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Mary Todd’s 1835 Visit  
to Springfield, Illinois

THOMAS F. SCHWARTZ

Every biographer of Mary Todd Lincoln asserts that her first visit to 
Springfield, Illinois, occurred in 1837. The common source for these 
claims is William Herndon’s notes of a meeting with Mary that took 
place in Springfield at the St. Nicholas Hotel on September 5, 1866. 
Of the three sets of notes recounting the meeting, none are verbatim 
texts, and it is unclear how much time passed between the time of the 
meeting and the writing of the notes. A recently discovered entry in 
Sangamon County Record Book H reveals that sisters Frances Todd 
and Mary Todd witnessed a sales transaction between their brother-
in-law, Ninian Wirt Edwards, and Samuel Wiggins on May 16, 1835. 
The entry clearly places both Todd sisters in Springfield much earlier 
than previous biographers had thought.1

 For two hundred dollars, Samuel Wiggins of Cincinnati, Ohio, pur-
chased land in an area of Springfield known as the Edwards Addition. 
Wiggins is probably the Cincinnati businessman who was a director 
of the Franklin Bank.2 The sale provided useful income for the Ed-

 1. On Mary’s biographers see Ruth Painter Randall, Mary Lincoln: Biography of a 
Marriage (Boston: Little, Brown, 1953), 27, Justin G. Turner and Linda Levitt Turner, 
Mary Todd Lincoln: Her Life and Letters (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1972), 9, and Jean 
H. Baker, Mary Todd Lincoln: A Biography (New York: Norton, 1987), 75. Mary Lincoln’s 
letter to Herndon setting up the September 5 meeting is found in Turner, page 384. 
Herndon’s notes can be found on microfilm of the Herndon-Weik Collection in the 
Library of Congress and from John G. Springer’s copies in the Ward Hill Lamon Papers 
at the Huntington Library. Transcriptions are found in Douglas L. Wilson and Rodney 
O. Davis, eds., Herndon’s Informants: Letters, Interviews, and Statements about Abraham 
Lincoln (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998), 357–61. The Sangamon County Re-
cord Books are at the Illinois Regional Archives Depository (IRAD) at the University of 
Illinois at Springfield. The specific entry is on pages 310–11 of Book H. I wish to thank 
Tom Wood, IRAD director, for his assistance in this research effort.
 2. John J. Rowe, “Money and Banks in Cincinnati Pre-Civil War,” Bulletin of the Historical 
and Philosophical Society of Ohio 6 (July 1948): 74–99. Undoubtedly, he is also the Samuel 
Wiggins mentioned in Abraham Lincoln’s undated handbill circa 1836 and the January 
11, 1837, bank speech, see Roy P. Basler et al., eds., The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, 
9 vols. (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1953–1955), 8:429 and 1:64.
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wardses, who were still establishing themselves in Springfield. Al-
though Ninian Wirt Edwards was the son of Ninian Edwards—Illinois 
territorial governor and one of Illinois’ first senators after statehood 
in 1818 and its third governor—he had yet to make his mark in the 
world. He attended Transylvania University in Lexington, Kentucky, 
where he courted and married Elizabeth Todd, daughter of wealthy 
businessman Robert Smith Todd on February 29, 1832. Graduating the 
following year, Edwards took his bride to Springfield where he began 
the practice of law. In 1834, Governor John Reynolds appointed Ed-
wards to be Illinois attorney general, most likely as a favor to Ninian’s 
illustrious father. Like his father, Ninian Wirt Edwards so conveyed 
an air of an aristocrat that fellow attorney Usher Linder recalled that 
Edwards “was naturally and constitutionally an aristocrat, and he 
hated democracy when I first knew him, as the devil is said to hate 
holy water.”3

Figure 1. Mary Todd and her sister Frances witnessed an 1835 sales transaction 
recorded in Sangamon County Record Book H. The entry places the Todd 
sisters in Springfield two years earlier than previously thought.

 3. Usher F. Linder, Reminiscences of the Early Bench and Bar of Illinois (Chicago: Chicago 
Legal News Company, 1879), 280.



Figure 2. The May 16, 1835, land transaction between Mary Todd’s brother-
in-law, Ninian Wirt Edwards, and Samuel Wiggins is recorded on pages 310 
and 311 of Sangamon County Record Book H.

Figure 3. Page 311 records the witnessing signatures of Mary Todd and her 
sister Frances.
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 The Edwardses lived in a fine house in an area known as Aristocracy 
Hill because of all the large homes that stood in sharp contrast to the 
two- or three-room cottages that dotted Springfield’s landscape. The 
spaciousness of their home allowed them to entertain guests, often 
for lengthy periods of time. It is clear that Elizabeth Todd Edwards 
used the spare bedrooms to invite her sisters to visit for extended 
periods, always with an eye to finding a suitable spouse. The strategy 
worked, for all three of Elizabeth’s younger sisters married Springfield 
residents.4

 Historians have also cited the Springfield visits of the Todd sisters 
as evidence of the strained relations between the offspring of Robert 
Smith Todd’s first wife, Eliza Ann Parker, and his second wife, Eliza-
beth “Betsey” Humphreys. Springfield became an avenue of escape 
from the overcrowded Todd home in Lexington. Why Frances and 
Mary were in Springfield in May 1835 can only be conjectured. Per-
haps it was merely a social visit, or it could have been an opportunity 
to escape the worries of Lexington. Katherine Helm, Mary’s niece, 
recalled that “Ever since his eldest daughter Elizabeth had married 
Ninian Edwards, Robert S. Todd had gone to Springfield always once, 
sometimes twice, a year to visit his daughters and his nephew John 
Todd Stuart.”5 That might explain how the teenage girls were able to 
travel from Lexington to Springfield and back. What is also unclear is 
when Frances and Mary arrived and then left Springfield. Frances may 
have stayed in town even longer than her younger sister Mary. This is 
based upon another land sale one month later on June 15, 1835, with 
Frances Todd as the witness while Mary’s name is absent.6 Clearly, 
these entries in the record books present a very interesting puzzle for 
historians to solve.

 4. Frances Todd married Dr. William Wallace, Mary Todd married Abraham Lincoln, 
and Ann Todd married Clark Moulton Smith.
 5. Katherine Helm, The True Story of Mary, Wife of Lincoln (New York: Harper & 
Brothers, 1928), 97.
 6. Record Book H, 317–18.


