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Learning and Research with Students: The
Example of the Tilton/Beecher Scandal

Carol Kolmerten
Hood College

lost” lately might make most anyone believe that liberal learning is dead in

English departments across the country. The twin evils of feminist scholarship
(whose practitioners insist upon social readings of texts) and deconstruction (whose
practitioners debunk “timeless truths”) have, according to such authors as Alvin
Kernan or John Ellis, cheated students out of having a meaningful liberal arts
education with old fashioned teachers who love their subject and impart it to their
students.

In books like Alvin Kernan’s The Death of Literature, Kernan glorifies the single
figure, sitting alone, silently reading as the apotheosis of teaching, a constant
reminder of what we are missing today: the seasoned teacher who works and thinks
alone and then saunters masterfully into a classroom to mesmerize rows of adoring
students.

My take on liberal learning for the millennium is just the opposite of these
writers and their glorification of the old-fashioned teacher/scholar in his ivory tower.
My own experience (and the experience of many of my closest academic friends) is
that collaboration, particularly with students, is a preferable model to the lone
scholar model we all grew up with.

Most of us who have been at our colleges and universities for the past twenty
to twenty-five years have, indeed, grown up with that model! of the insular, aloof
scholar; most of us emulated it quite well, teaching our classes and publishing our
first books, essentially in isolation. We quickly became used to the scholarly
conference, where we defended our ideas against the attack of others; where the
lone “us” faced off against the many “them,” some of whom, at least, were simply
graduate students learning the model themselves. Our dissertation defenses, our
first conference papers, our march up the tenure ladder were steps in a battle. We
conducted our research alone, we wrote alone, we taught alone. Like the students
we were teaching, we did not like to share our work in progress, for we secretly
believed that to collaborate meant to give away our positions and thus our strength.

| was, in my first two decades in the classroom, a demonstrative teacher—I
lectured, | argued, | put on quite a show for my students. If there were a silence in
the classroom, | filled it. If students would not discuss the topic at hand, | did. But
in the 1980s | had begun to think about working with others because | team-taught
a number of times, and | found such teaching exhilarating. Yet, it was only when |
directed a collaborative program that | began to understand the true benefits (to
myself and to my students) of working with students rather than teaching at them.

Planning the honors program at Hood clarified the value of the collaborative
approach. My colleagues and_| at Hood had spent over a decade figuring out how
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to structure an honors program. | had attended a number of NCHC meetings to see
what worked at other colleges like Hood. What | had learned was that the most
interesting programs, with the most enthusiastic students, were collaborative
ventures. The notion | had buried away somewhere in my head about honors
programs being terribly elite “clubs” where students listened to a master teacher
discuss a difficult subject (gleaned from my college days in the mid-60s) had
nothing to do with the reality of good honors programs in the 1980s and 90s.
Students learned best, | kept hearing and reading over and over, when they were
involved in their learning. Honors programs succeeded when students were
involved in the day-to-day operations of them.

With the success of our collaborative honors program, my own teaching and
scholarship seemed out of kilter with the direction my life was taking. | began to
change the way | structured classes, making students responsible for more of their
learning. We agreed that students would write a paper each class period. Together,
we learned how to post the papers on a class listserv so that everyone could benefit
from reading them. We experienced the joys and exhaustion of regular conferences
where, together, a student and | talked about the class and about her learning in it.
At the end of the term, each student had to evaluate her learning in the class and
suggest a fair grade.

At the same time, | began rejecting the image of the solitary scholar, working
(always) alone in some sort of ivory tower, unapproachable to all but those in similar
towers. | had spent over fifteen years working alone on my first book, but | now
sought out collaborations on my next two books. Then, | began involving students
in the kind of research | love doing—searching primary texts (particularly journals
and letters from the mid to late nineteenth century) to substantiate (or deconstruct)
generalizations.

This past summer | was fortunate to receive a major grant to gather materials
for my latest scholarly project—a study of the Beecher/Tilton scandal of 1874-75.
| split my research money with one of my undergraduate students, who joined me
every day at the Library of Congress. Nominally my “research assistant,” Marta was
no more my assistant than | was hers. Together we grappled with the ethical issues
that permeated the project. Together we tried to make some sense out of thousands
and thousands of pages of trial transcripts, newspaper editorials, and personal
letters. | am convinced that | would never have begun to understand these materials
had it not been for Marta's collaboration. On her part, Marta reports in long e-mails
to me, now that she is living back home in Spain, that the summer's project changed
her life; that she can no longer imagine a life that is not based in research and
teaching.

So Marta and | spent the summer of 1999 gathering thousands of pages from
newspapers across the country in 1874 and 1875. We were, from the beginning,
completely overwhelmed by the mass of material we found. In addition to the fact
that every major American newspaper seemed to be obsessed by the story, giving
it front-page coverage almost every day for six months, we also found hundreds of
essays and books written about the subject. We often just looked at each other in
despair, wondering how we could even read all the material we were gathering. If
either of us had been doing this project alone we might well have quit, but together
we kept plodding along, gathering during the weekdays and reading and analyzing
over the weekends.
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Half way through the summer, a fortuitous event occurred. Exhausted by our
morning’s efforts, we decided to have a long lunch at a French cafe a block from the
library. There, we happened to stumble across a colleague from our college, also
having lunch. When Mark asked us, “so what are you working on,” we began to tell
him. First we had to clarify what the scandal was, who was involved, and what their
stories were. We told him this:

The Beecher-Tilton scandal, as it was so named, was, simply put, the biggest
national story in nineteenth-century America after the Civil War. For the first six
months of 1875, every major newspaper in the United States followed the “trial of
the century” in all its lascivious details as it unfolded in Brooklyn. Newspapers from
as far away as Chicago hired special reporters to cover the trial; one newspaper was
founded just to cover trial news. That the best known religious leader of the era was
accused of a sexual affair with one of his parishioners, who happened to be the wife
of one of his formerly closest friends, only heightened readers’ interest.

This is a story where Henry Ward Beecher, the religious patriarch, ended up
acquitted and still revered by his parishioners; where Theodore Tilton, the husband,
ended up in France playing chess; but where Elizabeth Tilton, the wife, ended up
blind (literally and figuratively), in poverty, and alone. It seemed to be an all too
familiar story. It was also an open-ended story, we told Mark; we wondered whom
to believe and how to know whom to believe.

Principal Players

Henry Ward Beecher was either a heroically devoted minister, husband, and father
who was maliciously accused of adultery, or one of the greatest evangelical
hypocrites who ever preached in an American church.

Theodore Tilton was either an innocent cuckolded husband (guilty only of writing
and speaking for liberal causes such as the woman'’s suffrage movement) who was
devastated by his wife's betrayal, or a free loving, scheming blackmailer who would
stop at nothing to destroy Beecher.

Elizabeth Tilton was either a pious, pure wife and mother, who put her children and
her scoundrel husband before everything except her God, or a weak woman who
capitulated to the sex urges of her frequent visitor, the Reverend Beecher, and then
lied about her actions.

The story

The story is not any easier to talk about than the “players.” It comes in various
versions, with differing layers of meaning. It is complicated by the fact that, during
the trial, the story was told only by the two men—the minister (Beecher) and the
man accusing him of alienating the affections of his wife (Tilton), as women were
not allowed to testify for or against their husbands in late-nineteenth-century
American courtrooms.

According to Theodore Tilton, he and his wife, Elizabeth, were married by the
Reverend Henry Ward Beecher in 1855; their marriage was a happy one until the
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late 1860s when the frequent visits of the Rev. Beecher to their home, particularly
while Theodore was out of town, led to an affair between the 55-year old minister
and the 35-year old Elizabeth Tilton. The affair lasted two years until Elizabeth
confessed to Theodore in the summer of 1870, unable to live a lie anymore. In
December, 1870, Theodore extracted from Elizabeth a signed “confession” of
adultery.

The “story” according to Beecher was completely different. His visits to
Elizabeth Tilton, an unhappy young woman whose husband often left her for
months alone, were strictly pastoral visits. He counseled her, advised her, and
reinforced her spirituality at a time when her husband was questioning the divinity
of Christ and befriending a group of women's rights radicals (including Elizabeth
Cady Stanton and Victoria Woodhull) who challenged the sanctity of marriage and
women'’s roles in that marriage. It was Theodore Tilton, not the Reverend Beecher,
who had an affair in the late 1860s. Upon seeing Elizabeth’s signed “confession”
of adultery with him in December, 1870, Beecher raced to the Tilton home and
demanded that Elizabeth retract her confession—which she did, in writing.

Then we told my colleague why | had been so fascinated with the scandal (other
than the fact that it dealt with sex on the front pages of daily newspapers): it
seemed, | told him, strangely appropriate to study a scandal about a woman who
remains silent, without a voice, as | was particularly interested in women'’s silenced
voices.

In a book | wrote over a decade ago (Women in Utopia: The Ideology of Gender
in the American Owenite Communities), | had posited that if we would take the
time to listen to women’s voices, we would learn a different history from the one that
patriarchs told; that we needed to learn to take women seriously by not dismissing
their complaints, by not ignoring their problems, by not relegating them to
unquestioned cultural practices to be enacted without thought. | ended by saying
that an egalitarian world has the power to transform objects into subjects and in this
transformation lies utopia for women.

It seemed to be a good thing to say at the time and certainly had shaped my
approach to the materials we were finding now. What we read in trial transcripts
showed two men busy fashioning stories (diametrically opposed stories) about a
woman's beliefs and actions. What drew me to this scandal in the first place, |
explained, was Elizabeth’s absent voice in “the trial of the century.” She is having
a war waged over her words; yet, she just sits in the court every day, silent. Cipher-
like, she allows us (the situation allows us) to imagine anything we want to about
her. When her husband creates her story, repeats what he says are her words, he
seems believable; when the Rev. Beecher fashions her story and repeats what he
says are her words, he seems slightly less believable (but perhaps, | added, this is
my own bias, | who have been taught to disbelieve the evangelical rhetoric of the
Elmer Gantrys of the world). Both men talk about her as if she were a child,
immature, not knowing her mind, not sitting right there in the spectators’ section of
the courtroom.

| pointed out that contemporary scholars have only magnified this impression
of Elizabeth as a cipher without a voice. University press books like the recent Rev.
Beecher and Mrs. Tilton, by Altina Waller, focus on the war of words between the
two men. Elizabeth is only a voiceless backdrop to their stories about her. Even well-
known feminist critics have dismissed her. See, for example, Ann Douglas, who
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writes: “Attractive, charming, not particularly bright, emotionally unstable, and
immature, Libby Tilton . . . died essentially of confusion, without a life” (292). |
intended to “rescue” her and to retell the story from her perspective, thus creating
new meaning. By telling Elizabeth’s story, | explained, | would be able to right the
wrongs of her historical elision and tell the “real” story of the scandal.

Then my colieague turned to Marta and said, “and what to you make out of all
of this.” And Marta replied, thoughtfully: “they are real people. Living people. That's
what surprised me when | went to the manuscript room and found some of their
letters. They aren’t characters in a novel. They are complicated and contradictory,
and | don't have a clue as to whom to believe.”

And that was it for me—the moment | don’t think | would have gotten to by
myself as obvious as it now seems when | look back on it. | realized with the force
of an epiphany that | had gone into this project with my ideological blinders on,
expecting to find (and glorify) another voiceless woman. That when we heard her
voice, we would understand. But Marta was right; the “characters” here were “real”
and thus messy. No preconceived story-line seemed to work.

And then we both started explaining, words tumbling over each other: “I'm not
even sure | like this woman very much,” said Marta. “| feel sorry for her . . . but .
..” | added. Both of us stared at each other, surprised by the hesitation in each
other's voices. How could we not like this voiceless woman? This silenced woman?
This victim? All my previous thinking and writing had prepared me to glorify her and,
of course, to give her a voice. Marta, who had not spent an entire scholarly life giving
voice to silenced women, could say more easily, “I'm not sure | like her.” We had
both been prepared to hate her husband (faithless bastard . . . slime) and her
minister (lying hypocrite). We had our categories all set, and we were ready to place
her in the “innocent wife, betrayed by both her husband and her minister” one. We
liked the story that we had created in our heads.

And we had liked her when we first read her words; she appeared, when we
waded through all the men’s language about her and made it through to her own
words, a sincere, rather pious wife and mother. Even though she did not testify in
the trial in 1875, Elizabeth did testify before the investigating committee of the
Plymouth Church in 1874. She also wrote letters to local newspapers (for
publication) and to her husband (not for publication).

The first of Elizabeth’s public statements we found is from a letter she wrote to
the Brooklyn Eagle (the Reverend Beecher's paper) dated July 23, 1874. in it, as
one would expect from a member of the Plymouth Church congregation, she writes
to refute the “malicious” statement that her husband had given to the church
patriarchs who convened in July, 1874 (at Henry Ward Beecher's request to
exonerate him). She writes clearly and emphatically that “| affirm myself before God
to be innocent of the crimes laid upon me; that never have | been guilty of adultery
with Henry Ward Beecher in thought or deed; nor has he ever offered to me an
indecorous or improper proposal.” She adds that her husband’s testimony to prove
her “insane, weak-minded, insignificant, of mean presence,” show him to be
“heartless.”

A week later, meeting the “investigating committee” of the Plymouth church,
Elizabeth affirms the statement in her published letter. She characterizes her life
with her husband as that of a subordinate, always catering to someone who thought
himself better than she was. She says, first, that she takes the blame for the
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“indifference” her husband showed to her “in ail my fife” . . . “I understood very well
that | was not to have the attention that many wives have; | realized that his talent
and genius must not be narrowed down to myself.”*

Elizabeth gives her evidence of a husband who was constantly “dissatisfied...
there was nothing in our home that satisfied him” (190). Her husband was very
critical about my language,” so much so that, as she said “l do not think | ever said
anything freely or naturally” (191). He was “fastidious, and must have the best of
everything” (191), often “scolding” her then apologizing. In fact this pattern—
criticism then apology—created the structure of their marriage (and of her life).

Elizabeth talks of Theodore's jealousy—of the Reverend Beecher as well as of
several other men. When asked if Theodore made her feel “beneath him,” she
answered emphatically yes, citing a time in which, going to meet friends, Theodore
turned to her and said “I would give $500 if you were not by my side” (198).
Constantly criticizing her for being short, he often said “| wish you would not keep
near me.” She adds that she suffered “ten years of misery in this home” that she had
been ill treated since 1866, often “kept without food and fire, locked in my room for
days together, etc.” She talks about Theodore's advances to a young woman who
lived with them; she tells the investigating committee of the woman Theodore
brought into their home as a housekeeper who she feared was his lover.

Both Marta and | were moved by Elizabeth'’s story. Marta reminded me, though,
that it was also Henry Ward Beecher's story, almost to the word, and that if we
wanted to believe and “like” her we also had to believe him. We agreed that
Theodore appeared as insensitive (at best) and a brute at worst. The twenty or so
pages of her testimony in 1874 before the church fathers certainly did emphasize
her innocence and her betrayal by a husband who appeared to constantly put her
down.

At the same time, we also examined Elizabeth’s private correspondence, letters
written to her husband during the alleged “affair” with the Reverend Beecher during
1868-69. These letters, published in the August 13, 1874 Chicago Tribune (by
Theodore's lawyer), affected us more than any other of the documents we found. As
we read them again and again, we realized that it was these letters that bothered us
the most. Here are excerpts of some of the letters we read:

The Letters

Apr. 1, 1866:

my Jarﬁn?, may oJmaAe me worf/zy tO ée gour w;%z.

*The testimony before the investigating committee of the Plymouth Church was published
in many newspapers across the nation (and even in Europe) during the summer of 1874.
Charles Marshall gathered all the testimony before the committee in 1874 and the trail
transcripts from 1875 and published all the material with page numbers in his True
History of the Brooklyn Scandal: Being the Complete Account of Trial...The page
numbers in the text refer to the testimony cited in his book.
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Dec. 23, 1866:

Ihave beon thinking of my love for Mhe. 85 considerablly of ate . . . and have you
not boved me more ardontly since you saw that anothor high nature approciated me? . .

ris not ,mmM; %)r any human creature to superseds you in my heart_Above ol
you rise grand—highest, best . . . .

But to return to Whe. 18, _Ho has boon the guide of our youth, and, wntil the threo
Lot dhaadfil years when aur confldonce was shalkon in him, w trustod him as o ler
human boing . ... Wcourse, Irealize what attracts you both to me i a supposed purity
of soul you fiud in me . . .. Whthout you, Ican bo nothing. . . . . without you, I can
do nothing.

Jan. 7, 1867:

Mat a Je/icioué way you Aaue o/ re uém? am[ teac/u'ng me. / j am 30 / tAorougA/y
salis ie:! w/wn ou praise me, t/w /L it ée true or not, jam conlent. j 0 singi amlﬂ /Lf-
you p ug go dinging and lig
/Learlez[ aéouf my woré. &erg a/t/}/icu/éy 2] dlraiglLfmec[ ancj /i/iz is sweel.

Jan 10, 1967:

j /ze/ /ww poor ana/ meager my Kztferﬁ are in cam/)aridon wif/z yours . . .. %u ca// me your
/Learl ; twin: j want o ée.

Jan. 11, 1867:

A I your soulls mate? ... I cannot boltove Ihave capacity to meet your soul's want,
though you entirelly fll mine. When 9 book at you, Isay Uos, my soulis satisfled, —our
wnion is perfoct. #3ut when Iturn and look at mysell as supplying your nood, Show my head
andprag God 1 add the nooded grac.

Jan. 13, 1867:

Pardon me if s0 many of my lottors are filled with accounts of the pastor s visits. St i
bocause I would have you bnow alll that fills my thoughts that I write so frequently of him.
Yhstordiny ho made me vory happy. It was Saturday. Mo came in about 11:30 a.m.,
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bringing Howers, as mw/ﬂ/&r visiting with me bwenly minutes he said, dam hungry to see
your chillren. Ao you, really” said 9. then come up directlly and seo thom.” I had sot
apart this day for doll dressing, as I had not time bofore Christmas. So he ollwed me
wpstairs where, for one ful hour, he chatted and plaged with thom dolghtfullly, Alfor this he
invited me to accompany him to Wh. Obinton 5, which call he had inclined to make for some
timo. . . . Maving boon inspired by our Aol he then wished me to go with him to the toy stores
and advise him in solocting a doll for Mattic 85, .. . I wish you woull writs him. . .. Oh

i/ you two Jear men were once more reu.rzita! in per/ecf Aym/oatlty‘

Jan . 15, 1867:

%ur /efter e)(/)redding graa[/)a[ience towamlme in re%zrence tO my %nanced came yedter(lay

a/éo. j L‘/Lané you wi[/z a// my Aeart. %u are magnanimouj mul generous éeyom[ a// men. j
émg to Ae more entire/?’ w/m[ you neecl. ﬁ 3 If/;e wonJer of my g/z f/ml you are Jatidﬁecl wif/z
me. ﬁ 2] your grea[ gooz[nedj arw/ not in my merit.

Jan 16, 1867:

ibo a// gwe as we alowna/ 5/La// we continue f/md, w/zen we meel?j/u'a i3 l/ze m'g/L[mare
wéic/z aéia[ej wit/L me. gw(lnig/d, your own /oef..

Jan 24, 1867:

my Auééana/, j ée/ieve j gwe you as we// as you wiJ/L me to; j d/wu/a{ ée wrechecl L/j
/ﬁwezldtron?er. jdu//ér enoug/t as il is.

Jan. 26, 1867:

(On M. B): My [is] pitifelly mistaken in his opinion of you. I can never rest
satisfhod until you both see aye to aye and tove one another as you once did. . . . Ido love him
vory dsarly, and Ido bove you supromely, uttorly—boliove it. Purhaps, if Iby Gods grace,
boop mipsolllwhite, Imay bless you both. Jam striving. . . . . Ibove you as Whs. Browning
boved. Don t you hnow it? Pray for me always. I pray for you . . . . if I could sit in your
lap and look into your dear ages now——Im aftaid it would be more than I could bear. Al
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an:/ rafe, jJ/Lau/gAaue a 900{[6"%

a/wayd ‘Zapfizej me ’ tO use yaur worz[

Mj j am now going lo Aave wif/wul you. ﬁ

Jan 27, 1867:

M. 13 called Siturday, He came tived and gloomy, but ho said I had the most
calming and poaceflllinflusnce over him, more 50 than any one he sver knew. I beliove he toves
you. W tabhed of you. Mo brought mo tuwo protty flowers in pots, and said as he want out:
What a pretty howso this is— 9 wish I bived hore. "

Feb. 3, 1867:

e church tonight was flld with medical studonts, Wh. £5 preaching before their
Christian Uhion. . . WH you not on your return throw in your inspiration and join me in
Julllling our vows as members of this Christian church? Ubur boautiful spivit woulid help many
there, as it does sveryuhare._And, to ma, thare is no spot 50 sacred as Plymouth Church.

Jan. 28, 1868:

my waéin? f/mug/zfd Zul m'g/tt were o/ you. my riding M,ouglzb féid marning were 0/ you.
j é/e.m ou; j Aonor ou; j Zwe ou. oc/ sustain us aml /Le/ us Aat/; to Z’ee our vows. UJours
4 4 4 P P

em.‘ire/y ,

Feb. 14, 1868:

Yours Dettent from Crawprdsvills came today. To hoar that you are happy, cheerful
and bove me, is more than even my %u't/l could /m,ae. j wept over it, j Kzuglml over it, j /amwc/
overit ... Wlattic is hungry to hoar from you. Ithink she frels a bittls care that M. 15 visits
here . . she said Lt I heard through Mhs. Momitl that M. 8 Called on you
Widnesdag. Il ho bhes yor ovr so mch.” Vo my darling, Ihave ofton urged him
to visit Wlattie, bolloving he woull frud hor more comforting and vesthel that I can be. SHE
woldl b refeshed and chosred— ity as for me, 3 uho am vich i the fllss of your
dollciows bove, have no need.
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Feb. 17, 1868:

Ubs , darling, Ihave follon. (why not say risen?) desperatolly in love with my hushand
Ihave follon quite long enough. I cannot toll why such bines as these in your lottors dopress
me: Jam cheory, good-hearted, hapefll, and bright man.” S my soul Irojoice that you are,
but I cannot holpy thinking that it is bacawse I am not with you!

Feb. 18, 1868:

Jhave folt 10 heart-sich that there are s0 fow groat men or women. Hhe idea of a fuithfel,
true marriage will b lost out of the world—cortainly out of the bterary and vefined world
wnlsss WE vovive it . . I shall have much to toll you o/our doar fliend, W 88 _Hi has
opened his hoart as you would love and admire him.

Feb. 24, 1868:

Wy darling of darlings: . . . oh my boloved, I fool unuttorable bove and sympathy for you
in your anguish and heart-breah —as you say. Ik is too true you have given largely,
grandly, and beautifflly of your best love to fionds, aye even to your wifo—whils in roturn
you have recoived most offen indiffirence, and, at best, bove not deserving the name, in
comparison with thine own. . . .

Alpain in one offyour betters you close with Faithflly yours : that word Joithful means
a great deal yes, darling, I bolhove it, trust it, and give you the same surety with regard to
myselll— I am foithfol to you, have atloays, and hall forsver bo, world without end

Feb. 26, 1868:

m. 5{37 Iouf our éaéy o .’»Zzep, /;ul /u'm Jown. amj couerez/ Aim up.

Feb. 28, 1868:

\/élow much _ﬂ want to do to make you /Lap/o# when you come home! j can do no greal
L‘/Lingj; but a// the many /ilez t/u'ngj which l’;ue wi// suggest, these wi// j do %r my ée%wea/.
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It was in discussing these letters where we both understood the true benefits of
collaboration. Both of us found the letters deeply depressing but for different
reasons. Marta pointed out that Elizabeth's voice sounds like that of a fifteen-year-
old girl, infatuated with an older, popular boy, who sometimes notices her, but more
often ignores her or criticizes her. They are not, she stated emphatically, the letters
of a woman who has been happily married for the past fifteen years, as Theodore
had suggested.

These letters distressed me for another reason. | agreed that Elizabeth’s need
for love and acceptance from her husband was obvious, but what is also clear in
these same letters is that in place of a husband who was either critical or enraptured,
Elizabeth found complete acceptance from another man. Elizabeth writes time after
time of “Mr. B's visits.” As she writes, “Pardon me if so many of my letters are filled
with accounts of the pastor's visits; it is because | would have you know all that fills
my thoughts that | write so frequently of him.” But she adds, quite astutely on
another day: “I have been thinking of my love for Mr. B considerably of late . . . and
have you not loved me more ardently since you saw another high nature appreciated
me?"

To be sought after, courted with flowers and presents, impressed Elizabeth
more than it might have other women. With Beecher, Elizabeth was at ease; with
Beecher, she could enjoy simple visits where he would read to her from his novel-
in-progress. Where her husband didn’'t even want her in the room when his
women'’s rights friends (the intelligent Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B.
Anthony and others) were visiting, Henry Ward Beecher sought out her comments,
her company. How could she have denied herself this, we asked each other?

The more we read the letters and talked about them, the more insight we got
from them. As we told our colleague Mark about the letters, I realized with certain
clarity that Elizabeth was, in our 1990s terminology, an abused wife. Given what
we now know about abuse, we pieced together the specifics of their dysfunctional
relationship. Their letters clearly chronicle what we now call a “cycle of abuse.” This
cycle begins with the batterer intimidating his spouse, withdrawing affection from
her for her many shortcomings, putting her down. It then leads to an “explosion,”
which for Theodore was not hitting but verbal abuse and or locking Elizabeth in her
room without food. This cycle ends with a declaration of love and begging of
forgiveness and all appears well for the moment.

As we read these letters through the language of abuse, we did, perhaps,
understand Elizabeth a bit better. But what was most interesting to both of us is that
our response to her mirrored our culture’s response to abused women: “something
is wrong with the women to cause that abuse.” Yet, even knowing that, we still felt
ambivalent towards Elizabeth. On the day we talked with our colleague, we finally
figured out our ambivalence: Marta pointed out that Elizabeth was no Innocent
Victim that she portrayed herself to be. | added that her letters illustrated both her
need for Theodore and her need to show him that another man, another man who
was once Theodore's closest friend, another man who was one of the most powerful
men in the United States, did enjoy being with her. We both agreed that about her
fidelity, she appeared to protest too often and too much. Faithful spouses simply do
not spend their epistolary time reinforcing their faithfulness.

Through these letters, we also began to understand Elizabeth’s reasons for
changing her story. What had bothered both of us the most about Elizabeth is that
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she first accused Beecher of adultery, then, when confronted, took it back, then
changed her mind again. In total, she changed her story five times. We threw up our
hands after about the third revision, saying “come on, woman, tell the truth.” But
the truth for Elizabeth was relative; it was based on whatever powerful male gave
her the pen to write with. These confessions and retractions finally made a certain
kind of sense to us, once we saw her through the lens of abuse.

Our collaboration also helped us understand all three principal “characters.”
After hearing Marta tell our colleague Mark about how the people whose words we
were studying were people, not characters, | realized that we had created meaning
by creating binary oppositions: Rev. Beecher, for example, we first saw as being one
of two things: he could either a hypocrite or a loving minister; Elizabeth Tilton was
either a loyal wife or a lying seductress. When we engaged in constructing these
binary oppositions, we were assuming these living people were, somehow
“characters” in a melodrama, characters who either had to be “good” or “bad.” Like
many of our colleagues, we seem reluctant to give up our comforting either/or
dualities; as devoted readers of Western popular literature, we do not want
ambiguity, and we assume that we need both a hero and a villain in our stories.

In the Beecher-Tilton scandal we found no heroes and much ambiguity:
Beecher was a devoted minister and also a hypocrite. Affair or not, he gave Theodore
$7,000 to hush the scandal. And despite his statements that he only visited
Elizabeth “two or three times in several months” her letters suggest that such was
not the case. He was at the Tilton home four or five times a week. Theodore Tilton
may well have been a cuckolded husband, but he was also, most certainly, an
abuser. Finally, Elizabeth Tilton was certainly a pious wife and mother, who,
psychologically and verbally abused for close to a decade, did indeed lie—she lied
whenever her husband or her minister asked her to. Given the pattern of her life—
trying unsuccessfully to please her husband and her ministe—how could she not
continue to try to please? Yet her letters reveal that she is not simply a victim of
Theodore's abuse; she also egged him on. In letter after letter to him, she tells him
of how wonderful “Mr. B's" visits were, how loving he is, how much he cares for her.

Our response to Elizabeth was, in some ways, the response of the press of the
1880s. At best, she was ignored (as an unimportant, voiceless object); at times, she
was pitied. Usually, she was criticized and often the criticism was heaped upon her
with much more venom than that heaped upon the two men. “Degraded and
worthless,” the New York Times called her, for example. In trying to analyze both our
own responses and the responses of her contemporaries, we realized that we were,
indeed, viewing the Beecher-Tilton scandal as one of the great melodramas of the
late nineteenth century. Every day, during the six-month trial, the transcript of the
testimony was published in newspapers across America. Like the sentimental
fiction that was anthologized in popular magazines and newspapers, always with a
plot twist at the end to keep readers coming back for a new instaliment, the
Beecher-Tilton trial kept everyone coming back for six straight months. And the
readers were looking for story and for character. And what kind of characters?-—the
flat, unchanging characters of melodrama, of course: either the “good” wife and
“loyal” minister along pitted against the “evil” husband and his mistress, who are
out to destroy all that is God-given in the world or the loyal husband who has been
sorely deceived by his best friend and wife. Like the newspapers, we saw these real
life people as unchanging characters because that is the way we understand
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symbolic representation in melodrama or morality plays. But as Marta pointed out
the day we talked to my colleague at the French cafe, these were real people, not
symbolic representations. |, too firmly grounded in the importance of hearing
women'’s silenced voices, did not know how to listen to Elizabeth’s voice, as it kept
changing. |, who shaped her life as a “story” with a clear beginning (innocent bride),
middle (troubled young wife who sought out her minister when her philandering
husband would leave her), and end (innocent victim, ostracized by society), could
not see the “life"” outside the story. My anger at her, at least in part, is based on the
fact that she would not “fit” into the categories that | had so carefully constructed
for her.

And, of course, this is what happened to Elizabeth in her own time. She was so
hated by the press because she fit no 1870s “story” either. To the reformers of the
world, particularly to the woman’s rights advocates, she was an albatross who
brought down her husband; to the believers in Christian, evangelical religion, whose
way of looking at women as virgins or whores; saints or sinners and whose rhetorical
practices dominated the trial, she was the woman (the sinner) whose very presence
almost led to the destruction of their minister. She, thus, had to be the opposite of
a pious, pure woman, and therefore a woman to be ostracized outside of the
physical and linguistic community.

Marta and | agreed that the most fascinating communication of all of Elizabeth’s
is her final public letter, with a final “confession.” In April, 1878, almost three years
after the end of the trial, where Beecher's testimony that he and Elizabeth had never
had an affair prevailed, Elizabeth wrote a letter that was published on the front page
of the New York Times. It reads:

j now 50/;mn/y a/ﬁrm ) that ’ the c/uzrge éroug/zl éy my hushand o/ aJuéary between
mg/de/}/ a.ml t/Le /@u. Anry M/arz[ geec/wr, was true aml léaf l/uz ﬂ%z j Aaa/ %umj s0 we//
fée Kul %ur years /Lac[ éecome into/;raéé to me.

She adds that she is now confessing to the “truth” because a sense of “truth and
justice” necessitates it.

How satisfying it would be to end this little essay by saying “Now this is the
truth; this time we hear Elizabeth’s true voice.” | could even end with a final irony,
so beloved of English professors everywhere: the pious, religious woman who
wanted only to be a good wife and mother ended up, after finally speaking the truth,
alone, miserable, and blind. But, alas, this essay is not a “story” and it can’t end that
way. Also included in the New York Times front-page “confession” were a few
additional articles concerning the veracity of this confession. A Times reporter
argued that the letter was, indeed, written by Mrs. Tilton, unaided by her husband;
whereas “a prominent member of Plymouth Church,” wrote that the letter was
“clearly Tiltonian,” in that he thought “no one could doubt for a moment that
Theodore Tilton was the author of it.” The Times also included the rumor that the
Tiltons had been about to reconcile. It is simply not clear that we can believe
Elizabeth; the shadowy Theodore is still hovering behind the scenes, perhaps even
drafting the letter, perhaps not.
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Sometimes when we listen to women's voices we hear not one, clear truth about
who they are (that we would like to hear); rather we hear that they, like men, are
extraordinarily complex human beings and our system of creating binary
oppositions creates a too-easy version of the “truth” in a case like this. Similarly, the
“old-fashioned” teaching that the writers of fashionable Jerimiads yearn for has
been based for far too long on a comparable binary opposition: teachers and
students, at opposite ends of the “ignorance/knowledge” pole. As Paulo Freire has
so eloquently told us in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed, a true liberal arts education
“reconciles the poles of contradiction between students and teachers so that both
are simultaneously teachers and students,” so that neither is a receptacle to be filled
and neither is the filler of “containers” (as quoted in Richter, 69). Thus, instead of
cheating students out of a meaningful liberal arts education, teachers who truly love
their subject will consider ways of actively sharing that love through collaboration.
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