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THE STATES MEN in knee-breeches and pow dered wigs who signed the
Dec la ra tion of In de pen dence and framed the Con sti tu tion — the sol diers in
blue-and-buff, top-boots and epaulets who led the armies of the Rev o lu tion
— were what we are wont to de scribe as gen tle men. They were Eng lish
gen tle men. They were not all, nor even gen er ally, scions of the British aris- 
toc racy; but they came, for the most part, of good An glo- Saxon and
Scotch-Irish stock.

The shoe buckle and the ruf fled shirt worked a spell pe cu liarly their
own. They car ried with them an air of pol ish and au thor ity. Hamil ton,
though of ob scure birth and small stature, is rep re sented by those who knew
him to have been dig nity and grace per son i fied; and old Ben Franklin, even
in woolen hose, and none too courtier-like, was the de light of the great no- 
bles and fine ladies, in whose com pany he made him self as much at home
as though he had been born a Mar quis.

When we re vert to that epoch the beauty of the scene which his tory un- 
folds is marred by lit tle that is un couth, by noth ing that is grotesque. The
long pro ces sion passes, and we see in each group, in ev ery fig ure, some- 
thing of heroic pro por tion. John Adams and John Han cock, Samuel War ren
and Samuel Adams, the Liv ingstons in New York, the Car rolls in Mary land,
the Ma sons, the Ran dolphs and the Pendle tons in Vir ginia, the Rut ledges in
South Car olina — what pride of Caste, what el e gance of man ner, what dig- 
nity and dom i nancy of char ac ter! And the sol diers! Is rael Put nam and
Nathanael Greene, Ethan Allen and John Stark, Mad An thony Wayne and
Light Horse Harry Lee, and Mor gan and Mar ion and Sumter, gath ered
about the im mor tal Wash ing ton — Pu ri tan and Cav a lier so mixed and
blended as to be in dis tin guish able the one from the other — where shall we
go to seek a more re splen dent gal axy of field mar shals? Surely not to
Blenheim, drink ing beakers to Marl bor ough af ter the fa mous vic tory; nor
yet to the silken mar quet of the great Conde on the Rhine, be di zened with
gold lace and ra di ant with the flower of the no bil ity of France! Ah, me!



there were gen tle men in those days; and they made their in flu ence felt upon
life and thought long af ter the echoes of Bunker Hill and York town had
faded away, long af ter the bell over In de pen dence Hall had ceased to ring.

The first half of the Re pub lic’s first half cen tury of ex is tence the pub lic
men of Amer ica, dis tin guished for many things, were chiefly and al most
uni ver sally dis tin guished for re pose of bear ing and so bri ety of be hav ior. It
was not un til the in sti tu tion of African slav ery had got into pol i tics as a vi tal
force that Con gress be came a bear-gar den, and that our law-mak ers, lay ing
aside their man ners with their small-clothes, fell into the loose-fit ting ha bil- 
i ments of mod ern fash ion and the slovenly jar gon of par ti san con tro versy.
The gen tle men who signed the Dec la ra tion and framed the Con sti tu tion
were suc ceeded by gen tle men — much like them selves — but these were
suc ceeded by a race of party lead ers much less deco rous and much more
self-con fi dent; rugged, puis sant; deeply moved in all that they said and did,
and some times tur bu lent; so that fi nally, when the vol cano burst forth
flames that reached the heav ens, great hu man bowlders ap peared amid the
glare on ev ery side; none of them much to speak of ac cord ing to rules reg- 
nant at St. James and Ver sailles; but vig or ous, able men, full of their mis- 
sion and of them selves, and pulling for dear life in op po site di rec tions.

There were Se ward and Sum ner and Chase, Cor win and Ben Wade,
Trum bull and Fes senden, Hale and Col lamer and Grimes, and Wen dell
Phillips, and Ho race Gree ley, our lat ter-day Franklin. There were Toombs
and Ham mond, and Slidell and Wig fall, and the two lit tle gi ants, Dou glas
and Stephens, and Yancey and Ma son, and Jef fer son Davis. With them soft
words but tered no parsnips, and they cared lit tle how many pitch ers might
be bro ken by rude ones. The is sue be tween them did not re quire a di a gram
to ex plain it. It was so sim ple a child might un der stand. It read, hu man slav- 
ery against hu man free dom, slave la bor against free la bor, and in volved a
con flict as in evitable as it was ir re press ible.

Long be fore the guns of Beau re gard opened fire upon Fort Sumter, and,
ful fill ing the pro gram of ex trem ism, “blood was sprin kled in the faces of
the peo ple,” the hus tings in Amer ica had be come a bat tle-ground, and ev ery
rood of de bat able ter ri tory a ring for con tro ver sial mills, al ways tu mul tuous,
and some times san guinary. No sooner had the camp-fires of the Rev o lu tion
— which warmed so many no ble hearts and lighted so many pa tri otic lamps
— no sooner had the camp fires of the Rev o lu tion died out, than there be gan
to burn, at first fit fully, then to blaze alarm ingly in ev ery di rec tion, a suc- 



ces sion of for est fires, baf fling the en er gies and re sources of the good and
brave men who sought to put them out. Mr. Web ster, at once a learned ju rist
and a prose poet, might thun der ex po si tions of the writ ten law, to quiet the
fears of the slave-owner and to lull the waves of ag i ta tion. Mr. Clay, by his
re sist less elo quence and over mas ter ing per son al ity, might com pro mise first
one and then an other of the ir rec on cil able con di tions that ob structed the
path way of con ser va tive states man ship. To no pur pose, ex cept to de lay the
fa tal hour.

There were mov ing to the fore ground moral forces which would down at
no man’s bid ding. The still, small voice of eman ci pa tion, sti fled for a mo- 
ment by self-in ter est play ing upon the fears of the timid, re cov ered its
breath and broke into a cry for abo li tion. The cry for abo li tion rose in vol- 
ume to a roar. Slowly, step by step, the forces of free dom ad vanced to meet
the forces of slav ery. Grad u ally, these mighty, dis cor dant el e ments ap- 
proached the pre des tined line of bat tle; the gains for a while seem ing to be
in doubt, but in re al ity all on one side. There was less and less of mid dle
ground. The mid dle men who ven tured to get in the way were ei ther struck
down or ab sorbed by the one party or the other. The Sen ate had its Get tys- 
burg; and many and many a Shiloh was fought on the floor of the House.
Ac tual war raged in Kan sas. The mys te ri ous de scent upon Harper’s Ferry,
like a fire-bell in the night, might have warned all men of the com ing con- 
fla gra tion; might have re vealed to all men a prophecy in the lines that,
quoted to de scribe the scene, fore told the event —

“The rock-ribbed ledges drip with a silent hor ror of blood,
And Echo there, what ever is asked her, an swers: ‘Death.’”

Greek was meet ing Greek at last; and the field of pol i tics be came al most as
sul phurous and murky as an ac tual field of bat tle.

Amid the noise and con fu sion, the clash ing of in tel lects like sabers
bright, and the boom ing of the big or a tor i cal guns of the North and the
South, now def i nitely ar rayed, there came one day into the North ern camp
one of the odd est fig ures imag in able; the fig ure of a man who, in spite of an
ap pear ance some what at outs with Hog a rth’s line of beauty, wore a se ri ous
as pect, if not an air of com mand, and, paus ing to ut ter a sin gle sen tence that
might be heard above the din, passed on and for a mo ment dis ap peared. The
sen tence was preg nant with mean ing. The man bore a com mis sion from



God on high! He said: “A house di vided against it self can not stand. I be- 
lieve this Gov ern ment can not en dure per ma nently half free and half slave. I
do not ex pect the Union to be dis solved; I do not ex pect the house to fall;
but I do ex pect it will cease to be di vided.” He was Abra ham Lin coln.

How shall I de scribe him to you? Shall I do so as he ap peared to me,
when I first saw him im me di ately on his ar rival in the na tional cap i tal, the
cho sen Pres i dent of the United States, his ap pear ance quite as strange as the
story of his life, which was then but half known and half told, or shall I use
the words of an other and a more graphic word-painter?

In Jan u ary, 1861, Col. A. K. Mc Clure, of Penn syl va nia, jour neyed to
Spring field, Illi nois, to meet and con fer with the man he had done so much
to elect, but whom he had never per son ally known. " I went di rectly from
the de pot to Lin coln’s house," says Col. Mc Clure, “and rang the bell, which
was an swered by Lin coln, him self, open ing the door. I doubt whether I
wholly con cealed my dis ap point ment at meet ing him. Tall, gaunt, un gainly,
ill-clad, with a home li ness of man ner that was unique in it self, I con fess that
my heart sank within me as I re mem bered that this was the man cho sen by a
great na tion to be come its ruler in the gravest pe riod of its his tory. I re mem- 
ber his dress as if it were but yes ter day — snuff-col ored and slouchy pan- 
taloons; open black vest, held by a few brass but tons; straight or evening
dress-coat, with tightly fit ting sleeves to ex ag ger ate his long, bony arms, all
sup ple mented by an awk ward ness that was un com mon among men of in tel- 
li gence. Such was the pic ture I met in the per son of Abra ham Lin coln. We
sat down in his plainly fur nished par lor and were un in ter rupted dur ing the
nearly four hours I re mained with him, and lit tle by lit tle, as his earnest ness,
sin cer ity and can dor were de vel oped in con ver sa tion, I for got all the
grotesque qual i ties which so con founded me when I first greeted him. Be- 
fore half an hour had passed I learned not only to re spect, but, in deed, to
rev er ence the man.”

A graphic por trait, truly, and not un like. I re call him, two months later, a
lit tle less un couth, a lit tle bet ter dressed, but in sin gu lar ity and in an gu lar ity
much the same. All the world now takes an in ter est in ev ery de tail that con- 
cerned him, or that re lates to the weird tragedy of his life and death.

And who was this pe cu liar be ing, des tined in his mother’s arms — for
cra dle he had none — so pro foundly to af fect the fu ture of hu man-kind? He
has told us, him self, in words so sim ple and un af fected, so id iomatic and di- 
rect, that we can nei ther mis read them, nor im prove upon them. Writ ing, in



1859, to one who had asked him for some bi o graphic par tic u lars, Abra ham
Lin coln said:

"I was born Feb ru ary 12, 1809, in Hardin county, Ken tucky. My par ents
were both born in Vir ginia, of undis tin guished fam i lies — sec ond fam i lies,
per haps I should say. My mother, who died in my tenth year, was of a fam- 
ily of the name of Hanks… . My pa ter nal grand fa ther, Abra ham Lin coln,
em i grated from Rock ing ham county, Va., to Ken tucky about 1781 or 1782,
where, a year or two later, he was killed by the In di ans, not in bat tle, but by
stealth, when he was la bor ing to open a farm in the for est…

"My fa ther (Thomas Lin coln) at the death of his fa ther was but six years
of age. By the early death of his fa ther, and the very nar row cir cum stances
of his mother, he was, even in child hood, a wan der ing, la bor ing boy, and
grew up lit er ally with out ed u ca tion. He never did more in the way of writ- 
ing than bunglingly to write his own name… . He re moved from Ken tucky
to what is now Spencer county, In di ana, in my eighth year… It was a wild
re gion, with many bears and other an i mals still in the woods. There were
some schools, so-called, but no qual i fi ca tion was ever re quired of a teacher
be yond ‘readin’, writin’, and ci pherin’ to the rule of three.’ If a strag gler
sup posed to un der stand Latin hap pened to so journ in the neigh bor hood he
was looked upon as a wiz ard… Of course, when I came of age I did not
know much. Still, some how, I could read, write and ci pher to the rule of
three. But that was all… . The lit tle ad vance I now have upon this store of
ed u ca tion I have picked up from time to time un der the pres sure of ne ces- 
sity.

"I was raised to farm work… till I was twenty-two. At twenty-one I
came to Illi nois, Ma con county. Then I got to New Salem, …where I re- 
mained a year as a sort of clerk in a store. Then came the Black Hawk war;
and I was elected cap tain of a vol un teer com pany, a suc cess that gave me
more plea sure than any I have had since. I went the cam paign, was elated,
ran for the Leg is la ture the same year (1832), and was beaten — the only
time I ever have been beaten by the peo ple. The next, and three suc ceed ing
bi en nial elec tions, I was elected to the Leg is la ture. I was not a can di date af- 
ter ward. Dur ing the leg isla tive pe riod I had stud ied law and re moved to
Spring field to prac tice it. In 1846 I was elected to the lower house of Con- 
gress. Was not a can di date for re-elec tion. From 1849 to 1854, in clu sive,
prac ticed law more as sid u ously than ever be fore. Al ways a Whig in pol i tics,
and gen er ally on the Whig elec toral tick ets, mak ing ac tive can vasses. I was



los ing in ter est in pol i tics when the re peal of the Mis souri Com pro mise
aroused me again.

“If any per sonal de scrip tion of me is thought de sir able, it may be said
that I am in height six feet four inches, nearly; lean in flesh, weigh ing on an
av er age one hun dred and eighty pounds; dark com plex ion, with coarse
black hair and gray eyes. No other marks or brands rec ol lected.”

There is the whole story, told by him self, and brought down to the point
where he be came a fig ure of na tional im por tance.

His po lit i cal phi los o phy was ex pounded in four elab o rate speeches; one
de liv ered at Peo ria, Ill., the 16th of Oc to ber, 1854; one at Spring field, Ill.,
the 16th of June, 1858; one at Colum bus, Ohio, the 16th of Sep tem ber,
1859, and one the 27th of Feb ru ary, 1860, at Cooper In sti tute, in the city of
New York. Of course Mr. Lin coln made many speeches and very good
speeches. But these four, pro gres sive in char ac ter, con tain the sum to tal of
his creed touch ing the or ganic char ac ter of the Gov ern ment and at the same
time his party view of con tem po rary is sues. They show him to have been an
old-line Whig of the school of Henry Clay, with strong eman ci pa tion lean- 
ings; a thor ough anti-slav ery man, but never an ex trem ist or an abo li tion ist.
To the last he hewed to the line thus laid down.

Two or three years ago I re ferred to Abra ham Lin coln — in a ca sual way
— as one “in spired of God.” I was taken to task for this and thrown upon
my de fense. Know ing less then than I know now of Mr. Lin coln, I con fined
my self to the su per fi cial as pects of the case; to the ca reer of a man who
seemed to have lacked the op por tu nity to pre pare him self for the great es- 
tate to which he had come, plucked as it were from ob scu rity by a caprice
of for tune.

Ac cept ing the doc trine of in spi ra tion as a law of the uni verse, I still
stand to this be lief; but I must qual ify it as far as it con veys the idea that
Mr. Lin coln was not as well equipped in ac tual knowl edge of men and af- 
fairs as any of his con tem po raries. Mr. Web ster once said that he had been
pre par ing to make his re ply to Hayne for thirty years. Mr. Lin coln had been
in un con scious train ing for the Pres i dency for thirty years. His maiden ad- 
dress as a can di date for the Leg is la ture, is sued at the ripe old age of twenty-
three, closes with these words, “But if the good peo ple in their wis dom shall
see fit to keep me in the back ground, I have been too fa mil iar with dis ap- 
point ment to be very much cha grined.” The man who wrote that sen tence,
thirty years later wrote this sen tence: “The mys tic chords of mem ory,



stretch ing from ev ery bat tle-field and pa triot-grave to ev ery liv ing heart and
hearth stone all over this broad land, will yet swell the cho rus of the Union,
when again touched, as surely they will be, by the an gels of our bet ter na- 
ture.” Be tween those two sen tences, joined by a kin dred, somber thought,
flowed a life-cur rent —

“Strong, with out rage, with out o’er flow ing, full,”

paus ing never for an in stant; deep en ing whilst it ran, but no wise chang ing
its course or its tones; al ways the same; calm; pa tient; af fec tion ate; like one
born to a des tiny, and, as in a dream, feel ing its re sist less force.

It is need ful to a com plete un der stand ing of Mr. Lin coln’s re la tion to the
time and to his place in the po lit i cal his tory of the coun try, that the stu dent
pe ruse closely the four speeches to which I have called at ten tion; they un- 
der lie all that passed in the fa mous de bate with Dou glas; all that their au thor
said and did af ter he suc ceeded to the pres i dency. They stand to day as mas- 
ter pieces of pop u lar or a tory. But for our present pur pose the de bate with
Dou glas will suf fice — the most ex tra or di nary in tel lec tual spec tac u lar the
an nals of our party war fare af ford. Lin coln en tered the can vass un known
out side the State of Illi nois. He closed it renowned from one end of the land
to the other.

Judge Dou glas was him self un sur passed as a stump-speaker and ready
de bater. But in that cam paign, from first to last, Judge Dou glas was at a se- 
ri ous dis ad van tage. His bark rode upon an ebbing time; Lin coln’s bark rode
upon a flow ing tide. African slav ery was the is sue now; and the whole trend
of mod ern thought was set against slav ery. The Democrats seemed hope- 
lessly di vided. The Lit tle Gi ant had to face a tri an gu lar op po si tion em brac- 
ing the Re pub li cans, the Ad min is tra tion, or Buchanan Democrats, and a lit- 
tle rem nant of the old Whigs, who fan cied that their party was still alive and
thought to hold some kind of bal ance of power. Judge Dou glas called the
com bi na tion the “al lied army,” and de clared that he would deal with it “just
as the Rus sians dealt with the al lies at Se bastopol — that is, the Rus sians
did not stop to in quire, when they fired a broad side, whether it hit an En- 
glish man, a French man or a Turk.” It was some thing more than a wit ti cism
when Mr. Lin coln re joined, “In that case, I beg he will in dulge us whilst we
sug gest to him that those al lies took Se bastopol.”



He fol lowed this cen ter-shot with vol ley af ter vol ley of ex po si tion so
clear, of rea son ing so close, of il lus tra tion so pointed, and, at times, of hu- 
mor so in ci sive, that, though he lost his elec tion — though the al lies did not
then take Se bastopol — his de feat counted for more than Dou glas’ vic tory,
for it made him the log i cal and suc cess ful can di date for Pres i dent of the
United States two years later.

What could be more cap ti vat ing to an out-door au di ence than Lin coln’s
de scrip tion “of the two per sons who stand be fore the peo ple of the State as
can di dates for the Sen ate,” to quote his prefa tory words? “Judge Dou glas,”
he said, “is of world-wide renown. All the anx ious politi cians of his party…
have been look ing upon him as cer tainly… to be Pres i dent of the United
States. They have seen in his round, jolly, fruit ful face, post-of fices, land-
of fices, mar shal ships, and cab i net ap point ments, charge ships and for eign
mis sions, burst ing and spread ing out in won der ful ex u ber ance, ready to be
laid hold of by their greedy hands. And as they have been gaz ing upon this
at trac tive pic ture so long, they can not, in the lit tle dis trac tion that has taken
place in the party, bring them selves to give up the charm ing hope; but with
greed ier anx i ety they rush about him, sus tain him and give him marches,
tri umphal en tries and re cep tions, be yond what in the days of his high est
pros per ity they could have brought about in his fa vor. On the con trary, no- 
body has ever ex pected me to be Pres i dent. In my poor, lean, lank face no- 
body has ever seen that any cab bages were sprout ing.”

As the de bate ad vanced, these cheery tones deep ened into harsher notes;
crim i na tion and re crim i na tion fol lowed; the two glad i a tors were strung to
their ut most ten sion. They be came dread fully in earnest. Per sonal col li sion
was nar rowly avoided. I have re cently gone over the en tire de bate, and with
a feel ing I can only de scribe as most con tem pla tive, most melan choly.

I knew Judge Dou glas well; I ad mired, re spected, loved him. I shall
never for get the day he quit ted Wash ing ton to go to his home in Illi nois to
re turn no more. Tears were in his eyes and his voice trem bled like a
woman’s. He was then a dy ing man. He had burned the can dle at both ends
from his boy hood; an ea ger, ar dent, hard-work ing, plea sure-lov ing man;
and though not yet fifty, the can dle was burned out. His in fir mi ties were no
greater than those of Mr. Clay; not to be men tioned with those of Mr. Web- 
ster. But he lived in more ex act ing times. The old-style party or gan, with its
mock hero ics and its dull re spectabil ity, its beg garly ar ray of empty news
col umns and cheap ad ver tis ing, had been suc ceeded by that un spar ing, tell-



tale scan dal-mon ger, Mod ern Jour nal ism, with its myr iad of hands and
eyes, its vast ret inue of de tec tives, and its quick tran sit over flash ing wires,
an ni hi lat ing time and space. Too fierce a light beat upon the pri vate life of
pub lic men, and Dou glas suf fered from this as Clay and Web ster, Silas
Wright and Franklin Pierce had not suf fered.

The pres i den tial bee was in his bon net, cer tainly; but its buzzing there
was not nois ier than in the bon nets of other great Amer i cans, who have
been daz zled by that wretched bauble. His plans and schemes came to
naught. He died at the mo ment when the death of those plans and schemes
was made more pal pa ble and im pres sive by the roar of can non pro claim ing
the re al ity of that ir re press ible con flict he had re fused to fore see and had
strug gled to avert. His life-long ri val was at the head of af fairs. No one has
found oc ca sion to come to the res cue of his fame. No party in ter est has been
iden ti fied with his mem ory. But when the truth of his tory is writ ten, it will
be told that, not less than Web ster and Clay, he, too, was a pa tri otic man,
who loved his coun try and tried to save the Union. He tried to save the
Union, even as Web ster and Clay had tried to save it, by com pro mises and
ex pe di ents. It was too late. The string was played out. Where they had suc- 
ceeded he failed; but, for the no bil ity of his in ten tion, the am pli tude of his
re sources, the splen dor of his com bat, he mer its all that any leader of los ing
cause ever gained in the re port of pos ter ity; and pos ter ity will not deny him
the ti tle of states man.

In that great de bate it was Ti tan against Ti tan; and, pe rus ing it af ter the
lapse of forty years, the philo sophic and im par tial critic will con clude
which got the bet ter of it, Lin coln or Dou glas, much ac cord ing to his sym- 
pa thy with the one or the other. Dou glas, as I have said, had the dis ad van- 
tage of rid ing an ebb-tide. But Lin coln en coun tered a dis ad van tage in rid ing
a flood-tide, which was flow ing too fast for a man so con ser va tive and so
hon est as he was. Thus there was not a lit tle equiv o ca tion on both sides for- 
eign to the na ture of the two. Both wanted to be frank. Both thought they
were be ing frank. But each was a lit tle afraid of his own logic; each was a
lit tle afraid of his own fol low ing; and hence there was con sid er able hair-
split ting, in volv ing ac cu sa tions that did not ac cuse and de nials that did not
deny. They were politi cians, these two, as well as states men; they were
politi cians, and what they did not know about po lit i cal cam paign ing was
hardly worth know ing. Rev er ently, I take off my hat to both of them; and I



turn down the page; I close the book and lay it on its shelf, with the in ward
ejac u la tion, “there were gi ants in those days.”

I am not un der tak ing to de liver an oral bi og ra phy of Abra ham Lin coln,
and shall pass over the events which quickly led up to his nom i na tion and
elec tion to the pres i dency in 1860.

I met the newly elected Pres i dent the af ter noon of the day in the early
morn ing of which he had ar rived in Wash ing ton. It was a Sat ur day, I think.
He came to the Capi tol un der Mr. Se ward’s es cort, and, among the rest, I
was pre sented to him. His ap pear ance did not im press me as fan tas ti cally as
it had im pressed Colonel Mc Clure. I was more fa mil iar with the West ern
type than Colonel Mc Clure, and, whilst Mr. Lin coln was cer tainly not an
Ado nis, even af ter prairie ideals, there was about him a dig nity that com- 
manded re spect.

I met him again the forenoon of the 4th of March in his apart ment at
Willard’s Ho tel as he was pre par ing to start to his in au gu ra tion, and was
touched by his un af fected kind ness; for I came with a mat ter re quir ing his
im me di ate at ten tion. He was en tirely self-pos sessed; no trace of ner vous- 
ness; and very oblig ing. I ac com pa nied the cortege that passed from the
Sen ate cham ber to the east por tico of the capi tol, and, as Mr. Lin coln re- 
moved his hat to face the vast mul ti tude in front and be low, I ex tended my
hand to re ceive it, but Judge Dou glas, just be side me, reached over my out- 
stretched arm and took the hat, hold ing it through out the de liv ery of the in- 
au gu ral ad dress. I stood near enough to the speaker’s el bow not to ob struct
any ges tures he might make, though he made but few; and then it was that I
be gan to com pre hend some thing of the power of the man.

He de liv ered that in au gu ral ad dress as if he had been de liv er ing in au gu- 
ral ad dresses all his life. Firm, res o nant, earnest, it an nounced the com ing of
a man; of a leader of men; and in its ring ing tones and el e vated style, the
gen tle men he had in vited to be come mem bers of his po lit i cal fam ily —
each of whom thought him self a big ger man than his mas ter — might have
heard the voice and seen the hand of a man born to com mand. Whether they
did or not, they very soon as cer tained the fact. From the hour Abra ham Lin- 
coln crossed the thresh old of the White House to the hour he went thence to
his death, there was not a mo ment when he did not dom i nate the po lit i cal
and mil i tary sit u a tion and all his of fi cial sub or di nates.

Mr. Se ward was the first to fall a vic tim to his own temer ity. One of the
most ex tra or di nary in ci dents that ever passed be tween a chief and his lieu- 



tenant came about be fore the first month of the new ad min is tra tion had
closed. The 1st of April Mr. Se ward sub mit ted to Mr. Lin coln a mem o ran- 
dum, en ti tled “Some Thoughts for the Pres i dent’s Con sid er a tion.” He be gan
this by say ing: “We are at the end of a month’s ad min is tra tion, and yet with- 
out a pol icy, ei ther for eign or do mes tic.” Then fol lows a se ries of sug ges- 
tions hardly less re mark able for their char ac ter than for their em a na tion.
There are quite a baker’s dozen of them, for the most part flimsy and ir rel e- 
vant; but two of them are so con spic u ous for a lack of sagac ity and com pre- 
hen sion that I shall quote them as a sam ple of the whole:

“We must change the ques tion be fore the pub lic,” says Mr. Se ward,
“from one upon slav ery, or about slav ery, to one upon Union or dis union,”
— as if it had not been thus changed al ready, — and " I would de mand ex- 
pla na tions from Spain and France, en er get i cally, at once, …and if sat is fac- 
tory ex pla na tions are not re ceived from Spain and France, I would con vene
Con gress and de clare war against them… I would seek ex pla na tions from
Great Britain and Rus sia, and send agents into Canada, Mex ico and Cen tral
Amer ica to arouse a vig or ous spirit of Con ti nen tal in de pen dence on this
con ti nent against Eu ro pean in ter ven tion."

Think of it! At the mo ment this ad vice was se ri ously given the head of
the Gov ern ment by the head of the Cab i net — sup posed to be the most ac- 
com plished states man and as tute diplo ma tist of his time — a South ern Con- 
fed er acy had been ac tu ally es tab lished, and Eu rope was only too ea ger for
some pre text to put in its oar, and ef fec tu ally, fi nally, to com pel a dis so lu- 
tion of the Union and to com pass the de feat of the Re pub li can ex per i ment
in Amer ica. The Gov ern ment of the United States had but to make a gri- 
mace at France and Spain; to bat its eye at Eng land and Rus sia, to raise up a
quadru ple al liance, Monar chy against Democ racy, bring ing down upon it- 
self the navies of the world, and dou ble as sur ing, dou ble con firm ing the
Gov ern ment of Jef fer son Davis.

In con clud ing these as tound ing coun sels, Mr. Se ward says:
"But what ever pol icy we adopt, there must be an en er getic pros e cu tion

of it.
"For this pur pose it must be some body’s busi ness to pur sue and di rect it

in ces santly.
"Ei ther the Pres i dent must do it him self and be all the while ac tive in it,

or de volve it on some mem ber of his Cab i net.
"Once adopted, all de bates on it must end and all agree and abide.



“It is not in my es pe cial prov ince; but I nei ther seek to evade nor as sume
re spon si bil ity.”

Be fore hear ing Mr. Lin coln’s an swer to all this, con sider what it re ally
im plied. If Mr. Se ward had sim ply said: “Mr. Lin coln, you are a fail ure as
Pres i dent, but turn over the di rec tion of af fairs ex clu sively to me, and all
shall be well and all be for given,” he could not have spo ken more ex plic itly
and hardly more of fen sively.

Now mark how a great man car ries him self at a crit i cal mo ment un der
ex treme provo ca tion. Here is the an swer Mr. Lin coln sent Mr. Se ward that
very night:

 
"Ex ec u tive Man sion, April 1, 1861.—
Hon. W. H. Se ward —
My Dear Sir: Since part ing with you I have been con sid er ing your pa per

dated this day and en ti tled ’ some thoughts for the Pres i dent’s con sid er a- 
tion.’ The first propo si tion in it is, ’we are at the end of a month’s ad min is- 
tra tion and yet with out a pol icy, ei ther do mes tic or for eign.

"At the be gin ning of that month in the in au gu ral I said: ‘The power con- 
fided to me will be used to hold, oc cupy and pos sess the prop erty and
places be long ing to the Gov ern ment, and to col lect the du ties and im ports.’
This had your dis tinct ap proval at the time; and taken in con nec tion with the
or der I im me di ately gave Gen eral Scott, di rect ing him to em ploy ev ery
means in his power to strengthen and hold the forts, com prises the ex act do- 
mes tic pol icy you urge, with the sin gle ex cep tion that it does not pro pose to
aban don Fort Sumter.

"The news re ceived yes ter day in re gard to Santo Domingo cer tainly
brings a new item within the range of our for eign pol icy, but up to that time
we have been pre par ing cir cu lars and in struc tions to min is ters and the like,
all in per fect har mony, with out even a sug ges tion that we had no for eign
pol icy.

"Upon your clos ing propo si tion — that ’What ever pol icy we adopt, there
must be an en er getic pros e cu tion of it.

"’For this pur pose it must be some body’s busi ness to pur sue and di rect it
in ces santly.

"’Ei ther the Pres i dent must do it him self, and be all the while ac tive in it,
or de volve it upon some mem ber of his Cab i net.



"‘Once adopted, de bates must end, and all agree and abide.’ I re mark
that if this be done, I must do it. When a gen eral line of pol icy is adopted, I
ap pre hend there is no dan ger of its be ing changed with out good rea son, or
con tin u ing to be a sub ject of un nec es sary de bate; still, upon points aris ing
in its progress, I wish, and sup pose I am en ti tled to have, the ad vice of all
the Cab i net. Your obe di ent ser vant,

A. Lin coln."
 
I agree with Lin coln’s bi og ra phers that in this let ter not a word was

omit ted that was nec es sary, and not a hint or al lu sion is con tained that could
be dis pensed with. It was con clu sive. It ended the ar gu ment. Mr. Se ward
dropped into his place. Mr. Lin coln never re ferred to it. From that time for- 
ward the un der stand ing be tween them was mu tual and per fect. So much so
that when, the 21st of the fol low ing May, Mr. Se ward sub mit ted to the Pres- 
i dent the draft of a let ter of in struc tion to Charles Fran cis Adams, then Min- 
is ter to Eng land, Mr. Lin coln did not hes i tate to change much of its char ac- 
ter and pur pose by his al ter ations of its text. The orig i nal copy of this dis- 
patch, in Mr. Se ward’s hand writ ing, with Mr. Lin coln’s in ter lin eations, is
still to be seen on file in the De part ment of State. It is safe to say that, if that
let ter had gone as Mr. Se ward wrote it, a war with Eng land would have
been in evitable. Mr. Lin coln’s ad di tions, hardly less than his sup pres sions,
present a cu ri ous con trast be tween the seer in af fairs and the scholar in af- 
fairs. Even in the sub sti tu tion of one word for an other, Mr. Lin coln shows a
com pre hen sion both of the sit u a tion and the lan guage which seems to have
been wholly want ing in Mr. Se ward, with all his ex pe ri ence and learn ing. It
is said that, pon der ing over this doc u ment, weigh ing in his mind its mean- 
ing and im port, his head bowed and pen cil in hand, Mr. Lin coln was over- 
heard mur mur ing to him self: “One war at a time — one war at a time.”

Whilst I am on this mat ter of who was re ally Pres i dent whilst Abra ham
Lin coln oc cu pied the of fice, I may as well set tle it. We all re mem ber that, in
set ting up for a big ger man than his chief, Mr. Chase fared no bet ter than
Mr. Se ward. But it is some times said that Mr. Stan ton was more suc cess ful
in this line. Many amus ing sto ries are told of how Stan ton lorded it over
Lin coln. On a cer tain oc ca sion it is re lated that the Pres i dent was in formed
by an irate friend that the Sec re tary of War had not only re fused to ex e cute
an or der of his, but had called him a fool into the bar gain. “Did Stan ton say
I was a fool?” said Lin coln. “Yes,” replied his friend, “he said you were a



blank, blank fool!” Lin coln looked first good-hu moredly at his friend and
then furtively out of the win dow in the di rec tion of the War De part ment,
and care lessly ob served: “If Stan ton said that I was a blank fool, it must be
true, for he is nearly al ways right and gen er ally says what he means. I will
just step over and see Stan ton.”

On an other oc ca sion Mr. Lin coln is quoted as say ing: “I have very lit tle
in flu ence with this Ad min is tra tion, but I hope to have more with the next.”

Com pla cent hu mor such as this sim ply de notes as sured po si tion. It is
merely the gra cious ness of con scious power. But there hap pens to be on
record a story of a dif fer ent kind. This is re lated by Gen. James B. Fry,
Provost Mar shal Gen eral of the United States, on duty in the War De part- 
ment.

As Gen eral Fry tells it, Mr. Stan ton seems to have had the right of it. The
Pres i dent had given an or der which the Sec re tary of War had re fused to is- 
sue. The Pres i dent there upon came into the War De part ment and this is
what hap pened. In an swer to Mr. Lin coln’s in quiry as to the cause of the
trou ble, Mr. Stan ton went over the record and the grounds for his ac tion,
and con cluded with: “Now, Mr. Pres i dent, these are the facts, and you must
see that your or der can not be ex e cuted.”

Lin coln sat upon a sofa with his legs crossed — I am quot ing Gen eral
Fry — and did not say a word un til the Sec re tary’s last re mark. Then he
said in a some what pos i tive tone: “Mr. Sec re tary, I reckon you’ll have to ex- 
e cute the or der.”

Stan ton replied with as per ity — “Mr. Pres i dent, I can not do it. The or- 
der is an im proper one and I can not ex e cute it.”

Lin coln fixed his eye upon Stan ton, and in a firm voice, and with an ac- 
cent that clearly showed his de ter mi na tion, he said:

“Mr. Sec re tary, it will have to be done.”
“Stan ton then re al ized” — I am still quot ing Gen eral Fry — “that he was

over matched. He had made a square is sue with the Pres i dent and been de- 
feated, not with stand ing the fact that he was in the right. Upon an in ti ma tion
from him I with drew and did not wit ness his sur ren der. A few min utes af ter
I reached my of fice I re ceived in struc tions from the Sec re tary to carry out
the Pres i dent’s or der. Stan ton never men tioned the sub ject to me af ter ward,
nor did I ever as cer tain the spe cial, and no doubt suf fi cient rea son, which
the Pres i dent had for his ac tion in the case.”



Once Gen eral Hal leck got on a high horse, and de manded that, if
Mr. Lin coln ap proved some ill-na tured re marks al leged to have been made
of cer tain mil i tary men about Wash ing ton, by Mont gomery Blair, the Post- 
mas ter-Gen eral, he should dis miss the of fi cers from the ser vice, but, if he
did not ap prove, he should dis miss the Post mas ter-Gen eral from the Cab i- 
net. Mr. Lin coln’s re ply is very char ac ter is tic. He de clined to do ei ther of
the things de manded. He said:

“Whether the re marks were re ally made I do not know, nor do I sup pose
such knowl edge nec es sary to a cor rect re sponse. If they were made, I do not
ap prove them; and yet, un der the cir cum stances, I would not dis miss a
mem ber of the Cab i net there for. I do not con sider what may have been
hastily said in a mo ment of vex a tion… suf fi cient ground for so grave a step.
Be sides this, truth is gen er ally the best vin di ca tion against slan der. I pro- 
pose con tin u ing to be my self the judge as to when a mem ber of the Cab i net
shall be dis missed.”

Next day, how ever, he is sued a warn ing to the mem bers of his po lit i cal
fam ily, which, in the form of a mem o ran dum, he read to them. There is
noth ing equiv o cal about this. In lan guage and in tone it is the ut ter ance of a
mas ter. I will read it to you, as it is very brief and to the pur pose. The Pres i- 
dent said:

“I must my self be the judge how long to re tain and when to re move any
of you from his po si tion. It would greatly pain me to dis cover any of you
en deav or ing to pro cure an other’s re moval, or in any way to prej u dice him
be fore the pub lic. Such en deavor would be a wrong to me, and much worse,
a wrong to the coun try. My wish is, that on this sub ject no re mark be made,
nor any ques tion be asked by any of you, here or else where, now or here- 
after.”

Al ways cour te ous, al ways tol er ant, al ways mak ing al lowance, yet al- 
ways ex plicit, his was the mas ter-spirit, his the guid ing hand; com mit ting to
each of the mem bers of his Cab i net the de tails of the work of his own de- 
part ment; car ing noth ing for petty sovereignty; but re serv ing to him self all
that re lated to great poli cies, the start ing of moral forces and the mov ing of
or ga nized ideas.

I want to say just here a few words about Mr. Lin coln’s re la tion to the
South and the peo ple of the South.

He was, him self, a South ern man. He and all his tribe were South ern ers.
Al though he left Ken tucky when but a child, he was an old child; he never



was very young; and he grew to man hood in a Ken tucky colony; for what
was Illi nois in those days but a Ken tucky colony, grown since some what
out of pro por tion? He was in no sense what we in the South used to call “a
poor white.” Awk ward, per haps; un gainly, per haps, but as pir ing-; the spirit
of a hero be neath that rugged ex te rior; the soul of a prose-poet be hind those
heavy brows; the courage of a lion back of those pa tient, kindly as pects;
and, long be fore he was of le gal age, a leader. His first love was a Rut ledge;
his wife was a Todd.

Let the ro man cist tell the story of his ro mance. I dare not. No sad der
idyll can be found in all the short and sim ple an nals of the poor.

We know that he was a prose-poet; for have we not that im mor tal prose-
poem re cited at Get tys burg? We know that he was a states man; for has not
time vin di cated his con clu sions? But the South does not know, ex cept as a
kind of hearsay, that he was a friend; the one friend who had the power and
the will to save it from it self. He was the one man in pub lic life who could
have come to the head of af fairs in 1861 bring ing with him none of the em- 
bit tered re sent ments grow ing out of the an ti slav ery bat tle. Whilst Se ward,
Chase, Sum ner and the rest had been en gaged in hand-to-hand com bat with
the South ern lead ers at Wash ing ton, Lin coln, a philoso pher and a states man,
had been ob serv ing the course of events from afar, and like a philoso pher
and a states man. The direst blow that could have been laid upon the pros- 
trate South was de liv ered by the as sas sin’s bul let that struck him down.

But I di gress. Through out the con tention that pre ceded the war, amid the
pas sions that at tended the war it self, not one bit ter, pro scrip tive word es- 
caped the lips of Abra ham Lin coln, whilst there was hardly a day that he
was not pro ject ing his great per son al ity be tween some South ern man or
woman and dan ger.

Un der date of Feb ru ary 2, 1848, and from the hall of the House of Rep- 
re sen ta tives at Wash ing ton, whilst he was serv ing as a mem ber of Con gress,
I find this short note to his law part ner at Spring field:

 
"Dear William:
I take up my pen to tell you that Mr. Stephens, of Geor gia, a lit tle, slim,

pale-faced, con sump tive man, with a voice like Lo gan’s" (that was Stephen
T., not John A.), “has just con cluded the very best speech of an hour’s
length I ever heard. My old, with ered, dry eyes” (he was then not quite
thirty-seven years of age) “are full of tears yet.”



 
From that time for ward he never ceased to love Stephens, of Geor gia.
Af ter that fa mous Hamp ton Roads con fer ence, when the Con fed er ate

Com mis sion ers, Stephens, Camp bell and Hunter, had tra versed the field of
of fi cial rou tine with Mr. Lin coln, the Pres i dent, and Mr. Se ward, the Sec re- 
tary of State, Lin coln, the friend, still the old Whig col league, though one
was now Pres i dent of the United States and the other Vice-Pres i dent of the
South ern Con fed er acy, took the “slim, pale-faced, con sump tive man” aside,
and, point ing to a sheet of pa per he held in his hand, said: “Stephens, let me
write ‘Union’ at the top of that page, and you may write be low it what ever
else you please.”

In the pre ced ing con ver sa tion Mr. Lin coln had in ti mated that pay ment
for the slaves was not out side a pos si ble agree ment for re union and peace.
He based that state ment upon a plan he al ready had in hand, to ap pro pri ate
four hun dred mil lions of dol lars to this pur pose.

There are those who have put them selves to the pains of chal leng ing this
state ment of mine. It ad mits of no pos si ble equiv o ca tion. Mr. Lin coln car- 
ried with him to Fortress Mon roe two doc u ments that still stand in his own
hand writ ing; one of them a joint res o lu tion to be passed by the two Houses
of Con gress ap pro pri at ing the four hun dred mil lions, the other a procla ma- 
tion to be is sued by him self, as Pres i dent, when the joint res o lu tion had
been passed. These formed no part of the dis cus sion at Hamp ton Roads, be- 
cause Mr. Stephens told Mr. Lin coln they were lim ited to treat ing upon the
ba sis of the recog ni tion of the Con fed er acy, and to all in tents and pur poses
the con fer ence died be fore it was ac tu ally born. But Mr. Lin coln was so
filled with the idea that next day, when he had re turned to Wash ing ton, he
sub mit ted the two doc u ments to the mem bers of his Cab i net. Ex cept ing
Mr. Se ward, they were all against him. He said: “Why, gen tle men, how long
is the war go ing to last? It is not go ing to end this side of a hun dred days, is
it? It is cost ing us four mil lions a day. There are the four hun dred mil lions,
not count ing the loss of life and prop erty in the mean time. But you are all
against me, and I will not press the mat ter upon you.” I have not cited this
fact of his tory to at tack, or even to crit i cize, the pol icy of the Con fed er ate
Gov ern ment, but sim ply to il lus trate the wise mag na nim ity and jus tice of
the char ac ter of Abra ham Lin coln. For my part I re joice that the war did not
end at Fortress Mon roe — or any other con fer ence — but that it was fought
out to its bit ter and log i cal con clu sion at Ap po mat tox.



It was the will of God that there should be, as God’s own prophet had
promised, “a new birth of free dom,” and this could only be reached by the
oblit er a tion of the very idea of slav ery. God struck Lin coln down in the mo- 
ment of his tri umph, to at tain it; He blighted the South to at tain it. But He
did at tain it. And here we are this night to at test it. God’s will be done on
earth as it is done in Heaven. But let no South ern man point fin ger at me be- 
cause I can on ize Abra ham Lin coln, for he was the one friend we had at
Court when friends were most in need; he was the one man in power who
wanted to pre serve us in tact, to save us from the wolves of pas sion and
plun der that stood at our door; and as that God, of whom it has been said
that “whom He loveth He chas teneth,” meant that the South should be chas- 
tened, Lin coln was put out of the way by the bul let of an as sas sin, hav ing
nei ther lot nor par cel, North or South, but a winged emis sary of fate, flown
from the shad ows of the mys tic world, which Aeschy lus and Shake speare
cre ated and con se crated to tragedy!

I some times won der shall we ever at tain a jour nal ism suf fi ciently up right
in its treat ment of cur rent events to pub lish fully and fairly the ut ter ances of
our pub lic men, and, ex cept in cases of prov able dis honor, to leave their
mo tives and their per son al i ties alone?

Read ing just what Abra ham Lin coln did say and did do, it is in con ceiv- 
able how such a man could have aroused an tag o nism so bit ter and abuse so
sav age, to fall at last by the hand of an as sas sin.

We boast our su pe rior civ i liza tion and our en light ened free dom of
speech; and yet, how few of us — when a strange voice be gins to ut ter un- 
fa mil iar or un palat able things — how few of us stop and ask our selves, may
not this man be speak ing the truth af ter all? It is so easy to call names. It is
so easy to im pugn mo tives. It is so easy to mis rep re sent opin ions we can not
an swer. From the least to the great est what crea tures we are of party spirit,
and yet, for the most part, how small its aims, how im per fect its in stru- 
ments, how dis ap point ing its con clu sions!

One thinks now that the world in which Abra ham Lin coln lived might
have dealt more gen tly by such a man. He was him self so gen tle — so up- 
right in na ture and so broad of mind — so sunny and so tol er ant in tem per
— so sim ple and so un af fected in bear ing — a rude ex te rior cov er ing an un- 
daunted spirit, prov ing by his ev ery act and word that —



“The bravest are the ten der est,
The lov ing are the dar ing.”

Though he was a party leader, he was a typ i cal and pa tri otic Amer i can, in
whom even his en e mies might have found some thing to re spect and ad mire.
But it could not be so. He com mit ted one griev ous of fense; he dared to
think and he was not afraid to speak; he was far in ad vance of his party and
his time; and men are slow to for give what they do not read ily un der stand.

Yet, all the while that the waves of pas sion were dash ing over his sturdy
fig ure, reared above the dead-level, as a lone oak upon a sandy beach, not
one harsh word ran kled in his heart to sour the milk of hu man kind ness that,
like a peren nial spring from the gnarled roots of some ma jes tic tree, flowed
within him. He would smooth over a rough place in his of fi cial in ter course
with a funny story fit ting the case in point, and they called him a tri fler. He
would round off a log i cal ar gu ment with a fa mil iar ex am ple, hit ting the nail
squarely on the head and driv ing it home, and they called him a buf foon.
Big wigs and lit tle wigs were agreed that he low ered the dig nity of de bate;
as if de bates were in tended to mys tify, and not to clar ify truth. Yet he went
on and on, and never back ward, un til his time was come, when his ge nius,
fully de vel oped, rose to the great ex i gen cies en trusted to his hands. Where
did he get his style? Ask Shake speare and Burns where they got their style.
Where did he get his grasp upon af fairs and his knowl edge of men? Ask the
Lord God who cre ated mir a cles in Luther and Bona parte!

Here, un der date of No vem ber 21, 1864, amid the ex cite ment at ten dant
upon his re-elec tion to the Pres i dency, Mr. Lin coln found time to write the
fol low ing let ter to Mrs. Bixby, of Bos ton, a poor widow who had lost five
sons killed in bat tle.

 
My Dear Madam:
I have been shown in the files of the War De part ment a state ment of the

Ad ju tant-Gen eral of Mass a chu setts that you are the mother of five sons who
have died glo ri ously on the field of bat tle. I feel how weak and fruit less
must be any words of mine which should at tempt to be guile you from a loss
so over whelm ing. But I can not re frain from ten der ing you the con so la tion
that may be found in the thanks of the Re pub lic they died to save. I pray
that our Heav enly Fa ther may as suage the an guish of your be reave ment and
leave you only the cher ished mem ory of the loved and lost, and the solemn



pride that must be yours to have laid so costly a sac ri fice upon the al tar of
free dom.

Yours very sin cerely and re spect fully,
A. Lin coln.
 
Con trast this ex quis ite prose-poem with the an swer he made to Gen eral

Grant, who asked him whether he should make an ef fort to cap ture Jef fer- 
son Davis. “I told Grant,” said Lin coln, re lat ing the in ci dent, “the story of
an Irish man who had taken Fa ther Matthew’s pledge. Soon there after, be- 
com ing very thirsty, he slipped into a sa loon and ap plied for a lemon ade,
and whilst it was be ing mixed he whis pered to the bar tender: ‘Av ye could
drap a bit o’ brandy in it, all un be known to my self, I’d make no fuss about
it.’ My no tion was that if Grant could let Jeff Davis es cape all un be known
to him self, he was to let him go. I didn’t want him.”

When we re call all that did hap pen when Jef fer son Davis was cap tured,
and what a white ele phant he be came in the hands of the Gov ern ment, it
will be seen that there was sagac ity as well as hu mor in Lin coln’s il lus tra- 
tion.

A goodly vol ume, em brac ing pas sages from the var i ous speeches and
writ ings of Abra ham Lin coln, might be com piled to show that he was a
mas ter of Eng lish prose. The Get tys burg ad dress has in nu mer able coun ter- 
parts, as far as mere style goes. But there needs to be no fur ther proof that
the man who could scrib ble such a com po si tion as that with a lead-pen cil on
a pad in a rail way car riage was the equal of any man who ever wrote his
mother tongue. As a con clu sive ex am ple — as short as it is sub lime — let
me read it to you. Like a chap ter of Holy Writ, it can never grow old or
stale:

 
"Four-score and seven years ago our fa thers brought forth on this con ti- 

nent a new Na tion, con ceived in lib erty, and ded i cated to the propo si tion
that all men are cre ated equal.

"Now we are en gaged in a great Civil War, test ing whether that na tion,
or any na tion so con ceived and so ded i cated, can long en dure. We are met
on a great bat tle field of that war. We have come to ded i cate a por tion of that
field as a fi nal rest ing place for those who here gave their lives that that na- 
tion might live. It is al to gether fit ting and proper that we should do this.



“But, in a larger sense, we can not ded i cate — we can not con se crate —
we can not hal low — this ground. The brave men, liv ing and dead, who
strug gled here, have con se crated it far be yond our poor power to add or de- 
tract. The world will lit tle note, nor long re mem ber, what we say here; but it
can never for get what they did here. It is for us, the liv ing, rather to be ded i- 
cated here to the un fin ished work which they who fought here have thus far
so nobly ad vanced- It is rather for us to be here ded i cated to the great task
re main ing be fore us — that from these hon ored dead we take in creased de- 
vo tion to that cause for which they gave the last full mea sure of de vo tion —
that we here highly re solve that these dead shall not have died in vain; that
this na tion un der God shall have a new birth of free dom; and that gov ern- 
ment of the peo ple, by the peo ple, for the peo ple, shall not per ish from the
earth.”

 
I have said that Abra ham Lin coln was an old-line Whig of the school of

Henry Clay, with strong free-soil opin ions, but never an ex trem ist or an
abo li tion ist. He was what they used to call in those old days “a Con science
Whig.” He stood in ac tual awe of the Con sti tu tion and his oath of of fice.
Hat ing slav ery, he rec og nized its con sti tu tional ex is tence and rights. He
wanted grad u ally to ex tin guish it, not to de spoil those who held it as a prop- 
erty in ter est. He was so faith ful to these prin ci ples that he ap proached
eman ci pa tion, not only with great de lib er a tion, but with many mis giv ings.
He is sued his fi nal procla ma tion as a mil i tary ne ces sity; as a war mea sure;
and even then, so just was his na ture that he was med i tat ing some kind of
just resti tu tion.

I gather that he was not a Civil Ser vice Re former of the School of
Grover Cleve land, be cause I find among his pa pers a short, peremp tory note
to Stan ton, in which he says: “I per son ally wish Ja cob Freese, of New Jer- 
sey, ap pointed colonel of a col ored reg i ment, and this re gard less of whether
he can tell the ex act color of Julius Cae sar’s hair.”

His un con ven tion al ism was only equaled by his hu man ity. No cus to dian
of ab so lute power ever ex er cised it so be nignly. His in ter po si tion in be half
of men sen tenced to death by courts-mar tial be came so de mor al iz ing that
his gen er als in the field united in a round-robin protest. Both Grant and
Sher man cut the wires be tween their head quar ters and Wash ing ton to es- 
cape his in ter fer ence with the iron rule of mil i tary dis ci pline.



A char ac ter is tic story is told by John B. Ally, of Bos ton, who, go ing to
the White House three days in suc ces sion, found each day in the outer halls
a gray-haired old man, silently weep ing. The third day, touched by this not
un com mon spec ta cle, he went up to the old man and as cer tained that he had
a son un der sen tence of death and was try ing to reach the Pres i dent.

“Come along,” said Ally, “I’ll take you to the Pres i dent.”
Mr. Lin coln lis tened to the old man’s piti ful story, and sadly replied that

he had just re ceived a tele gram from the gen eral in com mand, im plor ing
him not to in ter fere. The old man cast one last heart-bro ken look at the
Pres i dent, and started shuf fling to ward the door. Be fore he reached it
Mr. Lin coln called him back. “Come back, old man,” he said, “come back!
the gen er als may tele graph and tele graph, but I am go ing to par don that
young man.”

There upon he sent a dis patch di rect ing sen tence to be sus pended un til
ex e cu tion should be or dered by him self. Then the old man burst out cry ing
again, ex claim ing: “Mr. Pres i dent, that is not a par don, you only hold up the
sen tence of my boy un til you can or der him to be shot!”

Lin coln turned quickly and, half smiles, hall tears, said: “Go along, old
man, go along in peace; if your son lives un til I or der him to be shot, he’ll
grow to be as old as Methuse lah!”

I could keep you here all night re lat ing such in ci dents. They were com- 
mon oc cur rences at the White House. There was not a day of Lin coln’s life
that he was not do ing some act of char ity; not like a sen ti men tal ist, over- 
come by his emo tions, but like a brave, sen si ble man, who knew where to
draw the line and who made few, if any, mis takes.

I find no bet ter ex am ples of the pe cu liar cast of his mind than are in ter- 
spersed through out the record of his in ter course with his own re la tions. His
do mes tic cor re spon dence is full of canny wis dom and un con scious hu mor.
In par tic u lar, he had a ne’er-do-well step-brother, by the name of John ston,
a son of his fa ther’s sec ond wife, of whom he was very fond. There are
many let ters to this John ston. One of these I am go ing to read you, be cause
it will re quire nei ther apol ogy nor ex pla na tion. It is il lus tra tive of both the
canny wis dom and un con scious hu mor. Thus:

 
"Spring field, Jan. 2, 1851. — Dear Brother: Your re quest for eighty dol- 

lars I do not think it best to com ply with now. At the var i ous times I have
helped you a lit tle you have said: ‘We can get along very well now,’ but in a



short time I find you in the same dif fi culty again. Now this can only hap pen
through some de fect in you. What that de fect is I think I know. You are not
lazy, and still you are an idler. I doubt whether since I saw you you have
done a good, whole day’s work in any one day. You do not very much dis- 
like to work, and still you do not work much, merely be cause it does not
seem to you you get enough for it. This habit of use lessly wast ing time is
the whole dif fi culty. It is vastly im por tant to you, and still more to your
chil dren, that you break the habit…

"You are now in need of some money, and what I pro pose is that you
shall go to work, ‘tooth and nail,’ for some body who will give you money
for it. L,et fa ther and your boys take charge of your things at home, pre pare
for a crop and make the crop, and you go to work for the best money wages
you can get, or in dis charge of any debt you owe, and, to se cure you a fair
re ward for your la bor, I prom ise you that for ev ery dol lar you will get for
your la bor be tween this and the 1st of May, ei ther in money, or in your in- 
debt ed ness, I will then give you one other dol lar. By this, if you hire your- 
self for ten dol lars a month, from me you will get ten dol lars more, mak ing
twenty dol lars…

"In this I do not mean that you shall go off to St. Louis or the lead mines
in Mis souri, or the gold mines in Cal i for nia, but I mean for you to go at it
for the best wages you can get close to home in Coles county. If you will do
this you will soon be out of debt, and, what is bet ter, you will have ac quired
a habit which will keep you from get ting in debt again. But if I should now
clear you out of debt, next year you would be just as deep in debt as ever.

"You say you would al most give your place in Heaven for sev enty or
eighty dol lars? Then you value your place in Heaven very cheap, for I am
sure you can, with the of fer I make, get the sev enty or eighty dol lars for
four or five months’ work.

"You say if I will lend you the money, you will deed me the land, and, if
you don’t pay the money back, you will de liver pos ses sion. Non sense! If
you can not now live with the land, how will you then live with out it?

"You have al ways been kind to me, and I do not mean to be un kind to
you. On the con trary, if you will but fol low my ad vice, you will find it
worth eighty times eighty dol lars to you.

"Af fec tion ately your brother,
A. Lin coln."
 



Could any thing be wiser, sweeter, or de liv ered in terms more spe cific yet
more fra ter nal? And that was Abra ham Lin coln from the crown of his head
to the soles of his feet.

I am go ing to spare you and my self, and the dear ones of his own blood
who are here tonight, the story of the aw ful tragedy that closed the life of
this great man, this good man, this typ i cal Amer i can.

Be side that tragedy, most other tragedies, epic and real, be come in signif- 
i cant. “Within the nar row com pass of that stage-box that night were five hu- 
man be ings; the most il lus tri ous of mod ern he roes, crowned with the most
stu pen dous vic tory of mod ern times; his beloved wife, proud and happy;
two be trothed lovers with all the prom ise of fe lic ity that youth, so cial po si- 
tion and wealth could give them; and a young ac tor, hand some as
Endymion upon Lat mus, the idol of his lit tle world. The glit ter of fame,
hap pi ness and ease was upon the en tire group; but in an in stant ev ery thing
was to be changed with the blind ing swift ness of en chant ment. Quick death
was to come on the cen tral fig ure of that com pany… . Over all the rest the
black est fates hov ered men ac ingly; fates from which a mother might pray
that kindly death would save her chil dren in their in fancy. One was to wan- 
der with the stain of mur der on his soul, with the curses of a world upon his
name, with a price set upon his head, in fright ful phys i cal pain, till he died a
dog’s death in a burn ing barn. The stricken wife was to pass the rest of her
days in melan choly and mad ness; of those two young lovers, one was to
slay the other, and then end his life a rav ing ma niac!”1 No book of tragedy
con tains a sin gle chap ter quite so dark as that.

What was the mys te ri ous power of this mys te ri ous man, and whence?
His was the ge nius of com mon sense; of com mon sense in ac tion; of

com mon sense in thought; of com mon sense en riched by ex pe ri ence and
un hin dered by fear. “He was a com mon man,” says his friend Joshua Speed,
“ex panded into gi ant pro por tions; well ac quainted with the peo ple, he
placed his hand on the beat ing pulse of the na tion, judged of its dis ease, and
was ready with a rem edy.” In spired he was truly, as Shake speare was in- 
spired; as Mozart was in spired; as Burns was in spired; each, like him,
sprung di rectly from the peo ple.

I look into the crys tal globe that, slowly turn ing, tells the story of his
life, and I see a lit tle heart-bro ken boy, weep ing by the out stretched form of
a dead mother, then bravely, nobly trudg ing a hun dred miles to ob tain her
Chris tian burial. I see this moth er less lad grow ing to man hood amid scenes



that seem to lead to noth ing but abase ment; no teach ers; no books; no chart,
ex cept his own un tu tored mind; no com pass, ex cept his own undis ci plined
will; no light, save light from Heaven; yet, like the car avel of Colum bus,
strug gling on and on through the trough of the sea, al ways to ward the des- 
tined land. I see the full-grown man, stal wart and brave, an ath lete in ac tiv- 
ity of move ment and strength of limb, yet vexed by weird dreams and vi- 
sions; of life, of love, of re li gion, some times verg ing on de spair. I see the
mind, grown as ro bust as the body, throw off these phan toms of the imag i- 
na tion and give it self wholly to the work-a-day uses of the world; the rear- 
ing of chil dren; the earn ing of bread; the mul ti plied du ties of life. I see the
party leader, self-con fi dent in con scious rec ti tude; orig i nal, be cause it was
not his na ture to fol low; po tent, be cause he was fear less, pur su ing his con- 
vic tions with earnest zeal, and urg ing them upon his fel lows with the re- 
sources of an or a tory which was hardly more im pres sive than it was many-
sided. I see him, the pre ferred among his fel lows, as cend the em i nence re- 
served for him, and him alone of all the states men of the time, amid the de- 
ri sion of op po nents and the dis trust of sup port ers, yet un awed and un- 
moved, be cause thor oughly equipped to meet the emer gency. The same be- 
ing, from first to last; the poor child weep ing over a dead mother; the great
chief sob bing amid the cruel hor rors of war; flinch ing not from duty, nor
chang ing his life-long ways of deal ing with the stern re al i ties which pressed
upon him and hur ried him on ward. And, last scene of all, that ends this
strange, event ful his tory, I see him ly ing dead there in the capi tol of the na- 
tion, to which he had ren dered “the last, full mea sure of his de vo tion,” the
flag of’ his coun try around him, the world in mourn ing, and, ask ing my self
how could any man have hated that man, I ask you, how can any man refuse
his homage to his mem ory? Surely, he was one of God’s elect; not in any
sense a crea ture of cir cum stance, or ac ci dent. Re cur ring to the doc trine of
in spi ra tion, I say again and again, he was in spired of God, and I can not see
how any one who be lieves in that doc trine can re gard him as any thing else.

From Cae sar to Bis marck and Glad stone the world has had its states men
and its sol diers — men who rose to em i nence and power step by step,
through a se ries of geo met ric pro gres sion as it were, each ad vance ment fol- 
low ing in reg u lar or der one af ter the other, the whole obe di ent to well-es- 
tab lished and well-un der stood laws of cause and ef fect. They were not what
we call “men of des tiny.” They were “men of the time.” They were men
whose ca reers had a be gin ning, a mid dle and an end, round ing off lives with



his to ries, full it may be of in ter est ing and ex cit ing event, but com pre hen sive
and com pre hen si ble; sim ple, clear, com plete.

The in spired ones are fewer. Whence their em a na tion, where and how
they got their power, by what rule they lived, moved and had their be ing,
we know not. There is no ex pli ca tion to their lives. They rose from shadow
and they went in mist. We see them, feel them, but we know them not. They
came, God’s word upon their lips; they did their of fice, God’s man tle about
them; and they van ished, God’s holy light be tween the world and them,
leav ing be hind a mem ory, half mor tal and half myth. From first to last they
were the cre ations of some spe cial Prov i dence, baf fling the wit of man to
fathom, de feat ing the machi na tions of the world, the flesh and the devil, un- 
til their work was done, then pass ing from the scene as mys te ri ously as they
had come upon it.

Tried by this stan dard, where shall we find an ex am ple so im pres sive as
Abra ham Lin coln, whose ca reer might be chanted by a Greek cho rus as at
once the pre lude and the epi logue of the most im pe rial theme of mod ern
times?

Born as lowly as the Son of God, in a hovel; reared in penury, squalor,
with no gleam of light or fair sur round ing; with out graces, ac tual or ac- 
quired; with out name or fame or of fi cial train ing; it was re served for this
strange be ing, late in life, to be snatched from ob scu rity, raised to supreme
com mand at a supreme mo ment, and en trusted with the des tiny of a na tion.

The great lead ers of his party, the most ex pe ri enced and ac com plished
pub lic men of the day, were made to stand aside; were sent to the rear,
whilst this fan tas tic fig ure was led by un seen hands to the front and given
the reins of power. It is im ma te rial whether we were for him, or against
him; wholly im ma te rial. That, dur ing four years, car ry ing with them such a
weight of re spon si bil ity as the world never wit nessed be fore, he filled the
vast space al lot ted him in the eyes and ac tions of mankind, is to say that he
was in spired of God, for nowhere else could he have ac quired the wis dom
and the virtue.

Where did Shake speare get his ge nius? Where did Mozart get his mu sic?
Whose hand smote the lyre of the Scot tish plow man, and stayed the life of
the Ger man priest? God, God, and God alone; and as surely as these were
raised up by God, in spired by God, was Abra ham Lin coln; and a thou sand
years hence, no drama, no tragedy, no epic poem will be filled with greater



won der, or be fol lowed by mankind with deeper feel ing than that which
tells the story of his life and death.

1. Hay and Nico lay’s Life.↩ 


