


[image: image]





[image: image]



CONTENTS

[image: image]



Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph



ROMANCE

THE TRYST: SPRINGFIELD, 1842

REMEDIES

A YEAR OF WAITING

FAME

NEWLYWEDS

A RUN FOR CONGRESS

A HOME AT LAST



JOURNEYS AND DISCOVERIES

THE ROAD TO WASHINGTON

SEPARATION

THE SHADOW OF DEATH

AT HOME IN SPRINGFIELD



THE RISING STAR

ANOTHER RUN FOR THE SENATE

THE PLEASURES OF 1859

TRAVELING TOGETHER

THE NOMINATION

“MARY, WE ARE ELECTED”

PHOTO INSERT

JOURNEY THROUGH OVATIONS



THE WHITE HOUSE

DEBUTS

HOUSEKEEPING

DARKNESS DESCENDING

1863: A NEW YEAR

THE WAR COMES HOME



FIRE AND ICE

FIRE AND ICE

ONE MORE ELECTION

GHOSTS IN THE MIRROR

CITY POINT

NO WORD OF FAREWELL



Afterword

Acknowledgments

Sources and Notes

About the Author

Also by Daniel Mark Epstein

Copyright



FOR OREM AND HARRIET ROBINSON



Marriage resembles a pair of shears, so joined that they cannot be separated; often moving in opposite directions, yet always punishing anyone who comes between them.

—REV. SYDNEY SMITH





[image: image]



THE TRYST: SPRINGFIELD, 1842
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WALKING EAST ON JEFFERSON STREET with the setting sun behind him, Abraham Lincoln followed his shadow toward the house on Sixth Street where he had arranged to meet his love in secret.

The tall man cast a long shadow in the November light. The October rains and wind had nearly stripped the trees of their leaves—the maple, the walnut, the oak of the prairie. He liked the trees without their foliage, “as their anatomy could then be studied.” The outline of a silver maple against the sky was delicate but firm; the network of shades the branches cast upon the ground seemed to him a virtual “profile” of the tree.

“Perhaps a man’s character is like a tree, and his reputation like its shadow; the shadow is what we think of it; the tree is the real thing.” This idea, which would attend the young man on an eventful journey into middle age, might now provide small comfort. For he had gone and made a fool of himself, during the previous two years of his life, a very public sort of fool at the age of thirty-three.

Now, strolling the wooden planks of a makeshift sidewalk laid along the mud ruts of Jefferson Street, past the new state capitol building with its stately columns and dome upon the square, Lincoln followed his shadow and his reputation toward the home of his friend Simeon Francis, where he could pursue his folly behind closed doors. If a man’s character is like the tree and one’s reputation like the shadow, he had begun, by trial and error, to understand his character, his virtues and weaknesses; but he still had little sense of what the world might make of his reputation.

He was a secretive man, who kept his own counsel. He was an ambitious man of humble origins, with colossal designs on the future. And it would always be advantageous not to be closely known, never to be transparent. Passing a farmer on a dray, he would tip his hat and grin. Everybody knew him. Nobody knew him. He would play the fool, the clown, the melancholy poet dying for love, the bumpkin. He would take the world by stealth and not by storm. He would disarm enemies by his apparent naïveté, by seeming pleasantly harmless. He would go to such lengths in making fun of his own appearance that others felt obliged to defend it.

On this November afternoon in 1842 it would hardly seem necessary to argue that he was appealing to women, this lanky, clean-shaven fellow, seeing as how one of the most attractive, nubile ladies of Springfield had singled him out, pursued him, and was now waiting for him in the parlor of that house on the northeast corner of Jefferson and Sixth streets.

The friend who owned the house, Simeon Francis, editor of the Sangamo Journal, and his wife, Eliza, were childless. They made their large home available for Lincoln and his beloved as a trysting place, where they had been meeting since the summer. The inhibitions that attend lovers when they first are alone, speechless, had gradually given way until they found themselves in a situation where marriage was, if not obligatory, inevitable.

         

LINCOLN KNEW HE had made a spectacle of himself on a grand scale recently, in the newspapers, caught up in a scandalous duel—there were rumors the cause of it was Miss Mary Todd. And now walking on his way to what might be greater imprudence, he could reflect that only a few years earlier he had resolved never again to get into such a scrape.

In 1838, on April Fool’s Day, he had written a letter to Eliza Browning, wife of his lawyer friend Orville Hickman Browning, in which he had reached the following conclusion: “Others have been made fools of by the girls; but this can never be with truth said of me. I most emphatically, in this instance, made a fool of myself. I have now come to the conclusion never again to think of marrying; and for this reason; I can never be satisfied with any one who would be block-head enough to have me.” Perhaps he was only joking. He had more masks and poses than Hamlet. This letter explaining his failed courtship of the tall, matronly Miss Owens is scathing comedy, in which he gives vent to feelings of distaste he could not quite conceal in sardonic billets-doux he wrote to the lady herself.

“Although I had seen her before, she did not look as my immagination [sic] had pictured her. I knew she was oversize, but she now appeared a fair match for Falstaff; I knew she was called an ‘old maid,’ and I felt the truth of at least half of that appellation; but now when I beheld her, I could not for the life avoid thinking of my mother; and this, not from withered features, for her skin was too full of fat, to permit its contracting into wrinkles.” When he had first glimpsed Miss Owens, she had been twenty-four and pretty, but if Lincoln is to be trusted, the years had not been kind. “From her want of teeth, weather-beaten appearance in general, and from a kind of notion that ran in my head, that nothing could have commenced at the size of infancy, and reached her present bulk in less than thirty-five or forty years; and in short, I was not all pleased with her. But what could I do? I had told her sister that I would take her for better or worse.”

The match had been made in a playful spirit, on both sides, at the instigation of Miss Owens’s sister, Mrs. Bennett Able. But after a while no one could be sure just how serious the agreement had become. Lincoln made it a point of honor to keep his word, “especially if others had been induced to act on it,” which in this case he thought they had.

“I was now fairly convinced, that no man on earth would have her, and hence the conclusion that they were bent on holding me to my bargain.” Well, they were not, and he had been mistaken. Miss Mary Owens would marry an excellent husband and have four children—but not Lincoln’s. Knowing his ambivalence, exasperated by his stalling and his convoluted avowals, not of his love but of some deep concern that she might come to grief if he declined to marry her, she relieved him of his suffering by informing him the wedding was not to be.

When he was sure he had heard her correctly, Lincoln was stunned.

“I verry unexpectedly found myself mortified almost beyond endurance…. My vanity was deeply wounded by the reflection, that I had so long been too stupid to discover her intentions, and at the same time never doubting that I understood them perfectly; and also, that she whom I had taught myself to believe no body else would have, had actually rejected me with all my fancied greatness; and to cap the whole, I then, for the first time, began to suspect that I was really a little in love with her. But let it go. I’ll try and outlive it.”

That courtship—if one could call it that—had ended. But if he had appeared foolish in his approach to Mary Owens, he made himself look like a lunatic with Mary Todd. He had made a fool of himself not by thinking himself the last chance for a woman he found unattractive, but by falling in love so deeply he lost his wits. He was a romantic figure in a romantic age, regarding himself as a poet and a politician. A follower of Byron and Burns, he had, at thirty, not wholly outgrown his illusions. Who could be more outrageous, more fantastical than an impetuous young man, in love or out, who trusts his heart for guidance rather than his reason?

The first round of his courtship of Mary Todd was played out in public, in 1840. She was a bright-eyed, buxom maiden of twenty-one with glowing skin, abundant auburn hair, and shapely arms and shoulders, which she displayed to the limit the fashion would allow. She was more than a foot shorter than Lincoln, and a friend told her, “You’ll have to take a ladder to get to Abraham’s bosom, Mary,” a remark that made her indignant. He called her Molly. She was widely admired for her beauty and vivacity. “The very creature of excitement,” one man said of her, and “one who could make a bishop forget his prayers,” said another, while even her worst enemy admitted that, until middle age, she remained “a brilliant woman.”

From the day in 1835 when she arrived in Springfield from Kentucky, the fiery seventeen-year-old might have had any bachelor or widower in town, including the charismatic young judge Stephen A. Douglas and the wealthy lawyer Edwin B. Webb, a widower with two children. She might have had the gallant, swashbuckling Irishman James Shields, the state auditor who was destined for military glory. She lived with her sister Elizabeth, the wife of the governor’s son, Ninian Edwards, Jr., in one of the finest houses in Springfield. Yet she chose the tousled Abraham Lincoln in his Conestoga boots. Despite his poverty, his humble origins, her sister’s disapproving frowns—despite his moods and vacillations, his perplexity in love—she had clung to him.

Why? No better answer can be found than in a letter of July 23, 1840, explaining her rejection of one distinguished suitor, “the grandson of Patrick Henry—what an honor!” She wrote: “My hand will never be given, where my heart is not.”

And her heart—as she had confided to several women and at least one suitor—would only go to a man who would someday be president. It was a fairy-tale notion that fused ambition and sentiment. She was as much a romantic in her way as Lincoln was in his, with his idealism, his tormented, melancholy soul, his bittersweet fatalism, and his hunger for glory. In season, Molly wore blossoms—Sangamon phlox, sky-blue asters, wild indigo—prairie flowers invisible to him until he saw them crowning her hair. She danced with him, although he was no good at it; she drew him out in conversation, despite his innate shyness with women. Late in the year 1840 they became engaged.

Despite her flattering attentions, notwithstanding the passion on both sides and the public display of it, they had broken off their engagement in the winter of 1840–41. Then, too, he had played the halfwit by appearing to have fallen in and out of love with two, or three, women almost simultaneously, depending upon who was counting (and everyone in the neighborhood seemed to be counting). This was the first of several demonstrations of Lincoln’s folly, not to say madness, that were well known to Springfield society and deplorably documented in the newspapers and private letters of the time.

According to Mary Todd’s brother-in-law Ninian Edwards, Lincoln went “crazy as a loon.” Lincoln went crazy and broke off their engagement, or the couple broke off the engagement and Lincoln went crazy, depending upon who was telling the story. The principal players in the drama let no one know the truth. Indeed, the more gossip spread, the more these lovers, Lincoln in particular, went to some lengths to see that the folks in Springfield, not to mention posterity, might never know the truth of the matter. People will talk, and there would be no end to the gossip about this tortuous affair, but the gossip mattered little to Lincoln so long as it was just talk. In their own good time and space, they would resume their courtship.

If the gray-eyed man had become a cipher or an enigma; if the silhouette of reputation rapidly lengthening were to become an impenetrable mystery to the town of Springfield, the states of Illinois, Kentucky, and Missouri, and eventually to the nation—for generations time out of mind—it was all very well to him. Mystery is an element of romance.

The story of a rich girl and a poor boy who fall in love, and whose plight is brought to melodramatic ruin by a scheming father, was a tale told in a popular ballad that Lincoln loved—and it bore just enough resemblance to Lincoln’s courtship of the aristocratic Mary Todd for Lincoln to see himself in it. The ballad “William Riley,” with its haunting minor melody, was one Lincoln was known to sing aloud, a cappella, although its range of more than an octave was a challenge:


A wealthy squire, he lived in our town,

And he was a man of high renown.

He had a daughter, a beauty bright,

And the name he called her was his heart’s delight.


Oh, many a young man for to court her came,

And none of them could her favor gain.

And then there came one of a low degree

And of all of them, she did fancy he.


The plaintive English ballad had come down from Canada in the 1830s in several versions. It was all the rage in taverns and inns and genteel parlors, wherever folks gathered by the fireside with pennywhistles and fiddles and squeezeboxes to tell stories and sing.

Lincoln’s memory was a wonder to all who heard him give speeches or tell fables or recite Shakespeare, Byron, Burns, and Poe. The dark side of this gift is the interior echo that goes on involuntarily, waking and sleeping, even after the original desire to learn the verses has passed. So the song of the poor man who falls in love with the rich man’s daughter obsessed him, and he would sing or hum it aloud as he walked the streets of Springfield:


One day this couple they were left alone;

The truth to him she did make known.

Said he, “Fair lady, put no trust in me,

For you are a lass of a high degree.”


Molly’s rich father, far away in Lexington, Kentucky, was not the one to raise objections; it was instead the snobbish Ninian Edwards, Jr., the governor’s son, who had married Mary’s older sister Elizabeth. They were Molly’s guardians in Springfield. Of course they would never know the suspicion that was Lincoln’s secret pride and shame, that his own mother was the bastard child of a Virginia planter, “of the highest and best blood of Virginia.” From her he had derived his genius. If he appeared to the world as a plowboy, like Robert Burns, he was no less, in breeding and quality, a blueblood, like Lord Byron.

Perhaps the melody of “William Riley” and its woeful story ran in his head as he pursued his shadow east on Jefferson Street to the corner house where his beloved waited for him.

         

MARY TODD ALSO knew the importance of discretion. It was not easy keeping a secret in such a small town, a town of no more than four thousand, especially a matter of such titillating interest as a love affair. To get to her assignation, she would have to walk nine full blocks alone in the fading light of day, passing carpenters, shopkeepers, and busybodies who wished to know her destination and agenda. Lincoln had only to walk around the corner from the law office that he shared with Stephen Logan on Fifth Street.

She came down from “Aristocracy Hill,” where she lived in a large two-story brick house with the Edwardses. The mansion stood on an eminence overlooking, to the northeast, the burgeoning state capital, and, to the south, the groves and rivulets along the Sangamon riverbanks, beyond which lay the prairie. A merchant who had failed at politics, Edwards was part owner of a general store in Huron, north of town on the Sangamon River. Exactly Lincoln’s age, thirty-three, Ninian junior, having already inherited considerable property, lived beyond his means—and would always live beyond his means—while looking down on those, like Lincoln, who were born without his privileges.

Making her way downhill along Third Street and then east on Adams, the twenty-three-year-old woman held her skirt in a fist to lift it above the mud. Hogs rooted and rolled at the crossways, as if this were still a frontier hamlet and not the new capital of Illinois. The southwest corner of town had been covered over with impressive houses and yards, most of them built within the last year. Still, in spring and autumn, mud was everywhere, and the hogs spread it, even up to Aristocracy Hill.

Mary Todd was astonished by how much Springfield had grown in the six years since her first visit to Elizabeth and Ninian in the spring of 1835. She recalled the journey from Lexington, Kentucky, by coach and river-boat in the company of her older sister Frances.

The sisters, then seventeen and twenty, were Southern aristocrats, daughters of the Honorable Robert Todd and his first wife, the late Elizabeth Parker. She had died in childbirth when Mary was six. Robert owned a mill that made cotton yarn; he was a state senator and the president of the Lexington Branch Bank of Kentucky. From the Parkers, Robert had inherited farmland and slaves. He remarried quickly, taking Elizabeth (Betsy) Humphreys as his second wife in 1826. In 1832, they moved their brood of children (five from the first marriage, two from the second) into an L-shaped brick mansion on West Main Street, with its stables, coach house, slave quarters, and a garden in back, through which a brook ran.

That luxurious house in the bluegrass country proved insufficiently large for the growing family, especially the older children, who believed their stepmother slighted them. From the time Mary was nine years old, she had felt more at home at boarding school than in her stepmother’s house. Perhaps this is one reason she had stayed on beyond the age of all but a few women at Madame Mentelle’s school, studying French, geography, and history.

The same year Robert Todd’s family moved to the larger house, Mary’s eldest sister, Elizabeth, just seventeen, had married Ninian Edwards, Jr., twenty-two, a law student at Transylvania University in Lexington. Moving with her new husband to the most fashionable residence in Springfield, Elizabeth formed a plan to rescue her three younger sisters from their stepmother’s home. As soon as Mary and Frances were old enough to make the journey, she made them welcome in her new house. Anne Marie, the youngest, would arrive four years later.

So Mary remembered Springfield as it had looked in the spring of 1835, when the town had fewer than two thousand inhabitants and the air rang and clattered with the sound of hammers and saws and talk that this was soon to be the capital of Illinois. As Springfield boomed, so did the price of real estate. On May 16, 1835, Mary and Frances accompanied Ninian and Elizabeth to the new courthouse on the square, an imposing brick building with a hip roof crowned with a cupola. The girls stood as witnesses to the sale of a plot of Edwards’s land to a Cincinnati banker for $200. Frances signed the record book, then handed the quill to Mary to add her signature.

Thus Mary, at seventeen, became a certified party to the business life of the capital-to-be, and got a glimpse of the character of her brother-in-law, in whose spacious home she was lodging. Somewhere in that house, hidden away in a drawer or a trunk, was a letter from former governor Edwards to his son that would have fascinated the younger sisters had they come upon it, while proving an embarrassment to Ninian junior, newly appointed attorney general of the state of Illinois.

This letter was written in the winter before Elizabeth’s marriage to Ninian; the engagement came as an unwelcome surprise to the governor.


My dear son,

If you have been inconsiderate, the past cannot be recalled. The only thing that remains is to act with all practicable prudence hereafter. I am not the least dissatisfied with you, have no objections to the lady you wish to marry, & would gladly assist in facilitating that want, if I could command the means of enabling you to support a family.


Ninian junior wanted to get married right away, although he had not finished college and had no means of support. He wanted to get the old man’s blessing; furthermore, he had asked for enough money and/or income-producing property to underwrite his marriage venture. And his father, with what now seems almost saintly forbearance, did not scold or ridicule his impulsive son. The boy had gotten caught, and it was too late to chastise him. Rather, he explained that the best he might do is offer him a good house and farm and some other odd lots of real estate. “You should well consider what I can do & act accordingly as far as you can honorably do so.”

He advised his son to postpone the marriage if possible until he had finished his studies, at which time he, the governor, might be sufficiently liquid that he could give his son what he had asked for: a cash allowance.


Now if I were in your place I would like to receive such a letter, and would lay it before her [Elizabeth] supporting the propriety of a postponement, and leave the decision to herself. I may in the meantime be able to supply you with money enough to keep you at Lexington till after a second course of lectures, when you might be ready to commence the practice [of law].

But if before the proposed time I should be able to raise money enough to set up housekeeping I would be willing, & far rather do it, under the existing circumstances.


The circumstances may have included that Ninian and Elizabeth had gotten themselves in the family way; in any case, there can be little doubt that the lovers had been imprudent, and either had to rush to the altar on February 18, 1832, or thought that they must. This was not the sort of secret that could be kept from the impressionable younger sisters, Frances and Mary.

But sex and marriage were not the themes in the air of the courthouse where Mary signed the 1835 indenture conveying Edwards’s land for $200. It was about money. Shrewd investors were snatching up land lots in Springfield, not selling them at such prices, unless they needed cash. Ninian Edwards, who lived like a prince—who indeed looked like a prince in a fairy tale, with his perfect features, wide-set blue eyes, and shock of wavy hair—needed money, would always need money. Perhaps his father had spoiled him. As a born aristocrat, he felt entitled to a standard of living not accessible to men born in log cabins, by and large. He was described by one of Lincoln’s legal associates as hating “democracy as the devil is said to hate holy water.”

If Ninian Edwards, Mary’s “guardian” in 1842, had understood that his ward had resumed her designs on the plebeian lawyer Abraham Lincoln, or known her destination on this November afternoon, he would not have approved of it. She moved with a natural grace constrained by the wish to go unnoticed—lightfooted and prim at once, like someone balancing a book on her head, avoiding the mud on Fourth Street.

In defiance of Ninian and Elizabeth’s opinion, driven by a passion she herself only partly understood, Mary Todd advanced upon the north end of town, passing under signs that swung on little gallows from storefronts and taverns—the dry goods store, the grocer’s, the drugstore. On Adams Street stood the noisy Globe Tavern, where sister Frances had boarded for a while in 1839 as a newlywed with her bridegroom, Dr. William Wallace. A block farther east stood Torrey’s Temperance Hotel, which made up for its lack of “spirits” by providing the best meals in Springfield.

She would smile and curtsy if accosted. She might say she was on her way to visit her friend Mercy Conkling, until the moment she had passed her home on Fourth Street and was walking away from it. Then she would have to say she was on her way to visit Eliza Francis up on Jefferson, which was too close to the truth for comfort.

Mary did not want to talk about her love affair and she did not want to hear any more about it. People had been gossiping about Mary Todd and Abraham Lincoln ever since the cotillion party at the American House on December 16, 1839, in honor of the opening of the first legislature. The American House was an enormous new hotel on the southeast corner of Sixth and Adams whose interiors, carpets, and furniture evoked “a Turkish splendor.” There, in the great columned ballroom, all of Springfield society had gathered to dance that evening from seven until four the following morning—the polka, the schottische, and country rounds. Mary knew all the dances and would not go wanting for partners.

Abraham Lincoln, serving his fourth term in the state House of Representatives, was one of sixteen “managers” of the cotillion. His name appeared on the printed invitation, under the spreading wings of an eagle holding a banner in its beak with the motto E Pluribus Unum. Lincoln’s was the last name on a distinguished list that included Mary’s brother-in-law Ninian; James Shields, the state auditor—who would challenge Lincoln to a duel; Dr. Elias H. Merryman, who took Lincoln’s side in that affair of honor; and Lincoln’s friend Joshua Speed, the shopkeeper. Opposite Lincoln’s name was that of Stephen A. Douglas, secretary of the state of Illinois, soon to be a judge of the state supreme court, a man marked for greatness and a suitor for the hand of Mary Todd.

The girl from Lexington had many suitors here, but she preferred the tall, amusing legislator with the thick, unruly black hair, “a rising man” who was her cousin John Todd Stuart’s law partner. After the cotillion, during the winter of 1839–40, Mr. Lincoln began calling upon “Molly” in the forty-foot parlor of the Edwards house, with its marble fireplace, astral lamps, and columns of dark polished walnut.

He came on Sundays. There was a fine piano, and Lincoln liked to hear the sisters play it. He and Molly loved poetry and could recite it by the canto.


Prometheus-like, from heaven she stole

The fire, that through those silken lashes

In darkest glances seems to roll,

From eyes that cannot hide their flashes:

And as along her bosom steal

In lengthened flow her raven tresses,

You’d swear each clustering lock could feel,

And curl’d to give her neck caresses.

—BYRON, “THE GIRL OF CADIZ”


Each was adept at mimicry, of voices, gestures, and facial expressions. Molly could render her sister Elizabeth perfectly, the drooping eyes, the tight, wide mouth, the Southern accent striving to lose itself in an upper-class, British inflection. Mr. Lincoln could capture the haughty scowls of Ninian, the tone of condescension in his voice as he grudgingly welcomed Mary’s suitor.

Molly had studied French at Madame Mentelle’s school, so she was adept at playing the Parisian courtier or dressmaker; she could assume the Irish brogue and “take off” the swaggering James Shields, who came courting her and her friend Julia Jayne at once, shamelessly—Shields with all his blarney. Then there was the slave’s dialect, which they both had mastered, and the Scots brogue with which Lincoln recited his Burns:


O Lord!—yestreen,—thou kens—wi’Meg—

Thy pardon I sincerely beg;

O! may’t ne’er be a livin’ plague,

To my dishonor!

An’ I’ll ne’er lift a lawless leg

Again upon her.


Elizabeth would enter the room and find them seated together on the horsehair couch talking quietly: “Mary led the conversation—Lincoln would listen and gaze on her as if drawn by some Superior power…” That is how Elizabeth viewed them. They kept their irreverent humor to themselves.

Each had the power to hold up the mirror to the other, these two oddly matched lovers, the one tall and rawboned, the other small and plump. He was usually delighted to be in her company. But he had a melancholy streak that he could not conceal in that first year they were courting. During the late 1830s, during an economic depression, Lincoln, as Whig “floor leader,” had led his party and the legislature deeply into debt, and now his leadership was under fire.

He was absorbed in politics, struggling to keep his place. In 1840, he traveled all over Illinois making speeches in favor of General William Henry Harrison for president and against the Democrats. This took him away from Mary Todd and his law practice, so that he could not pay off the mountain of debt that made him feel unworthy of such a potential bride. Perhaps this mattered less to her than to him. But he would come through the door of the Edwards house on a Sunday afternoon steeped in melancholy, and she would mimic his sighs and frowns and downcast glances until he would grin and laugh in spite of himself. Then they could speak of the canvass, the raucous debates in villages where farmers cheered and hooted and dogs howled. They talked of the Whig newspaper Lincoln had started with his friend Dr. Anson Henry; they could discuss their possible future together.

No one then, in the summer and fall of 1840, objected to the match, at least not openly, despite the disparity in the couple’s breeding—not even Ninian Edwards or Mary’s father, Robert Todd. As far as Mary was concerned, it had all been decided. But her lover was a man of temperament, of moods and curious scruples and deep meditations. She did not know quite what to think. She might as well have gone and plucked petals from a daisy—he loves me, he loves me not—as to fathom the man’s emotions, now full of high ambition and confidence, then plunged into self-doubt, despair, and the fear that he was unworthy of her.

In the autumn of that year, Mary shared her room with Ninian’s niece from Alton, a blond, willowy girl of seventeen. “A lovelier girl I never saw,” Mary told her friend Mercy Levering, after hearing Mr. Lincoln himself confess that he would not alter a feature of Matilda Edwards’s perfect face if it were in his power. Like other society girls, Matilda was looking for a husband in this town that was teeming with promising politicians, lawyers, and other enterprising men, while noticeably short of marriageable women. Matilda quickly found herself very popular, surrounded by suitors like handsome Joshua Speed, who fell in love with her, and admirers like Lincoln, who said that he thought he had.

His talk of Matilda seemed to Mary a small detail in the larger picture of his ambivalence that year, no matter how much he made of it. Lincoln also was known to admire Sarah Rickard, the younger sister of Mrs. William Butler, with whom he had boarded for several years. There would be rumors about Sarah and Mr. Lincoln, too, but there was nothing to it: The girl had been like a sister to him, no more. As for Matilda, she and Mary shared a bed and many confidences; she knew Matilda better than Mr. Lincoln ever would, and was sure there could be no romance between them.

Far more damaging to their hopes was Mr. Lincoln’s sense, real or imagined, that his family, his character, or his income made him unworthy of her love, unworthy therefore to love her. He was a romantic then and an idealist, afraid that he did not love her as he ought. No sooner were they engaged, late in 1840, than he broke off the engagement—it had all happened so quickly that few but the lovers knew of it. Now her knowledge of Lincoln’s former doubts and ambivalence accompanied the young woman like the profile of her figure that the sun cast beside her as she walked downtown.

         

MUD OR NO mud, Mary would avoid the corner of Fourth and Adams, where Ninian’s brother Benjamin’s house stood across the street from the Second Presbyterian Church. She did not wish to be seen by Benjamin Edwards or his wife, Helen, who might be suspicious.

The church spire called to mind a curious memory. Nearly two years earlier, on December 5, 1840, Mr. Lincoln and several other Whigs had leaped from the second-story window of this very church, where the legislature was temporarily meeting. True, the Democrats had barred the door. But the escape was an ill-conceived maneuver to disrupt a quorum that would allow the session to adjourn. Adjournment would ruin the Whiggish bank in Springfield that had been allowed dispensations that would expire with the session. This was frontier politics at its most colorful. Folks went to watch the legislature in session as they went to wrestling matches and horseraces, expecting action—outrageous vituperation, fistfights, furious exits. The “jumping scrape” got Lincoln bad publicity, furthering his reputation in the widely Democratic state as a Whig extremist beholden to the bank, an ill-bred rustic, and a clown.

Two weeks later Ninian Edwards, Jr., dressed in fine black broadcloth and sporting a gold-headed cane, took a seat in the freshly painted hall of the new statehouse. Swelled with his own dignity, scowling, he was on a mission from the governor. His words were meant for Lincoln, the Whig leader, who sat just to the right of center in the semicircle of the great hall. Edwards held in his hand a bill to repeal every law that had authorized the building of railroads, canals, and roads in Illinois. He stood before the assembly.

“Without censuring the patriotism of the legislature that created it,” Edwards declared, with a nod to his future brother-in-law, “I disapprove of the whole system as too vast in its extent for the means of the state. In view of the present financial condition of the state, an immediate suspension of all work and expenses of every description is recommended, and the sale of all the timber, and the railroad iron, if it should bring 70 per cent on its cost.”

This was a terrible blow to Lincoln and his party. The bank so important to Lincoln and other Whigs, the bank that was to make possible the railroads and canals they had bartered away in return for the Springfield statehouse where they now assembled—that could go to the devil, for all Ninian Edwards cared. At that time the Democratic party was the party of fiscal conservatism, while the Whigs believed in liberal government investment in internal improvements, paper currency, and the efficacy of central banks. The party was not destined for a long life: Founded in 1832, it would not survive the slavery controversies of the 1850s. Ninian was an ambivalent Whig who would eventually become a Democrat.

Mary Todd’s guardian may have tolerated Lincoln as a suitor for a while, but by Christmas of 1840 Ninian Edwards and Abraham Lincoln were at loggerheads—at least over the future of Illinois—and Lincoln’s career was in trouble. Nearing the winter solstice, as the days grew shorter, his courage and his spirits faded with the sunlight; he questioned everything, including his commitment to Mary Todd.

At last, at the year’s end, Mr. Lincoln came to Molly, during Yuletide, when the nights were long and the parlor was fragrant with Christmas greens and bayberry candles. He was gloomy, distraught, disheveled; his long coat, silk vest, and satin stock looked as if he had slept in them. She invited him to come and sit and tell her his trouble. That is when he told her things that she could not ever believe.

He said that he did not love her. Did he mean he did not love her at all, or that he did not love her in the way an idealist imagined a man was supposed to love the woman he proposed to marry?

She rose from his side, turning away. Regretting all past coquetry, with him and Douglas and her other suitors, she said:

“The deceiver shall be deceived. Woe is me.”

It was then he began to speak like a man not right in his mind, telling her that he loved Matilda Edwards, and so he could not love her. Meanwhile his actions contradicted his speech, for he drew her down on his knee and kissed her in a way that definitely did not mean good-bye. Matilda had no interest in him; if he wished to think the girl was the reason for his change of mind, then so be it. Molly would release him, heart and hand, from the bond of their engagement, until such time as he might come to his senses.

They kissed and parted, and it would be a year and a half until they would reconcile and embrace again, a long time before they would be ready for each other. Meanwhile those words she had spoken to him in anguish, in tears that brought tears to his own eyes, would resonate, take on a spectrum of meanings. This man—already so widely known for his honesty—how could he have deceived her, and why?

Nearing the Capitol square in the changeable light of November 1842, she would avoid the sunshine, hoping to arrive at the Francises’ as invisibly as a shadow among shadows.



REMEDIES
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THE RECIPE WAS so simple that any druggist or doctor with a mortar and pestle could roll the pills: licorice root, rose water, honey, sugar, a confection of rose petals—and mercury, also known as quicksilver.

The doctor’s pestle ground and compounded the mixture in the stone mortar until it was the consistency of thin dough. He would lay narrow strips of the compound on a ruled ceramic pill tile, six centimeters each, then roll the dark mass into a ball the size of a peppercorn. In an hour this would harden. Each of the “blue mass” pills contained about sixty-five milligrams of elemental mercury.

Lincoln took one of the pills three times a day. No one, with the possible exception of Dr. Anson Henry, Lincoln’s “indispensable” friend, and William H. Herndon, who roomed with Speed and Lincoln above the general store, knew exactly when Lincoln began taking the mercury pills. The antibacterial effect of mercury had made it the foremost treatment for syphilis since the sixteenth century. Lincoln confided to Herndon that about the year 1836 he “went to Beardstown and during a devilish passion had connection with a girl and caught the disease.” Either Lincoln caught it, or he feared he had. In those days diagnosing syphilis, in its early stages, was difficult.

Despite warnings about the dangers of mercury poison exceeding its curative powers, milder mercury compounds became an occasional treatment for the mental distress syndrome known as hypochondriasis, and a less common treatment for constipation (for that complaint the harmless rhubarb would do, or chittam bark). The popular textbook of the day, William Buchan’s Domestic Medicine, which was on every doctor’s shelf and available to Lincoln if he wished to study it, described hypochondriasis as “a disease attacking men of melancholy temperament and brought on by long and serious attention to abstruse subjects, grief, the suppression of customary evacuations, excess of venery….”

If Lincoln had not been a man “of melancholy temperament” before his trouble with his fiancée Mary, he certainly had become one thereafter. Friends said he was suicidal. And in every other particular, he served as Buchan’s exemplary hypochondriac—grief-stricken, self-obsessed, bound up.

Shortly after breaking his engagement he sought medical advice, but not from any local doctor at first. Thinking his case was beyond the scope of the local medical faculty—or fearful that diagnosis and treatment might shame him if it were known—he wrote to Dr. Daniel Drake of Cincinnati. Lincoln wanted the most expert medical advice, and Drake, raised in a log cabin in Kentucky and largely self-educated, was at fifty-five years of age one of the most famous physicians in America. They called him “the Benjamin Franklin of the West.” He had been on the first medical faculty of Transylvania University in Lexington, Kentucky; he later founded the medical department of Cincinnati College.

Before posting the letter to Dr. Drake, Lincoln showed it to Joshua Speed. The letter was a long one. Speed, who also suffered periodically from “hypo,” as folks called it, read all but two of the pages, which Lincoln declined to share with his best friend, without explaining why. Speed wondered if the passages and Lincoln’s crazy spell might have something to do with Ann Rutledge, a girl he had loved who had died in 1835, but this does not seem like the sort of story he would conceal from Speed, to whom he confided intimate matters. The suppressed pages “had reference to his disease and not his crazy spell, as Speed supposes,” Herndon insisted, that is, the venereal disease that Lincoln would confess to Herndon only after Lincoln was convinced that the affliction was a thing of the past.

Dr. Drake replied by letter “that he would not undertake to prescribe for him [Lincoln] without a personal interview.” But there would never be a personal interview with the distant Dr. Drake. Lincoln had to put his trust in the local medical community, to diagnose, and to prescribe treatment, and to be discreet about it.

There was no physician, and perhaps no one in all of Springfield in 1840, that Lincoln trusted more than his fellow Whig, Dr. Anson Henry. Only five years older than Lincoln, Henry had streaks of gray in his thick hair and the fringe of Scots whiskers that framed his square jaw. His deep-set eyes twinkled merrily, and his wide mouth smiled easily at his friend’s jokes. He was not tall, but broad-shouldered, with large, strong hands. Born in New York, the thirty-six-year-old doctor had already lived in eight states pursuing half a dozen professions. He had completed his medical training in Cincinnati in 1826 (where he would have encountered “the Benjamin Franklin of the West” himself), and then practiced in Indiana, Kentucky, and Tennessee until 1828, when he decided to make his fortune mining in the Michigan Territory. When luck failed him, he went back to practicing medicine in Louisville, Kentucky.

He married Eliza D. Bradstreet in 1830, and the first of their children, Margaret, was born later that year. The doctor planned to augment his income by becoming a druggist, so he set up a storefront with scales in the window, and colored jars, and laid in a supply of mercury, iodine, camphor, and paregoric. No sooner was the store open for business than a flood swept it away. So Dr. Henry moved to Springfield in 1831. He had visited once before, and he must have admired the village of seven hundred in the Sangamon Valley. There the soil was so rich it was “scarcely necessary to do more than hoe the ground,” according to a newsman. The population soon doubled, and there was plenty of work for a new physician.

In the spring of 1832, while Dr. Henry was setting up his practice in Springfield, Lincoln was serving in the Black Hawk War against the Sauk and Fox Indians. Far away in Lexington, Kentucky, Elizabeth Todd married Ninian Edwards, Jr., and Mary Todd, fourteen years old, finished the preparatory course at Doctor Ward’s Academy. She proved herself “far in advance over girls of her age in education,” according to her cousin Elizabeth Humphreys. Mary entered Madame Mentelle’s finishing school. Being driven to school in a carriage, living in a brick mansion with slave servants, Mary moved in a world of privilege unknown to the soldier and the doctor. The force that would unite them in spirit was Whig politics: The spiritual father of the Whigs, Henry Clay, was the Todds’ neighbor. Little Mary thought he was handsome. She used to sit upon Clay’s knee, and offered to marry him if he became president.

Abraham Lincoln, mustered out of the army in July, returned to the failing grocery he owned in New Salem; when the business “winked out,” he worked as a surveyor in order to dig himself out of debt. He ran for a seat in the legislature and lost. But he gave an impressive speech in Springfield on August 4, 1832, advocating the national bank, a high tariff, and internal improvements—the main planks of the Whig platform. Anson Henry shared Lincoln’s anti-Jackson politics.

For most of Dr. Henry’s life he was torn between the demands of his family and medical career, and his passion for politics. The executive tyranny of “King Andrew” Jackson and the Democratic party gave rise to fierce opposition, and the formation of the Whigs in the early 1830s, under the leadership of Kentucky senator Henry Clay. Like Abraham Lincoln and Mary Todd, Anson Henry idolized Clay, the Great Compromiser, who had fought for the National Bank and a reasonable tariff law in 1833.

Lincoln won his seat in the Illinois General Assembly in 1834, about the time that Anson Henry started to campaign for General Thomas M. Neal, an anti-Jacksonian candidate for the legislature. When Neal won, he made Henry the inspector of the Illinois militia in Sangamon and Tazewell counties, with a payment of $90 per year for five years. The family needed every penny of it. Eliza gave birth to their first son, Gordon, in 1835, and several more children would soon follow.

In June of 1835, Anson Henry and Lincoln both supported Whig Hugh L. White in his bid for the Whig nomination for president. Sangamon County had become a cradle of Whiggery, and Lincoln, twenty-seven, was the youngest of the nine Whig legislators from the county. Under his leadership they fought for railroads and canals, and the relocation of the capital from the disease-ridden backwater of Vandalia to Springfield. Meanwhile Dr. Henry was lobbying for the bank, writing editorials to support Lincoln’s agenda. Democrat Stephen Douglas masterminded the $10 million in bonds to finance the railroads and canals that Lincoln, as Whig floor leader, used as bait to buy votes to make Springfield the capital. After the logrolling and scheming won the prize for Springfield on February 28, 1837, there was a drunken celebration in the square. Five days later, Henry was named one of the commissioners entrusted to engage contractors for the new capitol building. This was a lucrative appointment, promising to keep Henry in Springfield for a while.

In mid-April of 1837, Abraham Lincoln, known and lauded for moving the capital to Springfield, moved there too. Nine months earlier he had passed the bar exam, and had come to join John Todd Stuart in his distinguished law practice. Stuart was a cousin of Mary Todd, who, in a few weeks, would be arriving to stay with her sister Elizabeth and Ninian Edwards in the house on the hill. Stuart had known and admired Lincoln since they had served together in the Black Hawk War—Stuart as a major, Lincoln as a captain. In 1834, when both men served in the legislature, the captain became Stuart’s protégé. The senior member had encouraged Lincoln to study the law, giving him free access to his library, and three years later he invited him to join his firm.

In those days Lincoln shared a room with Joshua Speed above Speed’s general store on the corner of Fifth and Washington streets, facing the vacant square where the new capitol would soon rise upon its columns. Speed, five years younger than Lincoln, was also from Kentucky. He had come to Springfield in 1835 to seek his fortune, and bought a partnership in the store.

Across the street, just to the north, stood Hoffman’s Row, six adjoining brick buildings with storefronts below and offices above. Dr. William Wallace, who was courting Frances Todd, had an office and drugstore on the street level. Upstairs was Stuart and Lincoln’s law office, suite number 4, with windows looking east. Dr. Henry’s office was next door. It was here, at 109 North Fifth Street, that the thirty-three-year-old physician and statehouse commissioner came to know the whimsical, hypochondriacal poet/lawyer Abraham Lincoln.

They had been acquainted for some time; now they became friends. Like other friends of Lincoln, the doctor was charmed by the Southern lawyer’s humility, his honesty and sense of humor. But Henry—more than others, perhaps—was troubled by the young man’s Byronic moods of melancholy, the sense of doom that darkened his features when, in a world of his own, thinking himself unnoticed, one noticed him. Dr. Henry observed his friend with some concern, and with professional curiosity.

Henry, like most readers in Springfield, had read the remarkable poem “The Suicide’s Soliloquy” in the Sangamo Journal the week of August 25, 1838. It was published with a note that the unsigned verses “had been found near the bones of a man supposed to have committed suicide, in a deep forest, on the Flat Branch of the Sangamon*1 sometime ago.” The poem begins with the hooting of owls in a desolate setting where the suicide is sure “No fellow-man shall learn my fate,” and then describes the state of mind that has led him to plunge a dagger into his heart, “Though I in hell should rue it!”


Hell! What is hell to one like me

Who pleasures never knew;

By friends consigned to misery,

By hope deserted too?


To ease me of this power to think,

That through my bosom raves,

I’ll headlong leap from hell’s high brink,

And wallow in its waves.


Though devils’ yells, and burning chains

May waken long regret;

Their frightful screams, and piercing pains,

Will help me to forget.


Yes! I’m prepared, through endless night,

To take that fiery berth!

Think not with tales of hell to fright

Me, who am damn’d on earth!


Sweet steel! Come forth from out your sheath,

And glist’ning, speak your powers;

Rip the organs of my breath,

And draw my blood in showers!


No such bones had been discovered. The anonymous stanzas remained unclaimed, but most people in the know suspected that Abraham Lincoln had written the poem. The town was too small to keep this sort of secret. Who else had the temperament and skill to write such a thing? And no one had more open access to Simeon Francis’s newspaper than his good friend Lincoln.

“The Suicide’s Soliloquy” lays bare the thoughts and agonies of a man tormented by an obsession or idée fixe so painful that he would prefer the hell of the next world with its “devils’ yells and burning chains” to the torments of this one. What has caused a man in the prime of life to abandon hope?

Fifteen years of medical practice had taught Dr. Henry that such emotional crises are sometimes symptoms of underlying pathology.
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WHATEVER HIS INFIRMITIES by 1840, Lincoln was fit to woo—and win—the hand of Mary Todd. But no sooner had Joshua Speed, Dr. Henry, and the Edwards clan gotten used to the idea of the marriage than the wooer came down with a severe case of the “hypo.”

Later Lincoln looked back on these events with wonder, embarrassment, and shame. After informing his Molly that he did not love her, he staggered down Fifth Street in the cold and groped his way upstairs to his room above the general store. He threw himself on the bed and sank down in the mattress, staring at a candle flame, or up at the eaves. He may not have had the pox, but he certainly had hypochondriasis, which doctors believed was one of its symptoms.

The first symptoms of syphilis, the venereal sores, are usually obvious—although the pox was not called “the great imitator” for nothing. The most experienced doctors occasionally failed in the diagnosis. But the lesions of primary syphilis eventually vanish, with or without treatment, and in the early nineteenth century a man might think he was cured until months, or a year, later he would notice a rash, lesions on his hands and feet, on his back. The doctor would have then shaken his head sadly and told him: It is as I feared. You are not yet cured. The disease lingers. And if it is not vanquished by mercury or a miracle, you may look forward to persistent headaches and fever; degeneration of the heart and digestive system; crumbling bones; deafness; blindness; and by an inexorable calculus the “devil in the neck”—tabes dorsalis, paroxysmal pain in the spine, madness, and merciful death.

One might have any or all of the symptoms, in no predictable order, or none of them for many years. As a result, syphilis was a nightmare for hypochondriacs—even those who did not have the disease. There was even a medical term for the obsession: syphilophobia.

In early January 1841, Lincoln suffered the torments vividly described in the verses of “The Suicide’s Soliloquy.” The moon waxed full on January 7, an ominous sign for a superstitious man. As the moonlight shone upon the town, Joshua Speed found Lincoln thrashing and raving in their room upstairs. “Lincoln went crazy,” Speed told Herndon, “I had to remove razors from his room—take away all Knives and other such dangerous things—it was terrible.” Lincoln told Speed he might put an end to his life but for the fact that “he had done nothing to make any human being remember that he had lived.” In the depths of his despair, he clung to the dream of linking “his name with something that would redound to the interest of his fellow man.”

Lincoln could not eat or sleep. He appeared at the statehouse irregularly, hollow-eyed, unshaven, emaciated—an object of pity to his friends and of derision to others. After a week of this he took to his bed and failed to appear for roll calls from January 13 until the nineteenth. Mary Todd’s cousin Martinette wrote to her brother John Hardin, Lincoln’s colleague in the House, “We have been very much distressed, on Mr. Lincoln’s account; hearing he had two Cat fits, and [a] Duck fit since we left [for Jacksonville]. Is it true?”

It was true, and Lincoln readily confessed it. On January 20, he wrote to his law partner John T. Stuart, who had gone to Washington to serve in the U.S. Congress: “I have, within the past few days, been making a most discreditable exhibition of myself in the way of hypochondriaism and thereby got an impression that Dr. Henry is necessary to my existence.” Indeed, Lincoln had written the letter to persuade Stuart to give Henry the postmastership—fearing that if the doctor did not get it he would leave Springfield. Henry needed Lincoln as much as Lincoln needed Henry, for the doctor’s patronage had dried up: His term as inspector of the militia was done, and his lucrative job as building commissioner was soon to be turned over to the secretary of state and the treasurer. He now had three children, and Eliza was pregnant again. “Unless he gets that place he leaves Springfield,” Lincoln wrote.

Why was Lincoln so desperate to keep Dr. Henry with him? One reason could be that Lincoln was about to lose Joshua Speed, his former roommate and the closest friend he ever had. Just a few months after taking Lincoln’s razors and knives away, Speed, bored with his career as a merchant and perhaps frustrated by his rumored attempts at courting Matilda Edwards, packed up his belongings and returned to his family’s plantation in Kentucky. Lincoln would sorely miss him.

Speed’s departure alone could not explain Lincoln’s insistence upon keeping Dr. Henry in town. After all, Lincoln had many friends left to keep him company when Speed was gone. There was James Matheny, the legislator with whom he played handball behind the court clerk’s office and who shared Lincoln’s reverence for Henry Clay. “Jim” had known Lincoln for six years and had become a close observer of his friend’s changing personality. There was also the sympathetic James Conkling, a lawyer slightly older than Lincoln, who was engaged to Mary Todd’s best friend, Mercy Levering. “Poor L.[incoln]!” he wrote to Mercy on January 24.


How are the mighty fallen! He was confined about a week, but though he now appears again he is reduced and emaciated in appearance and seems scarcely to possess strength enough to speak above a whisper. His case at present is truly deplorable but what prospect there may be for ultimate relief I cannot pretend to say. I doubt not but he can declare “That loving is a painful thrill, And not to love more painful still” but would not like to intimate that he has experienced “That surely ’tis the worst of pain To love and not be loved again.”


Conkling knew this detailed summary of Lincoln’s plight would reach Mary Todd via Mercy Levering, perhaps providing his friend some prospect of “ultimate relief.”

Then there was Orville Browning, who also roomed at William Butler’s house, where the abstemious Lincoln boarded. The Butlers did not charge Lincoln for his meals—he ate little. According to Browning, Lincoln was so disturbed “as to talk incoherently and to be delirious to the extent of not knowing what he was doing.” Finally there was Butler, clerk of the Sangamon Circuit Court, forty-three years old, and his wife, Elizabeth, who did Lincoln’s laundry and took him into their spacious home after Speed departed for Kentucky. They had treated Lincoln like a son since the winter of 1836–37 when they all lived in Vandalia. Without Lincoln’s knowledge, Butler had even paid off some of his friend’s bank debts from New Salem so that he might start anew in Springfield.

         

SNOW FELL. FREEZING rain beat against the windows. Lincoln never had to be alone, but no one seemed to him so vital to his survival as Dr. Henry, who lived around the corner on Jefferson Street (between Fifth and Sixth) with his wife and children. During the time Lincoln was too sick to attend the legislature, he spent hours of every day at home with Anson Henry.

As his letter to Dr. Daniel Drake had indicated, Lincoln wanted a physician to diagnose and dose him, not for constipation or “the blues” but for something far more serious, something that he thought was already laying waste to his mind and body. He wrote to Stuart on January 23: “I am now the most miserable man living. If what I feel were equally distributed to the whole human family, there would not be one cheerful face on the earth. Whether I shall ever be better I can not tell; I awfully forbode that I shall not. To remain as I am is impossible; I must die or be better, it appears to me.” If Herndon is correct, it had been several years since the lesions first appeared; sometime during 1840, while Lincoln was on the path to the altar, worrisome symptoms recurred. Now marriage to Molly, or anybody, was out of the question until such a time as he might be reasonably certain the mercury had cured him. In the meantime, any excuse would serve him better than the truth.

Dr. Henry was a trusted friend and a man of the world. A veteran physician, he had seen and treated every sort of illness from cholera-ridden hospitals in Cincinnati and Louisville to mining towns like Dodgeville, where the pox was as common as baldness. He was an experienced druggist who could provide his friend with blue mass pills. In a year or two, with luck and sobriety and a spartan diet, Lincoln might be cured.



A YEAR OF WAITING
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DURING THAT WINTER of 1840–41, when Lincoln was so unbalanced, Mary Todd bided her time, in no apparent distress over her broken engagement. She and Matilda Edwards dominated the coterie of politicians and socialites who gathered in the house on the hill. James Conkling reported to Mercy Levering, “Swarms of strangers who had little else to engage their attention hovered around them, to catch a passing smile. By the way, I do not think they were received, with even ordinary attention, if they did not obtain a broad grin or an obstreperous laugh.”

A broad grin and obstreperous laugh were about the most that Mary Todd was willing to offer her suitors that year. She was quick and graceful in her movements, gliding and turning on ballroom slippers that flashed beneath the fluffed overskirt. Her chestnut-colored hair shone with bronze highlights. She was brilliant, but she was unattainable as the moon.

“And L.[incoln] poor hapless simple swain,” James Conkling continued, in his familiar doggerel rhyme, “who loved most true but was not loved again—I suppose he will now endeavor to drown his cares among the intricacies and perplexities of the law.”

Conkling did not have it quite right. Mary Todd was still in love with Lincoln; and Dr. Anson Henry, acting as a go-between, had conveyed assurances to the invalid that Mary’s heart was still open to him. She loved him, said Dr. Henry, “as women of her nervous, sanguine temperament only can love.” Orville Browning, who spent a great deal of time at the Edwards mansion while the legislature was in session, would linger after others had gone, and sit with Mary, “sometimes till midnight,” and talk “about this affair of hers with Mr. Lincoln.” Browning knew, as did Henry, that she still longed to be Lincoln’s wife.

While she put on a show of gaiety to encourage suitors, she was secretly melancholy. The giddiness of her joyful hours gave way to periods of terrible gloom. She wrote to her friend Mercy Levering in June that she wished Mercy were not so far away, in Baltimore. “Were you aware of the delight given by hearing from you, dearest Merce, surely you would more frequently cheer my sad spirit—the last two or three months have been of interminable length, after my gay companions of last winter departed, I was left much to the solitude of my own thoughts, and some lingering regrets over the past, which time can alone overshadow with its healing balm.”

There had been gossip of her flirtation with “Mr. [Edwin] Webb, a widower of modest merit,” who “last winter is our principal lion,” and “dances attendance very frequently,” Mary admitted to Mercy. Webb was twenty years older, a widower with two children whom Mary called “his two sweet little objections,” by way of conveying to Merce that the flirtation would come to nothing more than that, despite Webb’s fortune.

She missed James Conkling, who was too busy to visit, “e’en for your loved sake.” She missed Joshua Speed, “our former most constant guest,” although Speed still wrote to her, but most of all she missed “His worthy friend [Lincoln who] deems me unworthy of notice, as I have not met him in the gay world for months.” Misery loves company; and so “with the usual comfort of misery” she imagined “that others were as seldom gladdened by his presence as my humble self,” that is, that her former lover had become a recluse. “Yet I would that the case were different, that he would once more resume his Station in Society, that ‘Richard should be himself again’ [alluding to the Shakespeare play—Richard II—that they both loved], much, much happiness would it afford me—.”

Lincoln would “be himself again” when she next saw him, yet it would not be quite the same self. His personality changed significantly during the ensuing two years. With strained humor he had written to John Stuart in February 1841: “You see by this I am neither dead nor quite crazy yet.” In March, Congressman Stuart wrote to Daniel Webster, then secretary of state, recommending Lincoln as chargé d’affaires at Bogotá, Colombia, thinking a change of scene might lift his partner’s spirits. The position did not materialize, but the recommendation suggests that Stuart might have grown impatient with his partner’s troubles and erratic behavior. When he returned to Springfield in April 1841, the men dissolved the partnership, and Lincoln joined the wild-haired, brilliant Stephen Trigg Logan in his law practice across the street. Logan, forty-two, was a better match for Abraham Lincoln, as a friend and business partner. Lincoln would learn a great deal from this methodical, hardworking lawyer, whose command of the law, in both theory and precedents, was unsurpassed in that time and place.

As Conkling had predicted, the lovelorn attorney would seek to “drown his cares among the intricacies…of the law.” Work was therapeutic, and so were the blue mass pills. Lincoln was almost constantly on the circuit, trying cases: Tremont, Bloomington, Springfield, Clinton, Urbana, Danville, Petersburg. In a buggy with Stephen Logan, or alone, Lincoln followed a horse over thousands of miles of bumpy roads through the rolling prairie, attending the various county sessions. Sometimes the lawyers had made arrangements with clients; sometimes claimants or defendants hired them on the spot. In country inns and courtrooms where he was welcomed and cheered for his jokes and stories, he ran a step ahead of his heartache.

Perhaps nothing was more helpful in lifting Lincoln’s spirits than his visit with his old friend Joshua Speed. In early August 1841, Lincoln took a vacation with Speed and his family on their plantation, Farmington, in Jefferson County, Kentucky. Speed’s mother gave Lincoln a Bible, saying it was the best cure for the blues. Together the men read books and took long walks in the woods and meadows, and talked by the hour. They were so similar in temperament that Lincoln felt he was addressing a second self. And what was the topic that most consumed them during their walks in the field before breakfast, or rocking on the porch after supper in the twilight? Love. A vast and probing dialogue on love occupied them that summer, during the six weeks Lincoln stayed at Farmington; and they carried the conversation with them in mid-September when Speed returned with Lincoln to Springfield to stay until Christmas with the Butlers.

“I now have no doubt that it is the peculiar misfortune of both you and me, to dream dreams of Elysium far exceeding all that anything earthly can realize,” Lincoln wrote to Speed in February 1842. This was the crux of the matter. They were full-blown romantics besotted with Byron; their notions of love owed more to “The Bride of Abydos” and the “dark-eyed girl of Cadiz” than to the vows in the Book of Common Prayer. True love was rare, divine, doom-driven. Marriage was forever, and children to be expected. In that day, if half of one’s offspring survived adolescence, the couple was blessed. Grown children were hostages to fortune. If one’s wife survived her seventh labor, her seventh child was hailed as a prodigy with supernatural powers. The churchyards were crowded with headstones of women who perished in childbirth. It was terrifying to think that marital sex was often a death sentence for women; it must have given sensitive men pause.

Speed had fallen deeply in love with a frail, sloe-eyed beauty named Fanny Henning. Meeting her that summer, Lincoln found her “one of the sweetest girls in the world,” with only a slight “tendency to melancholy…a misfortune not a fault” familiar to both men. As Speed courted Fanny that fall and winter, 1841–42, Lincoln advised, consoled, and encouraged his hesitant friend. His letters often appear to be reflections of his own feelings for Mary Todd:

“I think it reasonable that you will feel verry badly some time between this and the final consummation of your purpose…. let me, who have some reason to speak with judgment on such a subject, beseech you….” He cautions Speed to remember that they both suffer from a rare “nervous debility” that causes them to magnify petty doubts and fret over trifles.


I know what the painful point with you is, at all times when you are unhappy. It is an apprehension that you do not love her as you should. What nonsense!—How came you to court her? Was it because you thought she desired it; and that you had given her reason to expect it?

Did you court her for wealth? Why, you know she had none. But you say you reasoned yourself into it. What do you mean by that? Was it not, that you found yourself unable to reason yourself out of it?


He invokes the principle of love at first sight: “Whether she was moral, amiable, sensible, or even of good character, you did not, nor could not then know…. All you then did or could know of her, was her personal appearance and deportment; and these, if they impress at all, impress the heart and not the head.”

Lincoln counseled his friend to conquer his doubts and get on with loving and marrying Fanny Henning, but Speed panicked over some minor weakness in his fiancée’s constitution. He wrote that he could not bear it if his wife were to fall ill and die. Lincoln patiently reassured him that this “intense anxiety about her health, if there were nothing else, would place this [your complete devotion] beyond all dispute in my mind. I incline to think it probable, that your nerves will fail you occasionally for a while; but once you get them fairly graded now, that trouble is over forever.”

The letter announcing Speed’s betrothal came too late for Lincoln to attend the wedding. The day after Valentine’s Day 1842, Joshua married Fanny. The groom arose from the marriage bed the next morning, ecstatic, to write to his friend that Fanny and he “are no more twain, but one flesh.” Lincoln replied, “I feel somewhat jealous of both of you now.”

On Easter Sunday, Lincoln, at full leisure (the time others took for prayer he would spend on reading and writing), penned a long letter to Speed. He had received one from the newlyweds three days before. A violet that Fanny had pressed in the letter had crumbled to dust, leaving a purple stain that Lincoln would “preserve and cherish.” He was thrilled with joy “to hear you say you are far happier than you ever expected to be. That much I know is enough. I know you too well to suppose your expectations were not, at least sometimes, extravagant; and if the reality exceeds them all, I say, enough, dear Lord.”

In fact the news from Speed had given him “more pleasure than the total sum of all I have enjoyed since that fatal first of Jany. ’41 [a day that found the friends consoling each other for loves lost—Lincoln’s Molly, Speed’s Matilda Edwards, or Sarah Rickard, so some said]. “Since then, it seems to me, I should have been entirely happy, but for the never-absent idea, that there is one still unhappy whom I have contributed to make so. That still kills my soul. I can not but reproach myself, for even wishing to be happy while she is otherwise.”

“She,” of course, was Mary Todd.

That summer, Speed, who knew Lincoln’s heart, advised him to resume his courtship of Mary Todd or banish her from his thoughts, and he accepted this as good advice. Yet on July 4 he replied that “before I resolve to do the one thing or the other, I must regain my confidence in my own ability to keep my resolves…in that ability, you, know, I once prided myself as the only, or at least the chief, gem of my character; that gem I lost—how, and when, you too well know. I have not yet regained it; and until I do, I can not trust myself in any matter of much importance.”

That gem of his character—how would he regain it? He had always been, and would remain, superstitious. “As part of my superstition, I believe God made me one of the instruments of bringing your Fanny and you together, which union, I have no doubt He had fore-ordained.” A similar sense of fate now ruled this man who many constant churchgoers considered an infidel. “Whatever he designs he will do for me yet. ‘Stand still and see the salvation of the Lord,’ is my text just now.”

         

MARY HAD WATCHED him from a distance for more than a year and a half. Although spring found Lincoln the lawyer on the circuit, away from Springfield, the tall politician was never long out of sight or out of mind. Her brother-in-law and guardian, Ninian Edwards, was frequently in contact with Lincoln in the conduct of Whig political party business. If she was not hearing Abraham Lincoln’s name at the breakfast or dinner table from Ninian’s lips, or from Orville Browning, James Conkling, Edward Dickinson Baker, or a dozen other Whigs who gathered at the Edwards mansion, then she was reading his name, or his eloquent speeches, in the newspapers.

With Logan and Baker, he defended William Trailor in a sensational murder trial, during the course of which the victim was discovered to be alive. At noon on Washington’s birthday 1842, in the Second Presbyterian Church—the same building he had infamously escaped by leaping from the window—he gave a speech to the Washington Temperance Society. It was full of common sense about the drinker and the dram-seller, an eloquent address with touches of poetry. Simeon Francis had filled the pages of the Sangamo Journal with his friend’s speech, so there Mary Todd could read her lover’s thoughts. Success in saving drunkards, he said, came not from denouncing them but rather through “kind, unassuming persuasion.” He quoted the maxim that a “drop of honey catches more flies than a gallon of gall”:


If you would win a man to your cause, first convince him that you are his sincere friend…. On the contrary, assume to dictate to his judgment, or to command his action, or mark him as one to be shunned and despised, and he will retreat within himself, close all avenues to his head and his heart; and tho’ your cause be naked truth itself, transformed to the heaviest lance, harder than steel…and tho’ you throw it with more than Herculean force and precision, you shall no more be able to pierce him, than to penetrate the hard shell of a tortoise with a rye straw.


His name was being bandied about as a candidate for the governorship, and there was even talk among the Springfield Whigs about whether Edward Baker or Lincoln should go to the United States Congress from the district. A few cynics whispered that neither Lincoln nor his friend Baker would have spoken a word on the subject of whiskey had the temperance movement not been so popular. Perhaps this was true. Mr. Lincoln did not take a drop of spirits himself, but Mary had never known him to speak ill of those who did.

On March 21, she went with a party of friends, serenaded by a band, on the new railroad cars to Jacksonville. Fifteen miles west over the thawing prairie they traveled under the clear, wide sky. Her older cousin, the handsome John J. Hardin, thirty-one, and his wife, Sarah, liked to arrange these jaunts to Jacksonville, where both he and Stephen Douglas had started up their law practices. Only a year earlier, when Mary had made the same pleasure trip, Matilda Edwards and Abraham Lincoln had added to their merriment. Now Matilda had gone to Alton to marry Mr. Newton D. Strong, and Lincoln was keeping his distance for reasons only he seemed to understand.

John Hardin, who led the party to Jacksonville, had mustered in Lincoln’s company in the Black Hawk War in 1832, and they had been friends ever since. Hardin and Edward D. Baker led the Whig party in Illinois. Conversation never strayed too far from politics in this coterie, and when Whig politics came up for discussion, on the rattling train or on the street corner, Mary heard Mr. Lincoln’s name.

Among several friends, perhaps her favorite companion now was the clever Julia Jayne, daughter of Springfield’s first physician, old Gershom Jayne. Julia, who had a dignified profile, with large noble features that belied her sense of humor and mischief, was six years younger than Mary. The younger girls looked up to Mary Todd, a twenty-three-year-old woman of rare refinement, education, and wit, although she wavered precariously on the verge of spinsterhood by the standards of the time. Why did she resist the overtures of Stephen A. Douglas and Edwin B. Webb, either of whom would have married her? Of course it was barely whispered that she was holding out for Lincoln. No one knew her heart, really, or her intentions, unless it was Dr. Henry, who served the couple as a go-between. Since she was a child, she had dreamed of marrying a man who would be president. In moments of excitement—half in jest—she had blurted this out, this vainglorious plan to marry a man who would occupy the White House. Her girlfriends, less experienced in courtship and the ways of the world, must have thought Mary Todd extremely romantic and grand. They looked up to her anyway, and it always pleased her to be looked up to.

Mr. Lincoln, despite his difficulties, was the man of her dreams; and he would never be—she would never allow him to be—long out of her thoughts. He knew this. “On her return [she] spoke, so that I heard of it, of having enjoyed the trip exceedingly,” Lincoln wrote to Speed. Mary spoke, pointedly, so that he would hear of it, if not directly from her, then through one of the friends she might trust to remind Lincoln he was in her thoughts, that she was well, and that he might join her in thinking of their shared past even if they did not meet. Inevitably they would.

Mary Todd and Abraham Lincoln both had friends who would be happy to know they had renewed their courtship, and might wish them luck on this November afternoon in 1842. Mary passed by the clock in a store window that caught her reflection, showing her face, at once joyful and anxious. She might detour around Seventh Street and approach the house from the east, knock at the back door. They must be cautious. It would be bad luck to meet Mr. Lincoln on the street. Suppose Ninian’s friend James Shields saw them together? He disliked her almost as much as he despised Mr. Lincoln.

Still single at thirty-six, the dashing Irishman with the Winchester mustache behaved among women as if he had no competition—and the competition for ladies here was fierce. Shields flirted with all the women; he danced attendance upon blond Matilda Edwards and dark-haired Anna Rodney; he made eyes at Mary Todd and Julia Jayne. For Miss Jayne, it seems, he had an ungovernable passion, which she did not welcome. Julia had set her cap for Lyman Trumbull, the lean, bespectacled Illinois secretary of state, and she was not a year away from marrying him.

Trumbull was courting Julia Jayne that summer, while another Illinois congressman, the handsome widower William Cushman, was soon to marry Anna Rodney; Mary Todd alone remained without a declared suitor. She and Julia had ridiculed the persistent James Shields, and Lincoln had joined in the fun. Then the short Irishman and the tall man from Kentucky had agreed to fight each other to the death with broadswords, and some folks whispered that Mary Todd had provoked the seriocomic duel.

That summer of 1842, Mary Todd was intrigued when Eliza Francis invited her, with mysterious urgency, to visit her home down on Jefferson Street, the house where she was now headed again in November, among fallen leaves.

She had entered the warm parlor then to find Lincoln there, pleased to see her as she swept into the room in her hoop skirt and crinolines. Her former lover was, if somewhat shy, hardier than she remembered him. Whatever malady had afflicted him a year and a half before, and made a hash of their marriage plans, had passed. Eliza told them to be friends. Taking seats in the parlor, they resumed their conversation about politics and society, who was courting whom and who was likely to be wed, who would win and lose at the next election. They read the verses of Burns and Shakespeare—but no more Byron. He had had enough of Byron and that poet’s pact with darkness.

Yet Lincoln had not altogether shed the Byronic attitude and sentiment. There were codes of behavior by which gentlemen of John Stuart’s and Ninian Edwards’s class maintained their honor. If Abraham Lincoln were ever to find himself welcome as Edwards’s brother-in-law (as certainly he was not now), the ex-plowman and rail-splitter would have to keep his linen and honor in better repair than he had during the eighteen months previous. As he had confessed to John Stuart, he had made “a most discreditable exhibition of myself in the way of hypochondriaism” and had so failed in his legislative duties that John Hardin had to cover for him. Lincoln was sensitive on this point, and no one could assure him of how to restore his honor.

The feisty Irishman would unwittingly provide him with an opportunity. James Shields was a short man with a square jaw, jutting chin, and deep-set eyes under a broad brow. Nevertheless, he got one’s attention when he walked into a room, limping slightly, pressing on as if against a headwind on the deck of a ship. He had shipped out of Belfast as a boy, leaving his home in the mill town of Dungannon in the 1820s. Shields found plenty of adventures sailing the seas, until he fell from the topmast rigging to the deck of a merchant ship in New York Harbor at age twenty, breaking both of his legs.

He adopted the country in which he had “landed” so precipitously, and where he had slowly healed. The man of action temporarily became a man of reflection, studying law in Kaskaskia, Illinois. Shields took up the practice of law in 1832. Never a man to miss a war, when the Black Hawk War broke out that year he went to it, and mustered out with the rank of colonel.

In those days it was natural that a man of such various talents would seek public office, and perhaps inevitable that an immigrant with martial instincts should become a Jacksonian Democrat. In 1836, he was elected to the Illinois legislature, where he served with Stephen Douglas across the aisle from Abraham Lincoln. By 1839, he was made state auditor of public accounts; he signed Lincoln’s paychecks “for his services as a member of the General Assembly,” $292.00 for sessions 1840 and 1841. The two men agreed upon almost nothing, and became bitter opponents over the question of the State Bank, which Shields hated with a Jacksonian vehemence.

         

IN THE HEAT of August, few flowers were left but the sky-blue asters and the foxgloves, which Molly picked to adorn her hair. She and Lincoln met in the heavily draped parlor of Simeon Francis’s house, while Simeon and Eliza left them alone to find their way in love’s labyrinth. What they must overcome in order to be married was substantial and unmistakable. There was the difference in their breeding that had caused sister Elizabeth to warn her “that they had better not Ever marry—that their natures, mind—Education—raising &c were So different they could not live happy as husband & wife—had better never think of the Subject again…”

Lincoln was still struggling under the burden of the Salem debt and wasn’t making enough money to support Molly in the way he wanted. Then the tension between Ninian Edwards and himself had hardened into an unpleasant rivalry. Edwards was jealous of the upstart Lincoln’s charm and power, and would never fully accept him; Lincoln feared that Elizabeth, and perhaps the whole Todd family, would dismiss him as Ninian had.

Curiously, it was because Lincoln ran afoul of the combustible James Shields that he managed—at least partly—to overcome Edwards’s condescension. Sometimes the actions that lead to profound and far-reaching results begin with small, negligible acts. Looking back on the event, it seems inconceivable that Lincoln, knowing “Jimmie” Shields as he did—the little Irishman’s pride and short fuse, his vanity, and his handiness with pistol and rapier—could have laughed at him and mocked him in print without knowing what would come of it. There was probably not a man in Springfield with honor worth defending who could be counted upon to defend it as readily as James Shields. But the whole affair began as a private joke.

To be fair to Shields, he had been through a trying several months before Lincoln got to him. The State Bank of Illinois had failed despite the efforts of Lincoln and others to bail it out, and now its promissory notes were nearly worthless. As state auditor, Shields had made an unpopular decision not to accept devalued banknotes from the State Bank in payment of taxes. The auditor could not accept this funny money in lieu of silver for the state’s coffers. But the Whigs, including Lincoln, attacked him as a scourge of widows and orphans and the source of every failure of the government and economy of Illinois.

Months before this affront to his integrity, Shields had made a rabblerousing speech in Springfield, declaiming, “Strike for social equality, for the Mechanic’s Union. Raise the banner for labor,” which Simeon Francis published in the Sangamo Journal on November 26. Then for weeks thereafter Francis published responses damning and ridiculing the speech, which was about a hundred years ahead of its time. A town that was raising itself brick by brick on the hard principles of capitalism, and where there was an insufficient labor supply, had little patience with this sort of rhetoric. For half a year Shields had found himself the butt of abuse.

And sometime that summer—after Lincoln and Mary had been reunited by Eliza Francis in her parlor—the couple happened to be seated opposite Julia Jayne and her unrelenting suitor James Shields at a dinner party. He importuned Julia and would not take no for an answer. Julia was out of patience with Shields’s uninvited attention, his pressing next to her at dinner parties, his hand perhaps wandering under the table, seeking hers.

Mary Todd must have known what was coming, and tipped off Lincoln, or he would not have reacted the way he did. In those days when every girl spent hours at the sewing table, many as pretty as Julia and Mary kept a pin or two tucked at the waistband as a defense in case a gentleman might cross the line. The barbarous custom was known as “pinning,” and evidently Julia had told Mary that if Colonel Shields squeezed her one more time, she meant to pin him.

Well, he did, and she did. If he did not cry out in pain, the auditor must have shown his amazement, injury, and embarrassment in a grimace anyone could read across the table. And Lincoln laughed. Surely he did not mean to laugh at this proud and bellicose Irishman who had more than one reason to hate him, but Lincoln’s sense of humor, then and later, was not always under strict control.

Molly and Lincoln liked to talk about Shields, who made them laugh. Shields became the perfect focus and emotional escape, providing for them a political scapegoat and an ideal subject for ridicule. They were keen mimics, these two, and they began to lampoon James Shields in the voice of backwoods yeomen and farmers’ wives, fed up with corrupt state government and officials.

Their merriment over the vain auditor seemed too rich to keep to themselves. When their host Simeon Francis overheard it, he knew immediately this was just the sort of satire that would regale the readers of his Journal, and sell newspapers. Spurred by Francis, Lincoln spent the weekend of August 27 and 28 completing a twenty-five-hundred-word “Letter from the Lost Townships,” signed “Yours truly, Rebecca.” Rebecca was not Lincoln’s invention but Francis’s, the character of a semiliterate farm woman the editor had used for years to criticize Shields and others. But now the device had been taken up by a master of vituperation. Lincoln, inspired by uncharacteristic animus against James Shields, love for Mary Todd, and a desire to impress and delight Molly and Julia, unleashed a ferocious and trenchant attack against the unsuspecting Democrat. It included a sidesplitting take on Shields based on the pinning incident that had occurred recently with Julia Jayne at the dinner party.


I seed him when I was down in Springfield…. They had a sort of gatherin there one night, among the grandees, they called a fair. All the galls about town was there, and all the handsome widows, and married women, finickin about, trying to look like galls, tied as tight in the middle, and puffed out at both ends like bundles of fodder that hadn’t been stacked yet, but wanted stackin pretty bad….

They wouldn’t let no democrats in, for fear they’d disgust the ladies, or scare the little galls, or dirty the floor. I looked in at the window, and there was this same fellow Shields floatin about on the air, without heft or earthly substance, just like a lock of cat-fur where cats had been fightin.

He was paying his money to this one and that one…and sufferin great loss because it wasn’t silver instead of State paper; and the sweet distress he seemed to be in,—his very features, in the exstatic agony of his soul, spoke audibly and distinctly—“Dear girls, it is distressing, but I cannot marry you all. Too well I know how much you suffer; but do, do remember, it is not my fault that I am so handsome and so interesting.”


This letter that took up so many columns of the newspaper the first week of September included all of the dialogue quoted above, and a great deal more that Shields found offensive. “Rebecca” calls Shields a liar, citing his proclamation suspending the acceptance of bank paper for taxes:

“I say its a lie, and not a well told one at that. It grins out like a copper dollar. Shields is a fool as well as a liar. With him truth is out of the question, and as for getting a good bright passable lie out of him, you might as well try to strike fire from a cake of tallow.”

Lincoln’s reference to the pinning incident is so thinly disguised that it must have caused poor Shields to relive the moment all over again, feeling the pain and mortification in front of an audience of a thousand other readers.

Do remember, it is not my fault that I am so handsome—

“As this last was expressed by a most exquisite contortion of his face, he seized hold of one of their hands and squeezed, and held on to it about a quarter of an hour. O, my good fellow, says I to myself, if that was one of our democratic galls in the Lost Township, the way you’d get a brass pin let into you, would be about up to the head [of the pin].”

Mary Todd and Julia Jayne thought this was marvelous fun, and had a good laugh over it when the columns appeared that Friday, September 2, 1842. It was just too rich, and no more than the audacious Irishman deserved for his terrible monetary policies and his romantic pretensions. To their minds, it might not be quite enough, although they had heard that Shields was already so offended that he had sent his friend, General John D. Whiteside—a fellow Democrat and former senator—to editor Francis to demand the name of the author. Shields wanted a formal apology, or “satisfaction” from the perpetrator of this humiliation. Francis waited at least forty-eight hours before giving up Lincoln’s name, wanting that much time to confer with his friend about the matter, knowing that bloodshed was not out of the question.

Serious damage had been done, and the young women knew it. Yet they audaciously added fuel to the fire, picking up where Lincoln had left off, writing their own “Rebecca” letter that very week. Mary Todd’s Rebecca finds herself in receipt of a note from Shields “that had demanded the author of my letters, threatenin’ to take personal satisfaction of the writer….

“You say that Mr. S—is offended at being compared to cats’ fur, and is as mad as a March hare (that ain’t fur), because I told about the squeezin’. Now I want to tell Mr. S—that, rather than fight, I’ll make any apology; and if he wants personal satisfaction, let him only come here, and he may squeeze my hand as hard as I squeezed the butter….”

In short, Mary Todd’s Aunt ’Becca offers her hand in marriage to the furious auditor: “Wouldn’t he—may be sorter let the old grudge drap if I was to consent to be—be—h-i-s w-i-f-e? I know he’s a fightin’ man, and would rather fight than eat; but isn’t marryin’ better than fightin’, though it does sometimes run in to it?”

Julia Jayne got credit for collaborating in this salty epistle, but at age sixteen, she could not have done much more than chuckle over Mary’s shoulder as the older woman dipped her pen and scratched these lines of prophecy. Fighting does sometimes run into marriage, just as matrimony sometimes runs into fighting.

“But after all, maybe I’m countin’ my chickens before they are hatched, and dreamin’ of matrimonial bliss when the only alternative reserved for me may be a lickin’.”

Clearly, this letter written the first week of September recognizes an impending duel, and taunts Shields at every turn of phrase. Only gentlemen fought proper duels; if nothing else could confirm her lover’s standing as a gentleman among Stuarts and Todds and Edwardses, then a mock duel might do it. (Most duels were mere posturing—but accidents did happen.) Dueling was still most common as a means of settling political differences, although no one had been killed dueling in twenty years. As the challenged party, Rebecca would choose as weapons “broomsticks or hot water or a shovelful of coals,” which she likens to a shillelagh, poking fun at Shields’ Irishness. “I will give him a choice, however, in one thing, and that is, whether when we fight, I shall wear breeches or petticoats, for, I presume that change is sufficient to place us on an equality. Yours, etc., Rebecca—”

During the legislative session of 1840–41, animosity between Whigs and Democrats ran so high that senators and assemblymen were frequently moved to defend their honor after real or imagined offenses. In fact, so many “affairs of honor” hung over the capitol, darkening the lawmakers’ vision, that at last “one honorable member, Mr. Hacker, solemnly moved” that the Illinois ban on dueling be suspended for two weeks, “to accommodate all the doughty and chivalrous gentlemen who desired to settle their personal differences on the field.”

Anticipating a duel, Lincoln began preparing for it in late August. When he was not practicing law—filing affidavits and praecipes—or wooing Mary in the shuttered parlor, he was mastering the positions, cuts, and guards of the broadsword exercise. The former rail-splitter knew that rapiers were made for thrusting, broadswords for cutting. Who knew when a man might be called upon to defend his honor?

James Shields had sent General Whiteside to Simeon Francis to demand that the editor “give up” the author of the Rebecca letter. Shields let it be known that he would “have satisfaction” from the perpetrator of this slander. Whiteside, to his credit, wanted this affair peaceably settled, and the sooner the better. Lincoln told Francis to go ahead, the week of September 5, and tell Whiteside to inform Shields that he, Abraham Lincoln, was the sole author of the Rebecca letters.

When Shields’s formal challenge arrived in September, Lincoln chose broadswords.
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