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The Insanity File: The Case of Mary Todd Lincoln

By Magrk E. NeeLy, Jr., and R, GerarLp McMugrTrY. Carbondale: Southern llinois University Press,
1986. Pp. xiv, 203. $19.95. (Also available from the Illinois State Historical Society, Old State
Capitol, Springfield, lllinois 62701, at a member’s price of $15.95,)

Writers on Mary Todd Lincoin have assumed
that her son Robert Todd Lincoln destroyed
evidence concerning her insanity trial. Accord-
ing to some, his motive was to protect her repu-
tation; according to others, it was to protect his
own. [n fact, he did dispose of some of her
self-incriminating correspondence, but he care-
fully preserved a bundle of relevant letters and
papers, which he labeled the “MTL Insaniwy
File.” The hle remained hidden until recendy,
when James T. Hickey discovered it at Hildene,
Robert Lincoln’s summer home in Vermont.

The Insanity File provides the basic source as
well as the title for the Neely-McMurtry study
of the case. In an appendix Neely and
McMurtry reproduce Mary's leuers, thirty-one
of them, which heretofore have not been pub-
lished at all or have been published only in a
garbled and inisleading form. The authors
have done more than fll in the gaps and correct
the errors of previous accounts, They have also
looked into the medical jurisprudence of the
period and the status of women under the exist-
ing law. Thus they offer a fresh and revealing
perspective as well as new information.

The authors show that Robert was extremely
reluctant to have his mother commitied, even
though her behavior—often erratic enough

before his father's death—had become so
bizarre by 1875 that she seemed incapable of
taking care of either her property or her per-
son. As yet, she exhibited no suicidal or homi-
cidal tendencies, and perhaps all she really
needed was someone to look after her and her
money. Under Hlinois law, however, she could
not be assigned o a conservator until she had
been tried and adjudged insane. A verdict of
nsanity was expected 10 lead to conhnement in
a state asylum. Considering the circumstances,
Mary was not harshly treated in being sent 1o a
private sanatorium. Though she gained her
release in a few months and got rid of Robert as
her conservator in a year, she did not demon-
strate that she could manage her own affairs—
as she thought she was doing and as her later
defenders have supposed she did. What was
unknown w her and to them was that banker
Jacob Bunn kept comrol of her finances under
a secret arrangement to which Robert had
agreed.

This baok by wwo outstanding Lincoln
experts ought 1o end all doubts and disputes
about Mary’s insanity trial. Historiographically
speaking, the case is closed.
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The Transformation of the Woman Suffrage Movement: The Case of Illinois, 1850-1920
By Steven M. BuscHLer. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1986. Pp. xvi, 258, $32.
(Also available from the lllinois Siate Historical Society, Old State Capitol, Springfield, 1llinois

62701, at a member’s price of $25.60.)

This book begins with a chapier on the national
woman's suflrage movement. The author pro-
vides little new here, relying on standard secon-
dary sources. Yet it will be useful 1o the
uninitiated. The second chapter is equally gen-
eral, dealing with the sociology of social
movements.

In three chapters Buechler breaks down the
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suffrage movement in Illinois into three
perinds:  1850-1870, 1870-1890, and 1890-
1920. To anyone interested in Mlinois, those
three chapters are the heart of the book. There
is substantial detailed intormation about the
suffragists of Hhnots, thelr organizations, and
the crosscurrents of differing methods of
achieving their ends.






