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Chapter 3 

 

On Her Own 

 

Life’s Vagaries: Sallie’s Finances 

When William died in 1863, an inventory was made of his “goods, chattels, and personal estate,” 

namely the furnishings in every room of the house, including the servant’s quarters and the 

stable.1 They did not include family portraits or any other artwork, books, personal jewelry and 

items of clothing, or the watch on which Sallie was paying a yearly tax.2 The total amount of 

household furnishing was valued at $6,683.35, to which was added another $8,350, mostly in 

railroad stock.  The inventory included two horses and a carriage worth $450 but excluded 

several thousand acres of land that William owned in Midwestern states (Ohio, Michigan and 

Wisconsin), as well as land in Prince George’s County, Maryland and in the northwest corner of 

the District of Columbia that he had inherited from his father’s estate.  William had not received 

a salary, but his income was based on fees collected as Clerk of the Court.  

 Upon his death, that yearly income ceased, and with no pension available, Sallie may 

have thought the best way to safeguard her immediate financial future was by selling the two  
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properties William had inherited in Maryland, bordering on or stretched along upper Rock 

Creek.  In September and October 1863, she placed advertisements in the local papers, offering 

the two tracts for sale, one known as Sligo Mill (414 acres) and the other as “Dobbin Farm” (447 

acres). She also offered to divide the properties into lots as wished by prospective buyers. The 

auctioneers, MacGuire & Co., handled the sale. 

 If she received offers, they were not acceptable, because the major part of the two parcels 

remained in her hands until the 1870s. However, in 1865, she decided to accept an offer for a 

portion of the Sligo Mill property, agreeing to the price of $105 an acre for a 200-acre slice of 

the property. She would have netted $21,000 on the sale – a substantial amount – less whatever 

fees and taxes she would have been required to pay.3 One possible reason why the Sligo Mill 

property and the other portion of the Dobbin Farm property didn’t sell was that during 1862 and 

1863 the government had requisitioned timber and wood from her land that was used for the 

construction of Ft. Slocum.4 That may have marred the beauty if not the value of the land, and 

later it provoked her to seek compensation from the government for the loss.5  

Sallie’s mother’s health deteriorated in the late 1850s,6 and she sold her Northampton farm in 

Prince George’s County in March 1865 to Dr. John Contee Fairfax (later 11th Lord Fairfax).7  

Violetta Sprigg died the following month, leaving a will that divided the estate equally between 

Sallie and the family and children of her deceased brother Osborn.8 The estate auction, carried 

out in Baltimore in May 1865, shows that were many prized pieces not brought to Washington – 

mahogany dining and card tables, dressing bureaus with marble tops, a rosewood wardrobe with  
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now in the Maryland Center for History and Culture.  

The bowl was inherited by Mary Bowie Sprigg Anderson (Mrs. James W. Anderson),  
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French plate mirror, French China gold band dinner set, and a second-hand piano.10  If the 

famous Peale portraits of the Sprigg family were not brought to 1801 F Street before, it may well 

have been in 1865 that Sallie took possession of them – as well as other Sprigg family portraits.11  

As Mrs. Gouverneur recalled, “In her drawing-room hung many portraits of family ancestors 

arrayed in the antique dress of olden times.”12   

 Sallie, who had remained close to her parents, had her mother interred in the Carroll 

mausoleum in Oak Hill Cemetery, Georgetown, and her father’s body removed from the 

graveyard at St. Barnabas Episcopal Church in Prince George’s County and interred next to her. 

After Lincoln’s assassination in April 1865, Wille Lincoln’s casket would have been removed 

from the mausoleum, where it had been resting for three years, and sent to Illinois with his 

father’s remains 

 Perhaps feeling flush with an infusion of possessions and cash, Sallie took the advice of 

her son-in-law, Dr. Mercer, and invested $10,000 in the Standing Stone Oil Company in West 

Virginia; she may also have lent him $10,000 to purchase another 200 shares in his own name.13 

The excitement about newly discovered oil deposits in West Virginia and Pennsylvania reached 

a fevered pitch in Washington and elsewhere in early 1865. Charles Mason, the former 

Commissioner of Patents, wrote in his diary in January 1865, “There is a great furor in favor of 

oil enterprises. A company is now forming here to go on and work an oil well after boring it. I 

am solicited to unite in the undertaking. It is like a lottery but I am almost disposed to invest 

$500 in the enterprise.”14 That oil company was Standing Stone Oil, and he himself helped to sell 

shares. George Riggs, who had a share in the recent purchase of Northampton farm, was another 

shareholder in the corporation.15  But this particular company never had the success its investors 

hoped for. A year later, Mason confided in his diary, “Attended a meeting of the directors of the 

Standing Stone Company. We have now about six thousand dollars remaining. All that I have 

placed in that company is probably a dead loss.”16  We may assume that Sallie and Dr. Mercer 

would have also lost their considerable personal investment. 

 The collapse of this venture must have sobered Sallie who now sought the advice of 

another son-in-law, John Marshall Brown in Portland, who had married her youngest daughter in 

December 1866.  In December the following year, she wrote what may have been the first in or 

else part of a longer series of letters seeking counsel on how to bolster her financial situation, 
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admitting in this letter that it was the first time since her husband’s death four years earlier that 

she was thinking seriously about her finances. “Have you time today for a little business chat 

with me,” she began the letter with a question.17  

 Surveying her assets, she notes that the parcel of the Sligo Mills property she had sold in 

November 1865 was now going for $300 an acre, and that she had heard that by holding on to it 

she might fetch double that price. As for the thousands of acres she held in the Midwest, she 

opined land was selling slowly, and in any event, taxes in Michigan and Wisconsin, where some 

of her holdings were located, were high. “Ditch taxes” on land she owned in Ohio were $1500 

this year, she wrote. But how to sell the land to give her income she needed now?  She believed 

it would be more profitable for her to sell the land nearer at land – she still had 715 acres in two 

tracts along the upper reaches of Rock Creek on the border between the District of Columbia and 

Maryland. The “Sligo” tract (now reduced to 265 acres) could be expected to sell for $300 an 

acre, and even higher once the railroad was completed – allowing easy access to the city. She 

had that tract “fenced” in before she left Washington for the summer, while the other larger tract 

of 450 acres had rolling hills, a spring, and was altogether desirable.  Moreover, the Sligo tract 

was near the house Mr. Blair had built18 and abutted land where G. W. Rigg had built a new 

summer home.  

 Meanwhile, her children’s lives were consuming her attention. 

 

Life’s Vagaries - Children 

 During the five years after the Civil War, her children’s lives dramatically changed, each 

altering Sallie’s life at home. Daughter Sally’s husband, Gen. Griffin, was given command of the 

“Department of the East” with headquarters in Portland, Maine.  They left Washington in July or 

August 1865 and settled into a hotel in Portland.19 His work there was of short duration, and he 

was mustered out of the volunteer army at the end of 1865, returning with his family to 

Washington, awaiting a further military appointment in the regular army. He was appointed 

colonel of the 35th infantry regiment that was then occupying Texas, and while there, was 

reassigned in November 1866 to head the military district and Freedmen’s Bureau in Texas. He, 

Sally and their young son Charles moved to military quarters in Galveston.20  
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Galveston in 1866: Theodore Davis for Harper’s Magazine, October 27, 1866 

 

Griffin tackled the implementation of the 13th and 14th amendments with his usual force and 

occasional lack of tact, and he strenuously ordered the registration of voting rights for newly 

enfranchised Blacks in the state. Public transportation was also integrated, causing much fury 

among white citizens in Texas and among Texas politicians. He worked to have the governor 

removed for not implementing the Reconstruction amendments with necessary force. He was not 

averse to ordering federal troops to enforce the rights of Blacks, and soon his presence in Texas 

was much resented.21  

 He retained the full support of General Sheridan and at the end of August 1867, he was 

appointed the new commander of the Military District of Louisiana and Texas, with headquarters 

in New Orleans.  It is said that when an outbreak of yellow fever broke out in the city in late July 

1867, he was asked to leave the state, but he refused and stayed on in Galveston to attend his 

duties.22 In September, young Charles died of yellow fever, and Griffin shortly thereafter 

succumbed.  Sally, devastated by the loss of her husband and son, left Galveston almost 

immediately for New York23 and joined her mother in Newport, Rhode Island, where Sallie had 

rented one of Mrs. Deblois’s cottages on Catherine Street.24 In December, Griffin’s body was 

shipped from Galveston to New York and then by train to Washington.  He was given a grand 

military funeral, with several thousand troops lining Pennsylvania Avenue as the two caissons 

bearing his casket and the casket of his son were solemnly drawn down through the streets from 

the special catafalque erected for the bodies near the train station to St. John’s Church, and then 
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to Oak Hill cemetery for private ceremonies.  General Grant and Sherman were among the 

mourners.25  

 Sallie’s third daughter, Carrie, had met a dashing and handsome former military officer 

of distinguished background named Nathaniel Cogswell Kinney, who had retired from military  

duty in the West in 186726 and was contemplating a life in business with his brothers. His mother 

Mary Cogswell Kinney had befriended Mary Lincoln during her time in the White House and 

had been summoned with her sister Elizabeth Dixon to comfort Mary the night of President 

Lincoln’s assassination. Mrs. Dixon was a friend of the Carroll family and had attended one of 

their soirees some years earlier. In December 1868, Carrie and Nathaniel were married in a big 

society wedding at Sallie’s home, with Gen. Grant and many distinguished guests in attendance. 

They departed soon after for a European honeymoon.27 After they returned, they continued to 

live in Carroll home (they were enumerated there in the 1870 census). It remains unclear how of 

 

 
Carrie Carroll’s first husband, Nathaniel C. Kinney, 18th Infantry and 27th Infantry. 

Collection of James and Jean Mountain.28 

 

 

often Nathaniel stayed with his wife. The marriage faltered, and after several efforts to find 

common ground, they called it quits, and Carrie filed for divorce in 1874 on the grounds of 

desertion.  

 Sallie’s eldest son, Major Gen. S. Sprigg Carroll, now retired from the army, had spent 

much of 1864 and 1865 recuperating in his mother’s home from his grevious injury.29 He 

decided to remain in Washington.  Sallie gave him the Sligo Mill property in the edge of the city, 
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and he built a home there which he called “Belle Vue,” in honor of the old estate of Charles 

Carroll, his grandfather. It bordered on the area near the District line that later became 

incorporated as Takoma Park.  By this time, he and his wife had two daughters, and then 

welcomed a third child in 1875 who was named after him, “Sam S. Carroll.” In the 1870 census, 

they are living in their home in Maryland with a gardener and three servants. 

 After resigning his position in the army in 1865, Sallie’s younger son, Charles, moved to 

Philadelphia, and began a life of wandering. He had endured a number of injuries during his four 

years in the army and also suffered from rheumatic attacks, which left him debilitated. 

Somewhere during his travels, he met a young woman from Minnesota named Anna Lufkin 

whom he married in January 1867.30  This might have been a hasty decision, because soon after 

he was divorced. He re-entered the army in the 5th U.S. cavalry in 1869, participating in the wars 

in the West against American native nations, deserted in 1871, surrendered himself back in a 

month later and was finally discharged with disabilities in July 1871.31 With only a small 

military pension from the government, he inevitably called on his mother to help him out.  By 

1875 she was supporting him with a monthly subvention of $50 on which he managed to survive 

for the following twenty years until her death.32  

 Sally Griffin, now widowed, stayed in Washington with her mother. After a year of 

mourning, she rejoined society.  President Grant and his wife were helpful in bringing her out of 

seclusion and included her in several of their social gatherings, especially after he was elected 

president in 1868.33  In her social rounds, she was introduced to an attaché at the Austro-

Hungarian legation, Max Esterhazy of the nobility of Hungary.  In 1870 they were married in  

 
Count Miksa Erno Esterhazy, known as Max, Sally Griffin’s new husband. 
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Sallie’s home, with President and Mrs. Grant again in attendance, along with the Secretary of 

State and other dignitaries. Sally Esterhazy and her new husband then went to Europe and 

eventually took up residence at the Esterhazy palace in Tati. She would stay abroad for the next 

fourteen years.  
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