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For Marley, Eliot, Benjamin, Eleanor, and Samuel.

They are the future.





“There is nothing in American history so unmanly, so devoid of every chivalric impulse, as the treatment of this poor, broken-hearted woman, whose reason was shattered by the great tragedy of her life. One would have supposed it to be sufficient to secure the forbearance, the charitable construction, or the silence of the press, to remember that she was the widow of Abraham Lincoln. When the Duke of Burgundy was uttering his coarse and idle jests concerning Margaret of Anjou, the Earl of Oxford rebuked and silenced him by saying: ‘My Lord, whatever may have been the defects of my mistress, she is in distress, and almost in desolation.’ ”

—ISAAC ARNOLD, LINCOLN FAMILY FRIEND, THE LIFE OF ABRAHAM LINCOLN (JANSEN, MCCLURG & COMPANY 1885), 439.







Timeline


	DECEMBER 13, 1818: Mary Ann Todd is born in Lexington, Kentucky, the fourth child of Robert and Eliza Parker Todd.

	JULY 5, 1825: Eliza tragically dies the day after giving birth to George Todd, leaving Mary motherless at age six.

	NOVEMBER 1, 1826: Robert Todd marries Elizabeth “Betsy” Humphreys, who becomes a stepmother to the six Todd children. Betsy gives birth to nine more children.

	FEBRUARY 1832: Mary’s oldest sister, Elizabeth, marries Ninian Edwards, son of Ninian Sr., one of the most powerful men in Illinois.

	OCTOBER 1839: Mary, twenty, moves to Springfield, Illinois, to live with Elizabeth. Two months later, she meets Abraham Lincoln, a prominent state legislator, and they begin courting and eventually become engaged.

	JANUARY 1, 1841: Lincoln breaks off his engagement with Mary, and he suffers a nervous breakdown.

	SUMMER–FALL 1842: Friends plot to reunite Mary and Lincoln. The couple starts secretly courting again.

	NOVEMBER 4, 1842: Mary and Lincoln abruptly decide to get married, which comes as a shock to her family. They wed in the Edwardses’ living room that evening.

	AUGUST 1, 1843: Nine months later, Mary gives birth to Robert Todd Lincoln at the Globe Tavern in Springfield.

	MARCH 10, 1846: Edward “Eddie” Baker Lincoln is born.

	AUGUST 3, 1846: Lincoln is elected to Congress. Mary opts to join him in Washington.

	NOVEMBER 1847: The Lincolns visit Lexington en route to Washington, Mary’s first trip home in eight years. Lincoln begins his congressional term in December.

	EARLY SPRING 1848: Mary and the children leave Washington and return to her father’s house in Lexington after finding living in a Washington rooming house with young sons difficult and lonely.

	JULY 17, 1849: Mary’s father, Robert S. Todd, dies during a cholera outbreak.

	FEBRUARY 1, 1850: Eddie Lincoln, the Lincolns’ second son, dies, likely from tuberculosis, plunging the Lincolns into grief. The emotional impact of the deaths of her father and her son is devastating for Mary.

	DECEMBER 21, 1850: William “Willie” Wallace Lincoln is born.

	APRIL 4, 1853: Thomas “Tad” Lincoln is born.

	JANUARY 31, 1855: Abraham Lincoln narrowly loses the nomination for U.S. senator to his friend Lyman Trumbull.

	AUGUST–OCTOBER 1858: Lincoln and Stephen Douglas engage in a series of iconic debates for the Senate, which catapult Lincoln to the national stage.

	MAY 1860: In an upset victory, Lincoln is nominated for president by the Republican Party.

	NOVEMBER 6, 1860: Lincoln is elected president with less than 40 percent of the vote in the deeply divided nation.

	FEBRUARY 11, 1861: Lincoln embarks on a dramatic twelve-day train trip to Washington. Mary joins him in Indiana the next day, his birthday, on the 1,900-mile, one-hundred-stop tour.

	MARCH 4, 1861: Amid intense security, Mary attends the inauguration.

	APRIL 12, 1861: Confederate forces fire on Fort Sumter, off the coast of South Carolina, triggering the Civil War. Seven of Mary’s half brothers and brothers-in-law align with, or fight for, the Confederacy, subjecting Mary to intense criticism.

	FEBRUARY 1862: Mary’s beloved eleven-year-old son Willie dies in the White House from typhoid. Mary is inconsolable and does not attend the funeral.

	JANUARY 1, 1863: Abraham Lincoln issues the Emancipation Proclamation.

	JULY 2, 1863: Mary is severely injured in a carriage accident that was later rumored to be an assassination attempt on the president.

	APRIL 14, 1865: President Lincoln is assassinated while attending a play at Ford’s Theatre. He dies on April 15.

	MAY 22, 1865: Five weeks after the assassination, Mary departs the White House for Chicago, amid much public criticism for overstaying her welcome.

	DECEMBER 1865: Congress votes to give Mary $22,500, the remainder of her husband’s salary for that year.

	SEPTEMBER 24, 1868: Mary attends the wedding of her oldest son, Robert, to Mary Harlan.

	OCTOBER 1868: Mary and Tad relocate to Germany for three years for Tad’s education and to escape criticism and gossip.

	JULY 14, 1870: After a prolonged battle, Congress grants Mary a pension.

	JULY 1871: Tad dies in Chicago at eighteen from pneumonia, further compounding Mary’s grief.

	JULY 1871–1875: Mary travels the country like a nomad, seeking physical healing at spas and visiting famous spiritualists to connect her to her deceased husband and sons.

	MARCH 1875: While visiting Florida. Mary becomes convinced her son Robert is dangerously ill and returns to Chicago.

	MAY 19, 1875: Robert, worried about Mary’s mental health, orchestrates an insanity trial to have her committed. She is “convicted” and forced to enter Bellevue Place, a mental institution in Batavia, Illinois. Robert becomes her legal guardian and financial conservator.

	JULY–SEPTEMBER 1875: Mary retains prominent Chicago lawyers James and Myra Bradwell, who manage to secure her release from Bellevue over her son’s objections.

	SEPTEMBER 10, 1875: Mary is released from Bellevue and moves into her sister’s home in Springfield. She fights to be free of Robert’s guardianship and retrieve her money.

	JUNE 15, 1876: The Cook County Court declares, “Mary Lincoln is restored to reason and is capable of managing and controlling her estate.” She and Robert become estranged.

	OCTOBER 1876: Mary moves to France to get away from Robert, fearing he will try to commit her again. She remains in Europe for four years.

	DECEMBER 1879: Mary falls off a ladder while adjusting a picture, seriously injuring her back.

	OCTOBER 1880: Mary returns to America in ill health and moves back to her sister’s home.

	MAY 1881: Mary reconciles with her son Robert after a five-year estrangement.

	AUTUMN 1881–SPRING 1882: Mary goes to New York City for medical treatment.

	JULY 16, 1882: Mary dies of a stroke at her sister’s home in Springfield at age sixty-three.

	JULY 19, 1882: Mary is laid to rest next to her husband in the Lincoln Tomb at Oak Ridge Cemetery in Springfield.







Prologue [image: ]

When the slight woman entered the grand courtroom in downtown Chicago, the crowd fell silent. As she inched her way to the front, she recognized some of her husband’s closest friends, the housekeepers from the hotel where she had been staying, as well as some of the city’s leading citizens. They had all come to watch—or, more accurately, to gawk at—the spectacle. To her right, a jury of twelve men was already seated, sworn in, and poised to pass judgment on her sanity. Eighteen witnesses were prepared to testify against her. Reporters from Chicago’s fiercely competitive newspapers were primed to record even the smallest crack in her stoic demeanor.

The widow of Abraham Lincoln was fifty-six years old on May 19, 1875, a decade after the assassination at Ford’s Theatre that ended her husband’s life and shattered her own. Abraham Lincoln “now belonged to the ages,” as Secretary of War Edwin Stanton is said to have famously declared at Lincoln’s deathbed.1 Others claimed Stanton said “to the angels,” but Mary Lincoln would have found little solace in either version. Since the president’s murder, she had endured a living hell, a decade filled with fear, loss, and betrayal.

Mary Lincoln had outlived her husband and three of their four sons, all anchors who had given her life stability and purpose. Since leaving the White House in 1865, she had been adrift and virtually homeless, restlessly moving from hotel to hotel, from city to city. She confided to friends that she felt like a vagrant2 and had no desire to live.3 A wrenching sorrow had taken hold of her, an agony she could not overcome. Her past became her present. She could not let go of her grief. In desperation, she sought out spiritualists who could connect her with her lost loved ones and transport her away from her earthly suffering. She wore black for the rest of her life.

In the months and years following Lincoln’s death, she had to plead with Congress for a proper pension. She had seen other war widows awarded such benefits, and her husband’s generals were honored with largesse. “Roving Generals have elegant mansions showered upon them,” she groused, while the “murdered” president’s family is left to “struggle as best they may!”4 Indeed, few stepped up to help the wife of the nation’s first assassinated president find a suitable home for herself and her youngest son, Tad. A close ally of her husband had even suggested she would have to content herself with living a transient life.5

Now, Mary Lincoln was on trial, on display, fighting her demons and her foes, including her firstborn son, Robert Todd Lincoln. The stakes could not have been higher. Lose, and she would be declared mentally incompetent, doomed to spend her days in an institution, more prisoner than patient, not just out of favor but out of sight. Not just shut away but shunned, a pariah in her own time, sentenced to fade from public memory. Win and—then what? Yes, she would avoid the shame of confinement, but how could she avoid the humiliation of having her sole surviving son accuse her of being insane? How had her life, her dreams, her very existence, come to this?

The Cook County courtroom had filled up swiftly when word spread that something big was about to happen. To those gathered, Mary appeared fatigued and shrunken, drowning in the mourning clothes she had worn since that dreadful April night in 1865. It would be unimaginable in the modern era, when former first ladies are well-off and well-protected, but it was unavoidably true: She had been all but abandoned by the nation for which her martyred husband had given his life.

After Lincoln died in 1865, there was no one to protect Mary. She had never been particularly adept at cultivating and keeping friends or allies when her husband was alive. After his death, overwhelmed by her sorrow, she had often retreated into prolonged periods of isolation. Now she stood alone. Her husband’s old friends treated her as an inconvenience to be managed rather than a widow to be consoled or a former first lady to be respected and appreciated. Other friends and acquaintances had distanced themselves, growing weary of her unrelenting cries of desperation and repeated claims that “no such sorrow” was ever experienced by a family.6 Within a few years, in 1868, Mary’s closest confidant—not a lifelong friend or a sister, but a Black seamstress in her employ—would betray her by writing a tell-all book.7 Congress humiliated Mary further with a prolonged public debate about whether she deserved a modest pension before finally granting one in 1870.

But no betrayal could surpass the one that her last living child had instigated, now unfolding in the packed Chicago courtroom. Not satisfied with trying to have his mother declared incompetent and denied access to her money, he was also seeking to have her stripped of her freedom and confined to a sanitarium.

It was an ambush.

Mary had learned of the proceeding only an hour before it began8 and only discovered she had been assigned a reluctant defense attorney—a friend of her husband’s, no less—when she walked into court.9 All her life, Mary had taken pride in appearances—her dress, her intellect, and her stature. No doubt, this was the most mortifying moment of her life. Yet she managed to keep her mask in place. She calmly took her designated seat in the courtroom, her face partially covered by a black veil.

During the three-hour hearing, seven doctors declared Mary to be insane. Only one of them had consistently treated her, another had only examined her once, and the five others based their opinions on statements from Robert.10 Even if they had spent time with her, they could have only guessed at her state of mind. Assessing mental health was not a developed medical science at the time. Diagnoses were crude at best, and effective treatment was decades away. While there can be little question that Mary was suffering from a mental disorder, the trial wasn’t a forum on how best to help her. It was designed to ensure her confinement, swiftly and efficiently, with little regard for her rights. Her primary doctor, prominent Chicago physician Willis Danforth, testified that he had treated her for a “nervous derangement of the head” and reported that she was experiencing hallucinations.11 But neither Danforth nor any of the other doctors told the jury that she regularly used a highly addictive opium derivative, laudanum, as well as chloral hydrate to cope with her long-term migraine headaches, anxiety, and insomnia.12 Chloral hydrate was a popular and widely accepted remedy in the nineteenth century, but it could have dire side effects: hallucinations and addiction.13

She stared ahead as her thirty-one-year-old son described her as “unmanageable,” a handy Victorian era phrase often used to describe defiant or strong-willed women. This star witness was exasperated that his mother was spending money—her own money—on jewelry, dresses, and fancy perfumes she did not need or use. Her embarrassing behavior since his father’s death had caused him great anxiety, Robert complained, and put stress on his marriage. He said he was frustrated that his mother would not “heed” his advice. Hotel housekeepers testified that she was crazy because she filled her hotel room with boxes she would never open. Store clerks who took her money—all men—now sat in judgment of her. A merchant who sold her $300 worth of lace curtains she would never hang stated that Mary “did not know what she was doing,” and two others regarded her as “eccentric” and “insane.” A jewelry salesman said she made “reckless” purchases and “acted in a queer way.”14 Through it all, her defense lawyer, Isaac Arnold, weakly cross-examined a few witnesses but called neither Mary nor anyone else to testify on her behalf.15 “Little or no effort was made to defend the accused,” juror Lyman Gage wrote years later. Mary Lincoln did not “appear violently insane,” noted Gage, although she “suffered from phobias and occasional insane delusions.” But after receiving legally required guidance in the judge’s chambers from an appointed physician, Gage felt “there seemed to be no other course than for us but to find the lady guilty as charged.”16

As the trial reached its crescendo, her fall from grace was final and complete—or so it seemed. Even as her critics took satisfaction in her demise, even as an unforgiving press corps wallowed in her misery, even as her son breathed a sigh of relief, Mary was still standing. Not for the first time had powerful men underestimated her. This is the story of a woman who would not be defeated—not by a war that left her family in tatters, not by the death of three of her four children, not by the assassination of her husband, not by her adversaries, and not by her only surviving son.



Mary Lincoln is the most misunderstood and tragic first lady in American history. Even her name has been a source of contention. While many historians and the public refer to her as Mary Todd Lincoln, as if that had been her preference, she never used her maiden name after she married. For 140 years, she has been reduced to a one-dimensional caricature of an unstable woman, variously labeled a traitor, a liar, a shrew, a thief, a spy, and an adulteress. She was even compared to Adolf Hitler by one Lincoln biographer in a 2005 book.17 Abraham Lincoln’s enemies in politics and the press had always delighted in unleashing their venom on his vulnerable, unpopular wife. That was bad enough. After he was murdered in front of her, the attacks escalated. Her reputation and complex legacy were cemented by men who did not like her, who no longer had any use for her or barely knew her, and by a son who stigmatized her as insane.

As Lincoln was starting to be viewed as an American martyr in the decades after his death, some allies, enemies, and early historians promoted the notion that Mary was one of the crosses he had to bear on his road to eminence. To exalt their slain hero, they felt compelled to absolve him for choosing to marry someone they viewed as so flawed. By the turn of the century, that narrative had taken hold in books and lore. The more Lincoln’s legend soared, the more Mary’s reputation declined. What these analyses missed—or ignored—was the couple’s emotional connection, a tumultuous journey of shared joy and loss, a grueling presidency, and an all-consuming war.

Beyond the accepted storyline is a reality far more nuanced and heart-wrenching, that of a formidable but troubled woman who likely inherited mental illnesses that were never treated, who spoke freely and loved unconditionally, who was handed far more adversity than most people could handle, and who helped launch one of America’s greatest presidents. Rarely acknowledged was what those who knew the couple best—even some who disparaged Mary—understood: how vital her drive, political instincts, and relentless support were to Lincoln’s success. Mary’s cousin, John Todd Stuart, once Lincoln’s law partner, was convinced that Lincoln’s naturally depressive personality might have stymied him in his quest for the presidency, but that Mary’s “fire, will, and ambition,” combined with Lincoln’s own talents, “did the deed.”18 Mary’s older sister Elizabeth observed that Mary “pushed him along and upward—made him struggle and seize his opportunities.”19 Even Mary’s most ardent nemesis, Lincoln’s onetime law partner William Herndon, conceded a quarter-century after Lincoln’s death that “much of Lincoln’s success was in a measure attributable to… the stimulus of her influence.”20 Lincoln once confessed to a journalist that he didn’t think he was good enough to be a U.S. senator, “but Mary insists, however, that I am going to be Senator and President of the United States, too.”21

Indeed, Mary believed the White House to be her—their—destiny. Uncommonly politically sophisticated, she was among her husband’s political confidants on his winding path to the White House, an unusual role at a time when expectations for women were rigid and circumscribed. She voraciously read the news and kept tabs on those who worked against her husband, sometimes to an extreme. The product of Southern aristocracy, she grew up among an influential clan of politicians, businessmen, and lawyers who helped found Lexington, Kentucky. Her father and stepmother believed women should be educated, and Mary was raised to be a free thinker. She was neither an activist nor a feminist, yet in many ways she represented a transition in American history as women demanded more independence and freedom. Kentucky was particularly progressive for women, allowing female heads of households to vote on education and tax issues in 1838, a decade before the Seneca Falls Convention.22 Her political instincts were shaped at her father’s dinner table, where pillars of the community often gathered. Kentucky’s Whig statesman Henry Clay was a close family friend who had served as speaker of the House of Representatives, U.S. senator, and secretary of state, and was a perennial presidential candidate. This early exposure to the male-dominated world of politics nurtured in Mary Todd the confidence to speak her mind.

Mary saw her role as using her assets to boost her husband to greatness. She offered Lincoln social mobility and legitimacy, compensating for his rough edges and hardscrabble upbringing. While Lincoln was both ambitious and a brilliant strategist, he lacked social refinement. Mary understood the value of political gatherings and used them to her husband’s advantage. When Lincoln became gloomy, she nudged him forward. His ambitions were her ambitions. When he received the news that he had won the 1860 presidential election, he hurried down the dirt road to their home in Springfield, Illinois, to wake his wife, saying: “Mary, Mary, we are elected.”23

But Mary’s contributions to her husband’s successes were largely dismissed or buried in the pages of history. From the moment she walked out of the White House five weeks after the assassination, she was the target of cruel derision and propaganda, painted as a woman with no redeeming qualities, her many flaws amplified, her painful struggles minimized, her accomplishments and virtues rarely noted. Her ambition, ability, and contributions could have defined her as one of the most consequential first ladies in history. Instead, buffeted by war, political opposition, and her own shortcomings, she became one of the most controversial. If Abraham Lincoln justifiably stands near or atop the standard list of great presidents, Mary Lincoln unjustifiably achieved something much closer to ignominy.

Untangling the truths and fiction surrounding Mary Lincoln requires diving deeply into the layers of her life and losses. It is impossible to ignore the context of the Victorian era, when women were expected to recede into the background and forfeit most of their rights when they married. Mary defied those gender norms. She was not demure. She was not content staying in the shadows, and she fought against constraints her entire life. She was highly educated, outspoken, and politically engaged. She was a prolific and eloquent letter writer who shared her thoughts unreservedly. She reveled in political gossip and was not discreet, despite admonitions from her husband.24 Although she grew up in a Southern family and a community that embraced slavery, she supported her husband’s efforts to end it. Her close relationship with White House seamstress Elizabeth Keckly, a former enslaved person who purchased her freedom and that of her son, went against accepted customs involving separation of the races.

Still, Mary did herself no favors. She was a larger-than-life, provocative character who spent too freely, grieved too publicly and for too long, and seemed unable or unwilling to corral her emotions, her temper, and her opinions. When she felt threatened or attacked, she could be catty, vengeful, and imperious. In an era when women were not encouraged to step out of the “domestic sphere,” her interest in politics was deemed unladylike.25 Unlike politically active Sarah Polk,26 who projected the image of a demure wife while giving advice to her husband discreetly, Mary’s stubborn refusal to be a silent partner earned her countless enemies. Her relationships with people were rarely nuanced. Her life was littered with broken friendships and estranged family members over real or perceived acts of disloyalty. She viewed politics as a zero-sum game—rewards or alienation. She lacked a feel for the subtleties of alliance and conciliation. When the husband of one of her bridesmaids outmaneuvered Lincoln for a U.S. Senate seat, she never spoke to the woman again.27

Entering the White House in 1861 brought a new set of challenges. Mary was taking up residence at one of the nation’s most perilous moments. Her hopes for a triumphant experience at the pinnacle of power were swallowed by the Civil War, family tragedies, and her personal failings. She relished her traditional role as the capital’s chief hostess but generated much gossip by wearing expensive low-cut dresses and adorning her hair with large ostentatious flowers. She created controversy by approaching members of her husband’s cabinet on behalf of job seekers, not something a first lady traditionally did. When the capital’s aristocracy portrayed the Lincolns as unrefined “westerners,” Mary strove to prove otherwise. Her extravagant shopping trips to redecorate the White House, obsessively chronicled by the press, were perceived as frivolous during a time of national crisis. It brought her a stream of derision that followed her for the rest of her days.

Yet, her steadfast commitment to preserve the nation, and support the soldiers who were defending it, was largely overlooked or misrepresented. She visited troops on the battlefield with her husband, spent months going to makeshift hospitals ministering to horrifically wounded soldiers, and contributed time and money to help refugees from slavery. She did this while contending with the political fallout of her Kentucky family’s divided loyalties. A brother, three half brothers, and four brothers-in-law were all aligned with the Confederacy, fighting against everything her husband stood for. No first lady in history has ever been placed in such a conflicted and stressful situation or was so trapped between country and family.

Abolitionists and some newspaper editors, who believed Lincoln was moving too slowly on emancipating enslaved people, blamed her, suggesting or outright accusing her of siding with the rebels. Later, it would be revealed that abolitionists and certain antislavery Republicans formed a “conspiracy… to strike her husband through her.”28 Often, newspapers recycled unfounded rumors about her that settled into fact. She was “one of the most lied about women in the world,” concluded Honore Willsie Morrow, a prolific early twentieth-century author, who penned a well-researched book about Mary in 1928.29 In essence, Mary’s missteps, coupled with the nation’s divide and a crippling war, overshadowed any good she did, opening the door for detractors to say almost anything about her.

Feeling adrift as the war raged and her husband was distracted, she became easy prey for opportunists and scoundrels who smothered her with the childlike attention and the gifts she craved, catering to her misguided emotional needs. When she discovered that Congress had not appropriated enough money to pay for her ambitions, she engaged in a variety of questionable schemes to cover her spending. Historians have argued for years over whether she was corrupt or in over her head. Either way, at times she embarrassed her husband.

Fascination with her mental health has prompted a mix of speculation and scrutiny for decades. There have been at least five medical studies written with possible diagnoses, all different and none definitive.30 A genetic predisposition to acute anxiety and emotional instability, exacerbated by the profound losses she suffered, created a complex psychological picture.31 Telltale signs of her anxiety were evident early but were mistaken for nastiness. What was seen as temperamental, even precocious, in her youth would be judged a character flaw as an adult. The more losses she endured, the more untethered she became. Her husband could cajole her out of her short-lived fits, and everyone knew she would be “regretful and penitent” afterward.32 A century later, with the benefit of new documents and an evolution in psychiatric thinking, contemporary psychiatrists interpreted her behavior as bearing the hallmarks of bipolar disorder, an emotional roller coaster of unmanageable peaks and valleys.33 There is also ample historical documentation to support other findings, such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in the aftermath of Lincoln’s assassination,34 medication misuse, and pernicious anemia,35 which can trigger depression and a host of neurological ailments.

With or without a diagnosis, nothing in her behavior justified how harshly Lincoln’s widow was treated for the remainder of her years and throughout history. Abraham Lincoln suffered serious bouts of depression throughout his life—and at least one well-documented nervous breakdown36—but despite rampant prejudice and fear of mental infirmity, his struggle never defined him publicly as it did his wife.

No single person did more to destroy Mary Lincoln’s legacy than William Herndon, who fancied himself as the foremost expert on Lincoln after his death. As Lincoln’s law partner, he enjoyed a credibility that he eagerly exploited. After the assassination, he asserted in public lectures that Lincoln had been unhappy in his marriage.37 The lawyer’s biased and often inaccurate assertions about Lincoln’s widow have been accepted and mimicked by journalists and historians, appearing in books, magazine articles, plays, and feature films.38 As recently as 2024, an absurdist comedy about Mary, Oh, Mary!, became an immensely popular Broadway hit, portraying her as a lunatic alcoholic (she wasn’t known to seriously drink) who longed to be a cabaret singer.39 The show was pure farce—the play’s creator talked with glee about tossing aside any pretense of historical accuracy—but Mary’s reputation was long in tatters, making her a ripe subject for such mockery. Historians have often cherry-picked negative assessments about Mary to support unsparingly hostile portraits. The famous self-help guru Dale Carnegie wrote a Lincoln biography in 1932 that eviscerated Mary, based on Herndon’s claims.40 The section on Mary was excerpted in Reader’s Digest, one of the most popular magazines of the era. The first line of the article: “The great tragedy of Lincoln’s life was not his assassination but his marriage.”41 In Carnegie’s imagination, John Wilkes Booth had put the president out of his misery.

As the distortions mounted, some biographers sought to balance the record.42 An early objective portrait came from physician William A. Evans, Chicago’s first public health commissioner. His 1932 work, based on primary sources, traced a deep history of mental illness in Mary’s family and was the first to conclude that Mary’s behavior was likely pathologic and genetic, exacerbated by grief. Although the victim of much slander, Evans contended, she was “not responsible for many things she did and said.”43

Abraham Lincoln protected his wife until the day he died. He would have been appalled at how his widow was treated after his death. Although Lincoln left a substantial estate, he did not have a will. The executor, David Davis, a close family friend and a Lincoln appointee to the Supreme Court, gave Mary an unacceptably low allowance on which to live as a former first lady until the estate was settled. She felt boxed in financially and isolated socially. Her grief and financial humiliation rendered her incapable of moving forward, and she had few avenues for help. Lincoln’s friends saw no reason to protect her, not even for the sake of his legacy.

Contemporary attitudes accept that the first lady is historically an important contributor to a presidency. After Mary died, a female journalist who knew her predicted that history would be kinder to Mary than her contemporaries. The journalist, Laura Searing, believed there would be regret that the “foibles and weakness of an unoffending woman, whose mind was shaken… by the sudden calamity which unhinged the whole nation” were presented with so little empathy and forgiveness. Unfortunately, that never happened.44

Whenever I have told people that I was working on a book about Mary Lincoln, the first reaction is “Wasn’t she crazy?” What is not generally known is that she had been failed at nearly every turn—by her family, by her government, by medical professionals ill-equipped to diagnose and treat her, and, finally, by history. Along the way, she lost her spirit, her humor, and her hope. Living inside her own head, she fought paranoia while desperately seeking stability and validation. Irrationally fearing a life of poverty, she launched an embarrassing, obsessive campaign to persuade powerful Republicans to give her money. Her anxiety about her finances became a mania that gripped her and never let go.

This book is intended to tell the story of Mary’s painful life and psychological issues, culminating in her tortured years after her husband’s assassination. The loss of her family and social status, on top of suffering from undiagnosed physical and mental illnesses, was hard enough to endure. But the ridicule she faced as a former first lady is unfathomable by today’s standards. She searched for peace and support for the rest of her days—a seventeen-year odyssey of rejection and self-isolation—as she roamed the country and traveled Europe, often sitting for days alone in hotel rooms, haunted by her memories.

My purpose is not to excuse or whitewash Mary’s behavior. Her actions were, at many times, egregious. She could be self-centered, dishonest, and tone-deaf. But much of the criticism lobbed at her was one-sided and heartless, rarely taking notice of her acts of kindness and generosity. Her ending might well have turned out differently if her emotional issues had been better understood or if she had been the first lady during a less turbulent time in our nation’s history. In a modern era, she would have had a robust, skilled staff and strategic political advice from people whose goal it was for her to succeed. She also could have potentially benefited from advanced medical treatment, as well as from today’s sophisticated antianxiety medications and psychotherapy. Instead, she suffered from the debilitating effects of addictive sedatives, the common therapy of the time. By reexamining factual accounts and primary source documents through the lens of both modern medical science and contemporary standards for women, I have tried to piece together a more complete and compelling portrait—not just of an inconvenient widow, but of a woman of uncommon tenacity in the face of extraordinary adversity, personal shortcomings, and torment. Her story is one of profound loss and enduring love, shattering humiliation and remarkable resilience. That she persevered in the face of overwhelming grief, poor physical and mental health, and public scorn was a testament to her mettle.





CHAPTER I Becoming Mary: Pain and Privilege [image: ]


“Those who were so kind to me in my desolate childhood [are] ever remembered by me.”

—MARY LINCOLN, WRITING TO COUSIN ELIZA STUART STEELE, MAY 23, 18711



For the Todd family, July 4, 1825, was supposed to be a day of joy and celebration. A new son had just entered the world and, outside, the citizens of Lexington, Kentucky, had taken to the streets to mark the forty-ninth anniversary of the birth of the nation.2 Cadet infantrymen stood in ceremonial formation along the town’s main thoroughfare, church bells tolled, and the ladies were even invited to join the men at Captain Fowler’s Garden, a vast park for public gatherings.3 Looming large at the barbecues around town was Henry Clay—Kentucky’s favorite son—who had been appointed secretary of state by John Quincy Adams.4

But inside Robert Smith Todd’s dark home on West Short Street, there was no joy. His wife, Eliza Parker Todd, only thirty-one years old, had just delivered the couple’s seventh child, a healthy boy, but she was failing quickly. If the doctors didn’t stem a fast-moving infection, she wouldn’t live to see another morning. Six-year-old Mary Ann Todd and her five siblings (one had died in infancy) were hustled next door to their grandmother’s home.5 There, Mary sat on the Widow Parker’s side porch, under the grand arches, as the commotion unfolded just fifty yards away. She was close enough to see the distress on the adults’ faces, close enough to hear the muffled voices of urgency carrying across the lawn into the evening. She could watch the grim doctors hitching up their horses and the medicines arriving from Graves’ drugstore.6

Robert was doing everything in his power to save his wife’s life, and as a respected local leader whose father had helped found Lexington, much was at his disposal. He brought in some of Lexington’s top physicians from nearby Transylvania University, notably Dr. Elisha Warfield, an expert in midwifery and obstetrics, and Dr. Benjamin Dudley, a nationally renowned surgeon.7 But the most likely culprit was beyond most doctors’ knowledge at the time—an invasive bacterium that led to sepsis, a devastating chain of events that would rampantly claim the lives of postpartum mothers throughout the nineteenth century. The mysterious illness, known as childbed fever or puerperal fever, came on within days of delivery.8 It was erroneously thought to be an infection of the genital tract, perhaps generated by the mother during the trauma of labor. It would take twenty more years for medical professionals to fully understand that the infection was largely caused by unsanitary birthing conditions, doctors passing on the infection from delivery to delivery, from autopsies to birthing rooms.9

This research came far too late to help Eliza. She died in the early morning hours of July 5 as her thirty-four-year-old husband grieved at her bedside and Mary slept. The next day, an announcement was placed in the local newspaper, and the family’s enslaved coachman, Nelson, delivered handwritten invitations to Eliza’s funeral service.10 Tradition called for a carriage to transport Eliza’s coffin to the cemetery, one mile away, with mourners somberly following the procession on foot. Though barely old enough to comprehend that she would never see her mother again, Mary would not have been spared the sorrowful scene of the Todds and Parkers trudging toward the burial ground. When most six-year-olds were learning to read and tell time, Mary was already learning the cruel truths about sorrow and loss and emotional emptiness. After the funeral, she returned to a cheerless home of rotating caregivers. As Robert traveled the state for business, the six motherless children found themselves without a father as well.

Even in the best circumstances, a mother’s death can have an incalculable impact on a child.11 Mary’s despair was compounded by a maelstrom of disruption in the family dynamic and a genetic predisposition to depression and mental illness that would become apparent decades later.12 Losing her mother seemed to freeze her childlike personality, triggering a pathologic need for recognition and attention to fill her emptiness, and an inability to modulate her emotions. Years later, Mary would recall her childhood as “desolate.”13 But it didn’t start that way.



Mary Ann Todd was born December 13, 1818, into a distinguished family and a flourishing community, all but ensuring her a childhood of comfort and status. Family was the center of her young universe, a contingent of aunts, uncles, and cousins. By the time Mary was born, it was hard to go anywhere in Lexington, or even Kentucky, without running into a relative from one side or the other. The Todds had been leaving their mark for generations.14 Her grandfather, Levi Todd, was raised in Pennsylvania and became a prominent military leader in the Revolutionary War, along with his two brothers, John and Robert. The trio fought alongside Kentucky folk hero Daniel Boone in the Battle of Blue Licks, one of the Revolutionary War’s last clashes, during which John was killed.15 After the war, Levi Todd quickly became part of Lexington’s ruling class. He was among the first recorded landowners, eventually accruing thousands of acres that provided the means and wealth for the next generation of Todds.16 Political power was his, too. In 1776, when Kentucky was still part of Virginia, he was named county clerk, a job he held in one form or another for the next thirty years, as new counties were born and Kentucky acquired statehood. He was determined to turn Lexington into an intellectual and financial stronghold.17 The Todds brought national prominence to Transylvania University, recruiting scholars from Boston and New York and endowing the library.

By the time of Mary’s birth, the Todds were a well-established part of America’s rising social elite and Kentucky’s upper class, counting among their relatives military heroes, landowners, bankers, merchants, governors, doctors, ministers, and U.S. senators.18 Mary’s father, Robert Smith Todd, one of Levi’s fifteen children, was born in 1791, a year before Kentucky became the new nation’s fifteenth state.19 Todd was an ambitious man who recognized earlier than most the symbiotic nature of wealth, position, and power. He knew he needed both money and status to achieve influence, something Mary came to understand well. He was a lawyer, bank president, successful wholesale merchant, cotton factory owner, and political power broker.20 His twenty-five years of service as the appointed clerk of the Kentucky House of Representatives earned him connections and standing among the state’s political elite.

Mary’s pedigree was equally impressive on her maternal side. Her great-grandfather, Andrew Porter, was a distinguished general in the Continental army, serving under George Washington.21 One of Andrew’s thirteen children, Elizabeth, would become Mary’s grandmother. Like most of the female role models in Mary’s life, Elizabeth Porter Parker was a fearless, independent frontier woman. On the day after her wedding, she rode horseback with her husband, Robert Parker, from Pennsylvania to Lexington, having been lured south by distant cousin Levi’s good fortune.22 When her husband died prematurely at forty, Elizabeth was left a fortune to raise four sons and two daughters on her own. Their second child was Mary’s mother, Eliza Ann. Eliza died too young for any biography to develop around her, and there are no known images of her. One early Lincoln scholar who traced her history through firsthand accounts described her as “sprightly and attractive, with a placid, sunny disposition.”23 She was just seventeen when she and Robert Todd met. A year later, in November 1812, the couple wed at the Parker estate on West Short Street. The next day, twenty-one-year-old Robert rode off to battle with his brothers in the War of 1812. Within a year, he had returned, and the newlyweds carved out a piece of land on her mother’s property. They built the nine-room brick house where Mary was born and her mother died.24

No sooner had Eliza passed away than the father of six went in search of a solution to his misfortune: a new wife. At six feet tall, with a round, ruddy face and jowls, he wasn’t a particularly good-looking man. But what he could offer a woman was his good name and a solid means of support. In the meantime, Robert’s sister and the enslaved household servants helped the family through this disruptive period. The first of Mary’s mother figures would be her oldest sister, Elizabeth, only eleven at the time. Family lore has it that Mary also became emotionally close to the Todds’ enslaved nanny, Sally—“a jewel of black mammy,” wrote one relative—who essentially raised Mary, caring for her in sickness and teaching her manners.25

Within a few months, Robert met Elizabeth Humphreys of Frankfort, known as Betsy. She was twenty-six years old, nearly a decade younger than Robert, and already well past the expected age for marriage. A portrait of her during the marriage shows her plainly dressed and sporting the same austere bun she would wear for thirty years. With a household full of bereft children, Robert saw in Betsy a much-needed homemaker and surrogate mother. But Betsy also had other assets that made her a desirable match. She came from a politically connected family: Two maternal uncles had served in the U.S. Senate, from Kentucky and Louisiana, and two others were prominent physicians. Robert proposed marriage quickly, far ahead of the accepted one-year mourning period. He was known to be “impetuous” and “high-strung,” personality traits he regrettably passed on to several of his children.26 He wanted to close the deal, but Betsy wasn’t ready. Fearing that a hasty engagement could cast her in a bad light, she procrastinated.

The courtship dragged on at a distance for months, as Robert grew more and more desperate to resolve his disordered home life. “If you knew my situation, you would not hesitate to comply with my wishes” to set a wedding date, he pleaded.27 Of course, Betsy knew all too well his situation—a desperate man looking for a mother for his children, and a family unenthusiastic about replacing Eliza. The Widow Parker—as Mary’s wealthy maternal grandmother was known—resented the relationship. Robert warned Betsy in a letter that those who opposed the marriage were sowing feelings of “ill-will.” He implored her to ignore them.

Finally, sixteen months after their mother’s death, Mary and her siblings saw their family reshaped again. On November 1, 1826, Robert Todd and Betsy Humphreys were wed in the grand Frankfort home of the bride’s mother, Mary Brown Humphreys.28 Betsy inherited six young children to raise. It didn’t go well. Between 1826 and 1841, Betsy gave birth to nine more children, eight of whom survived. The addition of so many children left Mary scrambling to find her place. She never warmed to Betsy, nor Betsy to her. Later accounts by contemporaries describe Betsy as exacting, distant, and always frail because she was constantly bearing children. Practically speaking, any woman taking on anxious, grieving children—while giving birth almost annually—would have been overburdened. Over time, some of the older children came to dislike Betsy, viewing her as overtly partial to her biological children.29 They felt shunted aside in their own home.

Years later, one exacted his revenge. George R. C. Todd, an infant when his mother died, initiated a lawsuit over their father’s estate.30 He bitterly stated in a deposition that he left his father’s home because of “the malignant & continued attempts on the part of his stepmother to poison the mind of his father” toward him and claimed his father was “mortified” that George left the house because of Betsy’s “relentless persecution.”31

Despite the friction with her stepmother, all was not gloomy in Mary’s world. The new Mrs. Todd invited her young niece and namesake, Elizabeth Humphreys, to live with the family so she could attend Lexington’s advanced schools. The cousins stayed in the same room, went to grade school together, and became lifelong friends. At age eight, they were sent to the private school run by John Ward, a strict and highly educated Episcopal minister. Situated in an imposing two-story building downtown, the school served about 120 girls from Lexington’s upper-crust families. Here, they learned the fundamentals of reading, arithmetic, and science, as well as home skills.32 From Cousin Elizabeth’s childhood perch, she saw Mary as a disciplined, naturally smart child who popped right out of bed for Ward’s mandatory early lesson recitations.33

Mary’s carefree summers were consumed by strawberry- and peach-eating parties, barbecues, and elaborate political pageantry in the streets. At a family farm outside the city, she had picnics with her many cousins, picked fruit, and went horseback riding. The winters were filled with frigid sleigh rides and roaring bonfires with apple roasting.34 Mary also found comfort in Betsy’s mother, Mary Brown Humphreys, who was more welcoming to the stepchildren than her daughter. She was described as “the quintessence of all elegance, virtue, and culture”35 who read Voltaire in French. Mary was dazzled by her, and the older woman took a keen interest in her, giving Mary literature in French.36

When they were ten, Mary and Elizabeth spent a week in Frankfort with Grandma Humphreys, who enthusiastically entertained the girls, even bringing them to a society ball. Foreshadowing her affinity for grandeur and pomp, Mary told her friend that she aspired to be “just like Grandmother Humphreys when she grew up.”37 But none of Mary’s goodwill toward Grandma Humphreys transferred to her stepmother, “with whom she did not agree.”38 Mary’s fiery and strong-willed nature led to clashes with Betsy.39 Mary did not intend to stay in that house any longer than she had to.





CHAPTER II Coming of Age: Education and Enlightenment [image: ]


“She stood in no awe of great men.”

—MARY’S NIECE, KATHERINE HELM1



From her home on West Short Street, young Mary would walk three minutes down well-paved streets, lined with mansions, to her favorite shop, Monsieur Mathurin Giron’s exclusive French Confectionery. She and her inseparable buddy, cousin Elizabeth, would take in the aromas of chocolate and baking bread from a block away.2 To the baker’s delight, Mary would order the precious sweets in the proprietor’s native tongue.3 Giron was so taken with the vivacious girl that he often slipped extra warm ginger cakes into her basket.4 On the way home, the girls would pass the shops of cabinetmakers, haberdashers, milliners, and the esteemed silversmith Asa Blanchard, whose mint julep cup–inspired replicas are still sold at auction today.

Mary Todd came of age in one of the most developed settlements of the fledgling democracy. Dubbed the “Athens of the West,” Lexington by the early 1800s had evolved from a dangerous frontier town, besieged by British patriots allied with Native Americans, into a flourishing hub of commerce, academics, and stately brick homes. When businessman Luke Usher built a four-hundred-seat theater in 1808, it was called “the most important theatrical event in the early West.”5 By Mary’s birth in 1818, there were three weekly newspapers, a two-thousand-book library, multiple private schools, five churches, and a plentiful supply of taverns.

Lexington couldn’t sustain its allure, and it soon fell behind swelling cities built near waterways for commerce. But for a magical moment, young Mary was influenced by a connected citizenry committed to growth and education.6 Visitors were charmed by the town’s sophistication. They marveled at the fine, wide roads and emerald farmland. When Pennsylvanian poet Josiah Espy visited Lexington, he declared that its main street had “all the appearance of Market Street in Philadelphia.”7 Another writer, preparing a guide for immigrants in 1816, counted seven tailor shops, twelve blacksmiths, six hatters, sixteen shoemakers, three perfumers, and manufacturers of hemp and bullets, serving a population of five thousand.8 The stores, he noted, were “filled with costly and fanciful merchandise.”

Among the town’s many assets was its most famous and influential resident: Henry Clay, a dominant force in American politics and a frequent visitor to the Todd homestead. Growing up, Mary had ample opportunity to watch Clay in action, to applaud his unparalleled skills as an orator, to absorb his grand ideas on the issues of the day, including the divisive question of slavery. For many Americans, Clay was an icon, a force of nature, whose meteoric career had taken him to the highest levels of the government. For Mary, he was a family friend and an inspiration, right there in her father’s parlor.

Mary’s upbringing afforded her physical comforts and enrichment, if not emotional sustenance. To her lasting benefit, Robert and Betsy Todd were progressive thinkers when it came to educating their daughters, committed to offering them long and varied schooling, uncommon for women at the time. When Robert Todd was growing up, among the books on his own father’s shelves was Mary Wollstonecraft’s 1792 treatise, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.9 Wollstonecraft made the defiant argument that women should not be raised to be docile and domesticated, but educated and developed into intellectual thinkers equal to their husbands. This was not a popular point of view; in nineteenth-century patriarchal society, it was feared that well-learned women might not attract husbands, and if they did manage to marry, they might not be compliant.

But Mary took advantage of her family’s support for prolonged schooling. In 1832, at fourteen, when most adolescent girls from prosperous families were retiring from school, Mary chose to board at a small, select school for girls just a mile from her home. Her decision to live at the school during the week was as much about getting out of her crowded household, and away from her stepmother, as it was about education.10 She had recently said good-bye to her favorite sister, Elizabeth, who fled the house through a more traditional route. At eighteen, in 1832, Elizabeth had married Ninian Edwards, a student at Transylvania, and the son of arguably the most powerful man in Illinois at the time.11 When Ninian completed his studies, the couple left Kentucky, eventually landing at the Edwards homestead in Springfield, Illinois.

So, every Monday, Mary was driven to the rambling home of the school’s headmistress by the family’s coachman, Nelson, and picked up on Friday afternoons.12 Mary loved her time at the school, later saying it was her “early home.”13 There, she found the family structure she craved. Most critical to her development, she found a strong female role model in the headmistress. Victorie Charlotte LeClere Mentelle and her husband, Waldemar Mentelle, were sophisticated Parisians who had left their homeland around the time of the French Revolution. They eventually migrated to cosmopolitan Lexington, where they found their footing, offering lessons in dance and French.14 Charlotte opened Mentelle’s for Young Ladies in 1820, converting space in their home, which was across the road from Henry Clay’s Ashland estate.15 Room and board was $120 a year for “a truly useful” education.16 The curriculum combined rigorous academics and French language immersion with tutoring in the refinements associated with social class, including acting and dance.

Charlotte Mentelle would have a reverberating influence on Mary for decades. The headmistress was nothing like the traditional homemakers in Mary’s circle. She was outspoken and irreverent, and contrary to the Kentucky belles, she conveyed a more authoritative demeanor.17 Well ahead of her time, she was vocal about the injustices women suffered as measured against their important contributions to their communities.18 Although the Mentelles struggled financially, they were embraced by the town’s upper class, who were ever eager to advance Lexington’s reputation as a cultural hub. But if Lexington’s elite were grateful for the Mentelles, the affection wasn’t always returned. Charlotte despised slavery and thought Americans were hypocritical when they spoke of liberty for all.19 She wrote to a friend that Americans have “crude vices and no attractive virtues.”20 There were exceptions, of course, among them Mary Todd Russell Wickliffe, Robert Todd’s first cousin, known as Polly, who gave the Mentelles a home to use for life.21 The couple was also close to Henry and Lucretia Clay; their daughter, Marie, married one of Clay’s sons, Thomas.

Most importantly for Mary, at Mentelle’s she was allowed to become the center of attention, the top pupil, filling a large emotional void in her life. She craved the spotlight from a young age—to be the best, to dress the flashiest, to dominate every room. She also became “the star actress,” frequently taking a leading role in school productions.22 To her classmates, Mary was more advanced than the girls her age. The Todd household featured a robust library of 350 books, including volumes of Shakespeare, Robert Burns, and Lord Byron, along with subscriptions to a variety of newspapers and periodicals.23 Mary was drawn to poetry and would memorize passages of her favorites. “She had a retentive memory and a mind that enabled her to grasp and thoroughly understand the lessons,” said her cousin.24 A classmate remembered Mary as “really the life of the school… always having the highest marks.”25 Mary Todd would end up being one of the few first ladies in American history to have a more formal education than the sitting president. Three decades later, she was able to converse in French with Prince Jerome Napoleon, nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte I, at the White House. She impressed people with her ability to read Victor Hugo’s works in their original language, once asking her husband’s clerk to secure her a copy of a Hugo speech in French rather than the English translation.26

From Charlotte Mentelle, Mary also learned of a world beyond her community, acquired confidence in her intellect, and, often to her detriment, found her voice and expressed her opinions, however controversial. But along with her hunger for knowledge, friends also remember a girl with disconcerting volatility, marked by stark highs and lows, a trait that would worsen as she got older and the stakes grew larger. “She was impulsive and made no attempt to conceal her feelings,” recalled her cousin. “Her face was an index to every passing emotion.”27 Her personality quirks left searing impressions. In an 1898 article for McClure’s Magazine, her younger sister wrote that Mary was adept at “sarcastic, witty remarks, that cut like a Damascus blade; but there was no malice behind them.”28 Mary’s cousin Margaret Stuart, a companion since childhood, remembered Mary as “very highly strung, nervous, impulsive, excitable, having an emotional temperament much like an April day, sunning all over with laughter one moment, the next crying as though her heart would break.”29 Even as a young girl, Margaret said, Mary had a sharp tongue.30 A longtime friend of Lincoln who met Mary in her early twenties described her as “a girl of much vivacity in conversation” but prone to “spells of mental depression… she was always ‘either in the garret or cellar.’ ”31

Chicago doctor William A. Evans devoted years to researching the roots of Mary’s personality, and his 1932 study remains the clearest analysis of the hereditary and environmental factors that played a role in her development. Although his research lacked a contemporary diagnostic context, it had the advantage of firsthand accounts from family and friends.32 Evans concluded that many of Mary’s issues were genetic but also stemmed from her erratic home life. With her father often absent and her stepmother overwhelmed, there was no one to guide her in learning basic emotional skills, such as restraint and patience. At the time, no one saw her volatility as anything more than an expressive, smart girl acting out to get what she needed and wanted.



If growing up in Lexington offered an abundance of advantages to Mary, it also brought her face-to-face with the nation’s most troubling and contentious issue: slavery. Throughout her childhood and up until the Civil War, Mary’s hometown hosted one of the South’s most notorious slave markets. Those same awestruck visitors who fawned over Lexington in the early 1800s were also left shaken by the public displays of cruelty they witnessed. One writer in 1817 described the area, known as Cheapside, as “the scene of a barbarous practice; for it is here that incorrigible or delinquent negroes are flogged unmercifully.”33 Later, as traders blatantly ignored an 1833 Kentucky law banning the importation of enslaved people from other states to sell them, one legislator called Kentucky the South’s “breeding pen.”34

Mary’s father owned a fluctuating number of enslaved people during his lifetime, but most years there were five in the household.35 The Todds romanticized their relationships with their subjugated servants, telling warm stories about their closeness. They saw themselves as benevolent owners. But no matter how well the Todds treated their enslaved household, enslaved people lived in fear that they could be forcibly separated from their spouses and children and sold at any time.

Mary’s evolving views on slavery were shaped by the totality of her experiences: her family’s conflicted views, her education, her emotional attachment to the household enslaved servants, her exposure to the brutality, and Henry Clay’s calibrated assessment of slavery as immoral but difficult to dislodge.36 For Mary, confronting slavery’s cruelty meant confronting her upbringing. One night, when Mary and her cousin Elizabeth were in grade school, they heard a light tapping on the back door. Mary asked Sally, the family’s enslaved nanny, who was knocking. She told the girls that she had put a mark on the fence indicating that runaways “can get vittles right here.”37 Mary came to learn that Sally was part of a secret network of people, safe houses, and marked routes to facilitate escapes to freedom. The risks were enormous for both the enslaved people and their collaborators. Anyone caught aiding a fleeing slave faced prosecution, fines, and penalties under Kentucky and federal law. Warning Sally that she would get in trouble, Mary nonetheless offered to go to the back door and give the man the food. Sally cautioned her to stay out of sight so as not to scare the runaway. Mary kept the secret.38

When she was a teenager, she and her cousin were “horrified” to read about an infamous case of slave abuse in New Orleans. When a fire broke out in the mansion of socialite Delphine LaLaurie in April 1834, rescuers found enslaved people who had been tortured and chained. The girls “talked of nothing else for days,” recalled Mary’s cousin.39 Mary did not have to look as far as Louisiana to see inhumanity. Her grandmother, Elizabeth Parker, lived within sight of one of the South’s cruelest slave-trading operations and jails, owned by William Pullum.40 While visiting, Mary could look down on the jails from the upper-floor windows. In 1832, Robert Todd had moved the family away from his disapproving “former” mother-in-law and the slave prison, settling his growing brood into a fourteen-room grand brick mansion on West Main Street. But this new location put them on the very thoroughfare where enslaved people were marched to auction, “all connected by and supporting a heavy iron chain,” as one editorial writer noted with indignation.41 As a child and even later, Mary naively thought the people enslaved by her family were so happy that they would choose the Todds over emancipation. Her cousin Elizabeth remembered a conversation with Mary about Sally. They wondered: Did she want her freedom? No, they concluded. Elizabeth recalled Mary’s plaintive words: “How could we do without Mammy, and how could she exist without us?”42 In their young eyes, Sally’s life was inextricably bound to their own. Still, Mary drew a clear line between owning enslaved people and selling them. “Selling human beings” was “all wrong,” Mary told her cousin.43

Mary absorbed at home Henry Clay’s support for freeing enslaved people into African resettlement colonies as an alternative to emancipation.44 Young Mary echoed Clay’s views “with vigor.”45 Her father, and later Lincoln, embraced the same solution, believing freed enslaved people and whites could not peacefully coexist in America. Mary’s father eventually turned his back on the antislavery movement. In 1848, while running for the state senate, his opponent accused him of supporting emancipation. “I am a slaveholder,” Robert Todd declared.46 He won the race. Clay, at his death in 1852, finally unburdened by political ramifications, emancipated his enslaved people and provided for their education in his will. Mary’s father made no such provisions.

For Mary’s family, the issue of colonization had become a personal one. Polly’s teenage son and Mary’s cousin, John Russell, impregnated a fifteen-year-old enslaved girl.47 When the young man died suddenly in 1822, his brokenhearted mother purchased her own grandson, Alfred, and his mother, Milly.48 Polly emancipated Alfred and Milly, sending them on a harrowing journey by sea to a Liberian colony established by Clay and the American Colonization Society, an organization Clay had helped found.49

There were other antislavery influences in her life. Grandma Elizabeth Parker decreed that her enslaved people be emancipated upon her death in 1850.50 Stepmother Betsy forbade anyone from using a common derogatory label for Blacks.51 Other members of her stepmother’s family, the Humphreys, openly voiced antislavery views while owning enslaved people. In 1834, Betsy Todd’s maternal uncle, former U.S. senator John Brown, led a commission of church leaders in drafting a treatise pushing for emancipation.52 In strong language for the times, the paper condemned slavery as an evil depriving men of liberty, religion, education, and property, and urged ministers to preach this message in their churches.



Mary’s graduation from Mentelle’s did not end her Lexington education. If anything, she emerged better prepared to learn from the gatherings her father regularly hosted at the grand Todd estate on West Main Street. It was there that Mary’s passion for politics was born and nurtured. While Robert Todd acquired the home to accommodate his expanding family, the move also provided an elegant space for welcoming political and business associates, enhancing his stature. The European-crafted furniture, family oil portraits, and silver adornments telegraphed refinement and old money.53

From an early age, Mary came to understand that politicians were powerful people to be cultivated. She watched as legislators, jurists, and governors stood in the glow of the hearth, smoking cigars and drinking bourbon as they debated the issues of the day. Nelson would serve his famous mint juleps, and Mary would take in the conversations.54 “She had heard politics discussed by eminent men who had patted her on the head,” her niece later noted.55 Henry Clay was Mary’s first political crush, and she idolized him. It was in large part because of Clay that Lexington bustled with celebrations, festive parades, and constant welcoming parties for visiting dignitaries. When Marquis de Lafayette, the revered French general who fought alongside George Washington at the Siege of Yorktown, passed through during his 1825 “Triumphal Tour,”56 Lexington devoted two days to honoring him.

Family lore has it that, as a child, Mary once rode her new white pony up to Clay’s door to show off the pet. Gentleman that he was, Clay promptly invited his young admirer to join his other guest for lunch. Mary proceeded to gush over Clay’s presidential prospects in the next election.57 When she was fourteen, she reluctantly joined revelers from all over the state gathering in Lexington to welcome Clay’s rival, Andrew Jackson, for a campaign stop.58 The streets were packed, and barbecues were cooking all over town, but Mary was dismissive of the excitement. “I wouldn’t think of cheering for General Jackson, for he is not our candidate,” she huffed to a friend, sitting in the comfort of a carriage to watch the parade. She did allow, though, that Jackson was “not as ugly as I heard he was.”59 When Mary was sixteen, Clay was fifty-seven and in the prime of his national influence and prominence. How could she not come under the spell of this larger-than-life figure, with his silvery hair and gracious Southern manner?

Her family saw her as “a violent little Whig.”60 They recall Mary dreamily musing that she would marry a man who would become president, a goal she unabashedly repeated as a young woman. Mary’s proximity to politics and power imbued her with a fearlessness that would be both an asset and a liability as an adult. “She stood in no awe of great men,” wrote her niece. Important men were to her “as much a matter of course as the air she breathed.” Entering her twenties, Mary exuded the confidence and determination needed to tackle a world beyond Lexington. In the fall of 1839, just shy of her twenty-first birthday, Mary left her father’s house for good and moved in with her sister Elizabeth Edwards in Springfield. Mary’s home life in Lexington had become untenable. There were still five children under eleven in the overcrowded, noisy household—and Betsy and Robert Todd were far from done. Two more would be born after Mary moved out.

Years later, Elizabeth would confirm that one of the strong motivators for Mary to leave Kentucky was that “she had a stepmother with whom she did not agree.”61 Elizabeth, then only twenty-five herself, had made it her mission to find husbands for the trio of daughters from her father’s first marriage—Frances, Mary, and Ann. Elizabeth would eventually bring each of them to Springfield, into what one historian dubbed Edwards’s “marital halfway house.”62 Her matchmaking efforts had already yielded one success: In the spring of 1839, Frances Todd married a physician and pharmacist, William Wallace, and moved out of the Edwards house, making room for the next sister.

For Mary Todd, the long coach ride to Springfield in 1839 was not just an escape. It began a journey that would lead from Lexington to the White House.





CHAPTER III Looking for a Husband [image: ]


“Mrs. Lincoln was an ambitious woman—the most ambitious woman I ever saw.”

—MARY’S SISTER, ELIZABETH TODD EDWARDS1



Twenty-five years later, Elizabeth Todd Edwards could still see the silhouetted faces in the glow of the flickering gas lamp, the young couple laughing and flirting on the mahogany-framed divan in her drawing room. The awkward, ill-dressed suitor hung on the younger woman’s every word, charmed with her “wit” and “her quick sagacity.”

It was 1840, and Mary Todd was twenty-one, living with her sister in Springfield and enjoying her freedom. Abraham Lincoln was thirty, a rising star in the Whig Party and Illinois politics, and an orator and raconteur of some skill. Yet on this night, the eloquent politician was speechless. As Mary led the conversation, Lincoln “would listen and gaze at her as if drawn by some Superior power… and scarcely said a word.”2 Edwards came to believe that Lincoln “was unable to hold a lengthy conversation with a lady.”

But Mary was enthralled. From the moment they met, Mary Todd and Abraham Lincoln defied nineteenth-century expectations for quiet, predictable courtships. They embarked instead on a tumultuous relationship extraordinary for the times, punctuated by volatility, a breakup, possibly premarital sex, and an impromptu wedding after eighteen months apart.3 Elizabeth and her husband, Ninian, were stunned when they realized that more than a harmless flirtation was forming between the erudite young woman and the unpolished politician. This was not what Elizabeth had in mind when she invited her sister to Springfield to find a suitable husband.4



Mary had emerged from her rocky childhood a vivacious, educated, and cultured woman, shaped by strong female role models. Whoever she married would benefit from her exuberant personality, stature, and ambition. When she landed in Springfield in the fall of 1839, the muddy prairie village was nothing like Lexington. There were no paved roads, no elegant shops, and livestock freely roamed the town.5 But as primitive as it was, Springfield was undergoing a transformation of its own. The Illinois state capital was relocating there from a dilapidated building in isolated Vandalia, seventy miles south. Securing Springfield as the new seat of government in 1837 had been a contentious battle that the young Lincoln had skillfully led through logrolling and shrewd politics.6

Like Mary, Lincoln had seized the first opportunity to flee his father’s unhappy home,7 where he could only look forward to a cycle of hardship and farm labor.8 In 1832, at twenty-one, soon after moving to New Salem, Illinois, he ran unsuccessfully for the state legislature. Two years later, on his second try, he won. But it was his reelection in 1836 that proved to be auspicious for the twenty-seven-year-old. He had so impressed his colleagues during his first term that they elected him Whig floor leader for his second. Lincoln’s efforts to move the capital to Springfield had put him in the company of prosperous, well-connected men who would open doors for him.9 Legislative colleagues such as Mary’s brother-in-law Ninian and her cousin John Todd Stuart worked closely with Lincoln on the relocation campaign. Later, they would bring Lincoln into Mary’s orbit. The group’s efforts earned its members a nickname—“the long nine,” because all were at least six feet tall. Their victory left Lincoln’s peers in awe of his instincts and agility in fending off a powerful group hostile to the Springfield move.10 Among the vocal opposition was another promising young legislator—twenty-three-year-old Stephen Douglas, a Democrat from Vermont who was destined to play a recurring role as Lincoln’s rival in work and romance.

Lincoln was in the midst of a personal metamorphosis as well. In 1836, he shifted his home from New Salem to Springfield, and the following year, he opened a law practice with Stuart.11 The young men had met during the 1832 Black Hawk War, when Stuart commanded Lincoln’s unit.12 They reconnected in the legislature, and during the session, the two shared a bed in a Vandalia rooming house.13 Although they were just two years apart in age, Mary’s cousin had taken Lincoln under his wing, encouraging him to study the law, supplying books and a place to work at Stuart’s home and office in Springfield.14 Soon, the affable Lincoln was part of the fabric of the town, developing a cadre of male friends. They would routinely gather at the general store to swap stories and political gossip.

By December 1839, the new capital was established, and Springfield was brimming with aspiring young men and
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