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One hundred and seventeen years after Mary Todd Lincoln's death at 64 in 1882, six previously unknown letters written by her and one by her last surviving son, Robert, have just come to light. These rare letters, in their original envelopes, were owned by descendants of one of Mrs. Lincoln's doctors. They describe her use, and possible abuse, of pain-relieving medicines and her state of mind at the saddest time of her troubled widowhood when she had her own leftover life to kill.
''These letters are gems because they fill in blanks in our knowledge about a significant period of her life before her insanity hearing,'' said Thomas F. Schwartz, the Illinois state historian, in an interview from Springfield.
Robert Todd Lincoln, a prospering lawyer in Chicago, had signed a warrant for his mother's arrest as a ''lunatic'' in 1875, 10 years after his father's assassination, ''for her benefit and the safety of the community.'' At her hearing, no legal defense was offered; a jury quickly returned a verdict of insanity. Facing him, Mary Lincoln said, ''Oh, Robert, to think that my son would do this to me.''
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The court ordered her committed to a state hospital for the insane. After almost four months of confinement Mrs. Lincoln was allowed to live in the home of her older sister, Elizabeth Edwards, in Springfield. In 1876 a second sanity hearing was held; Mrs. Lincoln was deemed ''restored to reason,'' and Robert was removed as her conservator.
The newly discovered letters were obtained from Wisconsin descendants of Dr. Willis Danforth by Kim Bauer, the Lincoln curator at the Illinois Historical Library in Springfield, where they are being studied by Lincoln scholars. Half the letters were donated and half were sold to the library for an undisclosed sum by the anonymous descendants.
Dr. Danforth, a professor of surgery, had treated Mrs. Lincoln and prescribed drugs for her ailments, which included migraine headaches and insomnia. Surprisingly, he had testified at the first hearing that she was insane.
The letters make clear that Mrs. Lincoln never stopped grieving for her husband and for their three young sons: Edward, who died in Springfield in 1850; William, who died in the White House in 1862, and the sweet-tempered Thomas (called Tad), who died in 1871 in Chicago at 18.
The earliest of the newfound letters was written by Mrs. Lincoln in 1869 from Frankfurt, where she lived while Tad attended boarding school. It is addressed to Sally Orne, a loyal friend from the White House years. (This letter was acquired separately at an auction.)
Mrs. Lincoln writes: ''Time brings so little consolation to me and do you wonder when you remember whose loss. I mourn over that of my worshiped husband, in whose devoted love, I was so blessed, and from whom I was so cruelly torn? The hope of our reunion in a happier world than this, has alone supported me, during the last four weary years.''
She often repeated the sentiment that her husband was ''devoted'' to her. In an earlier letter to a friend, Mrs. Lincoln exaggerated when she wrote that her husband was ''only happy when I was in his presence.''
Mr. Schwartz explained: ''Mary Lincoln was battling William Herndon, her husband's law partner in Springfield. In lectures and broadsides, Herndon said that Lincoln's only true love had been Ann Rutledge, and that there was no love in the Lincoln marriage.''
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