REL Notes—Mary Custis Lee
Primary Sources

ML Custis to “Nancy”, Annfield, October 5th, [1807], MCL-VHS

--birth of MARC [Mary Anna Randolph Custis Lee]
“This is the fifth happy day since I have been Mother to a lovely daughter….My Child is to be called Mary Anna Randolph….” 

W[illiam] Meade to MFC, New Year’s Day, Nassau Hall, 1808, MCL-VHS

--goddaughter MARC already born Jan 1 1808

“Kiss little Nancy [sic] for me, tell her now and then that I am her Godfather.  The first humane principle I wish you to instill into her young mind is to be a good girl.”

W[illiam] Meade to MFC, March 6, 1808, MCL-VHS

--MARC already born early 1808

“Kiss my little God-daughter and make her a good girl so that some youth 16 years hence may be blessed by her hand.  I still refuse her though not for the reason her nurse assigns.  Perhaps I may marry her but I will not take her as my wife.  Solve this riddle if you can.”
Mary Meade to MFC, Turkey Mt., July 12th 1808, MCL-VHS

--MCL birth date

“Now my dear little cherub Mary Anna I address myself to you, joining your fond Mother in praying you may possess that most valuable trait in youth—docility—and may it be followed by every virtue—I hope she is ere this relieved of her troublesome eruption.”
n.b—traditional date, in changed bible entry, is October 1808—this clearly shows she had already been born.
A[nn] R[andolph] P[age] to MFC, 6th December 1810, MCL-VHS (9)

--MARC as child/”precious prattle

“Your darling Mary is still The inspiring Theme of Aunty Meade & all her Flock—blessings on her Soul—We must expect that our full Adversary will strive with you for her—but we know that he that is for us, is greater than he that is against us—William gave me a full account of her precious prattle”

Susan Meade to MFC, December 12th 1810, MCL-VHS (9)

--MARC as a child

“Your brother told us that his niece Mary, was a lady who did very much as she liked, which I was very sorry to hear—but my brother William [Meade] gave us a different impression of her, when he returned from Arlington—he told us you had her in very good order, quite docile and obedient—I hope this was not a temporary conduct, assumed on complement to her God-father—I don’t suspect her of so much politeness, therefore I hope she has become ‘mighty dood’, since the Summer—I suppose she reads quite smartly by this time, and sings ‘as (so?) feedle’ as charmingly as ever—I expect to find her very perfect when I see her, let that be when it may—” 

Rosalie Stier Calvert to Isabelle van Havre, Riversdale, 15 July 1811 in LXXIII Callicott, ed.,  Mistress of Riversdale
--MFC character and MARC as little girl

240/  “Custis’s wife is also in very bad health and I do not think she will live long.  It is a great pity, for she is a woman in a thousand.  She has only one little girl left after losing three children, but the remaining one is charming.”

n.b.: MFC lost 2 infant daughters in 1805 and 1807 and another in 1810.
Susan Meade to MFC, December 22nd 1811, MCL-VHS (9)

--MARC as child/ interesting and lovely

“…your darling Mary was playing at your feet as I entered the room, looking more interesting and lovely than my weak powers of expression can portray—but the impression her appearance made on me is still lively and delightful to my remembrance—”

[Ann Randolph Page] to MFC, n.d. [post 1812],  MCL-VHS 

--MARC learning to dance?

“Before I review your letter my Moll I have to ask you a question—Have you decided on your daughter’s learning to dance, or not?  and what are the convictions of your judgment, for and against it?....I have made up my mind on the subject, and hope to get many Mothers to join.”

M[ary] M[eade] to MFC, Lucky Hit, January 9th 1815, MCL-VHS (9)

--books at Arlington/ Hannah Moore

Mentions sending Moore’s Strictures on female education
Rosalie Stier Calvert to Isabella de Havre, Riversdale, 25 October 1816 in in LXXIII Callicott, ed.,  Mistress of Riversdale
--job of plantation mistress

304/  “You have no idea of the multiplicity of my tasks…you know what attentions a numerous family and a house as large as ours demand.  Also our servants are not like yours—they have to be supervised constantly.  If a cask of wine has to be bottled, it is I who must preside.  I must inspect the see that my carriage and horses are taken care of as they ought to be.  I must completely supervise my garden….” 

S[usan] Meade to MFC, 30th Jan. 1817, MCL-VHS (9)

--worries about education of MARC/possibility of taking to England
“When you get Mary’s Tutor, do not forget to require a ‘legible writer’ amongst other things—and pray take a few lessons yourself, for your letters now are a serious job to the reader—I am somewhat afraid you will work yourself up to the belief that it will be necessary to carry Mary to England for an education—moderate your anxieties my dear Cousin, and implore the Father of mercies to bless your endeavor for the improvement of your child….give my love to the dear child—I have wished to get her a small work entitled ‘mental improvement’—it answers well the title, and is very interesting at the same time—leading the mind from nature ‘up to nature’s god’….”

A[nn] R[andolph] P[age] to MFC, May 12, 1817, MCL-VHS (9)

--MARC not to marry without proviso to liberate slaves

Speaking of a Princeton theologian/colleague of William Meade

“Speak to him fully & freely on the sorrows of heart respecting slavery—on the sad burden of conscience—on your desire That your child never marry without the preliminary of holding continual power to liberate, as fast as the colony [in Liberia] preparing, will receive them.”

M[ary] M[eade] to MFC, Annfield, March 8th [c. early 1820s], MCL-VHS (9)

--? of MARC going to parties/theater

“Cousin Sally Nelson wanted to know of me the other day my dear Cousin how far you thought it consistent with duty to let Mary frequent places of public amusement—whether you judged it better to prohibit her attendance altogether or whether, after teaching her what was right you allow her to partake in moderation of such things until such time as her own judgment dictates better things—also whether she has attended the theater—to the last, I said, I though you would object more than to other places of amusement, but did not know whether she had been or what you would do in such a case—I knew Mary had occasionally been to parties, & that you certainly would have preferred her staying away, but that you permitted her to go….Cousin S.  is a most anxious, attentive, do ating [sic] Mother, & wants to do what is for the good of her children I do believe—for their eternal good.”

M[ary] M[eade] to MFC, Annfield, March 8th [c. early 1820s], MCL-VHS (9)

--MARC not a good correspondent

“Give my love to Mary & tell her I wish her all good—all happiness—but I think she might write to us still.  The children have been looking for answers to their letters for about two months I think—it is shabby treatment.”

[Ann Randolph Page] to MFC, April 21, n.d. [post 1821—mentions boats going to Liberia],  MCL-VHS

--MARC loves literary pursuits and temptations

“I think of you my dear concerning your child with more anxiety than bout my own; because she is at so dangerous an age now—and peculiar temptations that surround her are often present to me….You have been greatly favored in your child loving literary studies—God put it in your heart to plan that for her….” 

Elizabeth Randolph to Mary B. Carter, E[astern] V[iew], June 25, 1822, SPP-RL

--MCL sweet tempered girl

Speaking of Robert Mason being without his mother:  “dr Mary Custis is so devoted to him & he to her, that I do not much wonder at it—what a sweet young Girl she is O!  what a blessing is a sweet temper—such as hers!”

[Ann Randolph Page] to MFC, n.d. [c. 1820s] fragment, MCL-VHS (3)

--MARC does not attend balls

“I asked your sister’s messenger, if your daughter had been over with the young people to the City—to my surprise he gave me a most emphatic and ready answer, that she had very lately been on a visit to his mistress as he called Mrs. C but that he believed she was the only young lady who had not gone to the Balls and parties—adding that  her Aunt Peter had given a grand Ball, that she had not even gone to that—and went on to say that Mr McIlvaine preached against such things and that he for his part thought he preached right, and could not see how any one could think otherwise….think you not, then, how my heart felt, while I thus heard of my dear Mary, yet borne aloof from the shoals and rocks of the Ocean of the world”

Mary A R Custis copybook, Feb 1823, CL-LC

--MCL education and character

Essays and answers to questions from Blair’s Rhetoric on such subjects as “Criticism, Genius, Pleasures of Taste, Sublimity in Objects” and “Style, Perspicacity and Precision”

Essay on “Some of the principle epochs of the life of Buonaparte and of the French Revolution”

Rather lofty and awkward style which reminds one of the half accomplished, stilted language of Eliza Doolittle:  “A masterly genius will of himself compose in such a manner as will agree to the most material rules of Criticism.  Homer it is more than probably was acquainted with no system of the art of poetry.”  

In section on “Sublimity in Writing” contains phrases:  “The fullest proof of this is afforded by Milton whose genius led him eminently to the sublime.”

Shows she knew how to write a beautiful hand.  Each section starts out with a kind of perfect grace and becomes sloppier and sloppier toward the end—though none devolve into the absolute scrawl her later handwriting becomes

A certain indifference—punctuation problems and missing words and no real flair is shown—opposite of what REL was known for as a child—attention to detail and follow-up  

Mary A R Custis School notebook, 1823, CL-LC

--MARC notebook

The notebook contains a lengthy account “Some of the principal epochs of the Life of Buonaparte [sic] and of the French Revolution”.  Appears to be copied or summarized from another book.  Absence of punctuation which characterized her all her life.

Eleanor Parke Custis Lewis, to Elizabeth Bordley Gibson, Woodlawn, Decr 2nd 1823 in LXXIV  Brady, ed., George Washington’s Beautiful Nelly
--portrait of MARC, 1823

138/ “We returned home yesterday, where we left my dear Sister Mary, as well as usual, but her constitution is extremely delicate.  She gets to be affectionably [sic] remembered to you.  Her precious Daughter has chills & fever yet, although she looks fat & well generally.  You would love this sweet modest girl, so humble& gentle with all her classical attainments.  She has wit & satire too, when they are required.  I love her most affetely [sic], she was the favorite Cousin of my darling Agnes & is devoted to her memory.” 
Eleanor Parke Custis Lewis, to Elizabeth Bordley Gibson, Woodlawn, 15th April 1824 in LXXIV  Brady, ed., George Washington’s Beautiful Nelly
--MARC’s attractions

146-47/  Says son Lorenzo “so susceptible” is actually engaged to an Ester Maria Cox.  EPCL says:  “ I could certainly love E.M.C., if she was all I had heard she was, although I should prefer Mary Custis, or Eugenia Calvert….” [All first cousins!]

RR Gurley to MFC, Norfolk, 27 June 1824, MCL-VHS

--MARC studies Greek

“I hope dear Mary is & ever will be happy.  I shall not forget her, by land or by sea in sickness or health.  Ask her to pay a little attention to Greek as some reading is necessary to retain the knowledge which she has already acquired.”

Mary [Goldsborough?] to MARC, Myrtle Grove, n.d. [c. 1824], CL-LC

--MARC at Sweet Sixteen

“Write very soon dear Mary, and tell me what you are going to study this Winter—only think I was fifteen years old last Tuesday—I had hardly an idea I was so old untill the day came.  I did not cry as you said you would on your next birthday…you I believe will be sixteen.  Oh what an Old Woman!....It will soon be time for us to talk of what happened in our day.”

Mary [Goldsborough?] to MARC, Myrtle Grove, n.d. [c. 1824], CL-LC

--notes on young MARC

Mentions ill health:  “I was grieved dear Mary that you [were] attacked with chills and Fevers….”  Also says Mary has written lots of letters to friends, is still studying—interest in life in girls finishing school

Mary [Goldsborough?] to MARC, Myrtle Grove, n.d. [c. 1824], CL-LC

--life of a plantation housekeeper

Talks of taking over housekeeping:  “…the affairs of the house are not the only things I find, a housekeeper has to attend to—I was called on this morning to count the poultry, to see how many chickens and Ducks were put up to fatten, how many to send to Market &c….So you may prepare dear Mary to receive some letters on Soap making, Candle making, fattening poultry &c….I have already discovered that brick bats and molasses is excellent food to fatten turkeys with.  I don’t know how I should like the thoughts of spending a lifetime at it, from the short trial I have had of it, I rather think I should not relish it much—” 

R[osalie] Stuart to MARC, n.p., June 25, 1825, MCL-VHS (section 23)

--MARC linked with George Calvert

“I have lately heard a piece of news on your [sic]  Mary which I am almost [sic] inclined to doubt because I cannot doubt but that you would have told me—but since it comes so straight and is so possible—I shall ever think so until you contradict it—it I that yourself & your cousin George Calvert are in good truth to be married—tis high indeed that you should be carrying on such important concerns & not let[t]ing me know aught of it—don’t ever congratulate yourself on secrecy of design for things seem allways to find an entrance in the vortex of News—” 

R[osalie] Stuart to MARC, Cedar Grove, July 26, 1825, LFP-WL
--MARC as flirt 1825

“Speaking of matches &c. it will not I hope be too great a liberty to ask my Dear Mary a few questions—pray what have you done with poor Mr Carter—Mr Lloyd—Mr Lee & to half a dozen or more swains who seem to be dying with the prevailing Love fever of the day—Altho we are so distant from each other yet I hear much of you & the mischief you are making upon the unfortunate youths around you—”

Henry Guijan to G.W. Custis and MARC, George Town, August the 5th 1826, MCL(d) Papers, VHS

--MARC amiable and good French student

“It is to the incomparable qualities of your amiable daughter that must be attributed her great progress in the French language my attentions were excited by them and the goodness of your family—”

Eleanor Parke Custis Lewis, to Elizabeth Bordley Gibson, Woodlawn, June 24th 1827 in LXXIV  Brady, ed., George Washington’s Beautiful Nelly

--MARC’s charms

191/  “My Sister Mary C always makes kind inquiries about you & expresses sincere regard.  They are all well, her charming daughter still unattached.  There are few worthy of her I think.”

Sarah W. Page to Mary A R Custis, November 5th 1827, DSF-LC

--MCL as young woman

Likes to walk and shows interest in garden and teaching

“I have the same pleasure that you have in continually beginning anew with my scholars.” 

Elizabeth Carter Turner to MARC, December 26 [c. 1828], GBL-VHS

--MARC love life/personality

Speaks of Carter Lee: “I promised my precious cousin Carter some double violets to send his winters flame Miss Van Rannslar [sic] (you know in the genial months, he always returns to kneel at your shrine.)”

“I wish my dear little Mary you would meet with a Dunallen—however—upon consideration, you do not deserve the wish, for you have thrown from you one, that if ever he has the luck to marry a woman he loves, will I dare say come as near him, as erring mortality can.  I ought not perhaps to hint at that subject, in strict delicacy; as the person to whom it refers, [is] so very near my heart, but then you are also near and dear to me, therefore I may be excused.  I love you very much my dear little Mary, and if it were possible, would wish some time or other to have you linked to me, and mine, by yet stronger ties, but that is impossible now; so away with the thought –indeed you are a dear though somewhat mysterious girl and I feel very sorry at the probability of your soon marrying some man of fashion, or distinction, in the great world, who will remove you to a sphere, where I shall hardly ever hear of you again—however it is a selfish sorrow I must confess—” 
Elizabeth Randolph to Mary B Carter, E[astern] V[iew], Augst 3d 1829, SSP-RL

--MARC to marry CCL

“The report is that Mary Custis is to marry C Lee, but Heaven knows whether it is so, poor child I wish for [her] poor mother’s sake as well as her own she was well [married] for I think great must be her anxiety.”

[Catherine] Mildred Lee to MARC, West River, August 22nd 1829, GBL-VHS

--REL smitten with MARC

“Well now for Mr Robert’s message, which he left to my ingenuity to frame of wh[ich] you [kn]ow I never had much to boast—I rem[e]mber his uttering as he left the room, confused sentences about beauty and size, how little could be added to the former and how much to the latter.  You know when one is much agitated, their expressions are generally intricate and difficult to be understood.”

Catherine Mildred Lee to MARC, West River, Nov 4th 1829, GBL-VHS

--MARC as belle:  impregnable fortress
Mildred praises MARC for “the talent which you possess in such an imminent degree to entertain and amuse one”

But cautions her.  Refers to a letter from MARC “containing the wo[e]ful intelligence that no recent attacks had been made on the impregnable fortress….Take the advice of a disinterested friend—Beware of the year 1830, suffer it not to commence before exercising resolutions which you have so long formed of repressing and softening a disposition hitherto so fatal to the beaux.  Pity you know adorns the female character.  A truce to the tender subject.”
Catherine Mildred Lee to MARC, West River, Nov 4th and Dec 23rd 1829, GBL-VHS

--friendship between Mildred Lee and MARC

Letters show close friendship between REL’s younger sister and MARC and “Cousin Molly”; share interest in French, same social circle, early feminist.  Speaking of Baltimore says “The society here is tout a fait select, the women are so intelligent.  It is the land of Spinsters.  I would advise all those who entertain any prejudices against elderly young ladies (as Mrs. Banlison calls them) to suspend their opinion, until they have visited this region.  After having conversed with Miss Mercer and Miss Chistern, they will be convinced of the error of their notions.” 

 Catherine Mildred Lee to MARC, West River, Dec 23rd 1829, GBL-VHS

--MARC clever talker/ distressed late 1829
MARC has been silent and Mildred says she misses hearing from one “who has always imparted so much pleasure by her colloquial powers.”

“…what has produced such a decided change in your feelings and ideas?...fortune has never frowned on you, all has been calm and serene with you the sky has been uniformly bright, no clouds have yet overcast it—What have you been studying lately that sentiment should be the constant theme?  The only conclusion that I can draw from your last epistle is, that that ocean of yours is ruffled….that you were experiencing some of those acute pangs inflicted by the cruel little persecutor, qu’on nous avertit d’eviter when you last favoured me –Now my dear another time wait until the paroxysm has subsided, and perhaps you may discover some beauties on which to repose the eye, amidst the general wreck which presents itself to you—” 

Charles Cocke Turner to MARC, Toulouse, March 9th 1830, GBL-VHS

--MARC eyes
Talks of the “little depot of beauty & loveliness Georgetown, where we would like amazingly to be comfortably fixed”
Speaking of Mary Stuart—“a good snapping glance from those black eyes of hers would be very refreshing about this time, as I don’t see such things in this country, in fact, (begging your pardon) your own peepers would not come amiss.”

REL to CCL, Cock Spur Island, May 8, 1830, REL-UVa

--REL interest in MARC 1830

“Tell Cousin Mary Custis that if she thinks that I am going to stay here, after you go away, without hearing any thing of her, or Cousin Molly, or Cousins Anna & William she is very much mistaken.  So that she must write to me, & if she does not I’ll tell her mother.  Or if she will say that I may write to her, she will have to answer me through common politeness—”

Elizabeth Randolph to Mary B Carter, E[astern] View, May 26, 1830, SPP-RL

--death of William Henry Fitzhugh

Everyone loves Cousin William—writer thought her son Robert Lee Randolph would burst a blood vessel at the announcement of his death.

“Mrs Goldsborough wrote, that he was slightly indisposed & took medicine for an intermittent got better:  on Friday the Inst in the morning he complained of a sick stomach, Mr G went to his room to see him, left him with no person but Mrs. F. in the position of leaning over a basin (perhaps to throw up)  He threw himself back in a moment on a pillow, attempted to say something but could not distinctly--& died without a groan or struggle.” 

n.b.—it was this death that caused MARC to have her religious conversion

S[arah].E. G[oldborough] to MARC, [Myrtle Grove--postmark Easton, Md.] 3d July [1830], Custis, Lee, Mason Family Papers, LoV

--MARC’s beaux/ teasing and crush on REL

Very teasing, bantering letter, making fun of many gentlemen.  Apparently has received a letter from MARC, describing those courting her.  Writer apparently has a crush on REL.

“Cousin George—I fear he will answer but too well—she likes him—that’s plain as Meg & I said together upon reading yr very amiable description of him—Helas, our pauvre mothering Parson—Hay lands fresh & salt Pork ice what is to become of them all) –English Calverts—you can’t laugh at (I dont mean to peak now)--& Cousin Charles is dood—adieu—dood news indeed—but Cousin Robert Lee—the best of the three—O my what shall I do—I want to see him too bad & you may tell him so too--& then if he can take a hint—but may be you had better not—tell Mildred to send him along—send him some way or other—tell me about him & do dearest Mary, dont forget to give him my warmest sincerest most devoted respect—....You must give my love to all—at Arlington...You know—tell me if Cousin Robt Lee is the same—dont I implore you dont forget to give him my respects....”

Refers to MARC as “sweetest dearest of Creation.”  

[M Meade] to MARC, n.d. [post May 1830; postmark Millwood July 14], MCL-VHS

--MARC religious conversion

Writes with “feelings of ascending gratitude and joy”—reads “again and again, your expressions of things awful and divine”—thrilled that Cousin William Fitzhugh’s death had removed her thoughts from “common things”—says he was filled with “justice and loving kindness to his fellow man”—thrilled that MARC was putting her confiding trust in his wisdom—begs here to find “time as much as you judge expedient to withdraw from other th[ings] to the meditating on the whole revealed will of God—with this scripture research and earnest prayer accompanying it, you may find joyful success in acquainting yourself with God—”

MARC Diary, [July] 15th  and 23rd 1830, LFP-VHS

--MARC struggle with worldly men

[July 15] “Yesterday evening spent in the company of worldly young gentlemen who flattered my vanity & pleased me in spite of myself—My heart not so dead to the world as I thought—yet still I think I did not desire their company felt it an injury & felt humbled afterwards at my own weakness. 

[July 23rd]  “This evening I am going to a prayer meeting & to converse with my minister, Oh may I be enabled to speak to him sincerely & with humility tell what my God has done for me Satan is very busy even in my sleep he fills me with vain imaginations, past scenes of worldly delight.”

MARC Diary, 26th [July] 1830, LFP-VHS

--MARC striving for light of salvation

“Have had much satisfaction today in feeling that the work of grace was beginning & that He who sought me when a stranger would keep me to the end that the light divine which enabled me to see & feel my need of a Saviour would shine more & more & discover to me those dark caverns of long buried sins evil imaginations & corrupt desires which have never seen the day--   

MARC Diary, August 2d [1830], LFP-VHS

--spirituality after engagement

“Have been absent from home & in a depressed & gloomy state of mind mourn much my unthankful spirit.  Have had some fears that I was in a declining state but on reading the cases of other converts do not know that I am—” 

M[ary] Meade to MARC, Millwood, August 10th 1830, MCL-VHS (section 23)

--MARC religiosity

See or long letter encouraging MARC in her new spirituality.  Speaking of death of Uncle Wm Henry Fitzhugh:  “You have doubtless often been made to perceive the wisdom & the grace of God towards you in the method adopted to pluck you as a band (?) from the burning.  What other method could have been so effectual to rescue you from the world into which both soul & body were annually plunging deeper & deeper?  I think my dear God child that the grace which has thus signally been vouchsafed you will be most faithfully improved.  Much of all the stores of divine goodness have been lavished on you, especially of that grace which puts holy thoughts & desires into the heart and much will be required of you in action.  God has commenced a good work within you & he will never fail on his part to carry it on but it becomes you to fear lest you forsake him & thus cause him to leave you to yourself....Dread nothing so much as falling back into the spirit & ways of the world.  Watch & pray against this continually.” 

Ladonia Randolph to Mary B Carter, E. View, Nov 5th 1830, SPP-RL
--MARC charming

“Mary is still a charming creature. Unwearied in her efforts to please.  She is now in considerable uneasiness about her mother, who has recently had a severe illness.”

REL to MARC, CockSpur Island, Jany 10th 1831, MCL-VHS

--Hervieu portrait of MARC

‘I hope Mr Hervieu will succeed this time indeed, be sure he observes that grand rule, ‘where nature has been kind to aggravate, where severe to soften’ & above all ‘to retain the beauty whilst he preserves the similitude.’”

REL to MARC, Cockspur Island, Feb 1st 1831, MCL-VHS

--Hervieu portrait of MARC
“What I would give to see you instead of Mr. Hervieus portrait?...It is not ‘so superior to the original’, and I am sure ‘I should recognize it’.”
H[enry] Lee [BHH] to CCL, Paris, 16th Feby 1831, CCL-UVa (microfilm CCL-LoV)
--REL/MARC engagement and MARC age 

“It is a curious & in some sort a contentious thing that Charles Henry should [torn] off with one of your old sweethearts & Robert that away with another & leave to you the task of recording their successful loves.  But as you had affixed your affection to a third object I suppose I may feel and [?] fully rejoice in their good fortune   I am afraid they are both rather young when compared with the long acknowledged excellence [of] their idols—particularly Robert, wh[o] cannot be older than Miss Cus[tis] from all I have heard of Miss Custis, however, & know of her mother, I should esteem Robert extremely forthwith, to obtain her hand as you say he will in the course of the spring and he is good enough for any woman.  His accomplishments are already considerable & when he takes a few lessons in narration & ora[tory] from his father in law, they will be complete.  He will be like Caesar ‘graced with both Minervas’.” 

n.b.—for age of MARC see letter above of  July 12, 1808
REL to MARC, CockSpur Island, Feb 24th [1831], MCL-VHS

--Hervieu portrait of MARC/parrot
(MARC holding a parrot in picture—parrot is symbol of Custis family)

“Give my love to sweet cousin Marietta & tell her how much indebted to her I am, for her lesson to the Parrot…when I come, I will teach it a longer & softer name.”

REL to MARC, CockSpur Island, Feb 24th [1831], MCL-VHS

--REL in love with MARC

(MARC has burned her fingers)

“Did I not tell you there would be no one to take care of them after I came away?  If I only had them at Cockspur tonight, to apply some specifick which I have, I am sure they would be well by morning….Now what could you suppose was the ‘matter’ Miss Molly?  Well, I will tell you what is the matter.  I am almost dead to see you, and I daily wish that this lump of mud sand flies and moschetoes was in—France—or any where else, so I could be with you, & be forever rid of it.”

MARC Diary, March 13th and May 22nd [1831], LFP-VHS

--MARC tension between religion/upcoming marriage
“…it is sweet to think that through him I am precious & honourable in my Father’s sight that as ‘the bridegroom rejoiceth over the bride so doth the Lord rejoice over me—Amazing thought  sometimes it seems incredible that I a guilty  sinful woman who oft times am ready to lay my head in the dust & exclaim unclean, unclean should presume to speak unto the Lord.”

May 22nd [1831]:  “Oh suffer me not to cleave to the world or find there that happiness which is only in Thee.”

REL to MARC, Cockspur Island, April 11th, 1831, MCL-VHS

--Hervieu portrait of MARC/parrot
(MARC holding a parrot in picture—parrot is symbol of Custis family)

“Tell cousin Marietta that I am much obliged to her for the trouble she has taken with the Parrot, & can only account for its indistinctness of pronunciation, by her attempting to teach it too many names.  Perhaps I shall succeed better in getting it to comprehend some of them, as I shall be able to call them louder & fuller.” 
MARC Diary, May 22nd [1831], LFP-VHS

--MARC religiosity

“Have had a sweet sense of the love & tender compassion of my heavenly Father….Fill me with the sweet influences of they Spirit & having experienced that love which passeth knowledge may my heart overflow with benevolence to my fellow creatures & oh may it be my delight to be the dispenser of this bounty—oh teach thy child the way in which Thou wouldst have her to go, direct all her steps—Open dear Lord some prospect of relieving those who are placed under our care & may we be willing to make any sacrifice to accomplish it”

MARC Diary, June 12th [1831], LFP-VHS

--conflict between marriage and religion

“O Lord suffer me not to be drawn aside from Thee in the new situation I am about to enter on but with a single eye may therein live to thy service & by a blameless life & conservation endeavor to shew forth thy praises.”

MFC to MCL, Arlington and Ravensworth, August 10th 1831, Custis, Lee, Mason Family Papers, LoV

--MCL not very “orderly”

“I hope Robert will add a PS now and then to tell me how you improve in order now he had got you all to himself.  I shall be disappointed in my Daughter if she does not profit by example united to Precept.”

MCL to MFC, “Saturday” [c. late summer/autumn 1831], LFP-VHS

--MCL dislikes female constraints

“I do not walk much for Robert has not a great deal of time to go with me & Horace is much occupied at school & I never can go alone as I used to at home—This is the greatest objection to the Point—” 

MCL to MFC, n.p. [Fort Monroe]. September 28th [1831], Custis, Lee, Mason family Papers, LoV

--false alarm pregnancy

“There are some circumstances to confirm the suspicions of the knowing ones I must confess but as I said before time will shew—I am very happy & feel strong & well again.” 

n.b:  cannot be GWCL because he was not born until the following Sept 16 

Eleanor Parke Custis Lewis to MCL, Audley, Oct 3rd 1832, MCL-VHS

--encouraging MCL to stay at Arlington with mother

Wants to hear all about new baby:  “I hope as soon as the babe is old enough & you are well enough to move that you will come up; & you must stay all winter with your mother—Indeed my dearest Mary, you must not stay from her this winter—her health is too precarious, her life is too precious to you, & to us all, to be injured by anxiety or exposure.  I fear she will not be many years with us, & how important is it that you should be as much with her as possible.”

[Eleanor Parke Custis Lewis] to REL, Audley, Oct 21st 1832, MCL-VHS (section 13)

--MCL difficulties in childbirth with GWCL

“I wish indeed that I could have been near enough to nurse & watch over my dearest Mary.  I am almost certain I could have prevented all that suffering.  I am sure that I have made her acquainted with my invaluable recipes for such maladies, but I suppose she forgot them entirely.—I hope she is now perfectly restored, & that she may have the gratification of nursing her sweet Boy.”  (Goes on to say how much she wants to see the baby and hopes that he will “transcend his Father’s fame, & rival his Mother’s beauty & sweetness….”
A[nna] M[ariah] F[itzhugh] to MCL. Ravensworth, November 10th, Thursday night,  [1831], Custis, Lee, Mason Family Papers, LoV

--MCL’s artistic talent

“Smith took his tea there [with the Masons on Analostan Island] tonight, & brought over yr beautiful little picture for us to look at.  It is indeed beautiful, one of the most successful of yr efforts I think—You are painting for one & another, when is my piece to come—I wish you wd take Robert’s likeness for me—You succeeded so well with Marietta’s that I think you shd encourage your capabilities in that line—Do you think you could succeed in doing anything from memory—”

MCL to MFC, Old Point, n.d. [c. 1833—after birth of GWCL], DE-LC
--MCL puts off corsets

“Tell Mrs. Kidwell the corsets fit pretty well but are rather tight & that she need not make the others at present…perhaps I will part with them.”

MCL to MFC, Old Point, April 23rd [c. 1833], and MCL to MFC, “Friday, n.d. [c. 1833-34], both GBL-VHS

--MCL fondness for little children

See these letters for detailed descriptions of “Boo” [GWCL]—his first words, first steps, fat little feet, etc.—clearly MCL is absorbed in his every movement and  finds delight in all his baby ways (as both she and REL admit)

MCL to MFC, September 1st 1833, Custis-Lee-Mason Papers, LoV

--MCL does not like corsets

“Mrs. Hugar...gave me the very welcome information that all stiffening was quite out of fashion so I shall be quite á la mode myself.”

MCL to MFC, September 1st 1833, Custis-Lee-Mason Papers, LoV

--fears challenges of motherhood

[Bonge appears to be the nickname of GWCL at the moment].  “He is the sweetest little fat creature you ever saw & obeys his Father most implicitly.  If he wakes up in the night & cries & Robert speaks to him he stops immediately. Wass[Wags?] teases him a good deal all in the way of love & Bonge squeals & scolds him most loudly.  I think he has lost much of his dove-like appearance & has much more of the lion about him now though he is a very good natured fellow if his energies can only be well directed they may be the means of much usefulness.  But I already shrink for the responsibility.  It requires so much firmness & consistency to train up a child in the right way--& I know that I am so remiss in the government of my servants & so often neglect to correct them when they do wrong.  I must endeavor with God’s assistance to be more faithful.”      

MCL Diary, Old Point, October 8, 1833, LFP-VHS

--desire to raise her children spiritually

“Had I kept close to Thee as when first Thy divine Image was impressed on my Love, all would have been well & now that I am a Mother, that my responsibilities are doubled O Lord bestow on me a double portion of thy grace that I may train up this young spirit to glory & immortality….wilt Thou early take possession of his young heart & fill it with a holy ambition to love & serve Thee   This is all I desire for myself & all with whom I have concern….”

MCL to MFC, Friday, n.d., [c. 1833-34], GBL-VHS
--MCL trying to overcome her nature

Speaks of the beauty of the sea:  “There is enough in Nature when it smiles to make us happy enough of love & goodness in our Creator to make us truthful & dutiful—if I could only feel as deeply as I do at some moments what a different creature I should be[.]  The spirit I hope is willing but the flesh very very weak—”
REL to Captain A[ndrew] Talcott, Corps of Engineers, Ft. M., 10 April 1834, Photostat, REL-VHS

--on MCL’s housekeeping

“Tell the Ladies that they are aware that Mrs. L. is somewhat addicted to laziness & forgetfulness in her Housekeeping.  But, they may be certain she does her best—or in her Mother’s words ‘The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’—”

MEA Lewis to CM Conrad, Arlington, March 14th 1835, Lewis Family Papers, Mount Vernon, typescript AHA

--MCL (and other women) neglected after engagement

“You charge me not to carry on any violent flirtations….I have no opportunity.  I have only seen two gentlemen at this house since the wedding party left us….The gentlemen in the District seldom find a Lady interesting enough after she is engaged to ride 4 miles to see her….They are always very polite when they meet them, but seldom take the trouble to pay them an especially visit, so you see I am entirely out of danger.  As an instance of this fatal neglect My Cousin Mrs Lee and Mrs Powell (then Miss Turner ) spent the winter after they were engaged here; and not one of the their numerous acquaintances called once to see them.  Sad! Sad is it not.” 

REL to Capt. A. Talcott, Wash:  25th Nov 1835, Talcott Family Papers, VHS

--MCL cuts off hair

“Mary is gaining health every day…I believe I told you her hair got in such a snarl while confined to her bed that she on her first sitting up took the scissors & cut it all off.  It is now coming out so rapidly, that when I left today she talked of having it shaved off and I expect on my return to find her balk.”

M[arietta] F. Powell, Middleburg, December 3rd 1835, Custis, Lee, Mason Family Papers, LoV

--independence of MCL as mother

“And so you really carried out your plan of execution and kept your little girl withut caps, dear little creature I should like most amazingly to see her notwithstanding my objection to bald heads.”

MCL Diary, 1836, LVP-VHS

--MCL depression 1836 [post birth of MCL(d)]

January 8, 1836:  “Oh my soul what account can be given of Thee during this long period—How cold how miserable is my heart, why has Almighty Love chastened me sore & raised me from the brink of the grave, to be a pain expressed by the gratification of this poor perishing body”

March 3d 1836:  “This winter has passed like a dream & oh how many misspent hours languishing for a return of health & vainly regretting the attractions lost perhaps never to return.  Lord, I would bow beneath thy chastening hand.  I would arouse myself & shake off this spiritual sloth….Cause thy fact to shine upon me & remember my offenses no more.  Take my little ones & that loved one of my soul under thy fatherly care  Let me not dishonour thy cause in their eyes….have I been wishing that it had been with me as in times past when the voice of gladness was in my mouth.”

8th March 1836:  “How unwilling have I been to go on quietly & steadily in the path of duty.  How has the love of east prevented me from improving the talents God has given me….May I henceforth find my happiness not in the pleasures of sense or the admiration the world can bestow but in loving & serving Thee & doing my duty to my children my husband & those around me[.]”

Good Friday—MCL renews her covenant with God

Easter Tuesday she says “again the dark spirits possessed me & sadness usurped the place of joy—…How men & selfish my heart it refused to sympathize in the joy of others because it is sad.”

March 24th 1836:  “…still weak in body, & mind my soul cannot soar  O Lord Thou hast humbled me & brought me low  Thou hast chastened me sore all the bright dreams of my youth are fled & I dare not ask thee for temporal blessing, lest they again draw my heart from Thee.  I only pray that Thou wouldst lift up the light of thy countenance upon me & sanctify my suffering for the eternal good of my own soul & of those whom I most love—” 

W[illiam] Meade to MFC, Edgewood, July 13th 1836, MCL-VHS

--Meade on MCL suffering after birth of MCL(d)

“I feel deeply for you my dear Cousin in your troubles—Dear Mary has been a great sufferer—may God sanctify them to her care   Give my tenderest love to her.” 
GWPC to MCL, Arlington House, 1st Aug 1836, MCL(d) Papers, VHS

--MCL in great depression

See for admonishing MCL to give up her thoughts of death and embrace life, forego her gloomy spirits—she has much to live for, etc.

CCL to BHH, Spring Camp, Augt 9th 1836, CCL-UVa

--MCL health post birth of MCL(d)

“I get very melancholy accounts of Robert’s wife’s health—indeed the last I received were very alarming; so much so, that I dread the arrival of the next mail.  She has never recovered, poor thing, from the effects of a cold, or some imprudence contracted or commit[t]ed soon after the birth of her last child.  It seems to me that I have often heard of great prostration in such cases & yet of ultimate recovery, which permits me to hope for the best in the present afflicting case.”

MCL to [MFC], n.d, n.p [post 1838,  St. Louis], fragment, Custis, Lee, Mason family Papers, LoV

--MCL  as mother—slapping children/Rooney

“Mr. Rooney will soon walk & has got a trick of squealing for  [torn] which I have been obliged to lap him frequent[ly]  as soon as he wakes he gets straight up in his [torn] little bed & stands up against mine calling for me & when I have left him alone at nig[ht] I have come in to the room & found him sitting up over Boo who was sleeping profoundly try[ing] to awaken him.  He was much charmed with [a] little black girl who came here this m[orning?] about the size of Tooty—“   

MCL to MFC, n.p., n.d., [St. Louis, post 1838],fragment, Custis-Lee-Mason Papers, LoV

--books read by MCL

“I have arranged my [b]ooks & shall now commence the Life of Washington as I feel more settled.  I have been reading some beautiful poetry of Coleridge, Shelly, Wordsworth  some French books lent to me by Mrs. Cabane & other little things among them Goldsmith’s life & poems.”
MCL to MFC,n.p. [St. Louis], n.d. [c. late summer 1838], Custis, Lee, Mason family Papers, LoV

--Rooney “cunning” activity/ MCL as mother

“Mr. Rooney is better & walks all about  with his feet turned out & arms spread forward & is the most mischievous & cunning little fellow you ever saw.  He was looking at your picture today & almost said Grandma.  Dear little fellow I hope his troubles for the summer are nearly over....You must excuse this very stupid & unconnected letter for Rooney is playing around me pulling my pens paper & ink & is now trying to throw his papa’s hat out of the window.  He has got on the little pink dress you sent & looks very sweet in it indeed with his little rotund figure & turned out legs....You must remember me to all the servants particularly, I wish I had some of the little ones here to amuse Rooney the time Kitty is washing for I find it rather tiresome to nurse all day such an unrestless [?] brat  tho his Father has come to the conclusion that there is not such another child in all Missouri & that he would not exchange him for the whole state....”
MCL to Mrs. A[ndrew] Talcott [Harriett Hackley Talcott], St. Louis, January 1st, 1839, Talcott Papers-VHS

--MCL wants to be at Arlington

“This is quite a large place & I have found some very kind & agreeable people but I am getting too old to form new friends & would rather be among those I know & love.” 

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, May 31st [1839], LFP- BLC

--MCL “forte is to give advice”/don’t take offense 

“I am sorry you have so much against your friend Sophy but as Mr. Lee says my forte is to give advice.  I will venture upon my long acquaintance to give you a little my dear Sarah which is kindly meant whether you think best to follow it or not, this is never to take offence if you can possibly avoid it but rather to pass over much that may be annoying to you will find roughnesses enough in the journey of life without seeking them & it is wise to choose that course which will take us on most smoothly & quietly.”

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, May 31st [c. 1839],  LFP-BLC

--MCL pregnant and stay home

“…you had better come on in October when I shall be able to go about with you for now I am ordered to stay principally at home, not being of a very presentable figure—  ––”
REL to MFC,  St. Louis, July 26, 1839, DE-LC

--MCL headstrong/REL bossy

“Young women you know Mother will not be advised, so it will be useless for you to waste your time advising that Mama, make her do what is right….”

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, Arlington, October 28 [1839], LFP- BLC

--MCL on housekeeping and children

“I have a great deal of work to cut out & fix tho’ not so much to sew as I had in St. Louis yet I am even more occupied & while Mother is sick I have all the house keeping to do & Custis to teach which occupies several hours every day—Little Mary is so fond of reading that she requires but little attention Mother rather discourages her from reading so much—”

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, Arlington, December 17th 1839, LFP- BLC

--MCL temperament: “out of sorts” and independent

“We were so surprised & delighted when Mr. Lee made his appearance on Friday last looking remarkably well & in fine spirits….He found me as usual out of sorts & suffering from a pain in my face but the children were well & delighted to see him.”

“Mr. Lee desires me to say something handsome for him but [as] I think he is well able to deliver his own messages I will not say anything for him.”

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, Arlington, June 12th, [c. 1840;  REL at Chief Engineers Office in DC], LFP- BLC

--MCL interest in politics
“There seems to be no prospect of Congress rising of their doing any thing.  Their course this winter seems to have drawn upon them the contempt & indignation of the public with few exceptions they are the most undignified ignorant & inefficient body of men ever collected to govern an unfortunate country nor can we ever prosper until there is some change.  If the patriots of former days who held their deliberations in the Congress activated by a noble zeal for their country could arise & witness the present degradation they would indeed weep for the fall.  But I suppose this is a subject of but little interest to you we are so near the seat of government it is particularly interesting to us.”

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, November 5th 1840, LFP-BLC

--MCL job as plantation mistress

[REL ordered to Carolinas to inspect forts]:  “I was then engaged in preparing him for his journey & you may imagine what a business it is to fit up 4 children & such a numerous family of servants for the winter which has already set in with considerable vigour.”

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, July 6, 1841, LFP-BLC

--MCL lonely at Fort Hamilton

“…we are entirely without society for none of the neighbors have called to see me except two & they but once in the course of a month.  Mr. Lee is in his office the whole day & I am alone with my two helps my two boys, & my baby if this can be called solitude.”

[Writes they have a nice “cottage”—wonderful views of shipping, flower gardens full of lilacs and roses—neglected back yard with currents—MCL wants to make jelly]

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, July 6, 1841, LFP-BLC

--MCL likes wild nature

“…yet somehow I love nature best in her ‘aspect wild’ & a [unreadable—proud??] forest or Prairie has for me more charm than all this culture.”

MCL to MFC, n.d. [c. Sept 1841], MCL-VHS

--MCL spirituality

“…& what are we all doing my dearest mother in acquiring that which is along worthy of our strenuous efforts, for myself so little that I sometimes fear I am making no progress in the onward road so much are my thoughts & time engrossed by the every-day concerns of life.” 

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, October 8th  [1841], LFP-BLC

--MCL lonely at Fort Hamilton

“The people are very unsocial & I am left much to my own society as Mr. Lee is so occupied.”

Anna M Fitzhugh to CCL, Alexa, July 28th n.d. [c. 1841-45], photostat, EA-LC

--MCL overburdened with children

“Mary I understand talkes [sic] of going to the Caroline, but I have not heard directly from her for some time.  She has so many children poor thing that she scarcely knows what to do with them or herself.”

MCL and REL to MFC, Fort Hamilton, 19 Dec 1842, GBL-VHS

--MCL personality

--learning compassion—worried about suffering of those in want in NYC

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, January 1, 1843 LFP-BLC

--MCL job as plantation mistress

“I could shew you how to knit beautiful caps of various kinds….”

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, Arlington, January 28th [1844], LFP-BLC

--MCL pregnancy and charms of REL, Jr.

“…I have been so secluded here both before & since my confinement….now I have no theme but the charms of my youngest born who is a very lovely fellow & much resembles his papa after whom he is named—”
MCL and REL to MFC, Fort Hamilton, May 1st 1844, GBL-VHS

-MCL personality
Letter shows:

--interest in art—going to NY to see great pictures

--has Indian artifacts in her closet

--taken up housekeeping, misses servants, but says could get on well by herself if she was well

--affectionate absorption in the younger children—Agnes who is 3 and Rob who is 1:  “It would require volumes to portray all the sweetness of Rob Ed.”

REL to MCW, Ft. Hamilton, 2 Sept 1844, in Lee, To Markie
--illness of MCL

3/  “She has not been well for the last day or two, but I hope it will now pass over.”

REL to MCW, Ft. Hamilton, 14 Sept 1844, in Lee, To Markie
--illness of MCL

4-5/  “Your Cousin M. has not been very well this week & is still suffering from the effects of cold.”
REL to MCW, Ft. Hamilton, 17 Sept 1844, in Lee, To Markie
--illness of MCL
“Your Cousin M.  is quite poorly.  I hope you will revive her.”

MCL to MFC, Fort Hamilton, 27th October 1844, DE-LC

--MCL interest in politics

“Politics are just the order of the day, we were in Brooklyn last week & there was a tall hickory pole planted at every corner—Flags spread all over the street & a procession more than a mile long partly civil & partly military in which were carried 3 coons & a bust of Henry Clay crowned with dahlias—In New York I hear the procession extended more than 3 miles.  There were some rare looking specimens of humanity among them—There is a good deal of excitement & meetings every where—”
MCL to MFC, December 25th [1845], DE-LC

--Lee/Custis women willing to travel alone

“I hope to come on soon I  cannot now say on what day for Robert seems unwilling to trust me alone & he has no idea when he will be able to leave this place….”

REL to MCL, Fort Hamilton, N.Y., 5 February 1846, DE-LC

--REL affection for MCL/solicitation during pregnancy
“And now my dear Mary I hope you will take care of yourself & be prudent.  You know how much we have all suffered on your account, let not your experience be lost.  If you wish anything you must let me know.  It will give me great pleasure to attend to it.”

n.b. MiCL born 5 days later

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, June 1, 1846, LFP-BLC

--MCL confined by large family

“…with my large family I suppose I shall be stationary the rest of my life.”  Says her parents “take much pleasure in their grandchildren—troublesome as they are—” and “You must excuse this short letter which is really not much worth reading, but the mother of 7 children has her thoughts so distracted that you must not expect much from her….”

Eleanor Parke Custis Lewis to CM Conrad, August 28th 1847, Lewis Family Papers Mt. Vernon, typescript, AHA

--MCL character

“Dear Mary Lee was a most tender & Efficient nurse [for dying Chas Lewis] & a source of great comfort to him her gentle affectionate manner, her pure unaffected Piety had great influence in preparing him for a life beyond the grave, in his delirium he always submitted to be controlled by her.” 

MCL to Sarah Beaumont, Arlington, October 18th [1847?], LFP-BLC

--MCL on moving and Arlington

“I have in my short life been obliged to break up 3 pleasant homes & what may be my future lot God only knows.  The home of my childhood is always open to receive me—”

MCL to “My dear Caroline” [Peters], n.d. [c. 1848] and MCL to Cora Pters, Arlington, October 26th [1848], LFP-WL

--MCL political interests

See letters for intense interest in Presidential election—rooting for Whigs and “Old Zack”.  

REL to MCL, City of Mexico, 15 March 1848, DE-LC

--jokes about giving MCL power of attorney

Gives MCL power of attorney while he is in Mexico:  “I suppose you will manage so well, that I shall find myself quite rich on my return.”

REL to MCL, Key West, 22 Feb 1849, DE-LC

--affection for MCL
“Our journey is now half over, I feel much rejoiced at having my face turned towards you again….”
REL to MCL, Baltimore, 7  Aug 1849, and REL to MCL, New Port, 15 Aug 1849, DE-LC

--MCL mind of own

In first letter REL summoned to Board of Engineers at Newport:  “What do you say to going on with me?  You can take any of the children you prefer, always including Paa’s who has never seen the sea”  Says they can stay 10 days and go sea bathing.  Second letter clearly she has not accompanied him. 

MCL to MFC, n.p. [postmark Baltimore], n.d. [1849-52], MCL-VHS

--workable marriage

“Robert proposed to me last week to go on  & stay with you ‘till the first of August but that would give us such a short visit & he really leads such a fatiguing life I thought he ought to have some comfort at home & especially as I hope to see you soon….”
n.b—contrast with selfishness of earlier years on both sides—both have grown
GWCL to dearest Grandmother (NFC), West Point, N.Y., March 19th 1853, DE-LC

--GWCL on MCL use of time

“I have abundance of time…but it is made up of odd ends and scraps of hours, and I have not Ma’s faculty or inclination of taking advantage of them….”

MCL Diary, May 20th 1853, LFP-VHS

--MCL religious conversion and influence of MFC

“How do my earliest recollections tell of her [MFC] untiring labours to impress upon this heart of her only child that Religion was the one thing needful & when that heart seduced by the allurements of the world seemed utterly insensible to all her admonitions, then in a chastisement heavy indeed the loss of an only & beloved Uncle who seemed torn from us by a lightening flash was her voice again heart ‘my child if this does not turn your heart to God [nau]ght will!’  That heart so dead & cold responded to the call.  In penitence & tears did I seek the strong Grace nor did I listen to the suggestions of the Tempter which said shake off these Feelings they will only make you sad & unhappy  I found no peace or comfort till I was led to throw myself entirely on the Saviour’s mercy….”
MCL Diary, Arlington, May 20th, 1855, LFP-VHS

--MCL on plantation mistress duties

“…I am again at my childhood home, but how changed—I am almost over whelmed by the numerous duties which devolve around me Oh my God give me grace to perform them faithfully & to preserve a serene & holy spirit in the  midst of the thousand vexation which daily annoy me.”

MCL Diary, December 9th 1855, LFP-VHS

--MCL marriage

“Still struggling on lately cheered by a visit  from my husband who had been absent all the summer—He is soon to leave me again & I must bear unaided all my burdens some are indeed grievous….” 

MCL Diary, April 5 [1856] LFP-VHS

--spiritual hopes for children

“The Holy Season of Lent has passed with no little profit to my soul unable to attend often the holy ordinances of the church my time & thoughts have been engrossed with the daily cares of life—Oh God give me strength & grace to perform them faithfully to pray without ceasing for those who are out of the fold, to look well to my self lest I bring dishonour on the religion I profess for my children Thou knowest Lord what I most currently desire for them.  If there is any other ambition for them in my heart Oh root it out & make them thine wholly thine.”
MCL to REL, Bath, 7th July [probably 1856]

--springs and MCL’s health

Says she takes a single bath every day, girls are learning to swim, REL would love bathing, Lord Napier is there. 

MCL to REL, Hot Springs, 3rd August ’56, DE-LC

--Springs and MCL’s health
“I wrote you from the Warm Springs, where I spend a week & often thought of you while in that delicious bath….I hope we shall all have laid in such a portion of health as to be able to resist the ague.”

MCL to REL, Arlington, August 12th 1856, DE-LC

--MCL managing money

Detailed accounts of dividends, children’s expenses for school, fall attire, etc.  Debts paid and uses own judgment on what to save and spend—she is thrifty too—accounting to the penny:  “But if you will write to me I will do what I can for you—” 

REL to MCL, Camp Cooper, Texas, 17 Aug 1856, DE-LC

--REL second guesses MCL on money matters

REL very exact in money matters—derides wife for inexactitude in banking matters:  “You must be very particular, dear Mary, when you deal in money matters.  You know I cannot draw from a bank unless I know where the money is & its exact amount.”  

MCL to REL, Arlington, September 2d 1856, DE-LC

--MCL on joining REL in Texas

“I often suffer much pain & stiffness—my health otherwise is good & I am able to attend to my duties for which I ought to be thankful….It is fortunate for you that you have not got me in your tent at present as I could be of very little service to you--& you would have but little time to wait on me.”

MCL to REL, Arlington, September 2d 1856, DE-LC

--MCL managing money
Says going to save money $500 sent to her for an emergency—wants to invest “that way I may do it…unless in the meantime you write me a different plan….”

MCL to REL, Arlington, September 6th [1856?], DE-LC

--MCL managing money/chides REL
Talking to Rooney about setting up account:  “Altho’ my accounts may not seem to you very clear according to your nice mode of keeping yours there is no one more particular to pay all I owe to the uttermost farthing   Do not be uneasy about me—”

Says she is using her own checks and bankers recognize her authority
Annie Lee to Papa [REL], Staunton, Oct 12th  ’56, MCL-VHS (section 13, restricted)

--MCL getting electric shock treatments

“I am afraid Ma is no better.  Dr. Riley with all his prodigious learning does not seem to know what to do with her.  He was giving Ma electric shocks just before we left, if you could only see Mill & little Agnes (or Hester as Mildred says she shall be called) giving her the shocks, to see their amusement at Ma’s jumps & starts, & how they give her a little more, to see her jump a little more.” (Mentions GWPC carrying cats upstairs to see MCL)

MCL Diary, November 20th 1856, and December 16th [1856] LFP-VHS

--MCL on suffering and religion

(Nov. 20 1856)“Thou hast destroyed the activity of limb…if thou see it good to prolong my affliction, enable me to improve it to he increase of my faith, resignation & devotion of heart to Thee.”

(Dec 16[1856])  “Still painful in body Oh may this chastisement be improved for my soul’s good Father in Heaven hide not thy face from thy child—Let her prayers & tears be remembered by Thee.”  

MCL Diary, [December] 25th [1856], LFP-VHS

--MCL thoughts on righteousness and after life 
“This holy Xmas day was able to get to church & partake of the Holy communion I would desire to be thankful for this & other…mercies tho’ my soul is sad at the thought of the dear absent one[s] when shall my eyes be cheered at the sight of them & that dear Mother who had gone to her rest—The rolling years per chance months will soon bring me to her—May I die the death of the righteous & may my last end be like her.” 

MCL to Mrs. Hackley, Arlington, February 19th 1857, Talcott Family papers, VHS

--MCL health, 1857

“…I have suffered so much of late with pain in my right hand & arms that I write with great difficulty.  The pain often keeps me awake at night, yet there is no swelling of heat….I have lost faith in all remedies….Mr. Lee …has no hope of coming home Indeed I almost [torn] his seeing me in this crippled state….”

MCL Diary, Feb 22d 1857, LFP-VHS

-disappointment in children’s lack of spirituality

“I am some grieved that not one of them [her children] has yet come out boldly on the Lord’s side….”

MCL to REL, March 17th, 1857, DE-LC

--joy at religious conversion of Agnes and Annie

“This is a compensation for all of my pains.  I must not now complain of anything but pray more earnestly that the rest of my children may be brought ease, into the fold of God.”
n.b.:  perhaps the most joyous letter she ever wrote

EAL to MCL, March 21st 1857, DE-LC

--Mrs. L not enamored of hoops and girls clothing

“As to the hoops I asked for certainly if you do not want to, don’t send them.  I don’t care much for them I merely thought it would be cooler in summer with very small ones.  You must not, dear Mamma compare our requirements with yours.  You know you are confined very much to the house while we go about a good deal more need more bonnets and dresses and cloaks than you perhaps think.” 

MCL Diary, April 1, 1857, LFP-VHS

--MCL indulges children’s faults

“I feel that I have been too indulgent to the faults of my children & for that I have been severely punished….”

REL to MCL, San Antonio, Texas, 7 April 1857, DE-LC

--finances/marriage

See for example of REL consulting on finances, asking wife’s advice, concurring in her decisions, asking her for information—not a restrictive all-male presence.”

MCW Diary, May 2, 1857, AHA
--MCL reading Dickins

Notes MCL laughs uncontrollably at Dickin’s Little Dorrit
MCL to REL, Arlington, May 22 [1857], DE-LC

--MCL wants REL at Arlington

“I cannot bear to think of you in that lonely place.  If you were only here with us all.  How happy it would make us.  Is not this happiness ever in store for us[?]  It seems so long delayed—Perhaps the future may be better than our hopes[.]  I know it will be better than our deservings—”

General Scott has gotten Rooney an appointment in the 6th infantry.  MCL:  “I am not at all anxious he should enter the Army….Oh if you were only here to consult….”

REL to MCL, Camp Cooper, Texas, 25 May 1857, DE-LC

--Springs & MCL’s health

“I by no means despair of your perfect recovery & trust that prudence skill & judgment may [all] accomplish it.  I hope much from the waters of Bath & your trip this summer—I wish you to take advantage of the earliest opportunity to test them.” 

REL to MCL, Camp Cooper, Texas, 1 June 1857, DE-LC

--MCL/REL partners in business concerns

Long letter about bonds, stocks and legal issues with brother-in-law Childe.  (See also REL to MCL Camp Cooper, 25 May 1857 for similar long banking letter, free of details)

“I have stated these facts for your information & guidance.  Do not speak of the matter if unnecessary, still less act in them.  I would not trouble you with it, but that I wish you to know all in which I am concerned.” 

REL to MCL, Camp Cooper, Texas, 15 June 1857, DE-LC

--springs and MCL’s health 1857

“If not harassed by pain you must have derived much pleasure from the society of so many friends, though I trust your anxiety for their entertainment did not lead you into any personal imprudences.”

REL to MCL, Camp Cooper, Texas, 5 July 1857, DE-LC

--REL says MCL is “credulous”

--“You know I have often told you you were too credulous.”

E[dward] V[ernon] Childe to REL, White Sulphur Springs, Greenbrier County, Virginia, July 10, 1857, MCL-VHS (section 13, restricted)

--MCL appears better/well

“I wrote to you from Arlington, where…I passed a charming fortnight.  We found your dear & excellent wife in infinitely better health than I had anticipated, & she was improving daily.  She was always at her post in the morning, at prayers & at breakfast—was all day active & was among the last to retire at night. She looked exceedingly well for a person who had suffered during a 12 month—walked with a can, it is true, but could do without one—ate with a capital appetite & slept well, & indeed I would like to be in as good condition in certain respects as is sister Mary.”

MCL to REL, Arlington, 14 July [1857], LVP-VHS
--springs and MCL’s health

“My rheumatism about which I have written to you hangs on me so that I have determined to go to some mineral springs to get cured [.]  I have written to Carter to know if the famous ‘soda sulphur’ will meet my case if not I shall go either to Bath or the warm springs…. I shall go to the springs as early next week as I can get off--& do all in my power to get rid of this rheumatism which makes me comparatively useless. ”  [check order]
MCL to CCL, Arlington, July 17, [c. 1857], EA-LC

--MCL hates rheumatism

Confined to her room and bed for four weeks—rheumatism in knee—nothing helps: “It is a complaint I never had before in my life & am anxious to check it at once—for I cannot resign myself willingly to this state of inaction.”

MCL to REL, Arlington, 14 July [1857], DE-LC

--MCL and childbirth

Speaking of a friend who had a difficult confinement:  “He does not think she will ever get out of her bed—Poor thing my 4 weeks confinement & helplessness tho’ so far less than hers has made me truly sympathise [sic] with her—” 

MCL to REL, Berkley Springs, 25 July [ probably 1857], DE-LC

--springs and MCL’s health

“dearest Robert I must say I feel better tho’ I have not such a decided change as I could desire I certainly have less pain at night & scarcely any in my shoulder….In the bath I always feel well & can jump about quite actively….There are about 200 persons here of whom 50 are children some very pleasant people & we all do much as we please & are very comfortable[.]  The baths you know & so often have I longed to enjoy them with you….the routine of a watering place is not very interesting my principal enjoyment has been the society of my children[.]”

MCL to REL, Hot Springs, 3rd August [1857], DE-LC

--MCL illness

“Could I ever have anticipated that my active limbs would be bound with rheumatism & that I should be on Mary’s crutch….yet thus it is & I cannot account for it—” 

MCL to REL, Hot Springs, 3rd August [1857], DE-LC

--MCL misses REL and philosophy
“…nothing had been done since you left nor will be don [torn] time till you return—Ah when will that be [?]  I hope you will find your poor wife cured of her ailments….Life is at best but a fleeting current whether it glides smoothly or rushes in a turbid course its end it the same, the great ocean of eternity [.]  Nothing can stay its course yet we seem to forget that there we must go & we know not how soon our frail bark may reach the
end—” 

EAL to REL, Berkeley Springs, August 5th, 1857, DE-LC

--ambivalence about the springs

“I confess home is far preferable, this constant succession of strangers, never ending dressing is not [a] pleasure for me though…the bathing compensates for everything almost.”

MCW Diary, March 5, 1858, Typescript, AHA

--MCL editing father’s papers/ mania about old letters

MCL reading out loud from “old boxes of letters” including Custis wills and the like.  “Reading these old letters, seems to have become quite a mania with dear Cousin M.  At all hours of the day may she be seen, coming in or sitting down with her arms or lap full of moth eaten letters, some of wh[ich] by date are one hundreds & fifty years old.”
[Markie would like some of them but after hinting, concludes that MCL does not want to give them up”

MCW Diary, June 5, 1858, Typescript, AHA

--MCL enchanted by family papers

MCL has gone to Tudor Place with Cousin Edmond Rogers, who is investigating family “geniology.”  “Accordingly, nothing was talked about during the rest of the afternoon, but, family pedigree and when Tea was over, we all sat around the little parlor table—Cousin Mary, Marie la fille myself & Edmond Rogers.  Cousin Mary got out packages of old papers—some of them moth-eaten & dyed by lapse of centuries & Cousin Edmond produced his note book & made copies of such as cousin M permitted—others were read aloud, commented upon, and laughted [sic] over as remarkable speciments [sic] of the idiocencricies [sic] of our ancestors.”  Especially likes a letter of Col Park Pepper planning to come to Va to find a wife.  

Diary of Elizabeth Lomax, April 17, 1858, in CCLVIII Lomax, Leaves from an Old Washington Diary

--MCL friends--feminism

85-86/  Writing an article with views on education:  “It gives me an opportunity to say what I have long believed—that men and women should have the same advantages of education.  Any mind not cultivated and permitted to vegetate will deteriorate—and that is the fate of the average feminine mind—but some not far distant day women will come into their own.”

Believes men and women should be equal mentally, but have different duties in life.

111/  December 2, 1859:  hosts discussion of higher education for women at her home—

n.b:  check original—published version has been altered 

Will of M Lee, (Copy in her hand), November 3rd 1857 [“Opened and resealed after the War at Lexington, December 13th 1865, GBL-VHS

--MCL on REL—“excellent judgement”

Leaves property bequeathed to her by W.H. Fitzhugh as well as legacies to REL—to be distributed on his death to children apportioned according the “his excellent judgement [sic].”

MCL to REL, Hot Springs, 3rd August [probably 1858], DE-LC

--springs and MCL’s health

“…the Hot Springs which seems a perfect pool of Bethesda from the number of lame hurt [?] & maimed people who are assembled here mostly old men tho’ there are a few young ones with pallid & attenuated forms—one poor boy of 13 yea[r]s whom his Father takes to the Bath in his arms[.]  The accommodations are clean & good but not sufficient I think to justify the fame which is $14.00 per week to those who take their meals in their rooms as I do, on account of the numerous flights of steps you have to ascend in going to the Hotel table, as the cabins & baths are in a low valley—you pay too 50 cts for each Bath so you see these Virginians are quite equal to the Yankees in their charges—” Also mentions steam treatments and the “all healing spring—a new place said to cure all diseases….If one had time & money to visit all those springs & partake of their waters he ought to expect to live forever if the accounts of their wonderful virtues are true—I have no doubt that a summer spent in this find [unreadable] atmosphere will be really beneficial—”

EAL to WHFL, Arlington, October 2nd 1858, DE-LC

--MCL benefits from Springs

Says they have spent 5 weeks at the springs and that MCL “benefited and looked fat and well.”

But also says:  “But here [Arlington] you know she always exerts & exposes herself a great deal which I am afraid will do away some of the good effects of the summer recreation.” 

Benson J Lossing to MCL, Poughkeepsie, .N.Y., Oct 13, 1858, Benson J. Lossing Papers, HL :

Encourages MCL to edit her father’s recollections of Washington—helps get published.  “The matter left by your father is of the greatest historical value.  It is like previous stones—uncut, whereby in the hands of a lapidary may be made brilliant—of the first water.”  But says much is repetitious, historically faulty, in need of “revising and pruning.”  Lossing offers to revise, get published, add notes, etc for an equal share of the copyright.  

Memorandum of Agreement between James C. Derby and MCL and Benson Lossing, Dec. 18th 1858, MCL-VHS (section 27)
--deal on GWPC Memoirs

Says is to be published on July 1, 1859; MCL signs for self; gets 10 percent of retail price (split with Lossing), paid semi-annually.   Witnessed by Annie.
MCL Diary, 1859-60, LFP-VHS

--MCL on REL leaving, 1859-60

November 27th 1859:  “In a few days my husband is again to leave me for Texas.  I should have loved to kneel with him today around the altar of my God, it may be for the last time but it could not be—”

[Dec] 11th [1859]:  “The departure of my husband has been again delayed & he has been sent only so far as Harper’s Ferry.”

December 23rd 1860:  “Restore in health & safety to us Him whom we love or cheer him in his distant Post with thy consolations—”

MCL to ACL, n.d. [c. 1860],  DE-LC

--MCL yields to vexations

Voices concern about GWPC and the children’s state of grace

“You must pray for your brothers & sisters for your poor Mother that she may become more perfected in her Christian course & not yield to the irritations produced by the constant petty cares & vexations which annoy her.”

MCL to MiCL, Arlington, Friday 25th [c. 1860],DE-LC

--MCL on her own religious conversion

Says religion came to her like a bright ray of sunshine suddenly shining on the dust & dirt of the soul

“…when  first I was brought to feel my sinfulness—Mrs Powell was the friend to whom I talked of my feelings—I was for some weeks very miserable I could not feel willing to give up all for God—The world had such a strong hold upon me & the Tempter whispered to me, Banish these thoughts they will only make you unhappy—but I could not get rid of them & it was only when after many prayers & tears I was made to feel willing to give up all even my life if God should require it, that I obtained joy & peace.”  

REL to MCL, Ringgold Bks:  4 April, 1860, DE-LC

--MCL—Cod liver oil and coffee

“I was sorry to learn that the Cod liver oil had made you sick, for I had hoped it might be of Service to you.  I can imagine it to be very impalatable & as you do not like Coffee, which I am told disguises its taste, the union might not make it more so.  Poor Jenny Turner used to take hers in porter or ale, & I recollect her saying that after a little while, she rather liked it.  You might try that mixture.” 

MCL to “My dear child” [MiCL],  [Dec] 5, [1860], DE-LC

--REL in Texas—MCL wants him home

“I got a letter from your papa tonight.  He is well & seems to be expecting to go to  Camp Cooper which I believe is one of the last places on the face of the earth—I wish he could come home.”

MCL to MiCL, Arlington, Jany 17th 1861, DE-LC

--MCL caught in the sexual mores of day

Says “supplications to that Almighty Power” about fate of the country is “all we poor women can do.”

“…Annie & I were all packed to go to Baltimore when the necessity of your brother’s going off for a few days on some business, kept me at home.  Mr. McQueen being sick in bed & all my damsels not located for the year I thought it best not to go….”

REL to My dear Son [GWCL], Fort Mason, 30 Jany 1861, REL-DU 

--on MCL as financial manager

“The Mim, the dear Mim, considers herself a great financier.  Consult her, but do not let her take it shopping, or you will have to furnish her with an equal amount to complete her purchases.  She has such a fine eye for bargains.”

MCL to My dear little child [MiCL], Richmond 7th n.d., [1861], DE-LC

--MCL crippled by late 1861/medicine

“I suffer so much & nothing I have taken here seems to afford me the slightest relief.  I cannot walk a single step without crutches & very few with them—I send you the materials if you could have them got & boil it down for me & put in black bottles & brought here I could add the whiskey & molasses here….”
MCL to Mrs. William H. Stiles, March 8, 1862 quoted in I  Connelly, Marble Man
--MCL ambitious for REL

“I saw my husband’s arrival announced in the papers & last Sunday I had the satisfaction of seeing him for one day after a separation of nearly a year.  He looks well in spite of his cares & I see by the papers that he is put in charge of the armies of the Confederacy, now they have  got into trouble they send for him to help them out & yet he never gets any credit for what he has done.  he never complains or seems to desire anything more than to perform his duty, but I may be excused for wishing him to reap the reward for his labors.” 

MCL to “Mrs Genl Corse”, n.d. [wartime], in Corse Family Papers, BLA

--time for personal gestures during war

 Note congratulating on birth of a daughter—thoughtfulness in times of stress

Philip Kearny to wife, Fair Oaks, June 15th 1862, typescript,  Kearny Papers, LC

--MCL witty and spoiled/ interaction with McClellan

“How ridiculous, McClellan has behaved with Mrs. Gen’l Lee.  It amuses me extremely.  I know her most intimately.  She is a witty, crazy, spoilt woman, a born heiress, and the very one to ridicule McClellan, & our whole army, as being a pack of parvenus.  It was so truly vulgar--& misconceived gentility.  McC—is just that kind of man, in everything he does.”

MCL to Mrs. F. Dickins, 11th August [1862], AHA

--MCL on cheerfulness and delusion of Yankees

“In these times we must all ‘in patience possess our souls’ & it is wonderful what a cheerful spirit even those who have suffered most evince.”

Unable to walk a step for 2 years

“The Confederates have the ability to resist for many long years & the other party are persisting under the delusion that they will conquer in the end.  They seem indeed to be blinded like Pharoah of old & rushing madly on to their own destruction.” 

MCL to Lucy Cocke, Richmond, 24th October [1862—or perhaps 1863], papers of John Harwell Cocke, UVa

--MCL on war and death of Annie

“It is difficult in Richmond to get the necessaries of life so you need not fear that we shall expect luxuries the war will produce one good effect in teaching us to be content with little….”

“My darling Annie is at lat in the bosom of her Savior nor would I recall her sadly as I miss her gentle ministrations….” 

K[itty] C. Stiles, to Aunt Eliza [Eliza Mackay Stiles], n.d., [1862-63], Stiles Family Papers, SHC-UNC\
--MCL visits hospitals/looks a cracker!

“I saw Mrs. Lee in Richmond.  She sent much love to Mary & yourself…none of the rest of the family were in town, except Charlotte, who I met while out walking.  She looked a picture of despair tho’ pretty.  Mrs. Lee looked well & seemed in good spirits—she had visited the hospitals in the morning James Read told me & spoke a cheerful word to each sick, or wounded soldier, which pleased the,, & gave them something to talk of for hours after—Jim did not seem to admire her mussed, bright yellow calico dress, or cracker appearance generally—but liked her talk.” 

Anne Wickham to CCL, n.d. [c. 1863], EA-LC

--MCL during war

“Poor Cousin Mary is a great sufferer from rheumatism.  She can scarcely move and has to be lifted about.  Her spirits are excellent & she is a most delightful companion.”

MCL to Mrs. F. Dickins, n.d., [Spring 1864], Custis and Lee Papers, AHA

--Lee’s during the war

“I cannot conceive how she [Mrs. Fitzhugh] exists in such solitude—We are in a constant flow of society, & all are cheerful & hopeful.  You meet almost everyone here you have ever seen before & were it not for the enormous prices of every necessary of life should be comfortable….I have all my 6 children with me for the first time since the war & this affords me great happiness all unharmed after passing thro’ so many & so great perils for which I desire to be truly thankful.” 

M S[chaaf] to “Molly” [MCL, n.d. [spring 1865, by mention, oath, pardons, etc], MCL-VHS 9Section 26)

--MCL “sanctified” by war

Pleased to get her letter:  “...it taught me a good lesson dear Mary, affliction seems to have sanctified you, made you draw near to God, feel that it was good for you that you have been afflicted, to bow & wait, and to live by faith.” 

MCL to Mrs. Haxall, [Derwent], 25th June 1865, SH
--MCL unreconstructed after the war

“I trust we shall meet yet in brighter times when our poor unhappy South may have a name & a place in the world now she seems well nigh annihilated.  Yet God can raise her from the dust.”

MCL to Mrs. F. Dickins, n.d. [Spring 1864], DL-LC

--missing Arlington

“I suppose we shall soon now have the spring flowers—ah when I think of mine my heart sinks within me you know how sweet the spring used to be all thro’ that country & especially at one spot.”

MCL to Miss Betty Poulson, Derwent, Sept 21st 1865, MoC, typescript AHA

--longing for Arlington, will never relinquish claim

“My heart yearns to the home of my youth the most beloved spot on earth to me and the knowledge of how it is occupied & desecrated is bitter grief to me—Yet I shall never rest until it is restored nor will I ever relinquish my claim to it.  The whole Yankee Nation could not offer a compensation meet for it—Independent of its great natural advantages it  has been the scene of every memory of my life either for joy or sorrow, the graves of my beloved parents rest there—There my children were born & there I was married Every tree they have felled had been cherished with the tendrest care.”

MCL to B Losing, Lexington, February 20th, 1866, CL-LC

--bitterness over loss of Arlington

“I ought not to hurt myself to write…of that cherished house so rich in relics of the Father of his Country where reposed every memory of my life & the graves of my beloved parents, now ravaged, desecrated, the fine oak, which had been cherished for 50 years & [now] leveled to the ground & the graves of those who have wrought an [?] planted up to our very door—” 

REL Jr. to Mildred Lee, Romancoke, Sunday night, April 8th ’66 , DE-LC
--MCL’s lazy habits of letter writing
[Evidently has received a letter from MiCL written on many scraps of paper]:  “…you are taking after your Mamma & are writing up the pieces simply because they are pieces.  I don’t object to your letters in any form but I just would suggest in a brotherly way that the young ‘Lord of Romancoke’ is not accustomed to receive letters gotten up so recklessly, except from his mother.” 
MCL to Fannie Nottingham, Lexington, 6th May 1866, in CXXI
 “Letters from Old Trunks,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography

--MCL depressed after war

336/  Talks of seeking cures for rheumatism and going to springs “tho’ I have little hope of any permanent benefit.”

“Lexington has been quite gay recently with the two Commencements, Washington College & the Institute, but I am unable to mix in any thing that is going on & am often very sad & lonely.  God knows what is best for us all, yet it often seems to me that my affliction is peculiarly trying to one of my active temperament.”
W[illiam] B Sprague to MCL, Albany, June 6, 1866, MCL-VHS (section 25)

--incidents of MCL girlhood: tutor’s visit; parents; religion; Arlington
Sprague was a tutor at Woodlawn, home Nelly Custis Lewis.”I scarcely suppose it possible that you would have any recollection of me, though my remembrance of you is as vivid almost as if but a single year had passed since I saw you....I never hear of Mrs General Lee without thinking of the germ of that lady, which I used to know in little Mary Custis.  You were a little bit of a girl then—I do not know exactly how old, but you will know when I tell you that it was in the winter of 1815-16.  Of your father I have very pleasant and distinct recollections, but no one in the whole circle has left upon my mind a more enduring or grateful impression than your excellent mother.  I remember how gentle and obliging and considerate and conscientious she was in everything. I had myself then just made a profession of religion by joining old Dr.Muir’s church [the Old Presbyterian Church] in Alexandria; and I well remember to have been struck with the deep interest she manifested in every thing (2) like personal and spiritual religion.  I do not remember whether your father’s family attended church generally at Georgetown or Alexandria, but on one of the two or three Sabbaths that I spent at Arlington, I recollect our going down the hill and crossing over the river to Georgetown, and attending at a church where Mr Addison, a thin, pale faced man, preached; and after service we went to Mr Peter’s, where we dined with several members of Congress, among them was Timothy Pickering of Massachusetts....My two pupils (Lorenzo and Agnes, whom we used to call Lolen and Fal) accompanied me to Arlington, though I do not remember that there was any studying done during the visit, as I think the object was merely to have ‘a good time.’ Angela (little Ped) too, I think, must have been along, as she was so young that her mother would scarcely have left her at home.  I remember perfectly the little room in which I slept, and if that part of the house remains unchanged, I am almost certain that I could go directly to it.  Indeed all the surroundings of the place, as it then was, are perfectly familiar to me.”   

MCL, “My Reminiscences of the War”, Sept. 1866, DE-LC

--MCL leaves Arlington/sacking/cemetery
“I was more than usually occupied with my flowers & garden, and altho’ warned to prepare for the worst, I could not realize the actual state of affairs, when a young cousin since cruelly murdered…who was in Genl Scott’s Office…entered my chamber one after noon where I was quietly seated copying a beautiful oil portrait of my youngest son.  His countenance as I raised my eyes to greet him startled me—‘you must pack up all your valuables immediately he explained & send it off very early in the morning—The enemy in large force will cross the long bridge tomorrow & take possession of these heights’  I did not doubt for a moment but that Genl Scott had sent him to warn us off tho’ he did not  say so.  There was little time to deliberate….I was anxious to remain not fearing personal insult & believing I could protect a place dearer to me than my life, the home of every memory of that life whether for joy or sorrow, the birth place of my children, where I was wedded, & where I hoped to die & be laid under those noble oaks by the side of my parents to whom as an only child I had been an object of absorbing & tender love—The idea of leaving this home could scarcely be endured….[Orton comes again with a reprieve]  Even the delay seemed like a reprieve from execution & my sanguine spirits hoped the evil day would never come, yet I commenced to set my House in order, took from the frames all the paintings of value & family portraits, the bed & equipment which had belonged to Washington, our wine & some stores, & sent them to Ravensworth….How little could I foresee the nature of that enemy who were to pry into every corner of my house & rob it of articles that even they should have held sacred….I learn that my garden laid out with so much taste by my dear Father’s own hands has all been changed, the splendid Forest leveled to the ground, the small enclosure allotted to his remains & my Mothers, curtailed & penned up by a narrow paling & surrounded closely by the graves of those who aided to bring all this ruin on their children & country—They are even planted up to the very door without any regard to common decency & all thro’ the malice of a man we had never harmed, of whose existence I was profoundly ignorant until I heard of his atrocious acts as Secretary of War….”
n.b.:  see notebook for entire [unfinished] reminiscence 

MCL, “My Reminiscences of the War”, Sept. 1866, DE-LC

--MCL bitterness after war

“The infamous [?] attempt of John Brown & his accomplices to incite our negroes to murder & insurrection should have opened our eyes to the machinations of the party of fanatical abolitionists, unprincipled & coarse who exalted this vile assassin into a hero & martyr.  Even after the election of Lincoln by this faction Peace might have been maintained if they had not predetermined to provoke the South to hostilities or if their chosen President had possessed the moral courage to resist the evil influences that were brought to bear upon him—”   

MCL to Florence Marshall, Lexington, January 30, 1867, Custis-Lee MS., AHA

--anxiety over Arlington
“Does Louis know the former governor of Idaho Caleb Lyons?  He carried many relics from Arlington & placed them in the patent Office in Washington & as he professed great regard for our family I hope he did so to preserve them for me & should like to know if such was the case—You cannot know what a bitter trial the present desecration of my dear home is to me[.]  I pray for strength to bear it more calmly than I do—…my heart yearns for my early home plundered and changed a I know it is—Had I been able to go to Washington myself, I might I believe have gotten it long since but alas I cannot travel and President Johnson has so much to contend with I do not like to trouble him with applications by letter.  Though I fear this delicacy of feeling is wasted & will delay the restoration of my  property—It is so hard to be patient.”   

MCL to Florence Marshall, Lexington, January 30, 1867, Custis-Lee MS., AHA

--MCL post war politics and feelings

“…Louis—I hope his eyes are now opened to the real character of the party who provoked the South to this war & who are now striving to break down all that remains in the country of law or justice….”

Samuel Jackson to MCL, Philadelphia, April 3, 1867, MCL-VHS (section 25)

--opinion on MCL crippled state

Apparently is a doctor, friend of Markie Williams.  Does not think her suffering is due to rheumatism, says it has different symptoms and locations in the body.  Thinks is a malady of the ligaments’ “initiative or organizing actions” which affects whole body’s ability to function well. “Low vitality of this kind of tissue.”  Etc.  Recommends  Bromide of Potassium and diet of “milk, eggs, farinaceous & fresh vegetables & food with fruits, avoiding acids.”

MCL to Mrs. R.H. Chilton, Lexington, May 6, 1867, MoC

--on blacks post war

Says Rooney has been in Philadelphia; people seem well to do:  “…not that I would envy them if it had been fairly acquired but when I know much has been gained from the ruin of the South & they still desire to grind her to dust & wish to effect this purpose by working on the passions of the low & ignorant negroes many of whom do not even comprehend what a vote means my indignation cannot be controlled & I wonder our people helpless & disarmed as they are can bear it Oh God how long?”

“All nature is shewing out in beauty shewing His power & love while our souls are sad & dark….I seem to have lost all hope & buoyancy since the surcease of a cause the failure of which I never entertained a thought—”  

MCL to Mrs. [Varina] Davis, n.d. [c. May 1867], typescript, MCL-VHS (section 47]

--MCL unreconstructed rebel

“I cannot resist my dear Mrs. Davis, an opportunity that offers of congratulating you upon the release of your husband from that cage in which he has so long been confined—God grant that it may have a salutary effect upon his health! I do not write to him because I do not know how far he is permitted to receive letters even now, but you can tell him now, we all think of him, pray for him, and how dear, doubly dear, since his imprisonment he is to the hearts of our Southern people.  Would they were able to prove it more by deeds than words, but that time may yet come.  All my family unite in these feelings and wishes.”  [n.b:  Davis was released from prison on bail in May 1867.  Rest of letter discusses a scrapbook of cartes de visite.] 
REL conversation with William Preston Johnston, May 7, 1868 and March 18, 1870 in  DXXXV Bean, ed., “Memoranda of Conversations 

--REL can’t tame MCL

477/  speaks of MCL  as the “vixen in the family, whose husband had tried in vain to conquer her.”  And:  “You see Colonel, it will not do to try conclusions with these Custis women.  They always come out best.” (MCL makes and “apt and pleasant reply.”)

MCL to Florence Marshall, 27th June 1868, Custis-Lee Ms, AHA

--MCL sad old and confined
“…I long for old scenes & old haunts I feel caged here in every sense of the word my inframy [sic] confines me almost entirely to my chair & to the house & I cannot even see out of my window any thing but the few trees in the yard tho’ this is a picturesque country I cannot take root in a new soil—I am too old for that—”

MCL to Florence Marshall, 27th June 1868, Custis-Lee Ms, AHA

--MCL unreconstructed/blames Unionist relatives

“…give my love to Mr. Marshall & Louis—Did they know one half of the misery & [?] they have aided to bring upon our once happy country they would sympathize with us more than they can do in their ignorance of things that I have both seen & heard.”

REL to Edward Lee Childe, Lexington Va:  12 July 1868, SH

--Springs and MCL’s health
“I think F[itzhugh]’s wife will join us when I will take Mildred & herself to the White Sulphur.  I confess I  take no pleasure in these fashionable resorts & would much prefer mounting ‘traveller’ & taking a solitary ride through the mountains, to visiting any of them.  But the hope of benefiting your pour Aunt would induce me to go anywhere.”
MCL to CCL, 28th Nov [c. 1868-69], EA-LC

--MCL hates rheumatism

“…my case seems to baffle all remedies.”  Edward Childe sends her an elixir from Paris.  Rooney has an external liniment but nothing helps:  “I feel that if I could only once be let on my feet again I should never wish to sit down.  Truly every heart knoweth its own bitterness….”

REL to Annette [Carter], Lexington, Va:  22 Feb 1870, photostat, LFP-WL, [Lenning II]

--REL on MC stubbornness and Calvert blood

 “Your Aunt Mary speaks of going to the White House in April…I tell her that all whom she desires to see can more easily visit her & spare her the pain & fatigue, but you know how difficult it is to eradicate from the mind of any one who has the Calvert blood; an opinion once formed.”

B C Mason to MCL, Colross, May 7th [1869 or 1870], MCL-VHS (section 24)

--MCL independent spirit/feminism

REL has visited, says he springs from the Gods.  “But I am afraid it is a dangerous thing to a human wife to have such a husband!  There must be some danger of falling into the idolatry of poor Eve—‘He worshipped God—She God in him!’ Do I quote Milton correctly?  But let us do justice to both--& say more for you than could be said for our unfortunate mother—you never led him into evil—But have been the hero of his life.  Inspiring him as a Christian knight to fight the Dragon--& your journey is not yet ended....” 

Margaret G. Preston to Paul Hamilton Hayes, Lexington, Va:  Nov. 2nd, 1870, Paul Hamilton Hayes Papers, DU

--MCL never comes to heel

After interview with MCL writes that husband tried to subordinate her but Mary never did “come to heel.” 

MCL Diary, Lexington, December 6th 1870, LFP-VHS

--MCL on death of REL/legacy to children

“…& now he who has so long sustained me during all this fearful struggle has been taken to his rest & I am left to pursue my weary pilgrimage alone & yet how many mercies and comforts I have left to me.  What a name & inheritance he has left his children my prayer for them is that they should walk in his footsteps….”

B[ritannia] [Peter] W Kennon to MCL(d), Tudor Place, Oct. 20th [c. 1871-75], fragment or combination of two letters, MCL-VHS

--MCL pearl jewelry at wedding

“The little pearl pin to which you allude—I feel sure was the gift of my precious Mother to dear Cousin M. at the time of her marriage--& I believe has in it, Genl & Mrs W’s hair—I could tell in a moment by seeing it,--& comparing it with what I have.  about [sic] the buttons, pin, & ring, I cannot say, unless I could see the hair to compare it—I feel almost sure about pin mother gave having the Genl & Mrs W’s hair….[ missing a page or possibly from a different letter]  Extract from Miss Wigfall’s Will ‘To Mrs Genl R.E. Lee I leave the pearl cross given me by her relative Mrs. Lear.  The pearls were part of a necklace given Mrs. Lee on the occasion of her wedding by her Aunt Mrs. Washington’….When you come & see me which I hope you will do soon as you can, bring your little trinkets--& I think I may be able by comparison to decide for you the hair….” 

Diary or letter of Margaret Junkin Preston, February 6, 1871 in CDIII  Allan,  The Life and Letters of Margaret Junkin Preston
--portraits of MCL and GWCL

“Today General Custis Lee has been inaugurated in his father’s place….He is quite his fathers equal intellectually, his friends aver, and has the same beautiful innate modesty of character….He is about 35; a handsome, noticeable man….Mrs. Lee is a confirmed invalid; for ten years she has not walked, and I recall how mournfully one day last summer, the old General said to me, ‘likely [? Check] Mrs. Preston, I am afraid—I am afraid she will never walk again.’

“Yet a more placidly cheerful person you never saw.  Her industry is proverbial; her hands are never empty of work.  If there is none to be done for the household, she has some poor church, some appealing charity that keep her fingers busy.  What an example does she set for our too indolent young-lady Confederacy!”

MCL to Cassius Lee, January 3d 1872, SH

--MCL fading away

Says Christmas and New Year unusually sad—death of WHFL’s child.  “What about Arlington—Can any thing be done this winter I feel so sick & miserable that the things of earth seem parting away & losing their value & interest  I suppose though if God should restore me to my wanted (?) health the interest would return.”  [Written in a scrawl—trails off--] 

MCL, Petition of Widow of REL, Jan 22, 1873, Senate Misc. Documents, 42nd Congress 2nd Session

--petitioning for the return of Arlington

Does not specifically mention Fendall or the tax incident only:  “Your petitioner would further show that she is informed, and has reason to believe hat it is susceptible of proof, that the amount of the direct tax so assessed upon ‘Arlington’ was tendered to the tax commissioners prior to the sale.”

Petitions Congress for $300,000 for the property 

MCL to “Mrs. Cocke” [Lucy W Oliver Cocke], Xmas, 1872, Cocke Family Papers, UVa

--MCL regrets not visiting Europe

Says she gets charming letters from Mary—who has visited London/Paris/Rome.  “I am very glad she has the opportunity of seeing the wonders of the old world which I neglected when I might have enjoyed & now it is too late.”
MCL to Mrs. Cocke, [Lucy W Oliver Cocke], Hot Springs, June 20th 1873, Cocke Family Papers, UVa

--MCL last visit to Arlington

Visits Alexandria in spring:  “There were several weddings to come off in the family connection one while I was there that made it very gay, which Alexa had not been for some time.  It was a great satisfaction to me to meet so many old friends, who all welcomed me so cordially, then I rode out to my dear old home but so changed it seemed but as a dream of the past—I could not have realised [sic] that it was Arlington but for the few old oaks they had spared & the trees planted on the lawn by the Genl & myself which are raising their tall branches to the Heaven which seems to smile on the desecration around them—I did not get out of the carriage but the young friends who were with me went all over—” 

n.b.:  trip may have been in conjunction with attempt to recover Arlington. Says she has been giving interviews—see Washington Chronicle
MiCL, “Reminiscences of Mother,” Lexington, Dec. 11th 1894, DE-LC

Untitled Poem sent to, written by or copied by MCL, n.d. (pre-1873), MCL-VHS (Section 27)

--poem about MCL—or more likely her mother

Blessed with plain reason & with common sense

Here rests a woman good without pretense

No conquests she, but o’er herself desired (?)

No Arts essayed but not to be admired

Passion & pride were to her soul unknown

Convinced that virtue only is our own

So unaffected so composed a mind

So firm yet soft so strong yet so refined

Heaven as its perfect gold by torture tried

The Saint sustained it but the Woman died 

--word portrait of MCL and return to Arlington

“To the end and that date of 1873…her heart was ever turned to Arlington—the fair scenes of her life’s best happiness.  She did once revisit it—not long before her death & I remember her saying that she never cared to see it again.  Before that she had had a great yearning to once more see it—so on the last visit to Aunt Maria Fitzhugh she drove out.  The cruel changes—the vulgar graves and monuments—the glaring names of Lincoln, Grant, Sherman & Sheridan sank deep in the soul & she knew it was the last glance she should  give to places once so holy & sacred.”

Mildred Lee quoted in CXLIX Coulling Lee Girls

--MiCL believes God has abandoned Lees

180/ MCL in last months –mind wanders—and always goes back to Arlington and weeps whenever Agnes’ name is mentioned.  Mildred believes that “the God she had so faithfully served had deserted her in that time of peril and I resented her cruel tortures.”

Reminiscences of Mrs. Harriet S. Turner, n.d. [c. 1892], George Washington Campbell Papers, LC
--MCL dress

“I said Mrs. Lees know carelessness in dress must have been a great trial to a man so exquisitely neat and orderly as he was. ‘Yes,’ said Mrs. Kearny.  ‘Once a party of us were going out somewhere and Genl Lee came up smilingly to Miss Ann Lans and said ‘Will you please tell Mrs. Lee that her skirt is longer than her dress?  If I tell her she will pay no attention to it—’  The lady went over and whispered to Mrs. Lee ‘Your skirt is too long’—‘No’ calmly replied Mrs Lee, ‘my dress is too short!’”

MiCL , “Reminiscences of Mother,” Lexington, Dec. 11th 1894, DE-LC

--MCL during the war

“She never would tell, the others might of her own heroism during those stormy years of trial.  Her every thought seemed to be with the brave soldiers who were fighting against such odds.  He hands were never idle, Knitting, sewing, praying between times.  Every delicacy was sent off to the hospitals & being an invalid & having many friends & relations in Md., she was constantly receiving dainties & rarities thro the blockade.  But selfishness had no part in her life….”

MiCL, “Reminiscences of Mother”, December 11th 1894, DE-LC

--recollections of MCL

“But selfishness had no part in her life nor worldliness nor though of gain.  She belonged to a type of gentlewoman which belonged to the old South but which is now rarely seen in the New!

“I believe the secret of it was a religious Faith that guided every thought & action; besides the influence of country life with its beautiful hospitalities & the responsibilities of negro slavery.  My mother had another heroic trait—she was absolutely brave; she was afraid of nothing in the world—all the fears & follies of femininity were unknown to her.  While her house was in flames in Richmond during the evacuation—she shat placidly knitting the soldiers’ socks—

“She never complained but smiled & laughed & was cheerful--& made the best of things.  She had a quick temper--& she spoke out whatever came in her mind—but it was over in a moment.

“She was not methodical & my Father constantly teased her about losing her keys—spectacles—purse—everything that could be lost!  She had the real artist temperament, loving the trees & fields & marvels of nature--& delighting in poetry & art!  I think if she had devoted herself to it she would have been as true an artist as the celebrated Walin[g]fore…with this nature & an intense activity & love of outdoors life, she was bound to the rolling chair for the last 10 years of her life—patient—gay—smiling thro all her pain.

“Yes my mother was a Hero—as veritable one as my Father.  She loved him devotedly & for his sake & approval would pay attention to her dress & appearance, otherwise she was very careless.  But for him always the beautiful wavy hair was smoothed & the wish to be attractive never died.

“There was not a child here in Lexington who did not find its way to her chair, sure to be petted & indulged & usually going away with some little gift as souvenir…
“Her sympathy was her strong point--& because a person was stupid & forlorn that did not exclude them from her interest, indeed she was all the kinder.  Pretentious, so-called fashionable people were the exceptions….She had no love for the “Yankees” not that was a part of our religion at that that time….
“She inherited a love of cats from her Father & was always my faithful ally in various attachments to pussy.  “Love” or “Reefner” was the last one –she was constantly perched on my mother’s shoulder, or the back of her red chair—sometimes on top of her head!...

“Coming here as we did, when all was over—homeless, poor, exiled as it were—we found kindness in every heart & home & my mother with her quick sympathy appreciated & valued everyone according to their real merit--& was soon beloved by it [sic] whole community—as much so as Father.  But it was a different life & different people & she especially shut up in those four walls must have often had a longing for the old familiar places & faces.  She had many trials too painful for me to speak of but she bore them without a murmur.

“Of all her children, the ones who gave her most happiness I think—were Agnes & Fitzhugh—he was always most affectionate, dutiful, loving, & confiding to her….Indeed she had the great gift of loving & suffering….”   

Remarks of Mrs. PR Alger, Annapolis, Md., 1957, MC Meigs Papers, LC (18,202, Reel 16)

--MCL and corncob pipe

“I used to hear my mother describe Mrs. Lee, who smoked a corncob pipe as a great many Southern ladies did, and who was very sure that the South was the South.” 
Secondary Sources
X  Nagel, Lees of Virginia

--Question of MCL’s age

236/  Henry Lee in Paris was puzzled by the match.  Certain “that Robert cannot be older than Miss Custis.”  Family bible has Mary’s birth date as Oct 1, 1808, but the year has definitely been changed from 1807.  No ambiguity in the letter written on 4 Dec 1807 by Cornelia Lee Hopkins:  “Mrs. Custis has a daughter who from her size might be mistaken for six months old.  Her name is Mary Anna Randolph.” 

CCLXVIII  Robbins, “Mrs. Lee During the War—Something about ‘The Mess’ and its Occupants,” in Brock, ed., General Robert Edward Lee

--MCL has “red brown” eyes

328/  Robbins calls MCL “a handsome woman with red brown eyes.”

XXXVII  Lee, General Lee
--REL marriage and MCL personality

25-26/  “He was in love from boyhood.  Fate brought him to the feet of one, who by birth, education, position, and family tradition, was best suited to be his life companion.”

Knew each other as children, MCL said to admire him” handsomer than ever” in his cadet uniform when he came home on furlough. 

Jones, Life and Letters

--MCL personality (and some mythology)

29/  “Mrs. Mary Custis Lee was worthy to share the fortunes, grace the home, and bear the children of Robert Edward Lee.  Of strong intellect, fine education, and rare accomplishments, charming person, and fascinating manners, she was, at the same time, very domestic in her tastes, and such a housekeeper as was to be found only among the matrons of her day….”

XV  Wiencek, Henry.  An Imperfect God
--Custises remain Custises

83/  Although they revered Washington and was adopted by him, Custis children did not take his name—and he was but a caretaker of their superior estate.  Ordering livery for slaves attending Custis children, GW wrote “let the Livery be suited to the Arms of the Custis Family.”

n.b.:  MCl also clearly wanted to remain a Custis—to live at family estate, did just what she wanted and only after the Civil War does she show any pride in REL or feel that he has contributed to her children’s heritage.

VI  Zimmer, Housekeeping Book

--talent for sewing

8/  “…her talent for exquisite sewing (inherited from her mother)….”

VI  Zimmer, Housekeeping Book

--interest in politics

32/  Notes MCL had a keen interest in politics and read four newspapers a day.

X  Nagel, Lees of Virginia
--MCL post childbirth 1836

241/  cites REL as calling her suffering “brain fever” which “seemed to over throw her whole nervous system” leaving her “much shattered” and with a “restless anxiety, which renders her unhappy and dissatisfied.”  MCL never fully regains health though has five more children. (In fact conceives their next child a few weeks later).

Mac Donald, Mrs. Robert E. Lee
--MCL impatience with children/ Rooney’s rambunctiousness
75-76/  Quotes MCL [n.d.]: “Rooney is playing around me pulling my pen, papers & ink & is now trying to throw his Papa’s hat out of the window….I find it rather tiresome to nurse all day such an unsettled brat, tho’ his father has come to the conclusion that there is not another such child in all Missouri & that he would not exchange him for the whole state.” 

CCCLXXVII
Blount,  Robert E. Lee

--Blount on REL marriage

29/  Lots of derogatory, anti-Mary talk:  She looks dumpy and vague.”

174/  Says MCL felt uncherished and “may have been tempted to conclude that Robert had married her for her symbolic value.”

175/  Like his mother—stuck being a antebellum woman with no taste or aptitude for play the belle—no way of being taken seriously

175/  “perhaps he was not in the market for full-blown marital happiness

175/  MCL is like his mother –cherished child, indulgent father, used to a gracious life, jolted into spirituality, then becomes dominating and inflexible, and ultimately an invalid—lives among her clan and her books

n.b.—not a shred of evidence for any of this 

DCXXV  Robertson,  Stonewall Jackson

--REL on MCL—“vixen in the family”

477/  Quotes REL saying that MCL was the “vixen in the family, whose husband had tried in vain to conquer her.”   “You see, Colonel, it will not do to try conclusions with these Custis women.  They always come out best.”  [MCL makes an “apt and pleasant reply.”]
CCXXXVIII  Thomas, “Young Man Lee”
--Thomas thinks Lee marriage unpleasant

45/  “I can think of no good reason why Robert E. Lee married Mary Custis.”   Says she was disorganized and untidy in thought and deed. Sees her as spoiled—“fascinating accounts of inaction”  [Thomas only uses early letters]

46/  MCL writes in a rambling stream-of-consciousness about very little of consequence.

47/  Thinks caring for wife after his must mother must have seemed a punitive sentence or at best a kind of déjà vu.  Thinks REL’s love was grounded in duty and care in difficult marriage—a challenge to himself—control of himself.

n.b.:  disagree strongly—see my chapter “Long to be remembered”

DCCXXXII    Lynch,  The Custis Chronicles
--Custis love of gardens

75-77/  MCL love of gardens came to her at least partly by inherited tradition.  See these pages for ancestor John Custis’s interest in botany.
CCLXVIII  Robbins, “Mrs. Lee During the War” in Brock, ed., General Robert Edward Lee

--MCL at Arlington

330/  “At Arlington Mrs. Lee’s manner was always sweet and cordial.  She was ever ready to show the Washington and Custis relics, and displayed Mrs. Washington’s dresses with charming little stories, and retailed the traditions of the place, even to strangers, without affectation or assumption.” 
LXXIX    Clinton,  The Plantation Mistress

--MCL typical of her age

27/  On larger plantations, even if cloth was bought, turning it into clothing consumed vast number of hours

37-38/  Many southern women dreaded the loss of their families thorough marriage, or the need to move

38/  “females spent their lives confined to the domestic sphere, and therefore their happiness was more closely connected with the family relations.  For this reason, daughters generally suffered the separation from parents more keenly than sons did….Males were prepared from childhood for the public sphere, females for the private household, so their sense of self-esteem and fulfillment was localized…[at home].”

44/  “Socialized from birth to devote herself wholly to her blood relatives, a woman experienced no small dilemma when she married and was required to shift her loyalties to her husband and an inherited family.”

74/  “But frequent or lengthy periods of travel away from home put a serious strain on marriages.”
142/  says fate decided by either their fortune or their figure

LXXIX   Clinton,  The Plantation Mistress

--MCL not typical of her age

Examples of typical society which MCL does NOT reflect

8/  Plantation south women tied to the household with chaperone—limited mobility—distance isolated her 

19/  Women not “trained” for housekeeping

20/  “Like all married women, she was subject to the demands of her husband on her time and energies.”

40 “…no matter what the strength of her will or influence might be, male authority was dominant.  The fact that some women wheedled, cajoled or otherwise manipulated men to get their own way only reinforced the reality that men were the ‘legitimate’ powers within society and that women’s influence was domestic, limited, and subordinate to paternal authority.”

68/  Quotes a contemporary: “You are now in the most interesting and critical period of life—a young married lady—your own welfare and happiness and that of your husband depend much upon yourself and your early adoption of those rules of conduct that are suited to your situation….kindness and gentleness are the natural and proper means of the wife—There are those who seek to rule—who make points with their husbands and who complain—cry—scold &c. &c.  To love such a woman long is more than mortal man can do.”

69/  “Society expected a wife to cleave to her husband’s bosom.”

96/  Advice from a father:  “Be watchful over your temper, nothing can be more disgusting than to see a female bosom, the seat of tenderness and virtue, agitated by anger.”

97/  “Myth and manipulation combined to keep females subordinated.”

98/  Jefferson quoted to a daughter:  “Nothing is so disgusting to our sex as the want of cleanliness and delicacy in yours.”

100/  Jefferson  again equates ugliness and luck in love

164/  “…plantation mistresses often felt unrecognized and emotionally unfulfilled….”

176/  “It is quite out of our power to travel any distance this summer as we have no gentleman to go with us.” 

CCCXXXVII
 Jabour, “Albums of Affection”
--image of woman as vine

148/  Popular imagery of the 1830s of woman as “clinging vine” :   “Like ivy to an oak”

“And like the vine around the tree,

She braves them to the last”

n.b.:  definitely not MCL!

CXXXVII  Ash,  When the Yankees Came

--MCL atypical

6-7/  Many ways that MCL was atypical:  “Because Southern culture strongly discouraged female autonomy and made it hard for women to secure economic independence, nearly all women had to cleave to a man.  Wholly dependent on his patronage, they were correspondingly obedient to his authority; moreover they were loyal….Within the household…they took responsibility for child rearing, moral guidance, and domestic manufacturing.”
CCCXXXIX
Hall, “Partial Truths: Writing Southern Women’s History,” in Bernhard and Betty Brandon, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and Theda Perdue, eds., Southern Women:  Histories and Identities

--expectation of women, not quite like MCL

3/ Women’s identities were part of the communities in which they belonged (for MCL, this was only partially plantation society) 

 Says only a few women dared to step outside prescribed gender roles to voice their own political opinions

Myth of the Southern lady—imprisoned women within constraints of expectation by race, class, gender
DIV  Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood, 1820-1860”

--woman’s role in the South

152-53/  Four pillars:  purity, piety, submissiveness and domesticity

Religion core of woman’s virtue—flame in her breast and mission to save the world from perfidy of men

“Confiding nature makes her more susceptible to God’s grace”

--outlet for energy—labor in religious vineyards

153/  “No sensible woman will suffer her intellectual pursuits to clash with her domestic duties”

170/  Women’s whole interest should be focused on her husband
Genovese, “Family and Household in the Southern Slaveholders Worldview” in CCCXLVI  Bleser,  In Joy and in Sorrow
--women’s roles  in 19th c South

15/  counseled daily to retain love and esteem of husband to refrain from “turbulent, ill natured, willful, disobliging” behavior

16/  idea was that identity as a daughter, granddaughter and friend was supposed to be subordinated to duty and identity as wife after marriage

19/  women normally had to look at family to define themselves—did not have the variety of outside identities men had and in MCL’s case until 1855 she was not even the “mistress” which had an understood status.  Southern politicians, educators, and clergymen set up model in which greatest female responsibility was to family—part of larger vision of hierarchy and particularlism, of which women and slaves were the primary embodiment 

20/  emerging bourgeois discourse on domesticity, companionate marriage, and attentive motherhood

22/  brief life as a belle, a passing moment

23-24/  identification with mother particularly strong—most of life led in her company, could be expected to lead a life that closely replicated hers

28/  even religion often tied up with family—greatest hope and reflection on conversion of children—salvation, above all, promise of being permanently reunited in heaven with those she loved—reconstituting society and household in heaven

30/  women’s lassitude and depression often unconscious response to unwanted roles and responsibilities

31—see novel Beulah (Augusta Jane Evans, 1859) as example of southern idea that quest for independence was misguided.

n.b.  MCL embodies some of this, but not all; more independent, less addicted to pleasing

VI  Zimmer, Housekeeping Book,  

--MCL treatment during war

35/  says if it had not been one of the last romantic wars, MCL might never have reached Richmond from Arlington.  “Twice she was caught behind rapidly shifting enemy lines, treated with courtesy, and escorted back to Confederate territory.  General McClellan even allowed her to decide when she, Annie and Mildred would meet REL and go to Richmond.  And this courteous, considerate treatment made Mrs. Lee furious.”

Furious because it was meant to show how chivalrous the Union officers were.  MCL thought she should have been deferred to as Martha Washington’s granddaughter.

At time MCL was at White House where George Washington and Martha Washington were married.  When Union troops closed in left this note pinned on the door.  “Northern soldiers who profess to reverence Washington forbear to desecrate the house of his first married life, the property of his wife, now owned by his descendants.”  Signed “A Granddaughter of Mrs. Washington.”

Later a reply appeared:  “Lady—A Northern officer has protected your property in sight of the enemy, and at the request of your overseer.”  (House was burned anyway)

CXLIX  Coulling , Lee Girls
--MCL shines in wartime

141-42/  Coulling says:  “The bitterness, self-pity and indecisiveness she had shown in the early years of the war disappeared and were replaced by a contagious poise and inner repose.”

CCXVI  Pickett, La Salle Across My Path

--MCL calm in victory and defeat

97-98/  “Sincerity was the leading characteristic of Mrs. Lee.”  Friend wrote a MS bio of Lee including a dubious anecdote—MCL asked for its removal.

95-96/  Pickett says: “’ None of us can do anything as important as you do in setting us an example of patience and calmness.  But are you not in your heart wild with joy when General Lee wins?’

“’I am thankful my dear.  I know the General always does his best and am content to be quiet when he wins and calm when he loses.’”
CCXVI  Pickett, La Salle Across My Path

--MCL and daughters knitting

95/  In one month knitted 196 pairs of socks and gloves.  “I am thankful there is one thing I can do….Other people can do other and more important things.”

96/  Mends general’s sox and gives them to the hospital.  “The head nurse told me that when a man is supposed to be lingering too long in hospital instead of sending him away they give him a pair of the General’s socks and he straight away betakes himself to the field.”

CXLIX  Coulling , Lee Girls

--MCL a spitfire during the war

102/  See for terrific quote about MCL accosting Union officers who were supposedly looking to her well-being:  “…our reception was not very gracious….”

VI  Zimmer, Housekeeping Book

--end of war in Richmond

39/  Richmond in flames, convicts let out of penitentiary and warehouses emptied of whisky.  Church across the street on fire.  REL says she says she has moved too much and won’t leave.  “Mrs. Lee continued knitting in her rolling chair while her daughter Mary Custis stood on the front porch with a bucket of water.  Only a shift of the wind saved them and the house.” 

CXLIX  Coulling , Lee Girls

--MCL as Richmond burns

146-48/  MCL refuses to show defeat or to move from her porch as fire creeps nearer the Capitol Square, President Davis’ house, St. Paul’s Church and the house on Franklin St.  MCL sits quietly knitting, polite but adamant that she is not moving.  “Stubborn calm and defiant dignity.”  (Coulling) as news of the fall of Richmond and defeat of REL reaches her  “General Lee is not the Confederacy,” she is quoted as saying.  “There is life in the old land yet.”  

VI  Zimmer, Housekeeping Book

--MCL after war

191/  A visitor recalled:  “I would sit…and chat with her….She was very warmhearted and very sweet to me, calling me her dear young friend.” 

Robbins, “Mrs. Lee During the War—Something about ‘The Mess’ and its Occupants,” in CCLXI Brock, ed., General Robert Edward Lee

--MCL longing for Arlington. Violets and death
347/  quotes MCL to ?, Lexington, Feb 2, 1866:  “If I could forget my dear home—I would be content and happy, though I often feel as if I could not die in peace anywhere else….”

349/  Robbins says that as she lay dying, her mind wandered—and “she was seeing her babes at Arlington, and plucking violets from the sunny garden walks of her beloved home.”

In Notebook

--Auguste Hervieu to MFC, n.d.,[1830], Custis Family Papers, VHS (on painting portrait of MARC)

--Excerpt from MCL Diary, 1830, LFP-VHS

--MCL to MFC, “Tuesday”, n.d. [c. 1833], typescript, AHA

--Excerpt from MCL Diary, 1835-36, LFP-VHS

--Excerpt from MCL Diary, 1853-54, LFP-VHS

--Excerpt from MCW Diary, 1856, 1857, AHA
--CCXXXI Foote, Casket of Reminiscences—recollection of meeting young MCL and her mother 

--Tyler-McGraw, “Arlington House, Slavery, and the Plantation Mistress” 

Observations

--general traits shown in letters:  gets sleepy in evenings, always misplacing things—apologizes often for not doing things—very practical; much about domestic concerns—and social—lots about friends and family

--MCL letters also show a directness and purposefulness; many short apologetic notes; 1 letter for several friends—to the point with lots of emphasized underscored words to ensure that her meaning is not mistaken.  Careless with punctuation and organization.

--Reflection:  Independent woman—knows own mind, not about to live life on her husband’s terms—but also self-centeredness of only child as well as obliviousness of need to compromise or take others needs into consideration

--What we like about MCL is her spunk, her direct, vivid speech and no-nonsense approach to everything she encounters.  She is no whiner—she is a realist who calls it as it is—though she croons over every new baby—she often refers to them as “the brats”—shoves them away or hands them over to the slaves

--MCL changes after the death of her parents—in many ways remained a child until then—spoiled, spontaneous, willful, with their death  and the war redirected attention; marriage stronger, commitments tighter 

--Women define selves both by sex and class—landowners/slave owners.  Interesting thing about MFC, and later MCL is that they seem to define self by religion more than social class—though they appear to have mixed little outside of relatives, of as pious Christian nobly helping inferior dependents.  Cousins reinforce class structure—definition of self partly definition of social class

--MCL—religiosity gave her an identity beyond matrimony something that consoled, controlled and guided her that was beyond the reach of her husband—though she would not reach the simple goodness of her mother until the war years—the very nature of the quest and desire for fulfillment that was outside the realm of her partnership with REL (and evidently not understood by him for two decades)—insured the independence of her spirit, no matter what custom and law dictated

--Was she more beautiful as a bride or as a matron knitting sox for the ANVa? 
