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ONE

MARCH 4, 1861—WASHINGTON CITY

Grateful to be finished with the day’s long and tiring ceremony, Abraham and Mary Lincoln cheerfully crossed the threshold into the White House, escaping bleak skies and a cutting northwest wind that mirrored Washington’s sense of unease. “Old Edward,” head usher since anyone could remember, held the dilapidated door and bowed to the new president and first lady as they entered, both nearly blue from the cold.

Husband and wife felt markedly different about the dwelling that confronted them. What was to be the couple’s home for the next four years looked more like a run-down plantation house than the head office of the American presidency. But the just inaugurated president took hardly any notice of the mansion’s sad condition. His wife, Mary, on the other hand, triumphant in her new self-styled status as “Madam President,” decided on the spot she was going to make this dismal place fit for its role as the chief executive’s home. But what husband and wife did share was that neither had the first idea just how horrendous their new life in the White House was going to be.

Other, assuredly more important, concerns occupied Mr. Lincoln’s thoughts. In America’s eighty-five years of independence, the nation had never before found itself in a situation as dangerous as the one it faced on Lincoln’s Inauguration Day. Lincoln’s election as president fourteen weeks earlier had almost guaranteed that half of America would leave the Union. The new “Confederate” flag already flew above the legislative houses of seven Southern states that had formally abandoned the Union. Eight other states were considering secession. It was virtually certain that the loyal, Northern half of the nation would militarily challenge these secessions. After assuming the leadership of the still young Republican Party—many Southerners ridiculed it as the “Abolitionist Party”—Lincoln himself had signaled that the central government would never permit the breakup of the United States.

Though disagreements with the federal government over “states’ rights” headed the South’s list of grievances, the specific issue of slavery had counted above all else in the just concluded election. Slavery indeed overwhelmed every other public concern in America, nearly so much that other quarrels about politics and social differences mattered relatively little. A single unavoidable reality stood above this day’s events: Abraham Lincoln would not now be stepping across the White House threshold if it weren’t for slavery. He would instead have remained in Illinois, practicing law, spinning amusing tales, and playing doting father to his rambunctious—many of his neighbors would have said “insufferable”—sons. But Lincoln now symbolized the nation’s overarching split. The officiant at this morning’s inaugural ceremonies had been the cadaverous Roger Taney, octogenarian chief justice of the United States, who four years earlier in the court’s Dred Scott decision had written that “Negroes had no rights the white man was bound to respect,” his finding offending and polarizing a huge part of Northern opinion on the issue of racial justice. Taney’s participation had drawn painful attention to the abyss that Lincoln was facing.

Only a few hours earlier, Lincoln had endured the ceremony that had elevated him from ordinary citizen to chief executive. Fortunately, the cold late-winter skies remained free from rain or snow during his swearing-in, but the near freezing air still penetrated the gabardine frock coat he chose to wear to be inaugurated as the sixteenth president of the United States. A tall, silken stovepipe hat combined with his extraordinary height ensured that he stood out in the crowd, making it possible for anyone, friend or foe, to easily see him. As he took the traditional drive down Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House to the Capitol with the outgoing president, James Buchanan, deep banks of onlookers lining the rough roadway nearly blocked their carriage. Lincoln was painfully aware that for the first time a heavy military presence had been mustered to keep an incoming president safe from would-be assassins. Both men must have been shaken by the symbolism of the rooftops lined with scores of troops, soldiers alert to any threat from the crowd. The seventy-five-year-old Winfield Scott, the federal army’s commanding general, warned his men—most were members of the District of Columbia cavalry—to “watch the windows of the opposite side” and fire on anyone who looked to be pointing anything at the presidential carriage. In the Capitol itself, the largest structure in the country, guns protruded from every window while, just outside, dozens of musket-carrying soldiers surrounded the inaugural platform overlooking the building’s east front.1

Lincoln had started writing his inaugural address long before he’d left his Springfield home. But changes both momentous and perfunctory to the critically important speech continued almost up to the moment he appeared before the crowd of thirty thousand expectant people standing below the Capitol’s still-unfinished dome. An inelegant wooden stand cobbled together on top of the building’s wide steps lent the setting the character of a construction site, but the little structure’s small canopy at least provided the occupants with a bare minimum of protection against the weather. When Lincoln rose to speak, he realized his hat was still in his hands and quickly looked around for a place to put it. Stephen Douglas, once the new president’s bitterest political enemy and a man who had decades earlier courted young Mary Todd, reached out and took the hat, graciously keeping it on his lap for the remainder of the ceremonies.

The heart of Lincoln’s message was his steadfast determination to prevent the breakup of the nation, if necessary by armed force. But he extended an olive branch to the rebellious slave states in the speech’s final paragraph. In his frontier cadences and high-pitched voice, Lincoln spoke words that would either thrill or dismay, leaving the nation’s thirty-one million people frighteningly little ground for conciliation. “We are not enemies but friends,” he pleaded hopefully. Speaking directly to the South’s firebrands, he continued, “We must not be enemies … though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.” Evidently agreeing with his rival’s thinking, Douglas occasionally murmured “Good” and “Good again” as Lincoln spoke. The now ex-president Buchanan appeared to have slept through most of the proceedings.2 In any case, few believed that Lincoln’s words, however poetic and soothing, would be able to still the oncoming storm.

THE WHITE HOUSE

Though the White House was the most famous dwelling in America, Mary Lincoln knew next to nothing about the home she was entering. For the past four years the Executive Mansion’s hostess had been Harriet Lane, the bachelor President Buchanan’s high-spirited niece. Since the previous fall’s election, Miss Lane had openly belittled the new occupants-to-be as unsophisticated yokels. Harriet had been told on what she believed to be good authority that Mrs. Lincoln in particular was “awfully western, loud & unrefined”3 and conspicuously neglected to invite her successor to the White House for even a simple cup of tea and tour of the rooms. The Buchanan family’s one thoughtful act was to order a meal to be ready for the new president and his family’s party following the inaugural parade.

The capital’s “traditions” in some measure explain the Buchanans’ outwardly ungracious behavior. In antebellum Washington, old hands rarely lent much useful knowledge to the new family in the Executive Mansion, particularly regarding how to make the house function as a home. The departing occupants were never even expected to brief their successors on basic domestic matters. Furthermore, except for a doorkeeper, no real permanent White House administration existed, and nothing like a staff of civil servants was in place to get the place ready for the turnover. The Lincolns were to find no butlers or footmen who might render basic necessities to the family in their private quarters, nor even a domestic staff to sweep the floors or clear the dirty dishes from the departees’ final, inauguration-morning breakfast. As matters stood, the Lincolns couldn’t have been aware of the singularity of the meal laid on by Harriet Lane, a gift the new occupants were lucky to find waiting for them that first day.

The now ex-president Buchanan escorted his successor to the Executive Mansion and there bade the Lincoln family a relieved good-bye before leaving—doubtless ecstatic to be escaping—for his own Pennsylvania home. Exhausted from the whirlwind they had endured since dawn, the Lincolns knew these few hours of rest would be but a short respite before the afternoon public reception in the White House and the evening’s inaugural ball at the City Hall that still awaited them. Having accompanied the first family to the White House, General Scott was enjoying his own sense of relief at having seen the Lincolns safely inside their new home and remarked in reference to the president’s well-being, “Thank God, we now have a government.”4 Given the dangerous atmosphere in the capital, for the sake of security Scott had farsightedly ordered a detachment of soldiers to surround the Executive Mansion.

Assorted sisters, cousins, and nieces of the new first lady, altogether fifteen privileged family members, excitedly tagged along in the presidential party’s wake, and all happily and gratefully sat down to Harriet Lane’s ad hoc dinner. The meal ended just before the reception started, when a large waiting crowd was admitted into the north hall to shake President Lincoln’s hand. For several hours extending into the early evening, the president and his first lady greeted what seemed like most of the plain, anonymous Americans who the prior November had voted the Lincolns into their new prominence. When ushers finally shut the doors on the good-natured and curious crowd, most of whom had been well-wishers rather than the office seekers who would soon enough descend upon the president, the family climbed the grand staircase to the mansion’s second floor. There they found a gloomy region divided by a long central hallway into a clutch of closet-sized nooks, a few only slightly larger offices, several dismally small bedrooms, and one good-sized living room. Too tired to engage in any real exploring, everyone homed in on the first available bed on which to nap before undertaking the elaborate dressing required for the evening’s inaugural ball, the climactic gala that was a part of every new president’s entry into office.

For the ball, the planners had chosen a spot behind the City Hall and there threw together a huge but temporary plank pavilion, a muslin-draped affair the inaugural committee optimistically christened the Palace of Aladdin. Though the pavilion was outfitted with separate dancing and supper spaces, no one had thought it necessary to provide the rough facility with a cloakroom or toilets for the several thousand attendees expected; gentlemen’s and ladies’ facilities could only be reached by walking over to the adjoining City Hall, the men’s toilets in its courtroom, the women’s in the Common Council chamber.5 Though the shoddiness of the setting in which she was making her debut as queen of Washington society disappointed the new first lady, she nonetheless was intent on looking and acting every bit the evening’s sophisticated star.

For the occasion, Mary chose an immense blue silk crinoline, the great half-globe of her skirt draped with a French lace tunic. The new first lady further adorned herself with a matched set of pearl and solid-gold bracelets, earrings, brooch, and necklace; a blue-ostrich-feather-topped ornament crowned her head, the lavish confection trailing tendrils of sweet jasmine. Her glamor, if overelaborate by sophisticated Eastern standards, nonetheless belied any notion of frontier plainness.6 Lincoln, wearing his new swallow-tailed coat and visibly exhausted by the day’s trials, constantly tugged at the white kid evening gloves Mary insisted he wear for the sake of etiquette.

The president led off the opening quadrille, marching spiritedly arm in arm not with his wife but, as protocol demanded, with Washington’s Mayor James G. Berret. The odd though traditional arrangement left Mary to find her own partner for the grandest dance of the evening, and she coquettishly chose Stephen Douglas, who had earlier in the day held her husband’s hat just as many years before in her native Lexington he had held her hand as a suitor for her affections. To the sprightly and patriotic notes of “Hail Columbia,” the company marched smartly from one end of the flame-lit ballroom to the other, the ensemble providing a stirring sight for the rest of the guests, few of whom were members of the city’s oldest and most entrenched high society but who nonetheless shone brightly enough under the room’s giant gasoliers. Lincoln departed an hour after midnight, but Mary and her cousins and sisters stayed on to dance until the new day’s sun rose to brighten the city.

THE CAPITAL

Though Washington had been the nation’s capital for six decades, the city was far from having yet taken its modern shape by the time of Lincoln’s inauguration, with Pierre-Charles L’Enfant’s majestic plan still only a small fraction completed. Anthony Trollope, the British novelist, who visited the capital in 1861, said that “of all the places that I know it is the most ungainly and most unsatisfactory: I fear I must also say the most presumptuous in its pretensions.”7 Countless Americans concurred in his assessment.

An almost endless list of factors made Washington the usually disagreeable place it was in which to live, do business, or conduct government. Foremost was weather. It was tropically hot and humid in the summer, bitterly cold, damp, and snowy in the winter, with only relatively short breaks of temperate pleasantness in between. Some of spring and autumn were admittedly appealing, but the rest of the year was routinely so bad that the British Foreign Office classified the American capital as an official hardship posting for Her Majesty’s diplomatic representatives unfortunate enough to be stationed in it. In an age when summer heat was ameliorated only by fans and winter cold by fireplaces, Washington’s extremes made for an exceedingly uncomfortable existence.

But more than just the weather gave the city its notable unpleasantness. Washington’s water supply was not only dirty and polluted but represented in all its permutations a mortal threat to the health of the capital’s inhabitants. The lowest parts of the city, which unfortunately included the White House and its precincts, rose mere inches above the sluggishly tidal Potomac River, some stretches of which were lined with swamps. As the stream coursed past the District, its most troubling habit was overflowing onto lower Pennsylvania Avenue.

If the effects of the uncontrolled Potomac weren’t enough, smaller arteries of equally filthy water bisected the heart of the federal district. The Tiber Creek, formerly and less grandly named Goose Creek, emptied into the Potomac just below the White House; the canalized part of the stream flowed along what would one day become the Mall, crossed in front of the Capitol, and discharged into what was then known as the Eastern Branch, today called the Anacostia River. By 1860 the Tiber Creek and Canal were essentially sewers—filthy, dark, disease-carrying waterways, home to an inexhaustible supply of mosquitoes, the final resting place of numberless dead and bloated animals, the receiving culvert for a large part of the city’s ordure, and chief creators of the foulest odors to be experienced anywhere on the Eastern seaboard. They were also breeding basins for every kind of human-threatening disease from typhoid and tuberculosis to malaria and dysentery. And, unfortunately, they were what lay at the bottom end of the White House’s grounds.

What was more, dangerous humans represented nearly as much a menace as did dangerous vermin. Only brave men and destitute women ventured alone onto the city’s unlighted streets at night, when footpads and hoodlums freely ruled the darkness largely because the city’s police force employed only fifty patrolmen.8

With its sixtysome thousand inhabitants, Washington was not small—at least when compared to America’s other cities of the time. But it had little of the big-town liveliness or sophistication of New York or Philadelphia or New Orleans. Instead it lazed quietly, its “industry” being the pen pushing and bean counting of government supplemented by a small but steady stream of cash-carrying sightseers who came to look at the building in which Congress made the nation’s laws and the palace in which their president resided. It was, unmistakably, a Southern town, one that shut down when the afternoon sun got too hot, or—for a considerably longer period—when the Congress was in recess. Most notably, it was a slave city, sandwiched between the slave states of Maryland and Virginia. The capital itself was thoroughly steeped in slave culture, the owning of black Africans perfectly lawful and accepted without demur by the District’s white inhabitants.

The Washington the Lincolns would come to know most familiarly ran along the axis from their own residence to the Capitol, with Pennsylvania Avenue the filament tying the two together. From the top of eighty-foot-high Jenkins Hill, on which the city’s designer had placed the legislative house, middle Pennsylvania Avenue traced a mile-long chain of hotels, cheap saloons, and whorehouses bordering the top end of the street, while more respectable shops and the relatively imposing Willard Hotel—the town’s best—continued westward. Just before the White House, the street reached the half-finished Treasury building, which, thanks to a whim on Andrew Jackson’s part, was built squarely where it would block the president’s view of the Capitol.

For this mile the town’s life reached its highest peak of animation, the shops on the north side of the avenue lending the city the biggest dollop of mercantile class anywhere between Baltimore to the north and Charleston to the south. In 1861, a puny total of ten buildings represented the physical presence of the federal government; strewn between them were a few statues and the stub of the unfinished Washington Monument, squatting in the muck of the long and messy field—now the Mall—that spilled down the slope of Jenkins Hill from the Capitol to the Potomac. To the north of the White House, a few streets represented “downtown,” where more shops, restaurants, hotels, and a couple of theaters pretty much completed what could be thought of as the “metropolis.” Even Pennsylvania Avenue itself was really only half a street as far as pedestrians were concerned—slaughterhouses and wholesale markets occupied virtually its entire south side, all of which backed up to the fetid slit latrine and open sewer that was the Tiber Canal. What was more, when the town’s only partly macadamized main boulevard wasn’t flooded, it was just about always either muddy, dusty, or frozen over.

There was Quality in the city, mostly in the North End, roughly the blocks spread out in front of the White House’s main entrance. That was where the well-to-do had built generously proportioned houses on choice sites, homes in the main still occupied by grandees such as the handful of rich senators and the (mostly) Southern ladies of high caste who controlled the capital’s Society with resolute will and iron fists. But even these plutocrats lived on streets still unpaved and thus perpetually filthy—Pennsylvania Avenue was the only paved street in the entire city—and they shared the same miserable climate as everyone else, meaning that the well-off weren’t all that much more comfortable than the poor during the execrable winters and summers. But these “cliff dwellers” always fell back on their assured belief that they were socially superior to the “transients,” the first families that rotated through the White House every four or eight years. As Lincoln’s Inauguration Day had approached, more and more of these sympathizers with most things Southern had ominously closed up their big houses, padlocked the doors, and moved south to await what they hoped might soon be a Washington that was capital of a new, Southern nation.

But, formally at least, the Executive Mansion—as it was still officially called—remained the lamp that lit social Washington. Most people had long since referred to the president’s residence as the White House, the popular name implied by the color of the paint coating its sandstone exterior.9 All visitors to the building passed a statue of Thomas Jefferson placed in the center of the front lawn, undoubtedly many noticing that the antique monument could have used a scrubbing to remove its coating of slimy green mold. When the Lincolns first entered the White House, the residence was almost as publicly accessible as any of the city’s shops, hotels, or restaurants. A protective wrought-iron railing bordered the so-called Avenue Front, meaning the building’s north side facing Lafayette Square and Pennsylvania Avenue. But the fence’s pair of decorative gates remained open to anyone who cared to wander through them. No guard post impeded visitors, either friends or strangers, from walking straight up to the front door centered under the portico. The official doorkeeper stationed just inside the entrance existed more to hold open the door than to monitor who was coming through it. Though Lincoln could have exercised his authority to close the White House to visitors—certainly, at least, to casual, uninvited visitors—he quickly signaled his intention to allow virtually unlimited access rather than risk seeming aloof or undemocratic to the voters who had put him there.

Though few homes in America were larger than the president’s residence, the part of the White House that served as the first family’s private quarters amounted to only a small fraction of the building. No presidential “West Wing” then existed. Instead, the building’s designer expected that the White House as conceived at the end of the eighteenth century would adequately fulfill its role as both home and office. What was more, today’s third floor with its bedrooms and private quarters remained far in the future; the murky space squeezed in between the second floor’s ceiling and the building’s roof was then simply an empty attic. The large basement (today more elegantly known as the Ground Floor) was the preserve of domestic servants and cooks; the handful of such workers serving the Lincolns had mostly been Buchanan’s staff, men and women who decided to remain after the inauguration and hoped to be kept on by the new occupants. This state of affairs produced far less comfort—let alone opulence—for the president and his family than many of the richest Americans took for granted in their own generously staffed mansions.

On the whole of the first floor, officially known as the State Floor, the Lincolns would enjoy only the Family Dining Room at their ordinary daily disposal. The five state chambers—the Red, Green, and Blue rooms (a disproportionately large part of the house’s richness was concentrated in these three rooms), the State Dining Room (in which Mary would find that the White House’s china “collection” was so inadequate that only ten diners could be served on matching dishes), and the East Room (the largest in the building) were used for official receiving and entertaining, though the Lincolns would soon be adventurous enough to claim the Red Room in which to receive their private evening callers. This floor was, by any measure, the best maintained and decorated. But its elegant, heavy furnishings and accessories had been installed decades earlier—many during the administrations of Madison and Monroe—and had become noticeably well-worn, in some cases even shabby. Furthermore, an absence of paintings or hangings on the high white walls gave the house a sterile feeling. But Mary quickly took heart, having deduced from a book called Lives of the Queens of England that British royalty derived much of its authority from the pomp and majesty it so successfully projected. She determined to follow this same formula in at least these public parts of her own new home.10

Presidential families had always lived their private hours together on the mansion’s second floor. But even there privacy meant something considerably different from how the couple would have defined it back in Springfield. The eastern end of the floor—the part directly above the great East Room one floor down—had long been given over to the offices of the presidency. In 1861 this area would be divided between a room for the president, two rooms for his two secretaries, a bedroom shared by said secretaries, and a handful of anterooms in which to hold visitors and supplicants, a daily swarm of whom, Lincoln would soon learn, regarded it as their birthright to be allowed to personally meet face-to-face with the president. Pocket doors divided this office area from the family’s living quarters down the central corridor to the west, though nothing prevented anyone, including total strangers, from opening those doors and wandering at will into the “private” area beyond.

On its south side, the center of the second floor held the presidential family’s “living room,” a large oval room corresponding to the elliptical Blue Room below. Bedrooms completed the western end of the floor, all opening onto the central corridor, along which the wandering curious could and often did pass within inches of the doors to these family sleeping chambers. During their White House years Mary and Abraham Lincoln would sleep in separate but adjoining bedrooms on the south side of this passage, just as they had slept in separate rooms during their life together in Springfield. The family bedrooms had recently been fitted out with sinks and running water, the water piped in straight from the sewage-laden Potomac; the disastrous consequences of these plumbing arrangements quickly hit the family with the force of a bomb. In addition, off the west end of the first floor stood a large working conservatory, a well-appointed gardening center of which Mary would soon make extensive though frequently controversial use. For the entire second floor, there were two toilets, although countless chamber pots were strewn about, as were many well-used spittoons.

Though most people likely regarded the White House as palatial, which it was when compared with the vast dreary bulk of the city’s dwellings, this cold and unhomelike house seemed less like a place where normal people actually lived than what one observer likened to an “old and unsuccessful hotel.”11 But on the Lincolns’ inaugural night, with the late-winter winds sweeping the streets of the agitated capital, inside the building’s thick walls the first family and their tribe settled down thankfully for their first night.

Elsewhere around town, less affluent visitors lodged themselves into whichever they could find of the city’s available nooks to pass the night before returning to the towns and farms whence they’d come. At least on this opening night of the new presidency, America remained a nation at peace, but a condition few assumed was going to last much longer.

THE LINCOLNS’ FIRST DAYS

Awakening at dawn on his first full day as president, the new commander in chief found himself staring straight at the revolutionary reality of a broken Union. Seven Southern legislatures had already declared that their states were no longer part of the United States, all making clear that they would go to war with the federal government to sustain their decisions. Lincoln’s immediate crisis had condensed to a single flashpoint, a standoff between federal authority and the new union of Southern states that called itself a confederacy. At the emergency’s center was a highly visible and enormously symbolic army fort on an island in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina. In the inaugural address that he had delivered to the nation just twenty-four hours earlier, Lincoln had expressly pledged to “hold, occupy, and possess the property and the places belonging to the government.” It now appeared certain that Charleston’s Fort Sumter was going to be a test of that pledge. South Carolina had conspicuously stood at the head of the exit line of states leaving the Union, and its leaders were now determined to wrest control of that fort from the federals.

As president and protector of the nation’s peace, Lincoln was equally determined to avoid firing the first shot in any civil conflict between the country’s two sections. But Sumter’s garrison was facing starvation, its provisions due to run out in six weeks in the judgment of its commanding officer, Major Robert Anderson. Lincoln knew the South Carolina state militia’s guns that were trained on the island fortress could and would prevent food from arriving. Both of the president’s alternatives—either attempting to supply Anderson and his garrison or abandoning Sumter to rebel occupation—would, he understood without question, end disastrously for the United States.

Not only was the new president confronted with the near certainty of a military and political catastrophe, Lincoln still possessed only scant knowledge of how to make his government do what he wanted it to do. The executive branch then possessed nothing like today’s “transition teams,” and the minuscule office of the presidency consisted of himself and his two secretaries, the latter as untutored as their boss in the workings of executive governance. John Nicolay, the senior of the two private secretaries Lincoln had brought with him from Illinois, would act as something like a chief of staff in modern terms. Only a few days before the inauguration Nicolay had visited the White House to attempt to orient himself to the physical spaces in which he would work. He also called in at the State Department to get information on the social customs and usages the new president would have to follow to ensure that the fledgling administration got off the ground.

In 1861 there were no press staff, no speechwriters, and certainly no “councilors to the president.” Civil servants ready to translate the chief executive’s wishes into coherent commands were found nowhere in the White House. Even such tactical essentials to military planning as adequate maps were missing, except for the handful of old varnished charts that Buchanan had left hanging on the walls of his office. Nor was the cabinet—the group of men heading the federal departments—yet complete; on Lincoln’s second day, he sent to the Senate for confirmation only a partial list of names of the eventual eight men who would lead the federal bureaucracy as well as serve as the president’s principal sounding board. Most troubling, his critical choices for State and Treasury hadn’t even yet formally accepted his invitations to serve. Crucial to the about-to-explode Sumter stalemate was Lincoln’s top military adviser, Commander of the Army General Winfield Scott. Though the superannuated Scott was a loyal officer and eager to help his new chief untangle the Sumter crisis, the general had not yet worked out a serious plan to resolve the military issues facing Lincoln’s new government, which this morning most critically meant the storm about to break in Charleston harbor.

MARY

While her husband grappled with the issues of war and peace, Mary Lincoln’s hardworking mind was filled with entirely different concerns on her first morning as mistress of the mansion. With her customary high energy and despite her late night before, she had arisen early to join all her female relatives at breakfast. The maid had laid out the meal on a sideboard in the second-floor Oval Room, a meal probably consisting of little more than eggs, toast, and coffee, given the kitchen’s still un-stocked state. Away from gawking outsiders, the women felt free to remain in their light wrappers and dressing gowns instead of donning crinoline dresses and the cumbersome steel hoops meant to keep their skirts fashionably bulbous. Mrs. Lincoln herself was dressed in an elegant cashmere robe decorated with fancy quilting on the front—and rarely without some kind of head covering, this morning Mary had done up her hair with a lace cap neatly pinned on top of it.

The single invariable job a president’s wife performed in the nineteenth century was to attractively complement her husband while the White House’s social functions were carried out. The first lady was meant to greet visitors, chat politely with guests, serve tea to the wives of the men who ran the government, and all the while look as fashionably presentable as her own natural assets and dressmaker’s skills made possible. She should, so theory and tradition had it, be heard and heard of as little as possible and then only in ways appropriate to her role as attentive and dutiful wife. If circumstances dictated, she would, of course, serve as nurturing mother to the president’s children, though in the mid-nineteenth century presidential children were, before the Lincoln boys arrived, already adults themselves. Importantly, she would not offer nondomestic advice except possibly over the pillow and then only if her husband solicited such counsel. She would not, in short, be anyone of substance except a helpmeet, and certainly not a woman bringing attention to anything but her own gracious quiet and decorum. The country was about to find these nearly universally accepted guidelines of the era fundamentally changed by the wife for the past eighteen years of Abraham Lincoln.

Mary Lincoln—she did not, incidentally, call herself Mary Todd Lincoln, a common formulation used for her after her death—was a Westerner and a woman long accustomed to hard work, but she was not a frontier naïf in the way that her husband was widely caricatured. Though not the submissive wife in the manner expected of women of her time, neither was Mary any kind of early feminist. She believed, traditionally, that she belonged principally in the role of homemaker and mother, but far less traditionally, she expected that she should not be disregarded. She in fact demanded that she be listened to, paid attention to.

Mary was born in 1818 into a family of only middling wealth but of a well-established name and reputation, a clan that claimed and was accorded high social position among the proud gentlefolk of Lexington, Kentucky. The Todds were a self-confident family of high expectations—although one that too close intermarriage had occasionally brought low.12 Because they lived in a state in which slavery was legal, it was in no way extraordinary that a black servant woman had attended to most of the hard work of actually raising Mary.

The Todd family nanny was named Sally. She was the legal property of Mary’s father, as were the other black men, women, and children in the Todd household, all of whom together made life flow smoothly and pleasantly for the white inhabitants of this privileged world. As a girl, Mary believed, likely only wishfully, that Kentucky’s slaves fared better than those in any other state. For example, educating blacks wasn’t outlawed there as it was elsewhere in the South, although little enough black education existed even in Kentucky. Wherever the institution of slavery existed, though, its reality meant that black newborns became their white owner’s property. It meant that the black family could be destroyed when the owner sold its members separately, and it meant that slaves could be and often were flogged for whatever actions their owners found objectionable, and that “catchers” could legally kill slaves attempting to escape. Such realities represented the underside of Mary’s childhood experience with slavery, however much the Todd family’s own relative kindness at home alleviated the institution’s worst horrors.

The combined effects of her mother’s death and her father’s hasty remarriage represented the first significant upset in Mary’s life. Mary was the second youngest of Robert Todd’s six children from his first marriage. The second Mrs. Todd gave her husband seven more children, which meant an astonishing twenty-eight years separated Robert’s first child by his first wife from his last child by his second wife. Lost in a crowded field of a dozen siblings and half siblings, by the time she was an adolescent Mary wanted nothing so much as to escape her crowded home and an uncongenial stepmother, whose principal interest lay in her own children. Moreover, a girl who craved paternal attention now found herself faced with a father whose concerns had turned almost wholly to his new wife.

From her earliest childhood, Mary suffered from the combined effects of a volatile temper, a moody disposition, and an inability to silence her too-often-barbed tongue, all traits running counter to the prevailing ethos of the day that young people should be little heard and not much more seen. But as a Todd, she would at least be well educated by the virtually universal standards of her day for females. She even became skilled at French, thanks to the efforts of Madame Charlotte Mentelle, the headmistress at the boarding academy on the outskirts of Lexington to which Robert Todd sent her. Her ultimate rescuer from Lexington was one of her elder sisters, Elizabeth Edwards, who had married well in far-off Springfield, Illinois, and who sympathized with the younger girl’s feelings of suffocation in the crowded Todd household. The generous Elizabeth invited Mary to come to the still raw Illinois frontier to live with her and her husband. Mrs. Edwards’s hope, of course, was that Mary would find, court, and marry a well-situated man, a standard series of tasks not expected by either sister to take too much time or effort.

Over the next decades, many trials would all but demolish the shaky structure of Mary Todd’s life. But none among them was so damaging to her as her own thorny personality. From her teens there was hardly a time when she wasn’t dismaying someone or exhibiting inexplicable and sometimes self-destructive behavior, the latter often manifested by the cutting edge of her tongue. She was not then, though, mentally ill, at least not continually, or beyond a safe return to normal conduct. Where she could easily lose forbearance with someone or something, and thereby cause lasting pain in expressing her anger or impatience, she could and would also turn on a dime, resuming a seemingly lighthearted kindness—though the object of her scorn would rarely forget Mary’s stings. In short, Mary was alternately kind and sarcastic, generous and unforgiving, and most of her new friends in Springfield would agree with a comment made about the twenty-one-year-old: “She was either in the garret or the cellar”13—a telling parallel of a modern manic-depressive diagnosis.

In his sympathetic 1932 study of Mary’s personality, Dr. W. A. Evans, a psychiatrist, wrote that “the peculiarities of [Mary’s] behavior resulted from her emotions rather than from her thinking.” He noted that her conduct was “determined by an insanity of her emotions rather than of her mind.”14 What many perceived as colorful and intriguing in the child—her high-strung quickness and an eagerness to laugh derisively at others’ foibles and shortcomings—became far less benign traits in the mature woman. History entered the picture when this quicksilver young woman fascinated and captured Abraham Lincoln’s attention as a possible wife. But Lincoln eventually came to perceive her as others did and recognized that her personality might well represent a heavy burden on any life they would make together. But after vacillating, he evidently decided to ignore the dangers, instead comparing Mary favorably to the other proper but tongue-tied and ill-educated belles of Springfield’s upper-middle class. To Lincoln—and to many other young men—Mary must have seemed a highly desirable firecracker; as Elizabeth’s husband depicted his future sister-in-law’s charm, “she could make a bishop forget his prayers.”15 Attractive, outspoken, and usually the center of attention, Mary could choose from a large field of eager suitors. Lincoln knew this, and it made him want her all the more.

Almost without exception, Mary’s relatives tried to dissuade her from an alliance with a largely untested lawyer, an awkward newcomer to the social graces, whose financial state could most optimistically be described as low—though not entirely without promise. Mary saw a man with a future far more auspicious than those of her two brothers-in-law. In her budding young womanhood she probably did possess the necessary characteristics to marry a more obviously suitable young Springfield gentleman. But some quality in Lincoln’s brooding mix of intellect and gravitas led Mary to bet her own happiness and future on what she, and she nearly alone in her family, envisioned him someday achieving. As it happened, within three years of their wedding Abraham Lincoln would enter Congress as the representative from the Eighth District of Illinois, a distinction in itself greater than most men achieve in a lifetime.

The early years of marriage did bring Mary satisfaction and evidence that her optimism about the soft-spoken lawyer had paid off. Even her family soon began to acknowledge the extraordinary worth in Lincoln. In their early days the couple paid four dollars a week for room and board in a Springfield combined tavern and inn, a threadbare affair called the Globe. There in 1843, the year after their wedding, their first child was born, a son they named Robert, for Mary’s father. Their modest living arrangements soon graduated with the purchase of a small but pleasant house in a respectable part of Springfield. Lawyer Lincoln’s fees now began to provide modest comforts, such as servants as well as a degree of financial safety, the latter undoubtedly gratifying for Lincoln but absolutely indispensable to his insecure wife. Before long Lincoln’s rising renown as a serious thinker about serious issues brought him his single two-year term in the U.S. House of Representatives, giving Mary the opportunity to live in Washington and allowing both to visit the sophisticated cities of the Northeast and New England.

The first great lasting wound to Mary’s mental health struck in her eighth year of marriage. Three years after Robert’s birth, Mary delivered a second child, another boy, on March 10, 1846. Edward Baker Lincoln was born in the family’s home at Eighth and Jackson streets. His parents named him for Edward Dickinson Baker, a local Whig lawyer and an old and intimate friend of the baby’s father’s. For much of Eddie’s short life Lincoln was away from home, living in Washington as a congressman or crisscrossing Illinois as a roving lawyer. But he remained a genuinely loving father, generous with gifts for the boy, and happy to carry him around on his shoulders. In his wife’s unsentimental opinion, he very much spoiled his new son, one he habitually referred to as a “blessed child,” or as his “dear codger.”16 But even a father’s love acted as no barrier to the little understood plagues of the nineteenth century, illnesses that invaded the neat frame house on Springfield’s Eighth Street just as lethally as they did countless other homes across the country.

Shortly before Christmas 1849, the now three-year-old Eddie got sick with the disease that would end his life. Mary’s father had died of cholera only a few months earlier in Lexington, and that loss, combined with the death of a close friend’s child soon thereafter, caused her to be especially fearful for the health of the always frail Eddie. It would be exactly fifty-two days from the time the boy’s parents first noticed the signs of sickness until his death. Medical authorities later speculated Eddie had contracted diphtheria, though there is no certainty of the diagnosis; that illness generally runs its course in a far shorter time, and some modern historians speculate that pulmonary tuberculosis was the likely cause.17 Whatever sickened and finally killed the boy, the medicine of the time was powerless against it. For nearly two months Eddie’s parents could do little more than stand by helplessly as their child grew weaker and sicker by the day.

On January 31, 1850, the doctor starkly described Eddie as “desperately ill.” With hope for recovery finally all but abandoned, he succumbed a few hours later, on the first day of February. The neighbors who arrived to sit with the Lincolns beside the body, the custom of the time, were the first to see the young mother and wife almost out of her mind with grief. For the first time in Mary’s life, her pain was such that no one could even help ease it, let alone make it go away, and for weeks she gave herself over to what seemed like a sorrow that would kill her. Neighbors and family experienced a woman refusing food and lying prostrate on her bed, unable to arise or even acknowledge the kind friends who tried to comfort her. Her husband, himself understandably distraught over the loss of a son, was shaken by Mary’s reaction to Eddie’s death, pleading with her, “Eat, Mary, for we must live.”18 In a time when the loss of young children to diseases was almost expected, Mary’s prolonged loss of self-control looked ominous in terms of her future ability to bear trauma.

Even the miracle of Robert being spared the illness that killed Eddie seemed not to have lifted Mary during her weeks of suffering. Bob, as his family called him, was turning out to be an anomaly, a slightly perplexing mystery to both his mother and, especially, his father. The boy’s personality created an often unbridgeable space between himself and his parents. Robert’s inherent makeup seemed markedly different from those of the brothers who came after him. And it wasn’t temporary. For the remainder of his life, Robert Todd Lincoln stood apart from his living parents and, after his own death, even from his parents’ legacies. History’s often repeated explanation that Robert was “entirely Todd” implied he wasn’t at all like his father, that his makeup was instead like that of the aristocratic Todds of Lexington. Such may explain some or even the major part of the gulf distancing him from his father. But his father’s absence on legal travels during Robert’s formative years might explain more. And the similar but conflicting personalities shared by mother and son throw more light on the family breach. But during the years Abraham and Mary Lincoln and their children lived together as a family, Robert was, in many ways, the odd member out.

Because of concern for Mary’s mental stability in the wake of Eddie’s death, Lincoln likely began to reason that turning her attention and love to a new child was the best way to restore his wife’s well-being. Thus in just under eleven months, a third child was born at Eighth and Jackson. Entering the world on December 21, 1850, the husky boy was named William Wallace Lincoln—his first two names honoring the physician husband of Mary’s sister Frances. A seemingly perfect child, the son the Lincolns immediately began to call Willie did appear to bring Mary out of her depression. And likely regretting the gulf that had distanced him from Robert, Lincoln fell into an unalloyed love with Willie from the moment he was born, a love that would greatly ease the political pounding inflicted on him in his first year in the White House.

Mary reacted just as her husband had. From the beginning, she, too, gave Willie a vast and undemanding love. Whatever faults she may have had as a wife or friend, her devotion to her sons in their childhoods never for an instant wavered. From Lincoln she expected husbandly obedience to the solemn and unyielding social norms of the times. But she allowed her children broad leeway, permitting them almost any mischief or wildness or adventures they might devise. Mary was capable of harshly disciplining her sons if they crossed forbidden boundaries, though their father almost never raised a hand or even his voice against them. Though Robert’s persona was in Springfield already settling into the reserve that would mark his entire life, Willie’s nature and capabilities flew spectacularly high with such wide freedom from parental constraint or disapproval.

The family’s missing part was a daughter. We don’t know how much the absence of a girl child bothered Lincoln—though in 1860 he somberly wrote, “I regret the necessity of saying I have no daughter”19—but Mary’s delight in girls suggests that she deeply wanted a daughter, one who would grow up sharing her woman’s world, then a sphere dramatically separate from that of men. She became pregnant only one more time. On April 4, 1853, her fourth son was born (the delivery was medically difficult, likely the main reason the Lincolns didn’t attempt to try again with a girl in mind). Thomas Lincoln, named for his father’s father, was from birth called Tad, or Taddie. The nickname supposedly referred to his large head and its relationship to a small body, meaning that the baby must have resembled, at least in his father’s estimation, a tadpole. Tad was born with what was probably a harelip and, possibly, a partially cleft palate, and understanding his speech would be difficult throughout his entire life. To Lincoln, however, other people’s views of his youngest son’s problems were inconsequential, and from the child’s birth the father lodged Tad in the same safe and secure place that Willie occupied in his affections.

With undeniable irony, part of Mary’s difficult personality became an agent that greatly raised Lincoln’s presidential prospects. Lincoln must have borne the requisite intellect in the inner workings of his mind to eventually become the greatest president in American history. But to achieve that future, he was missing one critical quality. To reach the top requires an unquenchable drive, and Lincoln’s own reservoir of it was probably a degree short. Mary gave him the missing component. After their marriage, his wife drove him ahead, sometimes subtly, sometimes relentlessly. She urged Lincoln to continue taking successive steps forward, to push himself harder, to reach out for the next prize. As with many couples, in the first years of marriage this husband and wife each clearly established the measure of the other. Lincoln learned of Mary’s extensive emotional fragility, particularly her inability to control her moods and passions. What Mary miraculously measured correctly was Lincoln’s brilliance—a quality that eventually dazzled an enormous segment of the nation’s intelligentsia. But his mind needed her encouragement to push it forward, and on the road to the White House, Mary’s prodding proved a critical key to Lincoln’s success. Yet in the end, no amount of understanding or introspection on either partner’s part would ever completely carry Mary Lincoln around the demons that bedeviled her.

THE FIRST LADY AND THE BLACK SEAMSTRESS

From the first day of Lincoln’s presidency, scores of people walked up the curved driveway to the north entrance of the White House every day, but only a few did so in response to the first lady’s bidding. And almost none of those so bidden were black. But on the day after the inauguration, a purposeful-looking, well-dressed African-American woman arrived in response to Mary Lincoln’s request.

In 1861, the elements of Elizabeth Keckly’s life would have been regarded as highly unusual anywhere in America. Born a slave, at the age of thirty-eight she had bought her freedom from her owner and, in her hometown of St. Louis, made a comfortable life for herself as a seamstress, her extraordinary skills bringing her substantial business and even greater repute. In 1860 she moved to Washington, where her now prodigious talents in dress design and high-quality sewing quickly attracted the attention of the most influential women in the capital. Her core business was not the making of ordinary dresses, but rather of couturier clothes: She designed and sewed by hand what were considered by wealthy Washingtonians the city’s most opulent and fashionable gowns. By early 1861, Lizzy—the name by which her customers knew her—had become a flourishing, unquestionably competent businesswoman who was hired as dressmaker by many of the capital’s best-known women, including the strikingly handsome Varina Davis, wife of Alabama’s Senator Jefferson Davis. That renown predictably brought her to the new first lady’s attention. Mary Lincoln stood at the beginning of her life at the epicenter of the nation’s brightest spotlight, and she was in urgent need of dresses of the style and excellence that Mrs. Keckly could provide. A lady’s reputation was strongly tied to the quality and breadth of her wardrobe, and no woman’s reputation was more important, or more subject to criticism, than the first lady’s.

The Executive Mansion’s doorkeeper admitted the statuesque Mrs. Keckly to the vestibule. As the businesswoman waited, upstairs in the second-floor oval sitting room Mary Lincoln and her sister Elizabeth Edwards were busy interviewing a number of other dressmakers, women who had been arriving at precisely timed intervals since the first lady and her guests had finished breakfast. The African-American couturier’s appointment was Mrs. Lincoln’s last. When summoned, Lizzy Keckly climbed the main staircase and made her way past hordes of office seekers clamoring to see the president, Lincoln’s first full day in office already plagued by what he would quickly come to realize was one of the worst tasks inherent in the presidency. Mrs. Keckly walked around the mob and through an open door into the oval chamber. There she found Mrs. Lincoln in animated conversation. Mary warmly and respectfully welcomed her caller, a kindness that in 1861 was hardly a typical recognition from a white lady of prominence to a onetime slave.

Sheer force of will was the dominating feature on the face of the woman greeting Lizzy Keckly. The combination of Mary Todd Lincoln’s genes and her new position as the wife of the president lent the small and fleshy woman a magnetic aura, her countenance this morning almost vibrating with purpose. Unkindly described as “dumpy” by many, Mary’s appearance now at forty-two had modulated in the two decades since her marriage from that of a sparkly young woman, one whose attractiveness sprang principally from her vivacity, to that of a middle-aged housewife long bereft of any sexual beauty. She stood five feet three inches tall and weighed 130 pounds. In her middle years those proportions could have been turned into at least a poised gracefulness. But while Mary’s appearance was still often striking when her mood was buoyant, she no longer bore any of the physical fairness of her youth. The doll-like cheeks, round face, and small mouth with thin lips were not helped by the ugly but at the time nearly universal female coiffure in which her hair was sharply parted in the center and pulled securely around the head into a kind of smooth, no-nonsense helmet. The first lady’s eyes even lacked any kind of natural friendliness, instead too often looking as though they were taking frank stock of whomever or whatever they settled on. Notwithstanding all this, Mary’s perky animation often managed to bring a glow to her features, a luster that many who met her long after remembered.

Unknown to Lizzy Keckly, before the seamstress had even entered the room Mary was already clearly determined on choosing the mulatto (a term designating a person with mixed European and African heritage) as her dressmaker. That the famously beautiful and genteel Varina Davis relied on Keckly was commendation enough for Mary; the first lady greatly admired, as did many in Washington, the courtly Mississippi senator’s stunning wife. What was left for the women to negotiate were only the financial details. In Mary’s down-to-earth, not to say abrupt, Midwestern manner, she climaxed the interview by laying out her cards. “I trust your terms are reasonable,” she said to Mrs. Keckly without a hint of haggling, adding, “I cannot afford to be extravagant … we are poor … if you do not charge too much, I shall be able to give you all my work.” For good measure, Mary then once more drove home her central point: “I can’t afford to pay big prices, so I frankly tell you so in the beginning.”20 Mrs. Keckly nodded her agreement, wisely avoiding any hint of negotiating: The practiced businesswoman well understood she had just gained a patron who firmly secured her future in Washington. The initial commission—a dress for the opening postinaugural reception in the White House—would be one of Mary’s old gowns that she wanted her new couturier to remake. Business dealings thus completed, the first lady spent the rest of the day accompanied by her female relatives in a meticulous, room-by-room inspection of her new home.

BUSINESS AT THE OTHER END OF THE HALL

While Mary was enjoying a good look through the White House, her husband was deeply involved in figuring out the mechanics of the presidency. Luckily, he had resourceful help. More than anyone else, the two young secretaries Lincoln had brought with him to Washington bore the responsibility for seeing that their boss learned, as quickly as possible, the basic workings of power in the executive branch.

Happily for the presidency, the personalities of John Nicolay and John Hay meshed perfectly where Abraham Lincoln’s needs were concerned, even though the pair’s styles and strengths remained distinctly different. The men formed a combination that would, in political terms, magnificently serve the president for the next four years. It would also equally agreeably serve the pair’s long lifetime of friendship, culminating in a jointly written encyclopedic memoir of the Lincoln administration that would be published twenty years after the president’s death.

Thirty-year-old John Nicolay was the first of the two men to enter Lincoln’s life. Nicolay was born in Bavaria, then an independent kingdom in a politically fragmented Germany. His parents brought him to the United States when he was still a young boy. Reared in Illinois, for the rest of his life he nonetheless retained more than a trace of a German accent, though in adulthood it only seemed to add to his air of efficiency and high intellect. A small-town newspaperman in his early career, Nicolay first earned Lincoln’s friendship while working as a law clerk in the older man’s Springfield office during the political campaigns leading up to the 1860 election. It was an easy call for Lincoln as the new president-elect to invite the closemouthed Nicolay to accompany him to Washington and serve as his private secretary. The tall and thin Nicolay, who revealed little humor on his saturnine face, wore a muzzlelike goatee and heavy mustache, his long, stringy hair prematurely receding several inches from a broad forehead. Lincoln already regarded his young secretary with great affection, warmth Nicolay would repay in unshakable loyalty to his boss. Often acting as an éminence grise as if to a French monarch, throughout the administration’s tenure Nicolay would serve Lincoln by personally conveying messages and instructions too sensitive to be committed to paper, often doing so secretly and over considerable distances.

Fully as dedicated and loyal to the president as Nicolay, John Hay represented the younger half of Lincoln’s office staff. Though Hay was always the junior in official rank as well as in duties (he generally took care of the president’s personal correspondence, while Nicolay attended to official letters received at the White House), he would make himself indispensable to the president both in his performance and through a vibrant personality that often relieved Lincoln’s depression and helped him to endure some of the most terrible times of the presidency. Hay, like Nicolay, sprang from Illinois and was the son of a physician, Dr. Charles Hay, who bequeathed him his abhorrence of slavery, with the younger man becoming a convinced abolitionist.

After an undergraduate education at Brown University, followed by law school (gaining a very different grounding in the law from Nicolay’s then common but less structured apprenticeship in the discipline), Nicolay recruited Hay to work in the 1860 Republican campaign, the latter focused on canvassing and helping to write the candidate’s speeches.21 When Lincoln chose Nicolay to serve as his private secretary, the latter suggested Hay be brought along to the White House as well. Thus at twenty-two, the smart but green young lawyer found himself half of the new president’s executive staff. Hay was short but youthfully handsome, and he possessed a sharp mind, though one prone, like the president’s, to deep depressions. His mouth was often flippant and habitually sarcastic, but Lincoln appreciated the mordant humor that afforded laughter in a White House besieged by tragedy. Though egalitarian in spirit, Hay possessed a brilliant mind and a sharp pen, and he rarely tolerated ignorance or ignorant people for long. His boss called him John, making him one of the few people Lincoln addressed by first name; even Nicolay was addressed by his last name by the president. Noah Brooks, a journalist and Lincoln family friend, described the relationship between the president and Hay: “Lincoln treated Hay with the affection of a father, only with more than a father’s freedom. If he waked at night, he aroused Hay, and they read together; in summer they rode in the afternoons, and dined in the evenings.… In public matters the older man reposed in the younger’s unlimited confidence.”22

To serve as their living quarters in Washington, the president gave the two young men the northeast corner room of the White House’s second floor, directly across the center hall from his own office. The high-ceilinged chamber performed double duty as the pair’s sitting room and bedroom for four years. Lincoln himself often found refuge there from office seekers and other importuners, and even sometimes from his insistent wife. Hay at first tried with moderate success to maintain a cordial relationship with Mary, but Nicolay’s relations with the boss’s wife started out badly and soon became significantly worse. Lincoln realized his wife didn’t possess the knowledge or the temperament to adequately manage the Executive Mansion’s social life, and he turned over most of that responsibility to Nicolay. Nicolay took up the task with professional zeal, sometimes overriding Mrs. Lincoln when she attempted to inappropriately interfere or to express a problematical preference for certain dinner guests. Unsurprisingly, Mary deeply resented Nicolay for what she saw as his interference. And Nicolay’s almost conspiratorial connection to Hay meant that her animosity to the elder of the pair eventually spilled over to the younger. Soon the two men developed disrespectful nicknames for the first lady, “hellcat” and “La Reine” being two of the milder ones.23 Mary thus wielded relatively little managerial control in her own home, all but guaranteeing that the atmosphere between herself and her husband’s most important aides was deeply damaged from the first weeks they all shared the mansion together.

The pair’s workload started off heavy and quickly got heavier. Before long the daily avalanche of mail directed to the White House became too much for Nicolay and Hay to handle, even when they passed off as much of it as possible to appropriate government departments for action. To help with the office tasks, the president “borrowed” a young man named William O. Stoddard, a land-patent clerk at the Interior Department. Stoddard remained officially employed at Interior, but because relatively little issuing of land patents occurred during the war, Lincoln decided that his new helper could fulfill his nominal duties just as well in the White House, meanwhile using his “extra” time to assist the two private secretaries. The president eventually asked the good-natured and good-looking Stoddard, given a desk in Hay’s office, to help the first lady with her social needs, a task the diplomatic young clerk fulfilled with far greater tact than did either Nicolay or Hay. Mary called him Stod and prized that he opened and attended to all her mail, even her private family letters, while at the same time never betraying the trust she placed in him.

Presidential secretaries had lived as part of the first family in many administrations, such assistants often having been related to the chief executive.
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