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in her still sharp grief for William, and Antonio was gone.1° Here the 
theme of abandonment surfaces, a theme originally etched into 
Elizabeth's personality by her own mother's premature death and 
driven deep by her father's frequent, lengthy absences. 

When, four days after the unpleasantness with Hobart, Antonio's 
letter arrives, no wonder Elizabeth cries out: "I can find but one fault 
in your letter which is that a whole side is blank."11  She closes with a 
pledge of her true, unceasing affection. 12 

That affection carries weight in her struggles around conversion. 
It is clear that she would like to please the one who increasingly is, if 
not her only earthly tie, certainly the adult who is closest to the 
concerns of her heart at this time. In mid-September she writes, "I 
make every endeavor to think as you wish me to, and it is only the 
obstinate resistance of my mind that prevents my immediately doing 
also as you wish me to.  1113 All the more honor to her integrity, that she 
can neither think nor act except in agreement with her conscience. 

A few days later Elizabeth tells him she has received his letter of 
15 September; without Antonio's letter (which I have not seen), it is 
difficult to know how to interpret her comment, "I read it over and 
over and smile to think that the heart of Man knows itself so little—
but God knows it, and it is enough—." There is a sweetness when she 
continues, saying that her intervening letter of 12 September "will 
reassure you of the constancy of that affection on which you so justly 
rely—that affection my dearest Tonierlinno14  which notwithstanding 
all my doubts and fears, I must yet hope will be perfected in Paradise." 
She claims that she both fears and hopes to hear from his brother 
Phillip and from "your lovely Amabilia." (Perhaps a reminder? His 
response includes a postscript passing on his wife's greetings.) Eliza- 

"Unaware of Rebecca's declining health, Elizabeth had written to her sister-in-law the previ-
ous spring, while she herself was still recovering from scarlet fever and borne down by the weight 
of her grief for William: 

My Gods will is all —dear dear Rebecca to tell you what he has done for me thro' my 
bitter afflictions will require many many happy evenings, which if he has in store for us we will 
enjoy with thankful hearts, if not—I write only to you, and while I have been writing this feel so ill 
at my ease that I scarcely know how to go on—my whole heart, head, all are sick—but I think if I 
could once more be with you I should be well as ever—" (EAS to Rebecca Seton, 5 March 1804, in 
Kelly-Melville, Selected Writings, 100). Emphasis in original. 

1EAS to AF, 12 September 1804, ibid., 144. 
121 repeat to you pray for me it will benefit us both—and when you wish to add a cordial drop 

of sweetness to my cup write some of the thoughts of your Soul to your dear Sister who loves you 
with most true and unceasing affection" (EAS to AF, ibid., 145). Emphasis in original. 

13 EAS to AF, 19 September 1804, ibid., 146. 
14 An affectionate diminutive for "Antonio." 
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beth ends her letter of 15 September by teasing him about his im-
proved English, wondering if he has "found some kind Directress to 
supply the deficiency of her you left behind you." (Indeed he had, as 
he admits in his response to her, a letter in which he also mentions he 
has been to confession in Boston. )15  The openhearted affection and 
playful teasing, both so characteristic of this woman in correspon-
dence with those dear to her, certainly had the potential, in a man-
woman relationship, to move in any of several directions, especially 
when one considers her widowed state, the experience the two had 
had on shipboard, and the immense distance separating him from his 
wife. How Elizabeth reconstellates her identity as a widow will deter-
mine how she continues to relate to Antonio. Religious conversion 
will be key. 

Interior shift 

The next year witnesses a profound development on Elizabeth's 
side of the relationship, the evidence for which is in the letters falling 
between the end of September 1804 and August 1805. A new note is 
injected already by the end of September. She remarks that when she 
yearned to cry out "Antonio" she "calls back the thought" and instead 
calls out "Jesus.'" 16  Any woman of faith might make that substitution 
when she finds her heart straying where she does not choose to go. 

It is clear by mid-October that her thoughts had been dwelling on 
Amabilia. After asking to be remembered to his "best Beloved" in 
Leghorn, she writes a touching paragraph of reminiscence about her 
visit there, noting that "the happiest hour I can now anticipate in this 
world is that in which I shall hear that you are again in that dear place 
in the arms of the still dearer objects it contains."17  The expression of 

1511 1 am giving/ you rightly guessed! some Italian lecon [sic], in exchange for English ones, to 
a very genteel, good, & pretty handsome young miss, first daughter of this Mrs. Stoughton. She is 
one of the new Converts to the Rom. Catholick Religion from the Presbyterian communion since 3 
years. She is very anxious to form your acquaintance" (AF to EAS, 8 October 1804, MSJ 43). Slashes 
in original. 

16111 could tell you many things my Brother but must wait for the much wished for hour when 
we shall be seated with our big book at the table—I could cry out now as my poor Seton used to 
Antonio Antonio Antonio, but call back the thought and my Soul cries out Jesus Jesus Jesus—there 
it finds rest, and heavenly Peace, and is hushed by that dear Sound as my little Babe is quieted by 
my cradle song—" (EAS to AF, 29 September 1804, in Kelly-Melville, Selected Writings, 148. Emphasis 
in original). Antonio called this and the preceding letter "admirable pieces to me of the most 
exquisite virtue, and elegance, and as such utterly discouraging my feeble mind and style for their 
proper answer" (AF to EAS, 8 October 1804, MSJ). He sent both to Bishop Carroll, requesting help. 

7EAS to AF, 17 October 1804, in Kelly-Melville, Selected Writings, 151. 



273 
such sentiments evokes a heart undergoing discipline, reminding it-
self of dear though hard realities. The larger context remains the 
ongoing struggles with her faith commitment, complicated by ex-
treme financial need. 

Illness, both her servant-woman's and her own, made Elizabeth's 
situation even worse in late November and early December. She 
mentions making fires, preparing food, and nursing her sick servant, 
all in addition to her usual work. A close contemporary parallel might 
be a January weekend in northern Ontario in an unwinterized cabin 
with no running water and outdoor plumbing. The circumstances 
would be similar, except that for Elizabeth the condition was perma-
nent and included five young children. 

Meanwhile Antonio had not received any letters and wrote to 
complain, threatening sour looks and words. 18  Despite all her difficul-
ties Elizabeth had indeed written to Antonio and sealed the letter. A 
significant series of reflections led her not to send it. She relates her 
concerns in the response which his complaint generated, a letter fas-
cinating for the new dimension it introduces in one revelatory pas-
sage. 

Considering with my own heart, its errors, its wanderings and still 
added sorrows which all call to it with an irresistible force to give itself 
to God alone, I ask why then deliver it, or even lend it to the uncertain 
influences of human affections, why allow it to look for Antonio to be 
made happy by his attentions or disturbed by his neglects—when those 
moments spent in writing to or thinking of my Brother are given to my 
J. . He never disappoints me but repays every instant with hours of 
sweet Peace and unfailing contentment—and the tenderest interest you 
ever can bestow on me is only a stream of which he is the fountain--19  

Here Elizabeth moves beyond the earlier substitution of "Jesus" 
for "Antonio" in the cry of her heart. She affirms that her heart, with 
all its ups and downs, still recognizes a call in the sorrows she is 
enduring, a call "to give itself to God alone." She has not spoken 
previously in this correspondence of such a sense of call. It leads her 
to reflect on why she should seek happiness in Antonio's attentions, 
when—as she puts it—Antonio is but the stream of which Jesus is the 
fountain. She is beginning to work out the implications of that call 

18 AF to EAS, 25 November 1804, MSJ 43. 
19EAS to AF, begun 16 November 1804, completed 3 December 1804, in Kelly-Melville, Selected 

Writings, 152. Ellipsis in the published letter. Emphasis in original. 
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which involves the gift of the heart to God alone and immediately sees 
what they are for her relationship to Antonio. However, with a rapid 
shift of direction quite typical of her, she then turns on him, attacking 
him both for his failure to write and for his extended stay in Boston. 

That she continues to struggle with her affection for him is appar-
ent. In her next letter she speaks of making "the dear sign" (that is, the 
sign of the cross) to help her try to be indifferent when a letter from 
Antonio was brought to her. She explains that she wishes "never to 
think of you with tenderness," but when she prays for him whom she 
calls her "dearest Friend" she overflows with sighs and tears of affec 
tion.20  

To this point there exists a relationship begun when, in the cir-
cumstances surrounding her new widowhood, Elizabeth was quite 
vulnerable. Its development was interwoven with her discovery of, 
and subsequent interest in, Catholicism. His companionship during 
her return journey to the United States through the immediate loss of 
Rebecca Seton was undoubtedly welcome. The letters following the 
first withdrawal of his presence suggest the deeply affectionate qual-
ity of their bond. Elizabeth finds herself drawn to restrain her affec-
tion, either by something in the quality of that affection, or by the 
nature of the religious call she is experiencing, or (as seems most 
likely) by some combination of the two factors. She is well into 
reconstellating her identity through religious conversion. 

As to Antonio, he seems to have been something of a flirt. Near the 
end of January 1805, Elizabeth lets fall a telling passage. Antonio's 
weeks in Boston have lengthened into months. She writes, "God be 
merciful—I may as well tell you as I have so long thought it, I could 
not help imagining that some extravagance such as that which 'once 
bound you to your sister,' influenced your stay in Boston—do not say 
it was ungenerous as the source of these imaginations you must most 
easily discern; but your word is sufficient-1121  The exact nature of the 
"extravagance" is unclear, but obviously it is a matter of the bonds of 
affection. She also complains that his language has become that "of a 
stranger to a stranger." In her view he could not speak as he has to one 
he really loves. Her love for him remains strong, if she means it when 
she writes that his word will be enough to remove her doubt. Whether 

20EAS to AF, 13 December 1804, in Kelly-Melville, Selected Writings, 153-55. 
21EAS to AF, 24 January 1805, ibid., 156. 
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her judgment and her love are of equal quality in this case is a separate 
issue. 

Other explanations of Antonio's long stay in Boston are possible, 
and earlier Elizabeth has mentioned several of them: "multiplicity of 
business, laziness of temper diffidence of disposition, inconvenience in 
writing English with other Etcetera's [sic].1122  A full analysis depends 
upon the availability of both sides of all of the correspondence from 
this period. However, in April 1805, when Antonio has moved on to 
Philadelphia, she raises again the question of his women friends. 
"And how are you my Brother? do you meet any Elegant Friends in 
Philadelphia, any Pupils for the Italian language, any Sirens—God 
preserve you—I pray that your good angel may have no cause to turn 
from you, and that you may be faithful to all his admonitions. 1123  It is 
difficult not to read this April letter as speaking with the voice of 

experience. A similar plea will recur the following October when 
Antonio has traveled back to Boston. After inquiring for news of 
Amabilia, she will write, "also say something to me of your dear 
friends in Boston whether your Calendar of Saints is increased, if you 
have any new Scholars, and if the old ones improve and above all 
things dear Tonino if you try earnestly to 'be good' which is my 
greatest interest.24  Under the teasing there is an honest concern. Her 
remark adds support to the suggestion that her Antonio was a flirt. 

In May 1805 more than a year has gone by since William Seton's 
death and almost a year since Rebecca's. In March 1805 Elizabeth had 
professed the Catholic faith and received her first communion. Time 
is healing the wounds of the two deaths, the preoccupation of coping 
with her changed circumstances fills her days, and Antonio is con-
stantly away from New York. A new quality marks her letters to him, 
not yet quite the quality of serenity but rather containedness. She has 
assumed her new identity. While she continues to write candidly and 
affectionately, incorporating her unfolding faith journey into her on-
going relationship with the man who had first taught her to sign 
herself with the cross, the exuberance of feeling toward him whom she 
had called her "dearest Tonierlinno" is tempered. 

Evidence to suggest that Antonio initiated the change is in a letter 
she writes from New York. "Dear, dear Antonio why must I speak to 

22EAS to AF, 3 December 1804, ibid., 152. Emphases in original. 
23EAS to AF, 30 April 1805, ibid., 178. Emphasis in original. 
24EAS to AF, 11 October 1805, ibid., 188. Emphases in original. 


