


CHAPTER 1

NEW YORK IS A CITY OF STORIES. ITS STREETS ECHO WITH TALES OF love and tragedy, passion and despair. Throughout its boroughs, the vibrant present is often layered upon shadowy remnants of the past: A Washington Heights playground was the site of a bloody battle in the Revolutionary War, a section of Prospect Park served as a Quaker burial ground, and a concrete plaza by the Brooklyn Supreme Court was home to a luxurious playhouse that was destroyed by fire in the deadliest theater tragedy of the nineteenth century.

Of the millions of vivid stories that color New York’s history, an untold number have been lost or overlooked. The life of “Fire Witch” Kate Claxton—lauded as the heroine of the Brooklyn Theatre inferno of 1876—is one of these forgotten tales. A celebrated actress of the Gilded Age, Kate was an extraordinary woman who spent her life shattering boundaries and defying expectations.

She was strong and ambitious at a time when femininity was tied to docility. She was a successful businesswoman just a few years after women were granted the legal right to their own wages. Kate Claxton was one of the most lauded actresses of her generation and she held American theatergoers in her thrall for almost thirty years through her portrayal of a single dramatic role: sixteen-year-old blind orphan Louise from the French melodrama The Two Orphans. She debuted the part when she was thirty, playing to sold-out houses and critical acclaim for more than five thousand performances.

Despite her supernatural nickname, Kate was no witch. But after the night of December 5, 1876, when she stood onstage amid the panic and flames as the Brooklyn Theatre burned around her, Kate became inseparably connected with the disaster. This tragic event, along with more than a dozen other fires in hotels and theaters where she was present, firmly branded her with an incendiary reputation that followed her for the rest of her days.

Like many legends of stage and screen, Kate’s life was marked by tragedy, but she continually persevered. She outlived all six of her children, carrying on through each loss; her two marriages were awash in scandal, yet she emerged with her reputation intact; she repeatedly hovered on the brink of financial ruin, but each time was saved from destitution. Kate’s strength, determination, and flouting of social conventions in the rigid Victorian era made her a woman ahead of her time. Although her legacy remains unrecognized and uncelebrated, she was a remarkable woman who deserves to be remembered.

Kate Claxton’s tale began long before the Brooklyn Theatre came into existence. Her love of acting, devotion to family, and driving ambition were all inheritances she readily embraced.
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In August 1844 a new entry was recorded in the Cone family Bible. The book, an heirloom from an ancestor in Princeton, New Jersey, had a red plush cover embroidered with the name of Lieutenant Colonel Conant Cone, a veteran of the Revolutionary War. It had been in the family for three generations and whenever a birth, marriage, or death occurred, this ancestral record was updated.

According to the handwritten notation, Colonel Conant’s great-granddaughter, Katherine Cone, came into the world on August 11, at 11:00 p.m. She was born to Josephine Martinez and Spencer Wallace Cone, prominent citizens of Somerville, New Jersey. It was a cold evening for August, and a fire burned steadily in the room as Josephine was handed her wrinkled, swaddled baby, who projected her displeasure with a voice that carried through the house. “Katherine” later became “Kitty” and “Kate”; “Cone” gave forth to the stage name “Claxton”; and for most of Kate’s life, 1844 became 1848 (and sometimes even 1850 or 1852), to make her seem younger and more suited to the roles she played.

Kate was Josephine and Spencer’s first child. Unlike many nineteenth-century children, who struggled from a young age to elevate their families from a life of poverty, Kate was raised in a comfortable home with the power of a respected name and an almost noble lineage.

The Cones could trace their American family as far back as 1657, including early settlers in Pennsylvania, New York, and Connecticut. A published family history describes them as “hard-working people; dignified and religious, adventurous and enterprising.” Kate’s more recent relatives also had an artistic streak that their ancestors would likely have opposed.

In early America, society held a deeply rooted belief in the immorality of theater. Playhouses were seen as sinful, corrupting influences that encouraged idleness and promoted scandalous behavior. In October 1774 the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia even banned “exhibitions of shows, plays, and other expensive diversions and entertainments.” This negative view of the acting profession persisted well into the nineteenth century.

Despite Kate’s devout forefathers, the stage was her birthright. As one journalist declared, “histrionic talent came to Kate Claxton by descent.” Her father was a playwright, and her grandfather achieved considerable success “on the boards,” a rare achievement in a family so firmly established in society.
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Spencer Houghton Cone was born on April 30, 1785, in Princeton, New Jersey. According to family lore, General George Washington visited the Cone family home when Spencer was a baby, blessing him and “marking him for greatness.” Spencer was a remarkably intelligent boy and entered Princeton University at just twelve years old. Two years later, his father died and he was forced to leave college to support his mother and four younger siblings.

Spencer taught Latin at Princeton Academy when he was fourteen and worked as a schoolmaster in Springfield, New Jersey, at sixteen. He began to read law but soon abandoned his studies for an acting career.

In 1813, after his conversion to the Baptist faith, Spencer Houghton repudiated the value of his time in the theater. In his words, “It was offensive to my elevated morality and in direct opposition to my own feelings and principles.” He also declared, “Filial duty and brotherly love have formed my rules of action and directed my course through life.” Two generations later, his granddaughter Kate disagreed with his first statement but felt very much the same about the second.

Despite Spencer Houghton’s later “feelings and principles,” when he first appeared onstage, he was eager to succeed. His debut was in July 1805 at Philadelphia’s Chestnut Street Theatre in Mahomet, a five-act tragedy by Voltaire. At that time, most actors were European, and Spencer’s dashing good looks and American heritage soon attracted a staunch circle of admirers.

Spencer Houghton did not achieve lasting theatrical fame (one newspaper referred to him as “a third-rate actor”), and he soon quit the stage for what he considered loftier ambitions. After marrying Sallie Wallace Morrell and fighting in the War of 1812, he became devoutly religious. Spencer acted as chaplain to the United States House of Representatives, served as pastor of Manhattan’s First Baptist Church, and was appointed president of the American Bible Union.

Kate’s father, Spencer Wallace Cone, was also a busy and accomplished man. He respected his father’s religious fervor but preferred a worldly existence. A lawyer by profession, he owned the New York Sunday Courier, worked as editor of the United States Democratic Review, and wrote books, plays, and poems.

Spencer Wallace’s theatrical works included The Editor’s Daughter, Palomba, and Fashion, Crime, and Folly. When his second child, Alice, died as a toddler, he wrote the poem “My Bud in Heaven,” which was later set to music by popular entertainer Stephen Massett. In 1840 Spencer Wallace published his first book, The Proud Ladye and Other Poems. In 1856 he wrote An Account of the Life of Spencer Houghton Cone, co-authored with his brother Edward Cone. His third book, Fairies in America, was written in 1859 and is preserved in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Spencer was close with his children: Kate, Spencer Houghton Jr., Sallie, Margaret, and Josephine. They adored him in return. In the preface to Fairies in America, he described how, on winter afternoons, his “little people” found excuses to visit him in his study:
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Kate, as the eldest daughter, led the way. She opened the door, Spencer trailing behind her, and said, in her most coaxing tone, “Now, Father dear, tell us a story.”



Even as a child, Kate had distinctive Cone features: wavy reddish-blonde hair, expressive, wide-set eyes, ruddy cheeks, and firm, soft lips, often set in a determined expression. Spencer called his daughter “the weirdest little elf, as full of mischief as Puck.”

When Spencer’s third child, Sallie, was born, he wrote a poem about Kate’s reaction to the new baby:


Kitty asks, “How came she here?”

Half with joy and half with fear.

Kitty is our eldest child,

Eight years old, and rather wild—

Wild in manner, but in mind,

Wishing all things well-defined.



Kate was indeed “wild in manner,” and as a child would much rather play than study. She was also passionate about acting. She and her siblings spent hours in the woods, performing scenes from Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the most popular stage play in America at the time. They also re-created their father’s plays—with Kate taking the lead role, of course.

Kate, who “wished all things well-defined,” had already decided that she would become an actress. When Spencer Wallace learned about the small dramatic troupe, he laughed at his “little Puck” and playfully encouraged her. Spencer didn’t understand that, for Kate, these performances were not mere games but training for her future career.

For a time, Spencer and his family stayed with Josephine’s parents in their Manhattan property on West 39th Street. Living just a mile away from the New York theater district was thrilling for Kate. The world she yearned to join was so close; she just needed to get out of the schoolroom and to the other side of the footlights.

As a child, Kate studied at the New Brunswick Female Institute, where she learned arithmetic, geography, Latin, and philosophy. Spencer Wallace wanted his daughter to have a good education, but also to be prepared for her future position as a wife and mother.

A formal apprenticeship in theater wasn’t an option for the granddaughter of Spencer Houghton Cone. Instead of following the path of many juvenile actors, who appeared onstage in small roles while receiving daily training in voice, movement, and other dramatic arts, Kate attended Miss Roston’s, a private Manhattan finishing school.

Throughout Kate’s childhood, her small world was a safe haven. This safety was shattered in 1861 when the Civil War began, and Kate’s life—as well as most of America—was transformed overnight.

In late spring of 1861, the New York State military authorities were rushing to supply regiments to meet Abraham Lincoln’s call for 75,000 troops. The army had far fewer trained officers than it needed, so states relied on local men to raise new units. Spencer Wallace received authority from the War Department to recruit a regiment of infantry. He brought in nearly 1,500 men, and the governor’s office issued him a commission as colonel of the 61st New York Volunteer Infantry, also called the Clinton Guard.*

Spencer Wallace kept writing as he prepared to go to war, but instead of fairy stories and whimsical poems, his verses reflected the realities of the battles he faced:


Steel to steel, their souls appalling,

Charge them with the bayonet!



When Spencer and his regiment first departed for Camp California in Virginia, Josephine took charge of the family. She worried about her beloved husband, away at war, and was also concerned with her headstrong eldest daughter’s future in the uncertain times they faced. Josephine gently discouraged Kate’s interest in theater, hoping she would soon lose interest in the dramatic arts and devote herself to more useful studies.

For a time, it seemed that Josephine had succeeded. Instead of planning for the stage, Kate learned to cook and sew and wrote long letters by candlelight. For the moment, her ambitions had changed; Kate—sixteen years old at the start of the war—was in love.
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Despite his rousing martial poems, Spencer Wallace’s Civil War experience was far removed from glory and brotherhood for a noble cause. In April 1861 a disagreement arose among the officers at Camp California, likely about leadership after a forced regimental consolidation. The argument escalated into mutiny, Spencer refused to relinquish command, and he was thrown out of camp. When he returned to take charge of his men, more than two hundred soldiers deserted in protest.

Spencer was deeply hurt that his fellow officers hadn’t defended him during the mutiny, particularly Major William Carey Massett: Columbia College graduate, Spencer’s comrade in arms, and Kate’s sweetheart.
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Carey Massett was five years older than Kate, but the two families were close. Carey’s uncle, Stephen Massett, was a musician and performer who had collaborated artistically with Spencer. Shortly before the war, Kate caught Carey’s eye at a social gathering, and she quickly discovered the power of her beauty and charm.

Many evenings by the campfire, Spencer Wallace wrote long letters to his wife, pouring out his ambitions, vexations, and fears. Beside him, Carey composed romantic missives to Kate. At first Spencer approved of the friendship. Children grow up fast in wartime, and he was truly fond of Carey. As he wrote to Kate, “Massett’s attachment to me is entirely secondary. He likes me some, and my lassie with the golden locks a good deal.” Kate, too, liked Carey a good deal. Despite the difference in age, he was a good match.

After the mutiny, everything changed. Carey Massett was promoted to lieutenant colonel—a position he only attained by refusing to defend his friend and military superior. Spencer Wallace still cared for Carey and was careful not to openly disapprove of him in letters to Kate, but Spencer was a loyal man and valued loyalty in return. Carey went from his confidant and constant companion to someone he did not necessarily want as a sonin-law.

In one markedly frank letter, written just a few days after the mutiny, Spencer confided his frustrations to Josephine:
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In my last, I said very decidedly what I thought of Kate’s marrying at present and marrying a soldier during a campaign. I cannot understand a girl’s desire to incur the danger of being thrown upon the world a penniless widow at any moment. I would not interfere with—nor seek to control—a child’s wishes in the choice of a partner for life, nor their marriage at a proper time. I do not consider this the proper time for Kate to marry, and if I have any authority, or can exert any, I forbid it.

Whilst my children are unmarried they are mine and my great happiness in life is to be able to make them comfortable and happy. That sentiment ceases with their marriage. When they marry, they belong to somebody else and they must go away from me and stay with somebody else. I will not have a married child of mine in my house, because I will not have any authority but mine acknowledged there.



Kate loved Carey, but above all, she was loyal to her family. After the mutiny, she sent Carey such a scathing note that Spencer feared for the young man’s safety:


I hope Kitty did not write harshly to Carey or betray want of confidence in him. If she did, it was impolitic. Whatever he lacks, it is not love for her. He worships her. Her last letter nearly killed him, for Carey says, “Well, I have lost all now.” He has been begging the General to let him lead a scout, clearly with the purpose of getting a bullet hole through him, if he can.

Kitty, darling, he’s a good fellow. Not such a stubborn rascal as your father, but full of good qualities. And I really think he “honors the shadow of your shoe-tie.” Did you get savage at the notion of his getting to be Lt. Col. at Papa’s expense? You should recollect that he did not endeavor that way.



If William Carey Massett had survived the war, he and Kate would likely have married, and her life would have been very different. However, as a result of the January mutiny, in April 1862 Spencer Wallace was discharged from his regiment.* Just over a month later, on May 31, 1862, the 61st Regiment, with Carey as second-in-command, fought in the Battle of Fair Oaks.

According to one of the other soldiers on the battlefield, after three hours of fighting and narrowly being missed by two rifle balls, Carey turned to his men and said, with a laugh, “They must aim better than that.” A moment later he was dead, a musket ball in his forehead.**

After her sweetheart died, Kate became even more insistent that her future was on the stage. When Spencer returned from the war, she told him that her heart was buried in Brooklyn’s Green-Wood Cemetery with Carey and she would henceforth devote her life to the theater. Spencer was shocked to realize that his Puck had grown up and was making her own decisions about her future. He strongly discouraged Kate’s plans, reminding her that an acting career was unseemly for a girl of her social standing. As the head of the family, he expected her to defer to his wishes.

For Kate, however, “the stage slumbered in the family blood until it came out in the granddaughter.” Both Kate’s father and grandfather had freely nurtured their creative passions. Spencer Houghton died in 1855 while Kate was still a child, but she grew up with the stories of his theatrical success—the legend of a clever boy who achieved glory onstage while supporting his family with his craft. Spencer Wallace’s books received critical acclaim, his plays were mounted throughout Kate’s girlhood, and his poems were quoted by Edgar Allan Poe.

From the start, Kate refused to bow to expectations. Her dreams of a life with Carey Massett had been lost, but her desire to become an actor was as strong as ever; she was determined to do anything possible to achieve her goal. As a minor child, she could not easily rebel against her father forbidding a stage career, but on November 1, 1865, at the age of twenty-one, Kate escaped the control of her family and took a step closer to achieving her dreams of stardom by marrying twenty-three-year-old New York businessman Isidore Lyon.




* Possibly referring to the Clinton political dynasty, which included US vice president George Clinton and New York mayor DeWitt Clinton.

*  He rejoined the military in 1863 as captain and commissary of subsistence on Brigadier General William Hall’s staff in the New York State National Guard.

**  After Carey’s death, his father, Benjamin Massett, joined the Union Army. On July 31, 1863, he too fell in battle.









CHAPTER 2

THROUGHOUT ITS HISTORY, NEW YORK CITY HAS NURTURED A RICH theatrical tradition. For generations, living in the city has been a rite of passage for aspiring actors, and the Manhattan theater district is known worldwide. But the New York arts scene came from very modest beginnings. The first known public performance occurred on December 6, 1732, on the second floor of a building near Maiden Lane and Pearl Street in what is now Manhattan’s Financial District. A visiting troupe of English actors mounted several productions in the space, including the comedy The Recruiting Officer.

By 1750, New York—already a city of over ten thousand—had opened its first formal playhouse. The Theatre of Nassau Street was a two-story wooden building that housed a resident company founded by actor-managers Walter Murray and Thomas Kean.* Their performances included Shakespeare’s Richard III and John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera, the city’s first documented musical performance.

Several temporary theaters existed over the years, but New York’s first permanent playhouse was the John Street Theatre, built in 1767 and run by actor-managers Lewis Hallam and John Henry.The John did a thriving business until it was forced to close during the Revolutionary War (1775–1783), when the only public performances in New York were amateur productions staged by occupying British troops.

After the war, when New York City briefly became the nation’s capital, the John Street Theatre reopened, with George Washington as a regular patron. In 1796 it even presented what was likely the first American operetta, The Archers: The Mountaineers of Switzerland, by William Dunlap and Benjamin Carr.

In 1798 the John Street Theatre was torn down, and the New Theatre—soon renamed the Park Theatre—opened at 25 Park Row. For its first decade, the Park prospered without competition. The population of New York was quickly growing, and its British and European immigrants brought with them a passion for the arts. More playhouses were established. While the Park offered imported English dramas and Italian operas and gained a reputation as a playhouse for the elite, other performance spaces, such as the Bowery Theatre, catered to working-class audiences and were known for championing populist ideals and American performers.
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As the population continued to expand, the class divide was even more sharply pronounced. Social rank and cultural identity became strongly tied to the New York theater scene; where you went to be entertained said a lot about who you were. The first Manhattan theater district was established, centered on Union Square. Three major playhouses dominated the bustling area, all fierce rivals: the Fifth Avenue Theatre, Wal-lack’s Theatre, and the Union Square Theatre.

The Fifth Avenue Theatre was built in 1868 at 31 West 28th Street. Originally named Gilsey’s Apollo Hall, it was managed by Augustin Daly, a pioneering American stage director. In the 1870s the Fifth Avenue Theatre became one of the world’s first air-conditioned playhouses, using a ventilation system that blew air over blocks of ice, with fans circulating the cooled air through the building. The Fifth Avenue mounted the New York premiere of Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, an unmitigated flop, and the successful world premiere of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Pirates of Penzance.

Wallack’s Theatre, at Broadway and 13th Street, was one of several playhouses owned and run by James W. Wallack and his son Lester, nineteenth-century actor-managers. In 1869 American journalist Junius Henri Browne declared, “Wallack’s is the best theater in the United States. It is devoted almost entirely to comedy and has no stars. Mouthing, ranting, and attitudinizing are not in vogue, and men and women represent art instead of artificiality.”

The Union Square Theatre, at 58 East 14th Street, was a rival to both Wallack’s and the Fifth Avenue. It opened in 1870 as a variety playhouse, managed by Sheridan Shook and Alfred Marshman (A. M.) Palmer. In 1872 Shook and Palmer hosted a British comic opera company presenting an English version of Offenbach’s La Grande-Duchesse de Gérolstein. With this performance, the Union Square Theatre, in the words of actress Rose Eytinge, “was lifted from the variety to the legitimate standard.”

From the mid-nineteenth century, the New York theater district was a place of business, where worlds were built and dreams were achieved—or crushed. In addition to several theaters, the streets around Union Square also housed photo studios, play publishers, costume shops, and other performance-focused businesses.

Restaurants that catered to theatergoers were scattered throughout the theater district—from upscale establishments such as the society hub Maison Dorée (named for its Parisian counterpart), the dining rooms of the Union Square Hotel, and the popular Morton House, to oyster joints and chophouses for less-wealthy patrons.

Acting careers were built in the historic square. As musical performer Nat Goodwin recalled:


In those days, we were all masters of our own enterprises. We arranged our bookings on the street. Hither and thither we flew, procuring a week in Pittsburgh or a night in Dayton, crossing and recrossing from the Morton House to Union Square, corralling a manager for a two weeks’ tour in the sunny South or four in the unattractive Middle West,* stopping on our way to engage the services of some particular actor we desired for the new play.



Union Square also contained what the theater community called a “slave mart.”** According to an actor interviewed by the New York Times, “Upon the well-established principle that misery loves company, nothing was more natural than that we, being out of work, should seek the companionship of those in a similar predicament.”


At the original site of the George Washington statue, on the south side of the square, the aristocracy of actors out of work congregated, waiting for managers and agents who were looking to cast their upcoming seasons. A Canadian manager might even telegraph a local agent to ship a good general actor up north for a two-week contract, or a traveling company would stop to hire a stand-in for a troupe member who had fallen ill.

This spectacle of actors, eagerly waiting to be chosen for fame—or a temporary paycheck—offered as much drama as any onstage production. Groups of “old hands” with rheumatic legs and wilted shirt collars leaned wearily against the base of the statue, telling tales of past stardom to anyone willing to listen. To one side was a burly Englishman, known throughout dramatic circles for the blond wig he insisted on wearing and his much-publicized knack of having his jewelry stolen whenever he could convince a small-town paper to report the loss. Just steps away, in the center of an admiring crowd, stood a tall, sun-browned lead actor who’d nearly killed a theater critic after his scathing review.
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On sunny days, Kate often rode down 14th Street in her carriage and watched the hopeful actors in the square. Eyes wide, she imagined how one day she would sweep past these desperate-looking colleagues and march into a manager’s office. The other actors would watch her enviously, backs bowed respectfully and hats doffed in salute. With the unshakable confidence of a young woman whose ambition was already in full bloom, Kate nodded to the actors as she passed the square, practicing how she would someday greet the sea of unfortunates as they parted in her wake.

But first, Kate needed to become an actress. Finishing school had taught her many useful skills, but it hadn’t brought her any closer to the stage. In the 1860s a young woman wishing to act needed more than talent. She also required the financial support of a father or husband to fund travel, rent or buy costumes, pay for lessons, and print promotional photographs and playbills. Most stage salaries barely covered these expenses, and a significant investment was needed to launch a career.

Isidore Lyon seemed like the perfect solution. Isidore (known as Dore) was a recent immigrant from Germany. Born in 1841, by his early twenties he had already achieved both social and financial success. They met through Kate’s uncle, Edward Winfield Cone, who was close with her family and had helped care for the children when Spencer Wallace was away at war. Just like Carey Massett, Dore was smitten with Kate and was happy to indulge her plans to appear onstage. He wasn’t Kate’s only admirer, but his wealth and encouragement tipped the scales in his favor.

Although many upper-class women did marry for love, matrimonial unions were also formed to unite families or combine fortunes. For Kate, this marriage was a mix of affection and ambition. She was genuinely fond of Dore Lyon. She also knew that with his growing fortune and social standing, her parents wouldn’t object to the match, and Dore was a ticket to freedom and a stepping stone to her acting career.

Spencer Wallace realized that his little elf had left girlhood behind, and he did not forbid the union. The wedding ceremony took place on November 1, 1865, at Trinity Church in lower Manhattan.

With marriage vows setting Kate free from her parents’ rule, and with full access to Dore’s bankbook, she was ready to pursue her dream. However, four more years passed before she appeared onstage. She spent the time gaining a dramatic education, with private lessons in acting and singing. Kate also reinvented herself as a seventeen-year-old with a birth year of 1848, as she rightly reasoned that a younger age would be an advantage at the outset of her career. She could not change her marriage record, the 1860 census, or the family Bible, but from then on, any official documents contained her new age and birth year.

In 1860s New York, a married minor under twenty-one was automatically emancipated from her parents’ control. This was a limited freedom. Despite three recently passed Married Women’s Property Acts, women still couldn’t independently sign contracts involving debt, property, or business ownership. They could, however, join a theater troupe, as an agreement to perform was treated as a labor contract. New York theater managers routinely hired young married actresses as independent, wage-earning professionals.

The problem Kate faced by changing her birth year was that she once again became a legal minor who needed the permission of her father or husband to sign a labor contract. Despite Dore’s initial support, after their marriage he refused to sign contracts on her behalf. Kate had to wait to come of age—again. For a young woman as driven as Kate Claxton, this four-year wait seemed almost impossibly long, but she used it to fully prepare herself for her chosen career. Then, once she turned twenty-one for the second time, she was finally free to follow her dream.


[image: fig_18_1.jpg]
Kate Claxton, approximately twenty years old AUTHOR’S COLLECTION



Although Dore didn’t enthusiastically encourage his wife’s ambitions, he still used his finances to give her every possible advantage as she launched her career. He paid for her travel, ordered gowns and other costumes, and even tried to commission a play for Kate from famed French playwright Victorien Sardou.

On December 21, 1869, Kate made her stage debut at Crosby’s Opera House in Chicago. As she later recalled, “Knowing I would have had to contend with home opposition in New York, I applied for an engagement in Chicago. It happened that somebody was needed for the part of Mary in Andy Blake, which was being performed as an afterpiece to a longer play.”

“Home opposition” meant Kate’s parents as well as her husband. The Cone family name was deeply respected, and Spencer Wallace writing plays was very different from Katherine Cone acting in them. Dore, too, objected to his wife appearing onstage in the city where he conducted business. He believed acting was a short-lived interest that would soon pass, despite Kate’s very real plans for her future on the stage. To assert her independence and to distance herself from both the Cone and Lyon family names, Kate chose “Claxton” as her stage name, and was soon known professionally—and often personally—as “Kate Claxton.”

In the nineteenth century most theater companies relied on familiar stock character types, known as “lines of business.” A company would include a leading woman (the star of the play), an ingénue (an innocent young woman), a soubrette (usually a clever, flirtatious young female servant or confidante), a walking lady (a minor role, with few or no lines, who spent the play “walking” across the stage), and an old woman, alongside a leading man, a juvenile (a child or young man), a heavy villain, a low comedian (a character featuring slapstick or physical humor), and a character man (usually an eccentric older male actor). This system allowed companies to rapidly cast and rehearse new shows while giving audiences the recognizable figures they expected.

At that time, being cast in a play was a very different process. There were no résumés and no public casting calls. Instead of auditioning, an aspiring actor who was not already part of a stock company would either visit a theater in person to request a role or write to a manager describing their skills and line of business. The actor would provide press notices from previous performances, as well as letters of introduction from managers or actors who had worked with them before.

Kate’s first role was a supporting part: a “walking lady.” This type of character had some lines but didn’t carry the action of the play. She played opposite Charlotte Mignon “Lotta” Crabtree, one of the wealthiest and most beloved American entertainers of the time. Although the play took place nearly eight hundred miles from Manhattan, the New York Evening Post reviewed Kate’s first onstage appearance:


Under the assumed name of Miss Kate Claxton, a young lady made her debut at Crosby’s on Wednesday night. Miss Claxton is the daughter of a distinguished officer in the Union army and granddaughter of one of the most eminent of American public men. She was nervous at first, but it soon wore away and she conducted herself creditably. She is wonderfully beautiful and will undoubtedly make a good actress with a little more experience.



Lotta Crabtree found an eager protégée in Kate. The following week, when she began a run at McVicker’s Theatre in Chicago, Lotta invited Kate to perform with her company. Next, Kate filled a three-week engagement as Sebastian in a production of Twelfth Night at the National Theatre in Washington, co-starring with Agnes Ethel, another celebrated actress.

After Twelfth Night closed, Kate remained at the National Theatre, appearing in The Heir-In-Law, Nick of the Woods, and Reaping the Tempest. She then played Clara Peggotty in David Copperfield. Kate had only been acting for a matter of weeks, but after her successes in Chicago and Washington, she felt like an experienced professional. She was offered the position of second soubrette in the National Theatre stock company for its 1870–71 season, but she turned it down. She was ready to risk her—and her family’s—reputation on the New York stage.

When Kate returned home, three months after her Chicago debut, Dore welcomed her back to their marital home with joy—and significantly different expectations. His pretty wife had had her lark, and her success was a credit to them both. Now, it was done. Kate’s time onstage was an unusual adventure, safely in the past, to be recounted at luncheons and over tea. Dore expected his wife to settle into what were considered a married woman’s domestic duties, abandoning any career ambitions outside the home and focusing her time and attention on the master of her house.

Kate was not a typical nineteenth-century married woman, and she had no interest in a domestic life. Instead, she ignored her husband’s objections and joined Augustin Daly’s Fifth Avenue Theatre stock company.

This was a coup for Kate and a testament to her talent and beauty. According to the New York Times, “Mr. Daly has been at great pains to secure an uncommonly strong force of clever and beautiful women, and strangers who are added to this company are quite worthy in these two sovereign qualifications.”

Kate’s Fifth Avenue debut was in Man and Wife, written by Daly and based on a novel by English author Wilkie Collins. Kate recalled, “I remained with Augustin Daly for two years and a half. As such well-known
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