.”

 “Where are you from, madam?” was his next question.

 “From Chicago.”

 “Well, madam,” said he, “you can not see her unless you have such a paper.”

 “Couldn’t I see her, doctor, in the presence of her attendant, my only object in coming is to see her?”

 “Well, madam,” said he, “she may be out in a few days and you can see her to your heart’s content.” I said, “Do you consider her worse Doctor? I understood from your letters to the public that she was allowed to see her friends.” “Well, madam, she is no better—for meddlesome people come here to see her, calling themselves her friends, when in reality they come out of self-interest only.” I said, “Doctor, please, don’t attribute such a motive tome. I assure you my visit is only out of pure kindness to Mrs. Lincoln.” He replied, “I did not refer to you, madam.” “Well, doctor, as you are not willing for me to see her, will you allow me to leave a note for her?” “No, madam, there is no necessity for that; it would only disturb her mind, and while she is under my care, I shall not permit her to be disturbed either by visitors or letters.”

 “If she is only permitted to see such persons as you choose, and is not permitted to receive letters except from such, she is virtually a prisoner, is she not?”

 “Madam, she is no more so than other patients I have under my care.”

While this conversation was going on, he kept looking at his watch, a gentle hint, probably, that I was trespassing on his time. “Doctor, it is some little time until my train leaves. If agreeable, I will sit here till then, as it is not very pleasant sitting in the depot.”

He hesitated a moment, and getting up, said, very graciously: “You can sit in here,” and ushered me into what was, I suppose, the parlor of the establishment, leaving me there and for the time I staid I did not see him again, or anyone else. It struck me as being rather strange, inasmuch as I had heard his patients had the freedom of the house, but this, clearly, must be an erroneous impression of a good-natured public. I have no hesitation in saying that, if it should be my fortune to be placed in such asylum, with the feeling within me that my friends placed me there with the desire to be rid of the trouble or care of me, or for some other end in view, or if I really believed they placed me there fully thinking me insane, and I saw no way out, and that speedily, it would take but a few days to make a raving maniac of me. Surrounded by those whose reason is dethroned, kept a prisoner to all intents and purposes, having no voice as to who shall see me or call on me, being left to one particular party, and that party’s interest perhaps antagonistic to mine; knowing that I was constantly watched and every move known; soon, very soon, would all interest in life cease, and if death did not end the darkness that moved over me, the seal of insanity would surely be written upon my brain, and all that remained of life would go out in that hour.

I must add that Mrs. Lincoln recently said she would gladly surrender her bonds for her liberty, as money would not replace that nor give back to her the affection of those for whom she would be glad to live and for whom she would gladly lay down her life.21



Having been publicly discredited, Dr. Patterson relented temporarily. During the ensuing several weeks, Myra was permitted frequent visits with Mrs. Lincoln. The two women also wrote to each other almost on a daily basis. Finally, on Friday, August 6, 1875, Myra was permitted to spend the night with Mrs. Lincoln at Bellevue Place.

Myra’s choice of a Friday night for her overnight visit was undoubtedly not pure happenstance, for it was well-known that Dr. Patterson spent every Saturday away from the premises. That fact enabled Myra to orchestrate a second journalistic expose, this time with the Chicago Times.

Early on the morning of Saturday, August 7, Myra quietly left the asylum. A few hours later she returned, accompanied by “a Mr. Wilkie of Chicago.” Mrs. Lincoln greeted her guests and invited them to her room where the three of them visited for two hours. After promising Mrs. Lincoln that she would visit again soon, Myra and “Mr. Wilkie” returned to Chicago. What Myra had failed to disclose not only to the hospital staff but to Mrs. Lincoln as well was that “Mr. Wilkie of Chicago” was Franc B. Wilkie, the editor of the Chicago Times.

Upon returning to Batavia and learning of Franc Wilkie’s visit, Dr. Patterson was enraged. He immediately wrote Myra a letter in which he voiced his vehement objections to Myra’s bringing strangers to see Mrs. Lincoln, especially in his absence and without the approval of Robert Lincoln. He concluded:


In making future visits, if any should be made … I will thank you to select some other day than Saturday, the day when it is well known I am absent from the home.

… I will thank you to call [Robert Lincoln’s] attention to the propriety of conveying any letters that Mrs. Lincoln may write [which are] unknown to him or to me.22



At that juncture Dr. Patterson was apparently unaware that “Mr. Wilkie” was the editor of a widely circulated newspaper, and that the damage had already been done. Seventeen days later, on August 24, 1875, Franc Wilkie published his account of his visit with Mrs. Lincoln.23

The sequence of events that occurred during the seventeen-day interim indicates that Myra was saving Wilkie’s story until she needed yet another journalistic bullet to fire at both Dr. Patterson and Robert Lincoln.

On August 7, Robert, vehemently opposed to the release of his mother, wrote a letter to his mother’s sister, Mrs. Edwards, in which he warned that Myra Bradwell was “a high priestess in a gang of Spiritualists and from what I have heard it is to their interest that my mother should be at liberty to control herself and her property”24 Robert, who believed that his mother often consulted with “spiritualists, ”25 was obviously trying to frighten his aunt into believing that Myra and her alleged “gang” were intending to steal (or obtain in some other deceptive manner) Mrs. Lincoln’s money.

On August 9, the same day on which Dr. Patterson wrote to Myra “protesting against her bringing strangers to see Mrs. Lincoln,” the doctor also dispatched another letter. That one was to Robert Lincoln, indignantly informing him that Myra Bradwell had surreptitiously brought a stranger, “Mr. Wilkie,” to visit with Mrs. Lincoln. Although Dr. Patterson was apparently unaware of the fact that Wilkie was a newspaper editor, the doctor nevertheless seemed to believe that Mrs. Lincoln’s continued sojourn at Bellevue Place would bring him too much adverse publicity. He may have also sincerely believed that Mrs. Lincoln’s confinement was no longer necessary. Regardless of his motive, Dr. Patterson did conclude his letter with a somewhat guarded but favorable prognosis:


I am happy to say that both mentally and physically, Mrs. Lincoln is greatly improved, and as she has expressed a desire to live with her sister, Mrs. Edwards, I see no reason medically why she may not do so unless her condition should change for the worse.26



On August 10, after receiving not only Dr. Patterson’s letter but also a visit from Myra, Robert ostensibly changed his mind about his mother’s proposed visit to her sister. Knowing that Dr. Patterson no longer wanted Mrs. Lincoln to remain at Bellevue Place Asylum and certainly not wanting his mother to live with his own family, Robert quickly wrote the following letter to his aunt, Mrs. Edwards:


[Mrs. Bradwell called on me] this afternoon and we had a long talk—the result of which was that she thinks my mother is not entirely “right” but that she ought to be at large. The only plan she suggested was her visiting you. I told her that I had no objection to that and would await your letter [an invitation that Mrs. Edwards had already sent to Mrs. Lincoln via Dr. Patterson]. I said in my [last] letter to you that I understood that Mrs. Bradwell is a spiritualist—[Her language] from today indicates that I was misinformed.27



Robert concluded his letter with an indignant reproval of Myra:


How completely recovered my mother really is is shown by Mrs. B’s saying she was to take out to her samples of fine goods she wants to buy. [My mother] has with her seven trunks of clothing and then has stored nine more. I told Mrs. Bradwell that the experiment of putting her entirely at liberty would be interesting to those having no responsibility for the results. They can afterwards dismiss the matter with a shrug of the shoulders.

Affectionately,

RTL




p.s. Please regard this letter as confidential.28



Meanwhile, Myra continued to apply every conceivable form of pressure not only on the principals, but also on anyone else who might prove useful in her battle with Robert Lincoln and Dr. Patterson. For example, during that period she wrote to Abram Wakeman, an influential New York lawyer who had been a close friend of President Lincoln. Of Mrs. Lincoln, Myra wrote:


She is in an insane asylum at Batavia and is very desirous of seeing you—she is quite well and as I think, not insane…. It never seemed necessary for her to be sent there—to me at least. Yet we must silently acquiesce in the decision for a time at least. I do hope you will write her or visit her.29 (Emphasis added)



Myra’s use of irony may have been unintentional, but it was irony nonetheless. Her continual prodding of both Dr. Patterson and Robert Lincoln, as well as her arranging for the covert visit of Franc Wilkie, were hardly manifestations of “silent acquiescence.” Indeed, from the time of the Illinois Supreme Court’s denial of her right to practice law in 1869 until the date of her death twenty-five years later, “silent acquiescence” was not a term in Myra Bradwell’s behavioral repertoire.

Abram Wakeman, who had already allied himself with Robert Lincoln, refused either to visit or to write to Mrs. Lincoln. In a letter of reply, he gently chided Myra not only for her assessment of Mrs. Lincoln’s sanity but also for her clandestine meddling into the affairs of the Lincoln family. Wakeman wrote:


[When Mrs. Lincoln] came to… [New York] to see her wardrobe, her conduct in reference to me and others was such as to leave a painful impression as to the state of her mind. … I can not, without great difficulty, go to Illinois to visit her now…. May I ask whether your letter to me is with the approval of her son and friends, and whether it should not be brought to their knowledge?30



Myra did not appear to be disheartened. Prior to her correspondence with Wakeman, she had sent a brief note to Dr. Patterson. Showing her disdain for him by addressing him as Mr. Patterson, rather than Dr. Patterson, she wrote: “Will you do as you agreed—and send me Mrs. Edwards’ letter [in which Mrs. Edwards had invited Mrs. Lincoln to stay with her]?”31

Dr. Patterson, apparently chafing from Myra’s tactics, immediately dashed off the following note to Robert:


Will you please do me the favor to send Mrs. Edwards’ letter to Mrs. Bradwell, without a moment’s further delay and thus enable me to do as I agreed?… I have written to the irate lady explaining and expressing my regrets.32



Robert momentarily succumbed. He hastily sent Myra not only Mrs. Edwards’s invitation but also a contrite note of apology for his delay:


Dr. Patterson sent… me your note asking for Mrs. Edwards’ letter. He had already some days sent the letter to me to be transmitted to you and the delay is caused by my accidental neglect or forgetfulness for which I beg to be excused.33



Robert’s explanation seems disingenuous at best. It is doubtful that his delay was caused by either “accidental neglect” or “forgetfulness.” The matter of his mother’s pending departure from the asylum was of paramount importance to him. Indeed, so determined was he that his mother remain incarcerated that he was willing to do virtually anything to ensure that she not be released. Two days after apologizing to Myra for his “forgetfulness,” he wrote the following letter to his mother:


I am dreadfully disappointed that Aunt Lizzie writes me that she is not well enough to have you visit just now, but I am going to try to arrange it with her very soon. There is nothing I want so much as to have you with her, for I am sure nothing would do you as much good…. You must trust me that I can and will do everything that is for your good, and you must not allow yourself to think otherwise…,34



Robert was lying not only about “Aunt Lizzie’s” health but also about his desire to have his mother released to the care of her sister. Elizabeth Edwards had never said that she was “not well enough to have… [Mrs. Lincoln] visit just now.” On the contrary, although somewhat ambivalent about the matter, Mrs. Edwards had already extended an invitation to Mrs. Lincoln, an invitation that Robert had begrudgingly forwarded to Myra along with an apology for his “forgetfulness.” Robert was also lying to his mother when he told her that “there is nothing I want so much as to have you with [your sister] ” and that he planned to “arrange it with [Mrs. Edwards] very soon.” It had already been arranged, and Robert was doing everything in his power to see that those arrangements were not carried out. He continued his efforts until the dawn of Mrs. Lincoln’s release.35

On the same day that Robert had apologized to Myra for his “forgetfulness,” he went to Batavia to see both his mother and Dr. Patterson. Robert protested to Dr. Patterson that “Myra Bradwell was a pest and a nuisance.”36 He characterized her clandestine introduction of Franc Wilkie as an “outrage”37 and indicated that he was unwilling to arrange for his mother to leave the asylum.

At this juncture, Robert was in the throes of a dilemma. On the one hand, Dr. Patterson, spurred on by Myra and the consequent threat of public exposure, had requested that Robert arrange for Mrs. Lincoln to live with her sister and had virtually forced Robert to convey Mrs. Edwards’s note to Myra. On the other hand, Robert, who was motivated by self-interest but probably not by malice, believed that “putting [his mother] entirely at liberty” would result in a great deal of public embarrassment for the Lincoln family. He was absolutely horrified at the specter of Mrs. Lincoln’s “making herself talked of by everybody.”38 Moreover, he believed that his mother’s release would result in the dwindling of her assets. Robert was conservator of his mother’s estate. Her four-month stay at Bellevue Place had cost only $729. In contrast, her subsequent nine-month stay with Mrs. Edwards in Springfield cost $4, 600.39 Obviously, while incarcerated in the asylum, Mrs. Lincoln could not indulge her spending addiction. Freedom from restraint would and did bring with it freedom to spend, and spend, and spend.

On the day following his visit to Batavia Robert wrote Myra yet another letter:


I visited my mother yesterday and I could not help observing … a renewal in degree of same appearances which marred her in May and which I had not noticed in my last four visits. I do not know of any outside causes for this unless it is the constant excitement she has been in since your first visit…. In view of what I have seen and which I regard as a distraction of the good accomplished by two months and a half of quiet and freedom from all chance of excitement, I am compelled to request that you visit her less often and not at all with persons with whom I am not acquainted and especially that you do not aid her in corresponding with persons other than her relatives. As to them Dr. Patterson will mail unopened as many letters as she
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4
 “These Letters Could Not Be Published” Bradwell’s Granddaughter Disposes of the Bradwell-Lincoln Correspondence

Before departing for France, Mrs. Lincoln showered the Bradwells not only with gratitude and praise, but also with many gifts, remembrances of herself and President Lincoln. Among these were the pen used by the president in signing the Emancipation Proclamation, his “Definition of Democracy” in his own handwriting, a bloodstone seal presented to President Lincoln by the Sultan of Turkey, an oil painting that had hung in the Lincoln home at Springfield, and one of Mrs. Lincoln’s most prized and valuable personal possessions, a gold chain bracelet set with pearl that had been a birthday present to Mrs. Lincoln from her husband.1 Thus, Mrs. Lincoln’s generosity extended not only to herself but also to the two people who had been willing to spend their time, effort, and considerable abilities to secure her freedom.

The praise and gratitude that Mrs. Lincoln bestowed upon the Bradwells were in marked contrast to the rancor that she expressed toward her son. On June 19, 1876, four days after she was summarily declared sane, she wrote Robert an extraordinarily bitter and accusatory letter, which began curtly “Robert T. Lincoln.” After demanding the return of all her goods, she continued:


I am now in constant receipt of letters from my friends denouncing you in the bitterest terms… six letters from prominent respectable Chicago people such as you do not associate with…. Send me all that I have written for you have tried your game of robbery long enough.2



And robbery it was, at least with respect to the correspondence between Mary Todd Lincoln and Myra Bradwell. All of Mrs. Lincoln’s biographers have been aware that such correspondence once existed, and all have puzzled over its mysterious disappearance. One biographer has written, “[Mrs. Lincoln’s]letters to the Bradwells have vanished”3; a second has lamented, “It is to be regretted that we have nothing of the Bradwell correspondence except the tradition”;4 and a third, J. G. Turner, has speculated, “None of Mrs. Lincoln’s letters to the Bradwells remains, and there is reason to believe Robert had theirs to her destroyed, so damning were they to him.”5

While Turner’s speculation is undoubtedly correct, it explains only the destruction of the letters that Myra and James wrote to Mrs. Lincoln, and which then either devolved to or were confiscated by Robert. Turner’s conjecture provides no explanation for the disappearance of the letters that the Bradwells received from Mrs. Lincoln. Certainly that correspondence would not have devolved to Robert, nor could it have been stolen by him. Or could it have been? The answer, sadly, is yes, fifty years after it came into existence. Among the Bradwell documents recently discovered by this author6 were affidavits, contracts, letters, and memoranda, which, when pieced together, explain how Robert—or, rather, the attorneys for his estate—were able to obtain and undoubtedly destroy the letters that Mrs. Lincoln had written to Myra.

As has been previously discussed,7 when Myra died, her personal papers were bequeathed to her daughter, Bessie Bradwell Helmer, a brilliant young woman who had graduated from Northwestern Law School as valedictorian. When Bessie died, the collection passed to Bessie’s daughter, Myra Bradwell Helmer Pritchard (hereafter referred to as Myra Pritchard), “with the stipulation that [Myra Pritchard] should write about [the correspondence between her grandmother and Mrs. Lincoln] but not until both [Bessie] and Robert Lincoln… passed on.” Bessie was “most anxious that these letters be published because she felt that Mrs. Abraham Lincoln had been maligned and that these letters would explain much of the real Mrs. Lincoln to the world and place her in a more favorable light.”8 Unfortunately, the granddaughter not only filed Myra Bradwell’s papers in a manner that made them almost undiscover-able9 but also allowed herself to be bullied into selling Mary Todd Lincoln’s letters to the Robert Lincoln estate, whose attorneys undoubtedly destroyed them. To make matters worse, after the death of Myra Pritchard, her executrix destroyed all the copies that the granddaughter had made of the Bradwell-Lincoln correspondence.

As J. G. Turner has hypothesized, it is almost a certainty that Robert Lincoln destroyed all the letters that Myra and James had written to his mother, letters written before, during, and after Mary Todd Lincoln’s confinement in the insane asylum. It is not clear whether Robert personally attempted to gain access to and get rid of the letters that the Bradwells received from his mother. But that seems to have been the case, for after Robert’s death, his wife and children pursued the matter with great tenacity and ultimately obtained and probably destroyed the last remnants of that correspondence.

Robert Lincoln died in 1926. At that time Myra’s granddaughter, Myra Pritchard, was in possession of thirty-seven letters written by Mrs. Lincoln to Myra relating to the former’s confinement and release from the insane asylum. Myra Pritchard desired to fulfill the wishes of her mother and grandmother to have Mrs. Lincoln’s letters published so that history would, perhaps, record her not as a ranting lunatic, but rather as a much misunderstood woman who had been treated shamefully by her son and subsequently rescued by her friend, Myra Bradwell. In pursuit of that goal, Myra Pritchard entered into a contract with Liberty Weekly, a New York periodical, in which Myra Pritchard agreed to write “a serial article concerning the life of Mary Todd Lincoln, the wife of Abraham Lincoln, based upon certain letters passing between Mrs. Lincoln and [James and Myra Bradwell].”10

Myra Pritchard did in fact write the manuscript “of some twelve or fifteen chapters setting up in narrative form the contents of numerous Mary Lincoln letters constituting an exchange of correspondence between her and the Bradwell family.”11 That manuscript was never published. On January 30, 1928, Liberty Weekly and Myra Pritchard canceled their contract and the publisher “returned to [Myra Pritchard] the manuscript and other material connected there with.”12 On the very next day, Myra Pritchard sold the letters and the manuscript to the attorneys for Robert Lincoln’s family for $22, 500. Undoubtedly, those materials were promptly destroyed.

Why, one might ask, would Myra Pritchard have bothered to prepare a manuscript of twelve to fifteen chapters on a matter of great historical significance, secure a publisher, and then nullify the arrangement? Greed may have supplied part of the motivation, but only a small part. The major reason, if one believes her own statement, was that the attorneys for Robert Lincoln’s family convinced her that:


These letters could not be published due to an old law which reads that the literary properties in letters belong to those who wrote them and to their succeeding heirs and not to the people who received them. Mrs. Woodrow Wilson created a precedent some years ago when Colonel House wished to publish some of President Wilson’s letters to him and refused her consent.13 (Emphasis added)



Myra Pritchard’s sale of Mrs. Lincoln’s letters to the attorneys for the Robert Lincoln family was, to put it kindly, very foolish. While it is true that, under the law as it then existed, “the literary properties in the letters belonged to those who wrote them and their succeeding heirs and not the people who received them,” that meant only that Myra Pritchard could not have published the letters verbatim. Certainly, she could have written a narrative account of Myra Bradwell’s relationship with Mrs. Lincoln and could have drawn heavily on Mrs. Lincoln’s letters for documentation. Apparently Myra Pritchard did not even consult with an attorney, although as a woman of financial means she certainly could have afforded to do so. The result is that very important historical documents have been lost to posterity.

One can speculate that the attorneys for the Robert Lincoln family paid off not only Myra Pritchard but also the publishers with whom she had contracted. Those publishers seemed extremely amused at the circumstances surrounding the cancellation of their contract. Shortly after the publication agreement was terminated, the vice president of the publishing company wrote to one of his colleagues:


As I haven’t Mrs. Pritchard’s address, I can not return to her direct this copy of her contract. All I can say is that it sews her up as tight as a drum. In point of fact, I think if she is apprehended reading a book about Lincoln, or mentioning his name or the name of his lady, she is likely to subject herself thereby to imprisonment for life, if indeed not summary execution.14



But Myra Pritchard was not “sewn up” nearly as tightly as either the publishers or the lawyers believed. In spite of her contractual promise that she would make “no copies of said letters or of said manuscript, ”15 she, in fact, made typewritten copies of both. She placed the copy of the manuscript in her safety deposit box in an envelope bearing these peculiar instructions: “In case of my death this is to be destroyed immediately.”16 One can only puzzle over her ambivalence. She wanted her manuscript preserved, yet she ordered that it be destroyed. And destroyed it was! A few months after her death in 1947, her sister-in-law, Margreta Pritchard, who was also the executrix of Myra Pritchard’s estate, “did… after announcing to members of my family my intention, personally bum the contents [of the manuscript] and entirely consumed the same in flames.”17

But it was only the manuscript that she destroyed, not the copies of Mary Todd Lincoln’s letters. Those were retained by the executrix until 1951 when, having been convinced that they were worthless, she burned them also.

The catalyst for this latter action was a man named Oliver Barrett, one of the foremost collectors of Lincoln items in the country. In 1947 Mr. Barrett had on display at the Library of Congress a body of materials that purported to be “the complete collection left by Robert Lincoln.” Mr. Barrett believed that if copies of Mary Todd Lincoln’s letters to the Bradwells surfaced, this would decrease the value of his Robert Lincoln collection.18 Thus, in a letter written to Myra Pritchard’s executrix by Mr. Barrett’s attorneys, they counseled:


Mr. Barrett… [thinks] it would be advisable for us to make a detailed search of [Myra Pritchard’s] belongings to see if we could obtain these typewritten copies. … He then feels that we should take these typewritten copies and tie them together securely and place a screw through the middle of them… and… have them destroyed. He thinks that this would be doing a great service not only to the Lincolns but also to the Bradwells and [Myra Pritchard]. He stated that the Bradwells have always had a fine name, and that he did not believe that it would be exactly morally right for these copies to be now published in view of the fact that Robert Lincoln had so violently objected to their publication during his life and had gone to the expense of purchasing them so that he could effect their destruction. [Mr. Barrett] stated that these letters would have absolutely no historical value and would be of benefit only to that type of person who desired to read the rantings of an insane person. He also felt that [destruction of the Mary Todd Lincoln letters] would tend to increase the value of the Robert Lincoln collection which was recently opened in the Library of Congress. Evidently Life magazine has cast some doubts on the fact as to whether or not the Library of Congress has the complete collection left by Robert Lincoln. Life’s question was to the effect: “Where are the letters written by Mrs. Lincoln?”… Mr. Barrett feels that we would all be rendering a great service if we could put the question to rest for once and all by destroying these letters.…19 (Emphasis added)



One wonders how the executrix could have believed that a question could be “put to rest” by destroying the evidence. But Margreta Pritchard was obviously persuaded. On March 19, 1951, she signed an affidavit stating that she had “personally destroyed by burning every portion of all copies known” of all letters written to the Bradwells by Mary Todd Lincoln as well as those which the Bradwells had received from Robert Lincoln and Dr. Patterson.20

While at least some current Lincoln scholars believe that Mrs. Lincoln was insane and was justly treated by Robert,21 no one will ever know with certainty for the “accused” has not been permitted to testify in the court of history. The ultimate irony is not that, during her lifetime, the president’s widow was silenced by her son, Robert, but that after her death, Mrs. Lincoln’s voice was stilled by the granddaughter of her liberator, Myra Bradwell.
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