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[bookmark: _GoBack]Her life after Lincoln’s death was a sad loop of self-pity and seemingly incomprehensible decisions, even as the press and enemies continued to attack her. The Charleston Tri-Weekly Courier described her as a “course, vulgar and selfish woman who [has] cast a shadow over the life of her lamented husband and caused such intense mortification to the people of the country by her career at the White House during his life.”[64] At around the same time, William Herndon was also making his speeches that included the Ann Rutledge story. In the face of the continued criticism and the painful blows of Herndon’s disclosures, she clung to her two living sons, Tad and Robert. She also lived in constant fear that she was going to become destitute once the meager pension that Congress initially granted her ran out. She also had to attend to her outstanding bills. She wrote to one acquaintance, “I am humiliated when I think that we are destined to be homeless.”[65] She began writing numerous letters begging acquaintances and friends to press her case for a better pension in Congress, while concocting elaborate schemes in which she returned items that she had purchased while at the White House and anonymously solicited donors for money. She would end her letters to her accomplices with “say nothing … do not part, with these papers—for your life” or “show my letters to no one & be quiet about contents, I pray you.”[66]
Yet the settling of Lincoln’s estate in 1867 netted her $36,000, which made her a wealthy woman. Despite the fact that this sum could keep her in relative comfort for the rest of her life, she continued to write frantic letters complaining of imminent poverty. One of the more wretched attempts at raising money was her decision to sell her dresses at an auction in New York in 1867. Known as “The Old Clothes Scandal,” the rich silks and costly accessories shocked the public and only made the attacks in the press worse. Moreover, Mary was humiliated by the low prices netted by some of the items – she felt that it was symbolic of the way the public valued her.
The 1870s were a tragic coda for the wife of the former President. Embarrassed by everything that had been said about her, and seeking refuge and solace, she and Tad went to Chicago and then Europe. Tragedy struck her yet again when Tad caught sick with “dropsy” in his chest. They returned to the United States where she nursed him for weeks but to no avail. He died in July of 1871 at the age of eighteen. She once again fled, travelling all over the country seeking spa cures and ways to reconnect with her dead children and her husband. Friends described her as having hallucinations and as being “peculiar and eccentric.”[67] A return trip to Florida in 1875 finally precipitated her commitment to a mental institution.
Her son Robert met her at the train and installed her at a local Chicago hotel, but her behavior settled the decision for him to have her confined to an asylum. She knocked on his door only in her nightdress and went out to the elevator in nothing but her undergarments. When he tried to gently lead her back to her room, she screamed that he was trying to murder her. She complained that she was being watched and followed and that someone was trying to poison her. She had sewed thousands of dollars into her clothing, and during her travels had bought numbers of things she would never need, worth hundreds of dollars. Finally, they coerced her into a courtroom, and a group of judges decided to enter her name in the “Lunatic Record” of Illinois. A group of doctors testified to her profligate spending, her emotional outbursts, and supposed hallucinations; the jurors handed down their decision in ten minutes. Robert took control of her finances, and she was forced to enter Bellevue asylum in Batavia, Illinois, forty miles outside Chicago. There is no doubt that the stress and strain had broken her mind in some ways, but at the same time she was quite lucid about her commitment to the asylum. She protested, “You mean to say I am crazy—I am much obliged to you but I am abundantly able to take care of myself.”[68] She later wrote to Robert, “You have injured yourself, not me, by your wicked conduct.”[69] They never reconciled.
Though Mary undoubtedly behaved in odd ways, her trial and insanity diagnosis may have resulted from Robert’s desire to prevent his mother from shaming the family with her strange behavior.[70] Her letters, while certainly full of anger, worry, and depression, do not indicate violence or hallucination. She wrote to her sister Elizabeth, “My former friends will never cease to regard me as a lunatic. I feel it in their soothing manner. If I should say the moon is made of green cheese, they would heartily and smilingly agree with me.”[71] During her trial, however, the physicians and witnesses constructed a story in which the violation of feminine norms took center stage. It was not so much that they judged her on crossing patriarchal boundaries. Rather, they could enlarge the context of True Womanhood in order to prove that she had too far transgressed the norms of the female sex. She was too concerned about her children’s welfare, too obsessed with shopping and material acquisition, too grief-stricken over her husband and sons’ deaths. She had manipulated all the appropriate markers of femininity and made a mockery of them.[72]
§
The judges’ decision illustrates the limited space that the cult of True Womanhood provided Mary Lincoln. By all accounts, she was born to be a shining member of the club, growing up in a wealthy family that ensured that she was educated. She then made a powerful political match in a marriage with an upwardly mobile man who more than provided for her and their children. The life she made in the 1850s with her family exemplified all the tenets of ladyhood to which she was expected to adhere, particularly domesticity. Yet, the ensuing years in the White House tempted her with power, fed her greed, and brought out the worst elements in her temperament. Later, her mind exhausted and afraid with the constant spectre of death in her life, she seemed to break and lose control of her impulses, even while remaining aware of what she was doing. She knew the trial detracted from her appearance as a true lady.
Mary knew that her greatest shortcoming lay in her failure to live as the graceful, composed lady that was the symbol of True Womanhood. Clearly the men in her life were so bewildered and upset by her seeming unwillingness to imitate that role that they declared her insane, took control of her money, and confined her for a year in a sanitarium where she was closely watched and monitored.[73] For too long, she had “trampled on the canons of womanhood,”[74] and her punishment was finally meted out by a group of men who idolized her husband and had little sympathy for the woman that had embarrassed his legacy for so long.
After a yearlong stay at the sanitarium, Elizabeth invited her to stay in Springfield, but Mary, chastened and embarrassed by her confinement, declined. She once again fled to Europe, this time to France, seeking refuge from everyone she felt was out to get her. She still wrote letters to government officials complaining of imminent poverty, while simultaneously writing to her financial advisors instructing them to make various investments with her healthy bank account. After another three peripatetic years, she finally returned to her family due to extremely ill health. In 1882 she collapsed at the age of sixty-four at her sister’s home, most likely from a stroke and complications from diabetes. Her funeral was a lavish affair and would have pleased her. The Springfield mayor declared a holiday. It made her out to be somebody important in her own right.
Mary Todd Lincoln’s messy humanity encompassed much of life’s paradoxes, her deep sadness tempered by the fulfilling happiness of family and friends, work and fun, grief and joy. Her sometimes desperate desire to be a lady never quite fit her often impetuous actions. In the measurement of nineteenth century society, she perhaps never fit the bill, and she felt this failure keenly. When she did pursue True Womanhood, it eluded her. So she went her own way, which often failed her, too. She wanted to be noticed as an individual valued for her intelligence and powerful influence. Yet she also cared deeply about her family and drew her strength from them, perhaps in the end to her own ruin. Stephen Berry writes that “the entirety of her life had unfolded like the final scene of a Shakespearean tragedy. Mother dead early, father dead early, extended family shattered, nuclear family eradicated, she was left alone on the stage, alone on the planet.”[75]
Mary’s historiographical and popular legacy is illuminated by reemphasizing her in a new context of nineteenth-century social norms and with an understanding of her family life and personal circumstances. Rather than rely on inconclusive claims about her mental health, this study has sought to examine her life as a response to contemporary expectations of women. As the popular and academic interest in Lincoln scholarship remains strong, it is time that Mary Todd Lincoln step out of her husband’s overwhelming shadow.


Excerpt from


: 


“I wish I could forget myself...":


 


Mary Todd Lincoln and the Pursuit of True Womanhood, 1818


-


1882


 


 


Lauren MacIvor Thompson


 


Georgia State University


 


http://www.essaysinhistory.com/articles/2011/31


 


Her life after Lincoln’s death was a sad loop of self


-


pity and seemingly incomprehensible decisions, even as the press 


and enemies continued to attack her. The


 


Charleston Tri


-


Weekly Courier


 


described her as 


a “course, vulgar and selfish 


woman who [has] cast a shadow over the life of her lamented husband and caused such intense mortification to the 


people of the country by her career at the White House during his life.”


[64]


 


At around the same time, William Herndon 


was also making his speeches that included the Ann Rutledge story. In the face of the continued criticism and the 


painful blows of Herndon’s disclosures, she clung to her two 


living sons, Tad and Robert. She also lived in constant 


fear that she was going to become destitute once the meager pension that Congress initially granted her ran out. She 


also had to attend to her outstanding bills. She wrote to one acquaintance, “I am h


umiliated when I think that we are 


destined to be homeless.”


[65]


 


She began writing numerous letters begging acquaintances and friends to press her 


case for a better pension in Cong


ress, while concocting elaborate schemes in which she returned items that she had 


purchased while at the White House and anonymously solicited donors for money. She would end her letters to her 


accomplices with “say nothing … do not part, with these papers


—


for your life” or “show my letters to no one & be 


quiet about contents, I pray you.”


[66]


 


Yet the settling of Lincoln’s estate in 1867 netted her $36,000, which made her a wealthy 


woman. Despite the fact 


that this sum could keep her in relative comfort for the rest of her life, she continued to write frantic letters 


complaining of imminent poverty. One of the more wretched attempts at raising money was her decision to sell her 


dress


es at an auction in New York in 1867. Known as “The Old Clothes Scandal,” the rich silks and costly accessories 


shocked the public and only made the attacks in the press worse. Moreover, Mary was humiliated by the low prices 


netted by some of the items 


–


 


s


he felt that it was symbolic of the way the public valued her.


 


The 1870s were a tragic coda for the wife of the former President. Embarrassed by everything that had been said 


about her, and seeking refuge and solace, she and Tad went to Chicago and then Eu


rope. Tragedy struck her yet 


again when Tad caught sick with “dropsy” in his chest. They returned to the United States where she nursed him for 


weeks but to no avail. He died in July of 1871 at the age of eighteen. She once again fled, travelling all over 


the 


country seeking spa cures and ways to reconnect with her dead children and her husband. Friends described her as 


having hallucinations and as being “peculiar and eccentric.”


[67


]


 


A return trip to Florida in 1875 finally precipitated her 


commitment to a mental institution.


 


Her son Robert met her at the train and installed her at a local Chicago hotel, but her behavior settled the decision for 


him to have her confined to an asylum.


 


She knocked on his door only in her nightdress and went out to the elevator in 


nothing but her undergarments. When he tried to gently lead her back to her room, she screamed that he was trying 


to murder her. She complained that she was being watched and f


ollowed and that someone was trying to poison her. 


She had sewed thousands of dollars into her clothing, and during her travels had bought numbers of things she would 


never need, worth hundreds of dollars. Finally, they coerced her into a courtroom, and a 


group of judges decided to 


enter her name in the “Lunatic Record” of Illinois. A group of doctors testified to her profligate spending, her 


emotional outbursts, and supposed hallucinations; the jurors handed down their decision in ten minutes. Robert took 


control of her finances, and she was forced to enter Bellevue asylum in Batavia, Illinois, forty miles outside Chicago. 


There is no doubt that the stress and strain had broken her mind in some ways, but at the same time she was quite 


lucid about her commit


ment to the asylum. She protested, “You mean to say I am crazy


—


I am much obliged to you 


but I am abundantly able to take care of myself.”


[68]


 


She later wrote to Robert, “You have i


njured yourself, not me, 


by your wicked conduct.”


[69]


 


They never reconciled.


 


Though Mary undoubtedly behaved in odd ways, her trial and insanity diagnosis may have resulted from Ro


bert’s 


desire to prevent his mother from shaming the family with her strange behavior.


[70]


 


Her letters, while certainly full of 


anger, worry, and depression, do not indicate violen


ce or hallucination. She wrote to her sister Elizabeth, “My former 


friends will never cease to regard me as a lunatic. I feel it in their soothing manner. If I should say the moon is made 


of green cheese, they would heartily and smilingly agree with me.”


[71]


 


During her trial, however, the physicians and 


witnesses constructed a story in which the violation of feminine norms took center stage. It was not so much that 


they judged her o


n crossing patriarchal boundaries. Rather, they could enlarge the context of True Womanhood in 


order to prove that she had too far transgressed the norms of the female sex. She was too concerned about her 


children’s welfare, too obsessed with shopping and 


material acquisition, too grief


-


stricken over her husband and sons’ 


deaths. She had manipulated all the appropriate markers of femininity and made a mockery of them.


[72]


 




Excerpt from :  “I wish I could forget myself...":   Mary Todd Lincoln and the Pursuit of True Womanhood, 1818 - 1882     Lauren MacIvor Thompson   Georgia State University   http://www.essaysinhistory.com/articles/2011/31   Her life after Lincoln’s death was a sad loop of self - pity and seemingly incomprehensible decisions, even as the press  and enemies continued to attack her. The   Charleston Tri - Weekly Courier   described her as  a “course, vulgar and selfish  woman who [has] cast a shadow over the life of her lamented husband and caused such intense mortification to the  people of the country by her career at the White House during his life.” [64]   At around the same time, William Herndon  was also making his speeches that included the Ann Rutledge story. In the face of the continued criticism and the  painful blows of Herndon’s disclosures, she clung to her two  living sons, Tad and Robert. She also lived in constant  fear that she was going to become destitute once the meager pension that Congress initially granted her ran out. She  also had to attend to her outstanding bills. She wrote to one acquaintance, “I am h umiliated when I think that we are  destined to be homeless.” [65]   She began writing numerous letters begging acquaintances and friends to press her  case for a better pension in Cong ress, while concocting elaborate schemes in which she returned items that she had  purchased while at the White House and anonymously solicited donors for money. She would end her letters to her  accomplices with “say nothing … do not part, with these papers — for your life” or “show my letters to no one & be  quiet about contents, I pray you.” [66]   Yet the settling of Lincoln’s estate in 1867 netted her $36,000, which made her a wealthy  woman. Despite the fact  that this sum could keep her in relative comfort for the rest of her life, she continued to write frantic letters  complaining of imminent poverty. One of the more wretched attempts at raising money was her decision to sell her  dress es at an auction in New York in 1867. Known as “The Old Clothes Scandal,” the rich silks and costly accessories  shocked the public and only made the attacks in the press worse. Moreover, Mary was humiliated by the low prices  netted by some of the items  –   s he felt that it was symbolic of the way the public valued her.   The 1870s were a tragic coda for the wife of the former President. Embarrassed by everything that had been said  about her, and seeking refuge and solace, she and Tad went to Chicago and then Eu rope. Tragedy struck her yet  again when Tad caught sick with “dropsy” in his chest. They returned to the United States where she nursed him for  weeks but to no avail. He died in July of 1871 at the age of eighteen. She once again fled, travelling all over  the  country seeking spa cures and ways to reconnect with her dead children and her husband. Friends described her as  having hallucinations and as being “peculiar and eccentric.” [67 ]   A return trip to Florida in 1875 finally precipitated her  commitment to a mental institution.   Her son Robert met her at the train and installed her at a local Chicago hotel, but her behavior settled the decision for  him to have her confined to an asylum.   She knocked on his door only in her nightdress and went out to the elevator in  nothing but her undergarments. When he tried to gently lead her back to her room, she screamed that he was trying  to murder her. She complained that she was being watched and f ollowed and that someone was trying to poison her.  She had sewed thousands of dollars into her clothing, and during her travels had bought numbers of things she would  never need, worth hundreds of dollars. Finally, they coerced her into a courtroom, and a  group of judges decided to  enter her name in the “Lunatic Record” of Illinois. A group of doctors testified to her profligate spending, her  emotional outbursts, and supposed hallucinations; the jurors handed down their decision in ten minutes. Robert took  control of her finances, and she was forced to enter Bellevue asylum in Batavia, Illinois, forty miles outside Chicago.  There is no doubt that the stress and strain had broken her mind in some ways, but at the same time she was quite  lucid about her commit ment to the asylum. She protested, “You mean to say I am crazy — I am much obliged to you  but I am abundantly able to take care of myself.” [68]   She later wrote to Robert, “You have i njured yourself, not me,  by your wicked conduct.” [69]   They never reconciled.   Though Mary undoubtedly behaved in odd ways, her trial and insanity diagnosis may have resulted from Ro bert’s  desire to prevent his mother from shaming the family with her strange behavior. [70]   Her letters, while certainly full of  anger, worry, and depression, do not indicate violen ce or hallucination. She wrote to her sister Elizabeth, “My former  friends will never cease to regard me as a lunatic. I feel it in their soothing manner. If I should say the moon is made  of green cheese, they would heartily and smilingly agree with me.” [71]   During her trial, however, the physicians and  witnesses constructed a story in which the violation of feminine norms took center stage. It was not so much that  they judged her o n crossing patriarchal boundaries. Rather, they could enlarge the context of True Womanhood in  order to prove that she had too far transgressed the norms of the female sex. She was too concerned about her  children’s welfare, too obsessed with shopping and  material acquisition, too grief - stricken over her husband and sons’  deaths. She had manipulated all the appropriate markers of femininity and made a mockery of them. [72]  

