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  Secrets and Courtships


  MISS ABBY H. JOHNSON’S HOME AND DAY SCHOOL FOR YOUNG LADIES, found on 18 Newbury Street in Boston, catered to the daughters of wealthy industrialists. The stately brick building was situated only a short block away from the western edge of Boston’s famed Public Garden. The young ladies who attended her school could be seen on Sunday afternoons after they returned from church, strolling along the winding paths in tasteful hats and dresses trimmed with European lace. Mina Miller of Akron, Ohio, had the good fortune of being one of those young ladies.


  Mina’s parents, Lewis and Mary Valinda Miller, were discerning when choosing a school for their daughter. Miss Johnson’s school filled all their criteria. The student body consisted of several young women from Beacon Hill. The picturesque neighborhood had steep cobblestone streets and tree-lined blocks. These ladies were the exact young women with whom the Millers wanted Mina to mix and mingle. The local girls lived in the nearby opulent homes inhabited by Boston Brahmins. The Millers lived in their own opulent home as well, in Akron, Ohio. Their dearest friends were the Studebakers, Firestones, and other heads of the burgeoning industry. Sending Mina to Boston for school would expand their circle of high society in the northeast and ensure she would spend the rest of her life amongst them.1


  Miss Johnson was one of the top educators of young women in the United States. Highly regarded among her peers, she drew leading historians from Harvard to teach there. In addition to Mina’s set curriculum, her parents arranged that she study piano privately with a distinguished professor from the New England Conservatory of Music.2


  Mina was the seventh of Lewis and Mary Valinda’s eleven children. Her father was the co-founder and superintendent of Aultman, Miller & Co., a successful farming equipment manufacturer. He had invented the Buckeye Mower and Reaper and had a sizeable number of patents in his name. He also co-founded the prestigious Chautauqua Institution in upstate New York, a summer educational community that explores social, religious, and political issues.3


  The Millers’ growing wealth and status in Akron allowed for a lavish lifestyle. In their mansion on twenty-five acres overlooking downtown Akron, the Millers entertained prominent politicians, businessmen, and religious leaders from throughout the United States. With her social circle came invitations to parties, museums, and theatres. The expectations for all the Miller children were extremely high, and any deviating from the strict social conventions of the time was not tolerated. Maintaining the family’s reputation was of the highest priority. On Mina’s thirteenth birthday, she was counseled by her older sister Jennie that soon, she would be a young lady and a leader in society. She must learn as much as she can to be fully prepared for her future. Mina heeded her sister’s advice. By the time she was enrolled at Miss Johnson’s finishing school, her comings and goings were closely covered by the society pages of the Ohio newspapers. The family enjoyed the attention; it confirmed that the Millers were an essential part of Akron society. A widespread custom for young adults of that era was the requisite trip abroad to expand their cultural horizons. Mina took a four-month trip to Europe in the summer of 1884 with her brother Lewis and sisters Jane, Mame, and Grace.4


  Upon returning home, Mina was reluctant to return to Miss Johnson’s school in the fall. Mina did not have the bubbly personality of the other young girls at school. She was shy and reserved. Her behavior was rooted in her religious Methodist upbringing. Many girls were shrewd and sophisticated and enjoyed playing pranks on the teachers and other girls. Mina’s reticent nature caused her to be teased. She often experienced bouts of self-doubt.


  Moreover, she tended to be overweight and frequently compared herself to slender young girls in her social circles. Many girls were unpleasant and snobby, and Mina was on the receiving end of specific nastiness. Expressing distress about her school, Mina wrote home, “I am so tired of it here, it seems as though I am making myself more and more disliked. Perhaps it is myself. I know I’m ‘dumpy’ but some how I cannot shake it off.” Mina’s mother constantly reassured her about her positive character traits, such as her kindhearted nature and concern for others; if she would look deep into herself and recognize them, she could have a more upbeat outlook on life. Mina tried to believe she had the inner qualities her mother spoke of, hoping it would bolster her spirits during the school year. Her mother’s constant and nearly daily encouragement convinced Mina she should return to Boston in the fall of 1884.5


  Mina’s other comfort was her longtime suitor, George Vincent of Plainfield, Illinois, studying nearby at Yale. He was set to graduate that June, which coincided with the end of her schooling and their future together. Mina’s mother encouraged her to spend time with George to lift her spirits. The Millers approved of how George comported himself in public. He was a frequent visitor to their home, and they observed his good breeding. Mina’s mother urged her to watch, learn, and take pride in how comfortably George interacted with others.6


  Mina had known George for ten years. He was the only child of Methodist Reverend John Heyl Vincent, the charismatic preacher who co-founded the Chautauqua Institute with her father. As children, they spent summers together, running and playing on the bucolic Chautauqua campgrounds while their fathers focused on Institute business. Before Chautauqua’s prominence, only a handful of families attended the summer camp meetings. The early Methodist meetings were held outdoors for several days, with attendees setting up tents around the pulpit and listening to sermons. The couple, only a year and a half apart in age, shared similar interests. They were both devout Methodists who shared a love of scripture, the outdoors, and poetry. George was enchanted with Mina’s clear olive skin, distinct brown eyes, and long, flowing black hair.7


  When whispers of their desire to be engaged reached both sets of parents, the joy was genuine. The Millers were so taken with the Vincents they named Mina’s younger brother John after the Reverend. Mina’s beau, George, was tall and quite attractive, with blond hair and light eyes. His passion for learning, tolerance of others, and strong religious conviction mirrored that of the Miller family, and George believed in his heart that Mina was his soul mate. While at Yale, he wrote his mother that his first inclination was to hop on the next train to Boston and visit her when he received letters from Mina. George was never that impetuous. He knew he needed to remain at Yale and attend to his studies. His motivation for sharing those thoughts was to convey how much he loved Mina to his mother.


  While at school, the young couple intentionally did not inform friends or siblings about their plans to marry. Mina’s mother was so pleased with the match that she simply could not conceal her happiness. She wrote to Mina, “I can safely say yes, you have done right.” Mina would be the first of her eleven children to get married. Though significantly older than Mina and gainfully employed at the father’s business, her older brothers had been unable to settle down with suitable mates. Although Mina’s mother promised to keep the engagement a secret, she let it slip out to Mina’s older sister Jennie. This was a calculated decision by Mina’s mother. She not only trusted Jennie with important decisions regarding the family, but Jennie also behaved more maturely and sensibly than the other siblings, even her older brothers. In her following letter to Boston, Mina’s mother said that she trusted Mina would not have an “objection of dear sister Jennie knowing [about George] . . . when your Pa read it to me, I could not refuse her letting her read it too.” She assured Mina that Jennie would not tell anyone about it.8


  Mary, known to the family as Mame, was Mina’s closest younger sister both in age and manner. She was counting the days until Mina returned home from school. Mina’s mother used every opportunity to foster the sisterly bond and told Mina that Mame got so lonesome without her that she had to sleep with her mother. Worried about Mame’s condition, Mina’s mother also revealed the engagement news to her. Mame was predisposed to anxiety and nervousness, and Mina’s absence left a void in her life.9


  When Mina learned that her mother had disclosed the news of the engagement to her sisters, it yielded unexpected results. Mina was livid that her secret had been revealed. Her response was quite unusual as she was known for her placid personality and rarely showed anger to anyone. The Miller children were not raised to raise their voices or express rage, even in a letter. Mina’s anger stemmed from the doubts that she shared with her mother about her future with George. The last thing she wanted was for her sisters to start getting excited about a wedding for which she was not ready. Mary Valinda tried to explain her actions: “Dear Mina, you know Dear Mame thinks a great deal of you and loves you . . . we often talk about you . . . it was hard for me not to say something.” Mina’s mother believed it was best for her to be honest with Mame and prepare her for the impending loss she would feel. It would soften the shock if she knew that Mina loved someone else and would not be living with them much longer. Hoping to lessen Mina’s ire, her mother assured her that Mame would not reveal this to anyone.10


  Mina, unable to remain angry, recognized it was not Mame’s fault that her engagement was no longer a secret to her family. Mame and Mina had a solid sisterly bond; their mutual support was stronger than any argument. Mame looked up to and tried to emulate Mina, a conscientious student, a dutiful daughter, and a loving sister. Endeavoring to smooth things over with Mina, Mary Valinda told her that many women at church commented that Mame looked and acted like Mina. Mary Valinda’s effort to flatter her daughter left Mina in better spirits about their quarrel. Being away at school gave Mina time to reflect and remind herself of her connection with her sister as a confidant and someone with whom she could share her anxieties and disappointments.


  Jennie, Mina’s older sister by ten years (there were four brothers born between them), could not have been more different. Known to be over-bearing, bossy, and critical of others, Jennie always knew how everyone else should behave. Ever the taskmaster, if Mina was not studying, Jennie insisted she practice piano and, after that, practice her needlework. While entertaining anyone at home, Jennie watched that they would behave gracefully in front of her guests. Also, Jennie believed in tough love and criticized Mina’s behavior and appearance when she judged it necessary. Furthermore, she felt Mina should be vigilant about being neat and clean, keeping her hair in order, and having a spotless collar and cuffs. Clearly, Mina could not please Jennie no matter what she did.11


  Perhaps Jennie was domineering because that was her nature, but she was also plagued by a family tragedy that had transpired years earlier—the death of their older sister Eva, the Millers’ firstborn. Eva was beautiful, intelligent, and vivacious. She always had a bevy of friends looking to her for advice. A firstborn golden child, the family was devastated and shocked when she died unexpectedly after contracting pneumonia. Not even a well-heated home with plenty of servants and access to the best doctors in Ohio kept the illness at bay. At Eva’s death, Jennie, fourteen years old, took her loss the hardest. The other siblings were too young (or not yet born) to be affected by the loss. Over time it became an unwritten rule to allow Jennie a very wide berth when she spiraled into one of her lectures on what was most appropriate. While traveling in Europe with her sisters, Mina confided in her mother that Jennie seemed quite anxious, and she thought her sisters had learned to appreciate her more than they had in the past. Mina had also shared her disdain for Jennie with other members of the family. Now she had the opportunity to see Jennie’s vulnerable side, which lessened Mina’s irritation with her remarks.12


  During the time George and Mina were courting and finishing school, Jennie was thirty years old and still unmarried, but not without a suitor. Richard Pratt Marvin, an attorney and the son of a congressman from Ohio, had been vying for Jennie’s hand in marriage for some time. He was a respectable match in the eyes of the Miller family, who adored him and encouraged him to visit often. But Jennie, with her emotional baggage, continually pushed him away. She ignored her parents’ advice to marry Richard and instead chose to be her father’s companion on business trips. Jennie was psychologically paralyzed when it came to thinking about her future. Mary Valinda confided in Mina that “Mr. Marvin and Jennie have gone to the greenhouse, and they are going to take a ride. I do hope that they will get contented with each other. Please remember I do not want you or any of the rest to do as Jennie.” Richard, apparently lovestruck, was not to be deterred. He continued his pursuit for years on end with no concrete marriage plans in sight. Jennie’s inability to make definitive plans were the subject of relentless conversation in the Miller family.13


  Jennie’s reluctance to marry Richard seems to have been rooted in an unfortunate affection for her father’s business partner, George’s father, Rev. Vincent. Although married to George’s mother for more than twenty years, the Reverend could not hide his fondness for Jennie, who was twenty-three years his junior. He wrote several letters to Mina inquiring about Jennie’s travel plans and his attempts to meet her. “When does Jennie sail?” Eager to know her whereabouts, he asked a second time that same week, “Did Jennie come to New York? Your father said she would be there the week after he was in Washington, but I did not see her. I tried to find her, but I could not.” At the end of the month, he wrote, “Tell Jennie I’m afraid I cannot meet her on Friday next. . . . Tell her to call [me in New York].” Later that summer, he wrote Mina, “be a good girl, meet me at Chautauqua in August & we will have a talk about Jennie, and I will try to tell you then what I can not tell you now.”14


  Jennie traveled to Europe with the Vincents without informing Richard of her plans. According to Richard, the Reverend was deeply in love with Jennie. Jennie wrote home to Mina how much pleasure she had when traveling with him. She anticipated they would sail on the Rhine together. Richard, unnerved by the situation, could not keep his opinions to himself and, still carrying his unresolved anger, shared his displeasure with his niece.


  The Millers did not want to alter the relationship between the two families. The Reverend drew huge crowds to Chautauqua and secured its future prominence. Jennie was far from the only woman who was enamored with Rev. Vincent. Ida Tarbell, a writer, investigative journalist, and lecturer, was one of the leading muckrakers of the Progressive Era. She worked at Chautauqua in its early years, and her autobiography, All in a Day’s Work, describes how his commanding presence and penetrating eyes affected countless women at the Chautauqua campground. “The immediacy of their response was in a degree accounted for by their devotion to Dr. Vincent. I suppose most of the women who frequented Chautauqua were more or less in love with him.” The women in his audiences “would have preferred to die rather than reveal their secret passion.” Tarbell further added, “All those repressed sexual feelings were peaking and ready to explode in the name of Methodism. He made each woman feel as though their individual part will change the direction of their salvation.”15


  Mina wished that Jennie had married Richard years ago. She, too, thought he was a kind and patient gentleman and was the perfect match for her strong-willed sister. But unfortunately, Jennie, caught up in her feelings toward the Rev. Vincent and her indecisiveness regarding Richard, refused to accept any advice, especially from her younger sister Mina.


  Avoiding conflict, Mina turned her thoughts to George. He visited Mina in Boston and often read poetry in the sitting room for hours. She, in turn, traveled to New Haven to see George at Yale. Thrilled that Mina returned his affection, he wrote to his mother that he anticipated they would soon be married. George courted Mina with gusto and delight. During the two years she studied in Boston, the couple spent as much time together as their schedules allowed. Mina spent Thanksgiving with George’s family or visited her in Akron during the winter break. During summers in Chautauqua, Rev. Vincent was always pleased by the couple’s incessant flirting. He assured his wife, who missed their only son when he was away with the Millers, that George was so happy and “manly” while in Akron. Wanting to ensure that the Millers understood his determination to marry Mina, George even visited them in Akron while Mina was away at school.16


  As Mina’s school year continued, her chronic self-doubt returned and shifted into a depression that began to engulf her. Regardless of recent cheerful moments with George, Mina was incapable of stemming the tides of her depression. Finally, confident that George would pull Mina out of her funk, Mary Valinda suggested that Mina spend the upcoming school break with the Vincents at their home in Illinois. When news of the plan reached the Reverend, he offered to escort Mina to their home rather than having her travel alone. The Vincents thoroughly enjoyed Mina’s visit and observed the young couple’s mutual affection. At the same time, Mina, rarely truly trusting her instincts, inquired of her mother how often she should write to George when they were apart, wondering if once a week was too often.17


  Mina still could not evade her constant depressive state. Finally, Mina’s kindhearted friend, Louise Igoe, who lived in Indianapolis, introduced Mina to her friend Lillian, another Indianapolis native who had since moved to Boston and lived at the Hotel Huntington only a few blocks from Mina’s school. Louise was sure that a friendship would grow between the two women and help pull Mina out of her despondency. A few years older than Mina, Lillian was married to Ezra Gilliland, the head of American Bell Telephone’s experimental shop in Boston.18


  Years before obtaining the position in Boston, Ezra traveled to many locales educating himself as much as he could learn about telephone and telegraph manufacturing. Early in his career, while working in Cincinnati, he met a fellow young telegrapher named Thomas Edison. Realizing their meager salaries barely covered rent and other expenses, they became roommates. Despite Edison’s uncouth manners and frayed clothing, Ezra liked him. Ezra and Edison shared a similar sense of humor and enjoyment of Shakespeare, which was regularly performed at the local theatre. Ezra and Edison would practice their telegraphy and transmit parts of plays during their leisure. Ezra would transmit them, and Edison would copy them. Edison was becoming an expert receiver for his clear, rapid handwriting. Although Ezra’s and Edison’s friendship solidified in those early years, other telegrapher operators did not tolerate Edison’s brashness, introversion, and fondness for practical jokes and often avoided him.


  Edison’s professional aspirations relocated him to Newark to advance his career in telegraphy and other inventions. The two men continued to correspond, sharing ideas about each other’s innovations. Gilliland learned of Edison’s recent accomplishments and moved to Newark to work with him. At that time, Edison was manufacturing the electric pen, a handheld needle battery-operated and powered by a small motor. The invention enabled office workers to make copies of written documents. Many years later, the electric pen was adapted for another entirely different purpose and used as the first electric tattoo needle.19


  Tired of the city, Edison eventually moved to New Jersey and opened his laboratory in Menlo Park, in what was considered the country at the time. Ezra moved to Boston to pursue his own career. Backdrops to both of their careers were recent marriages. Edison now had three children; Ezra did not have any. Two decades after they were spirited roommates in Cincinnati, their friendship was as strong as ever; his association with Gilliland and his wife, Lillian, would set in motion several chains of events that would reshape Edison’s life.


  Edison’s first wife died of a possible morphine overdose in August 1884. The doctor in attendance reported that she died of congestion of the brain, a general diagnosis based on symptoms that could result from several more specific causes of death. Contemporary medical authorities recognized “congestion of the brain” as a physical symptom of fatal morphine overdose. Some obituaries reported that she had been using the opiate in the course of treatment for chronic nervousness since 1878. Marion, their daughter, in her oral history remembered that her “Mother was not very happy in Menlo Park, as my father neglected her for his work . . . he would often skip meals and very often not come home until early morning, or not at all.” Two years before her death in 1882, her doctor wrote in her file of her recurrent “uterine troubles” and suggested travel as a way to calm her nervous system. None of the extant documents suggests a mounting crisis. Whatever was the true cause of her death, Edison was left with three young children to bring up on his own.20


  After her death, he traveled to the Philadelphia Exhibition. He left the older boys with his mother-in-law and allowed Marion to accompany him. At the exhibition, he reconnected with his friend Gilliland. Their fortuitous meeting resulted in Edison spending a considerable time working with Gilliland on a system for rail telegraphy in Boston, which was considered the country’s oldest and most sophisticated telegraph community.


  Only two things provided solace for Edison: fishing and hunting in Florida. He knew that his friend Ezra enjoyed the same pastime and invited him along. Ezra readily agreed to join him. Despite Edison’s children’s need to be with their father during the difficult time after the loss of their mother, he left two younger sons with his late wife’s relatives in Menlo Park


  Accompanied by Edison’s daughter Marion and Gilliland’s wife, they set out on a circuitous journey to Gilliland’s Michigan hometown, then to Chicago, and lastly to New Orleans, where an industrial exposition was taking place. Then they headed to Jacksonville before turning west again across central Florida to the Gulf Coast. After the enjoyable trip, Edison dropped Marion in New York, where she returned to school.


  As Louise had hoped, Mina instantly liked Lillian, and their friendship lifted her spirits. Mina was awed by her new friend’s impeccable taste in clothes and that she knew the absolute best places to buy fabric for dresses and hats. Lillian was sophisticated, having traveled the world, and she set out to help Mina navigate Boston society. Mina wrote home praising her newfound friend and hoping to strengthen the friendship. Appearances were vital to the Millers, and Mary Valinda was thrilled that her daughter had a sunnier disposition.21


  Lillian decided to host a dinner party to introduce Mina to her friends on the evening of Sunday, January 25th, 1885. For Mina, the dinner was a respite from tasteless school food. Lillian rounded out the guest list by inviting her husband’s colleagues. A seasoned hostess, she made sure that Mina would not be left unattended. Mina was shown off to the guests by Lillian as a just-blossomed rose fresh from her garden. Though the Gillilands and their friends were considerably older than Mina, she was in her element, as her parents frequently hosted her father’s colleagues in the Miller home. Mina was asked to play piano for the guests during the party, and she readily complied. She was frequently asked to play piano at home and was studying piano at school. In an interview many years later, Mina recalled she never gave that evening a second thought; aside from Lillian, she thought she would never see these people again.22


  One of the other guests at the party was the world-famous Thomas Edison. Unbeknownst to Mina, he was examining her while she played piano. Mina was unaffected by his presence. Countless prominent men were invited to the Miller home, and his celebrity did not faze her. Although Edison accepted an invitation from the Rev. Vincent to speak at Chautauqua in 1878, when Mina was just thirteen years old, he never showed up to display his newly invented phonograph.23


  It was precisely Mina’s blasé response that triggered Edison’s interest. He found her reaction to his fame refreshing. He hated people fawning over him. Years later, Edison described how he saw Mina for the first time as Ezra Gilliland approached with “a beautiful girl whose bearing had the composure of the uncrowned Victoria at the moment she received the announcement of her accession to the throne.” On further reflection about her piano playing, Edison said, “I could not help in being interested immediately in anyone who would play and sing without hesitation when they did it as bad as that.”24


  However, no record exists that Edison made any lasting impression on Mina that evening. Had she been privy to Edison’s mocking comments, she would have been alerted to a side of him that she would have to shoulder for the rest of her life.


  Lillian and Mina became closer friends, which led to yet another invitation to spend a week in July at her beach house, Woodside Villa, on the shore of Boston Harbor in Winthrop, Massachusetts. Lillian also invited their mutual friend, Louise. Mina eagerly looked forward to spending time with her girlfriends. She also understood the invitation as a gracious gesture that would allow her a well-deserved rest after a long school year. Even more so, Mina relished spending time with Louise, who was intelligent and witty. Louise’s letters to Mina were replete with compliments she needed when feeling depressed. Mina loved Louise like an older sister.


  Mina’s parents, anxious to get her home at the end of the term, were reluctant to allow her to accept the invitation. Mina assured them that she would be back in Akron after a week’s stay at the seaside. Furthermore, before her visit to Winthrop, Mina would accompany George’s parents to attend his graduation from Yale and see the Harvard-Yale boat race. Her spirits were high as she looked forward to the thrilling social scene and to seeing George.25


  Lillian knew Edison and his obstinate personality well enough to know she had to intervene when finding him a suitable wife. Since his first wife died, Edison’s two young sons, nine-year-old Tom Jr. and seven-year-old William, were handed off from family member to family member while Edison was in his lab or traveling for business. Meanwhile, his oldest child, twelve-year-old Marion, who seemed to have more spunk than the younger two, accompanied Edison everywhere, from Delmonico’s to laboratories. Yet, regardless of the environment, she craved her father’s love and attention and did not protest.26


  All three children needed stability in the wake of their mother’s death. Someone had to fill that void for these children, but Edison was not going to reinvent himself and become a warm, loving, attentive father, nor would he ever. He was busy, of course, but also simply uninterested in their daily needs. So, Lillian took it upon herself to introduce him to young ladies who could fill the shoes as the new Mrs. Edison. It would not be an easy task. Edison never went out and, therefore, was not going to meet someone on his own. So, she started inviting young ladies from the Midwest to parade in front of Edison during those steamy, hot summer days at the seashore. For nine days, Edison kept a journal commenting on his leisure and his impression of the young ladies who visited Winthrop while he was there.


  Despite Mina’s relationship with George, Lillian saw her as a promising candidate to be the future Mrs. Thomas Edison. Months later, Jennie blamed Lillian for interfering in Mina’s love life. Mina could never stand firm and tell Lillian she intended to marry George Vincent. On the other hand, George thought deeply about Mina daily. He was aware of Mina’s comings and goings, including her excursion to the Boston seaside. “You asked for a few words, and here they are,” George wrote his parents. “I love you and Mother dearly if I do not write you as much as I do, [it is because I write] to a certain young lady.” George had no reason to think Mina’s trip might jeopardize their future together. “I am well, happy in anticipation of my visit in Akron, and very well contented with my present lot.” George also knew Louise well and would never think she could be complicit in Mina finding another love interest. Louise knew of his deep love for Mina.27


  Louise was something of a permanent fixture around the Millers’ Akron home and the summer lake house in Chautauqua. Louise’s connection to the Millers went back ten years, when she was first introduced as a friend of Jennie’s. Mina’s family thought very highly of Louise, especially Mina’s older brother Robert, who had been courting her for close to a year. She was a master storyteller who kept the family riveted with her tales. Likewise, she had an active, playful side. The first time Jennie introduced Louise to the Millers, she described her as a refined young lady. That night Louise said she was “drawn into a pillow fight in the spacious hall.” The fight was initiated by Mina’s father, Lewis Miller. Louise thought this must be how the family lived in the Miller home and started hitting others with her pillows with great enthusiasm. Robert, Mina’s older brother, known to be quite impish, saw that Louise’s playful traits were similar to his own, and he was smitten with her.28


  George might have believed that Mina’s spending time with her more mature friend Louise would advance his cause. It was no secret that Louise was on her way to marrying Robert. Mina would be exposed to “girl talk” about courtship and marriage, and it would put her into the right frame of mind to take the natural next step with George toward a public engagement and marriage.


  Edison also spent time at the Gillilands’ cottage earlier in the summer to discuss plans for their joint acquisition. He and Ezra bought a tract of land in the wilds of Fort Myers, Florida; it was practically a jungle. They purchased two fabricated houses from Maine and shipped them down to Florida. It is not surprising that Edison would pick such an undeveloped spot for his future work. He loved roughing it, and the opportunities for hunting and fishing all appealed to Edison. In addition, there were no existing pipes in the area that were needed for indoor plumbing or running water. It was perfect for a man who reveled in scoffing at the luxuries of life.29


  Though Mina was raised to be modest and reserved, she let down her guard as the days progressed and became more comfortable speaking with the other guests. By the second or third day in the Gillilands’ cottage, Mina and Edison became better acquainted. He entertained the company with his humorous stories about his climb to fame. Edison lacked formal education, something he had in common with Mina’s beloved father. Additionally, both men were inventors with patents to their names. Both were extremely knowledgeable in the world’s ways and gave off an air of confidence.


  Edison had purchased a recently published book titled How Success Is Won, which contained biographical sketches of Rev. Vincent, Lewis Miller, and Edison. The book interested both Edison and Mina. Edison learned of her father’s achievements, and Mina recognized the similarities she had noted between Edison and her father.30


  George, on the other hand, was starting his life. He had an education yet lacked the experience of a man like Edison. A twenty-year-old could not compete with one of the most famous men in the United States. Without George even aware of it, Mina was slowly slipping from his grasp. Doubts about her future with George were growing. Finally, around July 6th, Mina returned to Akron, happy to see her family for the first time since Christmas. She arrived just in time for her twentieth birthday.31


  Meanwhile, Edison left the cottage at Winthrop to go to New York to give testimony in a lawsuit regarding one of his patents. He planned to return to Winthrop the next week to meet more young women. This time he would bring his daughter, Marion, who had been staying in the house in Menlo Park.


  Lillian wanted to make the next week even more lively for her guests and suggested purchasing a diary to keep while staying at her house. The guests were asked to write about their daily activities and observations at her cottage, then take turns reading their entries out loud to the others. This activity was a common parlor game and a form of amusement at that time.32


  Edison, very much taken by Mina, used his diary entries to tell his host and other female guests about his romantic interest in her. Marion, who deeply cared for her father, at once understood, “my Father was in love with the Ohio girl, Mina Miller, whom he previously met.” Marion preferred Mina’s friend Louise who was still a guest in Winthrop “because she was a blonde like my Mother more than any other reason.” Louise, however, was romantically involved with Robert, Mina’s older brother. Unlike Mina or Jennie, Louise was self-assured in her decision-making and entirely set on marrying Robert.33


  Edison’s diary is the only known place where he deliberately wrote thoughts of a personal nature that were intended to be read aloud for the amusement of guests. Edison knew of the closeness between Louise and Mina and was certain that his comments would wind their way back to Akron via Mina’s brother. After observing Louise reading Robert’s letters, Edison wrote in his diary, “Miss Igoe was involved in a correspondence with a brother of Miss Mina who resides at Canton Ohio relating to the Mower & reaper firm of Aultman & Miller . . . A post office courtship is a novelty to me, so I have resolved to follow up this matter for the experience which I will obtain—This may come handy should My head ever become the dupe of my heart.”34


  As he continued the diary, Edison expressed his thoughts about Mina in colorful language. In one entry, he described her appearance thus: “Took Mina as a basis, tried to improve her beauty by discarding and adding certain features borrowed from Daisy (who was another young lady visiting at Winthrop) and Mamma G (Lillian Gilliland). a sort of Raphaelized beauty, went to bed worked my imagination for a supply of maidens, only saw Mina Daisy & Mamma.” In another entry, Edison provided a witty account intended to flatter the young, naïve Mina: “Saw a lady who looked like Mina—got thinking about Mina and came near being run over by a street car—If Mina interferes much more, I will have to take out an accident policy . . . constantly talking about Mina who . . . [we] use a sort of yardstick measuring perfection makes Dot [Marion] jealous.” This last entry was a prophecy; Mina and Marion were about to enter an extremely contentious relationship that lasted for decades.35


  Edison’s interest in Mina was expressed through his diary, and his letters to her lifted her spirits in a way nothing had ever done before, including the attention of George Vincent. It was clear to Mina that one of the most famous men in the world was commenting favorably on her beauty in a public and dramatic way.


  Edison also wrote about his views on art, religion, literature, and even marriage in his diary, which he described as “bucketsful of misery.” Mina surely would have winced at Edison’s comment on religion when he told the guests that his “conscience seems to be oblivious of Sunday—it must be encrusted with a sort of irreligious tartar.”36


  Edison’s public interest in Mina signaled to Lillian that she had accomplished her task of finding him a new wife. He chose Mina over the other young ladies. Edison wanted to spend more time with Mina, whom he referred to in his diary as the “Maid of Chautauqua.”37


  He asked Mina to join him, the Gillilands, and his daughter, Marion, on a trip to the White Mountains in New Hampshire in his letters to her. Mina’s parents initially did not consent to this arrangement because they were quite religious and felt it improper. Their refusal prompted Edison to meet her family in Chautauqua. Edison forced himself to feign enjoyment in a social setting. He needed to persuade her parents to allow Mina to join him and his guests in the White Mountains. According to Mina, Edison made the trip sound so attractive that her parents acquiesced. While Edison was in Chautauqua, he created a chart of the characteristics and traits of people he had recently met and already knew. He had a long-standing interest in phrenology, the study of the conformation of the skull as indicative of mental faculties and traits of character, and he had recently purchased Johann Lavater’s book The Science of Physiognomy. The topics of his chart included education level to the size of one’s nose (Figure 1).38


  At that same time, George, unaware Edison was coming to visit, was heading up to Chautauqua to spend time with his beloved Mina. George wrote to his mother that he was so excited to see Mina after what seemed to him a long time apart. It was the first time in their lives that neither was in school, and they could begin to make concrete plans about their future. In a tongue-in-cheek way, he apologized to his father for not writing him as often as he might have wished because he had been preoccupied with writing to Mina.


  Edison arrived at Chautauqua on August 10th and remained through August 18th. He, Mina, the Gillilands, Louise (her joining the party may have been a condition of allowing Mina to go), and Marion headed to Alexandria Bay, New York, where they stayed at the Thousand Island House, a summer resort on the St. Lawrence River. The town, which was promoted as a young Venice being “romantic and highly picturesque,” was becoming increasingly popular with American tourists.39


  The group then traveled to Montreal, where they stayed briefly at the Windsor Hotel, before going to the Maplewood Hotel in Bethlehem, New Hampshire, on August 23rd. The large hotel, known for its architecture and beauty, was surrounded by hills and had access to pure spring water. They stayed there until the last day of August. One night at the hotel, after spending the day on top of Mount Washington, Edison began teaching Mina all the characters of the Morse Code. Mina, eager to please Edison, had memorized them all by the next morning.


  At the same time, George arrived by train in Akron, hoping to be there when Mina returned from her trip. Mina’s father picked him up at the train station and gave him a tour of his sprawling Buckeye Mower and Reaper Works. George was uneasy about Mina again taking leave to gallivant with Edison and his crew. George wrote home that he intended to write to Mina “fifteen times as much” as he had in the past.40


  But it was too late. The following day, in the presence of his daughter, Marion, Edison proposed to Mina in Morse Code. Recalling that event years later, Marion claimed, “Mina responded to her father’s question by merely blushing and nodding yes.” In that instant, without an audible word passed between the couple, and after only knowing Thomas Edison personally for approximately one month, Mina Miller decided to entirely alter the path of her life, discard George Vincent, and marry one of the most famous men in the world.41





  2


  Cost of Consent


  UPON RETURNING TO AKRON THE FIRST WEEK OF SEPTEMBER, MINA was overflowing with excitement. She had captured the heart of the most prominent man in the United States. The years of self-doubt melted away, and now she held her head high among the other young ladies in society. Yet, nothing would rob her of the initial happiness of sharing her big news with close friends and family.


  With absolute indifference, Mina relegated George’s needs to a back burner. Unaware that Mina had plans to marry Edison, he continued to write her often. George was oblivious that his entire life trajectory had been altered in a matter of a few weeks. George Vincent was not destined to be the first son-in-law to the famed Lewis Miller. Mina knew he would be devastated but avoided confronting him. It would not be until September 16th, almost two weeks later, that George would hear the news firsthand. Unaware of the distress it would trigger, the local society pages reported a visit of Mina’s suitor, George Vincent, to the Miller mansion.1


  Mina’s parents had mixed feelings about Edison’s proposal, however. Lewis, a self-made millionaire, saw Edison as a younger version of himself—an inventor who also valued knowledge and a desire to expand one’s intellectual horizons. Countless people knew of the vast accomplishments of Edison, and Lewis had enjoyed hearing his daughter’s new suitor share personal anecdotes about his rise to fame. They shared a vision about the future of business and were both determined to make a difference in society. Edison once wrote of Miller, “He was one of the kindest and most lovable men I ever knew, and spent his life trying to make it possible for all of mankind to reach the higher planes of living.”2


  Born only seventeen years after Lewis, Edison’s age and accomplishments engendered a bond more like a younger brother than a prospective son-in-law. He, too, had been born in Ohio and had several siblings. Edison was the youngest of seven children. His mother, Nancy, had been a schoolteacher; his father, Samuel, had been a Canadian political agitator expelled from his country. When Edison was seven years old, the family moved to Port Huron, Michigan, and his father became a carpenter and had varied other business interests, and had the ability to earn respectable wages to support his family.


  Three of Edison’s older siblings died before he was born. His mother had buried his six-year-old sister and two three-year-old siblings. When Edison was born, his three surviving siblings were significantly older than he. Marion was eighteen; William Pitt was sixteen; and Harriet Anne was fourteen. By Edison’s second birthday, Marion had married and moved out of the house. Between his eighth and ninth birthday, Harriet and William were also married. As a Baptist minister’s daughter, Edison’s mother was a religious woman and accepted her blessings and tragedies as God’s will. She was a resilient woman and redirected any sadness into happily bringing up Thomas.3


  Nancy Edison spent her days providing her young son with unlimited attention and care. Edison was primarily taught at home by his mother, who emphasized the value of self-education through reading from his father’s library. When he was twelve years old, he told his mother, “Ma, I’m a bushel of wheat. I weigh just sixty pounds.” His mother realized her child understood aspects of the world differently than others. She needed to raise Edison in a different way than her previous children. He and his mother would pass the days reading and conversing together. Realizing his aptitude, she introduced him to Hume’s History of England and Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. She also had him read digests of general knowledge, including biology, literature, geography, and other sciences. Edison read quickly, and his memory of details had extraordinary precision. Edison’s book of particular interest was his father’s copy of Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason. Much of the content and language was over Edison’s head when he first encountered it. Later in life, Edison would hold up Paine as the epitome of an enlightened freethinker and contrast Paine’s Age of Reason with the ideas of the Church that “my mother forced me to attend.”4


  When asked about his success, Edison admitted, “My mother was the making of me; she was true, so sure of me, I felt that I had someone to live for, someone I must not disappoint.” When Edison turned fifteen, he longed to discover the world beyond his own home and left his mother’s side to work as a newsboy selling newspapers, magazines, and candy on the Grand Trunk Railroad line between Detroit and his home in Port Huron. The Civil War was raging, and the Detroit Free Press reported the battle of Shiloh. Edison talked the editor into giving him extra copies on credit. He then had the headlines telegraphed ahead to the trains’ scheduled stops. The demand for the papers was so great that he steadily increased the price at each station, making a handsome profit. Edison learned a valuable lesson about the power of good marketing.5


  Like Lewis Miller, he had the drive to create something out of nothing—he transformed part of a baggage car into a moving laboratory for his chemical experiments. While working on the train, he learned to send and receive telegraph messages from the workers at the various train stations. Finally, at only fifteen years old, he had learned enough telegraphy to find employment as an operator in a local office. Edison enthusiastically used the rest of his teenage years traveling throughout the Midwest and the South as an itinerant telegrapher. He traveled through Cincinnati, Fort Wayne, Indianapolis, Memphis, and Louisville. He read extensively, studied, experimented with telegraph technology, and acquainted himself with electrical science, essentially giving himself electrical training.6


  By the age of twenty-two, Edison moved to Boston when a friend found him a position in the main office of Western Union and Franklin Telegraph. There he discovered that the city was also a center of telegraph manufacturing. Ambitious and capable young men flocked to Boston to absorb all they could about this growing technology. Western Union hired Edison to work at night to receive press reports from New York. Established entrepreneurs invested in local machine shops and permitted eager young inventors to try their new ideas. The arrangement was perfect for Edison, who could use the daytime hours to visit machine shops.


  Telegraphy had permeated every industry. Municipal offices, financial institutions, and other businesses were all sending telegraphs. By 1870, the businesses of Boston sent over nine million telegraphs annually. This figure grew larger each year, leading companies to chase new technology to edge the competition. Soon there were specialized telegraph systems for fire and police call systems, private line telegraphs between offices and private residences, and reporting services that allowed financial and commodity price information. These inventions transformed communication in the United States. Edison’s prior work, combined with his thirst for more knowledge—focused his mind on improving telegraph machinery.


  Edison signed an agreement with two businessmen from Boston who helped him patent his first viable idea, an improved printing telegraph later known as the stock ticker. At the time, they provided brokers with up-to-date prices from the gold and stock exchanges. It essentially printed telegraphed stock prices to bankers and investors from a central office. There were existing stock tickers at the time; however, Edison’s invention was more streamlined—it used one wire instead of three. In addition, it reduced the cost of the system on which it was used by significantly reducing the number of cables and batteries. The financial success of the invention allowed Edison to leave Western Union for more challenging work.7


  He moved to New York the following year and worked as an independent inventor for other telegraph companies. In addition, he built his own manufacturing shops in Newark, New Jersey, and hired experimental machinists to assist in his inventive work with the money he made. As a result, Edison acquired a reputation as an exceptionally talented inventor. In addition to stock tickers, his work included fire alarms and methods of sending simultaneous messages on one wire. From 1869 to 1875, Edison was so productive he submitted 110 patents to the United States Patent Office.


  Before his thirtieth birthday, Edison had created his research laboratory in Menlo Park, New Jersey, which included a machine shop and laboratory. Edison worked under contract with Western Union on acoustic telegraphy, which telegraphed messages over a single wire using different audio frequencies. Publicity about Alexander Graham Bell’s new telephone, which had emerged from Bell’s own acoustic telegraph experiments, turned Edison’s attention to this new technology. Bell’s telephone used a metal diaphragm and a magnet wrapped in wire to transmit speech. The human voice caused the diaphragm to vibrate, creating a current in the wire. The current re-created the vibration on the receiving end, enabling the person to hear what was said. The signal, however, was not strong. Edison rose to the occasion and invented a better transmitter in which a carbon button varied the current’s resistance to reproduce the speech sound wave more accurately. This principle would be used in telephones for the next century.


  While working on the telephone and experimenting with different forms of diaphragms to store speech, Edison even surprised himself by discovering a method of recording sound. The first experiment that led him to conceive the phonograph used a telephone diaphragm with a needle to record on waxed paper. Within a few months, he had developed a machine that recorded and played back sound on tinfoil. Edison’s new phonograph was little more than an exhibition curiosity that astounded listeners. But it made Edison famous as he became known as the Wizard of Menlo Park. Although the invention needed extensive development before it became commercially successful, Edison instead spent the next three years developing a complete incandescent electric lighting system. In 1881, he left Menlo Park to establish factories and offices in New York City. Over the next five years, he manufactured, improved, and installed his electrical system around the world.8
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  In 1885, when Mina introduced her renowned admirer to her father, Lewis had the opportunity to hear Edison’s life story face-to-face; he was overjoyed with Edison’s mind and stamina. His life’s triumphs were far ahead of George Vincent’s, and Lewis easily changed gears and fully embraced Mina’s new suitor. Mina observed that her father and Edison had maternal figures in their lives who had shaped them into the men they became. Moreover, she had internalized the Victorian mores that her mother followed. Mary Valinda did all in her power to support her husband by running the household, which allowed her husband to achieve his well-earned professional reputation. Mina wanted to do just that, following in her mother’s footsteps as Edison’s wife and aid him in his continued success.


  With the acceptance of Edison as a new son-in-law came three children from his previous marriage. Lewis, the product of a blended family himself, looked back fondly on his childhood with half-siblings. He genuinely expected that Mina would rise to the occasion and love Edison’s three children from his first marriage as though they were her very own.9
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  Lewis saw many similarities between himself and Edison. Born in Greentown, Ohio, Lewis was the third of three sons of John and Elizabeth Miller. They lived in a log cabin on a farm across from her brother and wife. Unfortunately, Lewis’s mother died a few months after he was born. Nevertheless, the warmhearted and solicitous aunt and uncle took in baby Lewis and nursed him, caring for him along with their own baby until Lewis’s father remarried and was able to care for his son with his new wife.


  Lewis’s stepmother, Elizabeth Aultman, a young widow, added her two children to Lewis’s family. The newly blended family numbered five children, with Lewis as the youngest. Six more siblings would eventually be born, and the Millers also adopted three children from a destitute clergyman. Unfortunately, only four of the clan would live into adulthood. Lewis quickly learned that living in a blended family often included adopting children and coping with death. But love and contentment are the essential components that make up a happy family.


  Strict religious observance permeated all aspects of the Miller home. Elizabeth’s love for all the children was as unwavering as her faith. Lewis’s father was loving and patient with all his children, while his mother kept a meticulous household. She cherished all the children as though she had borne them herself. Each morning, Lewis’s father read from a German Bible, followed by an offering of prayer. The children all worked on the farm and attended a subscription school part-time because there was no local public school. Lewis was a serious student and spent all his leisure time reading. A subscription school differed from a public school in that parents paid the teacher according to how many days the child attended. This education model was well-suited for rural areas and pre-industrial life. He and his siblings were often required to do farm labor during extended periods in those years. The subscription schools were only open during the winter months, when the agricultural season was dormant.10


  By the time he was sixteen years old, Lewis himself had become a part-time subscription schoolteacher during the winter months. Lewis was particularly curious about the psychology of teaching. He was deeply interested in identifying how to study and the best way to impart knowledge to others. He learned that teaching was a nuanced activity that did not involve rote memorization or teaching all the same methods. Moreover, teaching was a skill that could only truly be mastered through the love of a subject. He believed it had to be diligently practiced and constantly needed innovation and ingenuity. Lewis was born with the desire to learn. He studied or taught school every winter until adulthood, reading every book he could get his hands on. Both parents expected that he would become a teacher when Lewis had an opportunity to leave the family farm.


  In 1849, at age nineteen, Lewis realized that his meager teaching salary was never going to provide him with the means to support a wife and family and that he had to expand his horizons beyond the classroom. He moved in with his sister and her husband. Lewis’s stepbrother Cornelius lived in the same town as well. Cornelius worked in a machine shop owned by his father-in-law. Lewis, known for his work ethic on and off the farm, was hired as a junior mechanic for fixing farm-cultivating instruments. Cornelius’s father-in-law and his business partners in the machine shop made it a habit to keep abreast of their competition. They were interested in the newest technology regarding reaping machines and farming equipment. They read all they could in the trade magazines about other inventions and attempted to make improved reapers themselves. With Cornelius’s help, they built the first reaper made in their shop in Greentown, Ohio.11


  Cornelius and Lewis were close growing up, only two years apart in age. Lewis was eager to learn and ambitious. He paid attention to Cornelius’s work, and his discussion with other family members about how their new harvesters would change how farming would be done. Finally, Cornelius was asked by his brother-in-law, who was also in the farming business, to begin manufacturing and selling the new harvesters. Cognizant of Lewis’s intelligence and ambition, Cornelius invited him to travel westward to Illinois. Yearning to learn the latest technology, Lewis accepted the invitation.


  Lewis, Cornelius, and their extended family all journeyed by covered wagon to Plainfield, Illinois, over four hundred miles away from their home in Greentown, Ohio. The trip took days, which gave Lewis ample time to read and think about the next phase of his life’s adventure.


  Unexpectedly, the journey to Illinois also led Lewis to the love of his life, Mina’s mother. Lewis saw resilience in Mary Valinda that would be the foundation of strength he desired in a wife. She also wanted a large family and expressed that she would be proud to support his larger aspirations.12
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  Mary Valinda was also the product of
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