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An Old Woman Remembers
by Steven L. Sinsabaugh

I  t was an era of seeming wealth.  That
would change with a crash in about three
years, but the old woman would not live

to see it. It was an era of peace. The horrors of
world war were recent memories, but it was
before these world wars needed numbers. Yet
in her mind was another more distant war, a
civil war, and the memory of her late hus-
band, a veteran of that war.

The old woman was in her eighties, with fail-
ing eyesight and failing health. She had lived
a comfortable life in a townhouse in Wash-
ington, D.C., and mingled with the power-
ful; she had studied painting in Paris; and as
a widow had moved to New York City. But
she had not always lived in a city. She had
been born as Sarah Stevens in Franklin, Ten-
nessee. Her family later moved to rural Ohio
to a crossroads called Zanesville. She was the
daughter of a wholesale grocer, shipping pro-
duce from the farmlands of Ohio back east
on the newly opened National Road and later
on the canals that converged there. She had
married her childhood sweetheart, the tall
young man who kept her father’s books, the
young man whose father ran a tavern on the
National Road and also secretly ran a station
on the Underground Railroad.  The young
man, Louis W. A. Sinsabaugh, had seen the
big city of Washington D.C., and would not
be kept ‘down on the farm’ in Ohio.

But those were all distant memories to the
old woman, who had been a widow for over
three decades. On this day, sometime in ,
she was living in a convent in New York City,
being cared for in her final years by the sis-
ters. This was a curious place for a woman
who was raised Methodist, and whose late
husband’s family included several Method-
ist preachers. On this day she wished to write
a letter to a Mr. Elmor E. Miller. We do not
know who Mr. Miller was, but the letter even-

tually ended up in her late husband’s file in
the Pension Office in Washington D.C.
With her failing eyesight, she had difficulty
writing the letter herself. The letter itself
wanders, with shaky handwriting, lack of
punctuation and a rambling style. It was
written on the stationary of the Foreign Mis-
sion Sisters of St. Dominic, Maryknoll, New
York; when the old woman signed it she also
had to put “care of Rev. Mother Mary Novak,
St. Teresa’s Convent”. There is no date writ-
ten on the letter, but at the Pension Office it
was stamped as received on August , .

The rest of this article reproduces Sarah’s
letter in its entirety. A few words in one sec-
tion, apparently the names of artists, were

undecipherable and marked ‘[--]’. Some mini-
mal punctuation was added to increase read-
ability; some parts, particularly near the end,
were difficult to parse out and were left as is.
The letter itself is printed in italics; followed
by discussion from other sources on the life of
Louis W. A. Sinsabaugh.

The Letter Begins…
Thinking of her daughter
Thanks for all you kindness & only wish I could
see you; I have been blind of one eye & am an
artist. I have only one daughter, beautifully edu-
cated with several languages from native teach-
ers taking her abroad for art and music.

Top of the first page of Sarah Sinsabaugh’s letter, showing the letterhead and the Pension Office stamp.
At the bottom of the page is the end of the last page of Sarah’s letter.


