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PREFACE


HE HAS a style his own,“ has often been the comment on a writer or speaker. When it was said of Walt Whitman it meant that any imitation of his style, so distinctive was it, could at once be seen as mimicry. One result of this was many parodies.

And though we sometimes meet the expression, “a Lincolnian style,” it has no strict meaning as in the case of Whitman. Lincoln had many styles. It has been computed that his printed speeches and writings number 1,078,365 words. One may range through this record of utterance and find a wider variety of styles than in any other American statesman or orator. And perhaps no author of books has written and vocalized in such a diversity of speech tones directed at all manners and conditions of men.

This may be saying, in effect, that the range of the personality of Abraham Lincoln ran far, identifying itself with the tumults and follies of mankind, keeping touch with multitudes and solitudes. The freegoing and friendly companion is there and the man of the cloister, of the lonely corner of thought, prayer, and speculation. The man of public affairs, before a living audience announcing decisions is there, and the solitary inquirer weaving his abstractions related to human freedom and responsibility.

Perhaps no other American held so definitely in himself both those elements—the genius of the Tragic—the spirit of the Comic. The fate of man, his burdens and crosses, the pity of circumstance, the extent of tragedy in human life, these stood forth in word shadows of the Lincoln utterance, as testamentary as the utter melancholy of his face in repose. And in contrast he came to be known nevertheless as the first authentic humorist to occupy the  Executive Mansion in Washington, his gift of laughter and his flair for the funny being taken as a national belonging.

Thus Lincoln, by plain reasoning, would overcome, or by a story of pointed humor would reduce the opponent’s position to absurdity, and this was often his aim and method as a writer and speaker.

How he moved and spoke as a part of the human comedy became vivid mouth-to-mouth folklore while he was alive, and his quips and drolleries went beyond his own country to lighten the brooding and speaking figure of Lincoln in the human tragedy. And so began the process by which he was internationally adopted by the family of Man.

Not yet has there been compiled and annotated a complete collection of the speeches and writings of Abraham Lincoln. No definitive work in this field has as yet come into existence. If there were such a work it would be heavy to use, it would be loaded with repetitious material, it would be cumbersome, definitely lack convenience, certainly not a handy volume. Of course such a complete and definitive collection of Lincoln utterances is wanted and needed. There are those students of Lincoln who give themselves the assignment of reading every last available word written or spoken by Lincoln. The statesman and politician, the executive, the humorist, the literary artist, the great spokesman of democracy, the simple though complicated human being Abraham Lincoln, is best to be known by an acquaintance with all that he wrote and said. For large masses of people however this won’t do. They must live and work and time counts and in small houses room, just plain cubic space wherein to keep things, has to be considered. Therefore, says Mr. Roy P. Basler, why not one book, a single volume, holding the best and the most indispensable of Lincoln utterance? In having read this book, who is to stop you from going farther, if you are interested?

Basler is out of Missouri, the Show-Me State, born in St. Louis November 19, 1906, a graduate of Central College, Missouri, a high school English teacher (1926-28) in Caruthersville, Missouri, in the southeastern heel of that state, often designated as “Swamp-East Missouri.” A terrain it is where during the War of the 1860’s  nobody could always be sure just who to shoot. Should you sometime visit the battle area around Vicksburg they can show you a hill held by Missouri Confederate troops attacked by Missouri Federals. Roy Basler as boy and youth grew where he heard and saw many sides of the argument and elemental passions that brought on the war. The vernacular and slang of Lincoln’s southern Illinois and Kentucky soil are native and familiar to Basler.

It didn’t hinder him any to go down to North Carolina and work for a Ph.D. at Duke University, there meeting Jay B. Hubbell, Professor of American Literature, a scholar and seeker. Their conversation one hot summer evening in 1930 “drifted around,” says Basler, “to Lincoln’s literary style and the numerous treatments of Lincoln in fiction, poetry, drama, letters, diaries.” From this talk burgeoned and developed Basler’s doctoral dissertation, Abraham. Lincoln in Literature: the Growth of an American Legend. Also at Duke, Basler married a South Carolina girl of whom he says, “Without her help and sympathetic understanding of my aims and endeavors, I couldn’t have gone through with the labors required.” As a family the Baslers have arithmetical balance —two boys, two girls; and a handsome, vital group they are singing “The Arkansas Traveler” and “Whoa Mule Whoa.”

In colleges at Sarasota, Florida, and Florence, Alabama, Basler taught English and American literature, twelve months in the year for the most part, largely to Southern students though his classes always had young folk from Northern and Western states. His years of final painstaking labors on this present book have been at the University of Arkansas at Fayetteville, from which place he wrote to his loyal and indefatigable Chicago friend Ralph Newman of the Abraham Lincoln Book Shop: “I suppose that it would be a pleasure to teach Lincoln, Emerson, Melville, Walt Whitman and Mark Twain, to college students anywhere; but I doubt that it could be any more fun than it is in the South, where although we still have our Bilboes we have also our Lister Hills and our J. W. Fulbrights (“Bill” Fulbright is a hometown boy here in Fayetteville). The America that means most to me is less her rocks and rills, etc., than her Jeffersons and Lincolns. I use the plural advisedly in speaking of those nonpareils, for when  a Southerner can go to Chicago and meet an Oliver R. Barrett, or a Middlewesterner can go to Durham, N. C., and meet a Jay B. Hubbell he learns that what was Jefferson, and what was Lincoln, still is and will be.”

Throughout Basler kept asking, “Where is the original?” as to this speech or letter of Lincoln’s. From the Library of Congress and the National Archives in Washington, D. C., from the Maine Historical Society, from the Huntington Library in Pasadena, California, from coast to coast in their various repositories, Basler got photostatic copies of Lincoln’s manuscripts. To Springfield, Illinois, he journeyed for consultation with Paul M. Angle, then Librarian of the Illinois State Historical Library and Secretary of the Abraham Lincoln Association. Then to Chicago for sessions with Oliver R. Barrett, an attorney-at-law and antiquarian, who since a boy in the 1880’s has been gathering Lincoln manuscripts and now owns an immense collection that includes every type and period of Lincoln document and handwriting. Having seen Angle and Barrett, it might be further said that Angle and Barrett probably know more about the characteristics, quirks, oddities and quiddities of Lincoln’s handwriting than did Lincoln himself when alive. Lincoln was an exact man, careful, scrupulous, but he was independent and quizzical at times with dashes and commas, with spellings, with the shapings of certain letters. The troubles and manifold chores of Basler in this field will interest the reader of the “Introduction.” His list of titles and source of texts in the “Bibliography and Sources” indicate Basler’s persistent labors in following up his question, “Where is the original?” Each letter, speech or state paper of Lincoln herein printed exists now in some place where you can see it, if you like. From these originals Basler makes his book. What slight or minor changes he has made in the text he consulted and copied, he tells you. Those slight changes are for your convenience. What we have herein is more than another compilation for it is also a new and interesting study of Lincoln as writer and speaker.

Basler’s book, The Lincoln Legend, published in 1935, is one of the most able studies we have of the man and myth, the beliefs and the make-believes, that give Lincoln a place among the foremost voices of our modern world. We have become a global  humanity. Lincoln used the phrase, “The Family of Man.” He saw the Family as a unity. He hoped to see it move toward closer unity and wider freedom—everywhere.

Basler has gone through the body of Lincoln utterance and his selections from it in a very peculiar time, a global war time and that war interwoven with many civil wars, a war in which the American Union of States issued as a colossal and decisive force among world powers. What have we to learn from Lincoln in this time when unprecedented and incalculable forces are to operate on our future, when the mind of man and his will and vision must meet the challenge of what is termed AA1, the Year One of the Atomic Age, when we hear the oft-recurring question, “What would Lincoln do now?.”

And now comes Mr. Basler to lay before you the best writings and speeches of Lincoln for you to find what of Lincoln is usable for these terrific history-shaping years.

As a writer and speaker Lincoln had several styles and used them according to what events and occasions demanded. Plain talk, blunt and utterly lucid statements, these are to be found in plenty throughout his writings and speeches. Then again you may find him employing a prose that is cadenced, sonorous, masterly and having its relation to certain masterpieces of literature that had become part of him.

You will find Basler’s “Lincoln’s Development as a Writer” a scholarly treatise worth careful reading. You will find you can come back to it with renewed interest after you have read his selections from Lincoln. He tells us how Lincoln developed, how he changed and grew as a speaker and writer.

His book is honest and able. It is meant for human service in these our years of tumult and change. It can challenge your hope and imagination about America and the wide flung Family of Man around this new small global world of ours. Yes, truly it can challenge you unless it should be that you are dead from the neck up and heart wooden.

CARL SANDBURG

Flat Rock, North Carolina






INTRODUCTION


THE EDITOR has attempted in this volume to give readers a full and accurate text of Abraham Lincoln’s most important works. Three considerations have guided his choice of selections: literary significance, historical importance, and human interest. In few instances, it is believed, will the reader fail to find any authentic piece which merits inclusion for all of these considerations, although numerous items of an interest chiefly historical, and perhaps a few of some slight literary significance, may be missed by the Lincoln specialist. Since the editor believes that the reader can best do his own abridging and extracting, all selections are complete.

The text of more than three-fourths of the selections has been edited from the original manuscripts or from photostatic copies of the originals. The text of other selections, for which no manuscript is available, has been edited from the original printed version or from a later printing which Lincoln corrected or authorized. In a few instances two or more printed texts, each having its own particular significance, have been collated. The editor regrets that he has been unable to obtain access to the original or to a photostatic copy of thirteen of the selections. Since each of the thirteen is an item of considerable interest and importance to a volume which attempts to present the best of Lincoln’s writings, he has reproduced them as edited by Nicolay and Hay in the Complete Works of Abraham Lincoln. The source of text for each selection will be found listed under “Sources.”

The volume had its inception several years ago when the editor had occasion to consult a number of manuscripts and found to his amazement that Nicolay and Hay had in some instances so  emended or miscopied Lincoln as to leave either something less or something more than Lincoln had written. The extent to which their editorial labors took them included changes in diction, punctuation, sentence structure, and paragraphing. No doubt the sense of propriety which motivated Secretary John Hay in changing Lincoln’s phrase “better posted” to “better informed” in the “Letter to Henry W. Hoffman,” October 10, 1864, remained with him in later years. That Hay felt his superiority to the “Tycoon” in matters pertaining to literary style is obvious from the tone of comments scattered throughout his Diary—comments which sometimes reveal a strangely inept sense of values in disparaging Lincoln’s rhetoric. Furthermore, the conception of guarding a national tradition may have motivated both men in their desire to leave nothing rough or uncouth in grammar and rhetoric that would be incompatible with the memory of the great man.

The resolution which grew therefore, in the present editor’s mind, was to edit a volume of Lincoln’s best writings just as Lincoln had written them. The difficulties in the task were minimized by ignorance, and the work was begun with the assembling of a large number of photostatic copies of manuscripts from widely scattered sources, to be transcribed into a typed script. Then appeared the problems which eventually became so numerous as to necessitate the drawing up of a list of rules for emending Lincoln’s punctuation so that it would conform to printing practice with a minimum of misrepresentation. Of these rules, some were adopted with reluctance. To abandon Lincoln’s characteristic dash at the end of a sentence seemed both more than called for and less than representation, but on the advice of other students of Lincoln and in the interest of general uniformity between pieces taken from manuscript and pieces taken from printed sources the manuscript dash had to go. Likewise, the double period which Lincoln occasionally used after the initial in signing his name, and the two short dashes, one above the other, which punctuated certain abbreviations, and the apostrophes which Lincoln sometimes dropped to the position of commas, were normalized.

Less difficulty was encountered in deciding what to do about careless grammar, diction, capitalization, and bad or obsolete spelling. The obvious choice was to leave it as Lincoln had written  it. To record only what the eye could see seemed simple enough. With Lincoln’s handwriting being what it was, however, the trouble was to know what one saw. In his hurried scrawl, within the same paragraph, would appear territory, teritory, and terrtory, or slavery, slavey, slavy. Obviously Lincoln knew how to spell both slavery and territory. Then, should all be made standard in print? Also there were the words containing a and e, and often Lincoln’s a’s were left not merely open after the loop but identical with e’s, and his e’s cropped up looking precisely like a’s in instances where there could be no doubt of his intention to write e. As in the handwriting of many persons, Lincoln’s i and e were also frequently identical except for the dot, and the dot was often inadvertently omitted. And an occasional n would be, so far as the pen stroke was concerned, an indubitable m, or an r would be indistinguishable from an n or an s. One debates a long time about these things and occasionally asks and disagrees with the opinion of others. Recognizing Lincoln’s early habit of dropping apostrophes to the position of commas and occasionally writing an s and an r identically, the editor had a hard time deciding that the line in “The Bear Hunt” which has heretofore been printed as “And Mose Hill drops his gun,” should read “And more, Hill drops his gun.” Then there was the embarrassing word, “seaman,” in the last sentence of the “Response to a Serenade,” November 10, 1864: “And now, let me close by asking three hearty cheers for our brave soldiers and seaman . . .” The editor is confident that most readers who undertake to examine a photostatic copy of the “Response” will offhand be sure that Lincoln wrote seaman rather than seamen, and yet if they will also examine a number of other a’s and e’s in the same photostatic copy and in a number of others, he is satisfied that their opinion will soon waver, and that eventually they will find a dozen or more instances in which they cannot distinguish an a from an e except that they know how the word is spelled and presume that Lincoln also knew how to spell it.

But there is the next question. How far is an editor justified in assuming that Lincoln knew how to spell? The notion that Lincoln was usually a poor speller will vanish after a few hours spent with his manuscripts. And likewise, lest one give the impression that Lincoln’s script is often illegible, it should be said that Lincoln’s handwriting is normally far easier to read than that of most literary figures whose script has been perused at length by the editor. The question has been answered, but not always to the editor’s complete satisfaction, in each of a hundred or more instances in this volume.

Lincoln’s capitalization is sometimes inconsistent, but in addition Lincoln employs certain capital letters which are indistinguishable from lower-case forms except in size, and size tends to become indefinite in the hurry of composition. The editor’s best judgment has been used in each instance of uncertainty, but he recognizes that there is room for disagreement.

With printed sources, the difficulties were less numerous, but in many instances more complex. Most of Lincoln’s early speeches were not too carefully printed in the newspapers of the day. It is charitable to remember that the typesetters and editors of that day had to deal with the same sort of manuscripts that we have been discussing, or had only a reporter’s script. In any event, there are errors and dubious sentences. Usually, it is best and safest to stick to the source, except for the correction of obvious typographical errors and omissions, and this has been done. For certain speeches, however, there are several printed sources. Collation then is in order, but which punctuation to choose out of two or three possibilities is never easy to decide. When a later printing authorized by Lincoln appeared, presumably corrected over the earlier, it would seem obvious that the later should be adopted in all things, but this is not always the case. One sentence in the “House Divided Speech” will illustrate the difficulty. The first printing was done from Lincoln’s manuscript, and reads, “I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free.” The Sycamore edition, one of the earliest pamphlet printings, adds a comma after permanently. In his “Letter to Hall, Fullinwider, and Correll,” February 14, 1860, Lincoln quoted the sentence thus, “I believe this government can not endure permanently, half slave, and half free.” The shift in emphasis achieved by the change in punctuation is obvious, and the editor thinks deliberate, in Lincoln’s effort to play down the implications drawn by so many readers from the original statement balanced on the comma which follows endure. Finally, in the official edition of  the Debates, the sentence appears without internal punctuation. Did Lincoln give up trying to punctuate it internally, for political reasons, leaving the reader to place the emphasis where he would, or did Lincoln’s editors simply abandon the comma at their own discretion? And which, finally, is the best reading? The editor has chosen the first because he believes it represents what Lincoln wanted to say with the emphasis Lincoln originally desired it to have.

A final word about Lincoln’s punctuation will give the reader at least a clue to the motivation of choice in instances such as the one mentioned. Lincoln’s manuscripts show him punctuating for pause and emphasis as one accustomed to speak rather than to write for print. He breaks sentences into clauses and phrases sometimes to the point of fragmentation. Likewise, his liberal use of italics to point his emphasis is the use of a speaker trying to carry inflections of voice to the written word. The speeches which he wrote out, and which were set in type from manuscript, thus show a remarkable similarity in punctuation to those taken down by newspaper reporters who caught the inflection and phrase groupings from the platform and to a certain extent carried them over into their text. For this reason most speeches which were merely reported are not noticeably at variance in style with those written out for publication by Lincoln himself, and, in the editor’s opinion, are often better representations of Lincoln’s pauses than the later revised editions published in the Debates, or the revisions of revisions to be found in the Complete Works of Abraham Lincoln. That there is room for difference of opinion in such matters must, of course, be recognized.

In retrospect, the editor’s opinion of Nicolay and Hay is considerably mellowed by his own experience. Their task and accomplishment were immense. Their editorial performance leaves much to be desired, but an understanding of the difficulties which beset them banishes all desire to carp at their achievement. Until a truly definitive edition of Lincoln’s complete works appears, it is hoped that the present volume may supply the reader with a superior text for Lincoln’s best writings, and afterwards may remain a serviceable single volume of selections.

The following rules have been observed to the best of the editor’s ability.

 



Bracket all editorial suggestions.

For a printed source—keep it as it is except for correction of typographical errors, and normalizing of spacing and type face in headings, salutations, closes, and signatures.

For a manuscript source:
Dash at end of sentence—change to period.

Dash in heading or close of letter—let it stand.

Double dash, one above other, after abbreviations—change to period.

Double period after initial—reduce to period.

Period omitted at end of sentence—let it stand.

Period omitted after abbreviation—let it stand.

Comma or period omitted in letter heading—let it stand.

Comma used for apostrophe—raise to apostrophe.

Apostrophe inadvertently omitted or incorrectly used—let it stand.

Misspelled word—let it stand and [sic], but do not quibble over i or e, a or e.

Obsolete and variant spelling—let it stand.

Word blurred or obliterated in manuscript—bracket as in Complete Works of Abraham Lincoln.


Inadvertent omission—insert omitted word followed by a question mark and inclose in brackets.

Any other error—let it stand and [sic].

Print single underscoring in italics and double underscoring in small capitals, except in letter heading, salutation, or signature.

Normalize spacing in all headings, salutations, closes, and signatures.





The editor wishes to acknowledge that a very large share of the labor in editing the selections has been done by his wife, Virginia Anderson Basler. Hardly less than her assistance has been that of Mr. Harry E. Pratt, formerly Executive Secretary of The Abraham Lincoln Association, who very early in the project  laid open the Association’s files and continually gave invaluable suggestions. Mr. W. E. Barringer, successor to Mr. Pratt in the Secretaryship of the Association, has also been helpful. Mr. Oliver R. Barrett of Chicago, whose wealth of manuscripts is matched by his wealth of generosity and sound advice, has been indispensable to the making of this volume. Mr. Paul M. Angle, formerly Librarian of the Illinois State Historical Library and now Director of the Chicago Historical Society, has made available the library’s large collection of manuscripts and offered pointed critical comments which have contributed largely to whatever quality the volume may have. Dr. Louis A. Warren, Director of the Lincoln National Life Foundation, has likewise opened the resources of his institution.

In addition to these without whom the work could not have been undertaken, the editor wishes to express his indebtedness to Mr. Carl Sandburg, and to Professor Jay B. Hubbell of Duke University for reading the introductory sketch of Lincoln’s development as a writer. Among the many people who have lent their assistance, the following persons deserve the editor’s special thanks: Miss Margaret Flint and Mr. Jay Monaghan of the Illinois State Historical Library; Mr. D. W. McClellan, Mr. St. George L. Sioussat, Miss Lucy Salamanca, Mr. C. Percy Powell, Mr. James B. Childs, Mrs. Amelia Baldwin, and Mr. H. S. Parsons—all of The Library of Congress; Mr. P. M. Hamer of The National Archives; Mr. Otto K. Bach of The Grand Rapids Art Gallery; Mr. George B. Utley of The Newberry Library; Mr. McKendree L. Raney and Miss Gladys Sanders of The University of Chicago Libraries; Mrs. Herbert A. Kellar of the McCormick Historical Association; Miss Mae Gilman of the Maine Historical Society; Miss Marie Hamilton Law of the Drexel Institute Library; Mr. Paul North Rice of The New York Public Library; Mr. William Reitzel of The Historical Society of Pennsylvania; Mr. Allyn B. Forbes of the Massachusetts Historical Society; Mr. G. V. Fuller of the Michigan Historical Commission; Mr. Henry V. Van Hoesen and Miss Edna M. Worthington of the Brown University Library; Miss Norma Cuthbert of the Henry E. Huntington Library; Mr. R. Gerald McMurtry of Lincoln Memorial University; Miss Brenda Richard of the Missouri Historical Society; Mr. Raphael  Semmes of the Maryland Historical Society; Miss Frances B. Wells of the Maryland State Library; Mr. A. J. Wall of The New York Historical Society; Mr. C. C. Williamson of the Columbia University Libraries; Miss Miriam L. Colston of the New York University Library; Miss Sudie J. Kinkead of The Filson Club, Louisville; Miss Edith H. Rowley of the Allegheny College Library; Mr. F. Lauriston Bullard of Boston; Mr. Thomas I. Starr of Detroit; Mr. William H. Townsend of Lexington, Kentucky; Mr. Sherman Day Wakefield of New York; Mr. J. Friend Lodge of Philadelphia; Mr. Ralph G. Lindstrom of Los Angeles; Mr. A. L. Maresh, Jr., of Cleveland; Mr. Philip Van Doren Stern of New York; the firm of Gabriel Wells, New York; Mr. Louis W. Bridgman of Madison, Wisconsin; Mr. Percy E. Lawler of the Rosenbach Company, Philadelphia; and Miss Myrtle Emerson of State Teachers College Library, Florence, Alabama.

ROY P. BASLER
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I 


CONCERNING Lincoln’s early life, the facts which he considered significant enough to relate in his autobiographical sketches written in 1859 and 1860 are still those which most concern a student of his writings, and there seems to be little need to do more than refer the reader to them among the selections in this volume.

A word of caution should be sufficient to prevent one’s falling into the common error of supposing—as Lincoln did—that this period is notable only for its barrenness. A certain type of biographer has made much of the hardships, poverty of educational opportunity, and undistinguished culture of the frontier settlements in which Lincoln grew up; and in reaction, another type has attempted to glorify the same environment as the paradise of opportunity for virile American genius. In any event, Lincoln’s early life sufficed to provide him with a great store of practical knowledge and a deep understanding of and sympathy with the people among whom he would live most of his life. This knowledge and understanding provided a firm footing which served him more dependably than an elaborate schooling served many of his contemporaries.

Anyone inclined toward the various types of “progressive” education which are sponsored today by the pedagogically elite—with their emphasis on “social living,” “cooperative endeavor,” “discussion-action,” and “learning by doing,” might, in fact, conclude that Lincoln’s early educational advantages were nonpareil. He learned the fundamentals of farming, surveying, business, and politics by doing them, and his need directed the acquisition of manual and mental skills in what “progressive”  educators today might call “meaningful situations.” In short, he received an abundance of the practical kind of well-rounded education which it is becoming customary in the twentieth century for financially favored urban parents to send their children hundreds of miles, with hundreds of dollars, to get.

What is perhaps more important is the personal philosophy of education which Lincoln developed during these years, and which he did not materially alter during his mature life. It is summarized in the succinct and homely adage, “a man is never too old to learn.” Of his several expressions which state this attitude, one of the best is the following piece of advice on studying law, written in 1858:
When a man has reached the age that Mr. Widmer has, and has already been doing for himself, my judgment is, that he reads the books for himself without an instructor. That is precisely the way I came to the law. Let Mr. Widmer read Blackstone’s Commentaries, Chitty’s Pleadings, Greenleaf’s Evidence, Story’s Equity, and Story’s Equity Pleadings, get a license, and go to the practice, and still keep reading. That is my judgment of the cheapest, quickest, and best way for Mr. Widmer to make a lawyer of himself.





And also, Lincoln might have agreed, it is the best way for one to grow in general intellect.

In keeping with this philosophy is the constant development in Lincoln’s whole personality throughout his entire life. If there is one incontrovertible theme that runs throughout the biographical sequence of facts, opinions, and legends concerning Lincoln, it is that as a personality he never ceased to grow in a unique pattern, which was both organically logical and objectively adaptable. There is only a half-truth in the famous statement of Charles Francis Adams, Jr., that “during the years intervening between 1861 and 1865 the man developed immensely; he became in fact another being. History, indeed, hardly presents an analogous case of education through trial.” Lincoln did grow between 1861 and 1865, but in no essential did he become a different being. The failure of numerous biographers to bridge the gap between his early life and his presidency might have  been avoided had they given as much attention to his writings as to the minutiae of his daily living.

Something should be said of his schooling and study during his boyhood years. His own testimony that he went to school “by littles” which in “the aggregate did not amount to one year” has been accepted by some as a statement indicating relatively slight acquisition of knowledge or skill. Actually, this means that Lincoln attended school for several years, short terms of two or three months being the general rule, and many school terms averaging less. Need one be reminded that even yet in the United States in certain areas it would require three years of schooling to accumulate an “aggregate” of twelve months? Or, that if concentrated attention on the skills of learning—all the frontier school concerned itself with—be considered, then four or five grades, and perhaps more, of a modern curriculum would be required to furnish the equivalent of Lincoln’s twelve months? One year, by littles, of learning to read, write, and cipher enabled Lincoln to acquire the basic tools which he used and kept sharp until he could at twenty-three study Kirkham’s Grammar, a difficult textbook, and within a few months write with a clarity that few college graduates ever achieve today. This fact need not startle us when we consider that although undeniable advancement has been made in the manner of education, the essentials of logic and rhetoric and the basic skills are still matters which one learns rather than is taught. The intellectual avidity of the child is more important than methods of instruction, and good books, with the opportunity and desire to master them, need little from a teacher when in the hands of an exceptional student.

The textbooks which Lincoln studied probably provided as good an opportunity for learning the essentials and the graces of expression then, as the best modern textbooks do now. Dilworth’s A New Guide to the English Tongue—the leading elementary textbook of the day, with lessons in spelling, grammar, and reading; tables of homonyms; exemplary fables and recommended prayers—is in spite of its stilted precepts, pedagogically sound. The Kentucky Preceptor and Scott’s Lessons in Elocution, with well-chosen selections of prose and poetry, might be criticized as too mature and difficult for the slow-to-average child, but are  excellent collections for a child intellectually alert. A careful examination of these and other textbooks which Lincoln studied both in and out of school will not impress anyone with Lincoln’s poverty of opportunity for the study of grammar and rhetoric. It is safe to say that few children today learn as much through twelve years of formal schooling in these two subjects as one finds in the several textbooks which Lincoln is supposed to have studied.

Thus, one may conclude that Lincoln came to his study of Kirkham’s Grammar in 1831-32 as an advanced student, ready to form a permanent habit in writing. This was his own testimony, allowing for modesty, in 1860, when he wrote in his “Autobiography”: “After he was twenty-three and had separated from his father, he studied English grammar—imperfectly, of course, but so as to speak and write as well as he now does.” That this was no idle claim, the student may determine by analysis of the earliest selections in this volume. Noting the possible but unlikely truth of the tradition that his friend Mentor Graham assisted him in composing the announcement, “To the People of Sangamo County” (1832), the student will, nevertheless, recognize predominantly the certainty and deliberateness in style which marked Lincoln’s mature writing.

By his twenty-eighth year Lincoln had acquired the facility in fundamentals of rhetoric which marks all his later work. “The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions” (1838) contains many passages comparing favorably with more famous paragraphs often admired in his later speeches. Other speeches of this early period show similar facility, and if they err, it is in the excessive use of rhythm and trope. Lincoln’s taste improves much thereafter, as his literary stature increases; but the very sins of his early public style, subdued, become the virtues of his mature public style. His private style as revealed in his early letters is constant throughout his later letters in its idiomatic, loosely deliberate, and colloquial effectiveness.

But even his worst rhetorical blandishments in his early speeches exemplify his deliberate seeking for effect. There is, for example, the concluding paragraph of “The Sub-Treasury” (1839), a campaign speech in which Lincoln attacked the Sub-Treasury and defended the National Bank. The fact that his audience loved such rhetoric perhaps made the performance expedient, for certainly the speech as a whole, though a tight bit of reasoning, could hardly have been inspirational and needed some political fireworks as a tail-piece.

Aside from textbooks, the efforts of biographers have uncovered a good many books that Lincoln indubitably read before 1831, but the list is undeniably spare, perhaps largely because the records of his life prior to this date are poor at best, and because books were without doubt scarce in his younger life. Among other works, Lincoln read Arabian Nights, Ramsey’s Life of Washington (the book damaged by rain and paid for with two days’ labor topping corn, as first narrated by John L. Scripps in his campaign biography), Grimshaw’s History of the United States, Aesop’s Fables, Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, Weems’s Life of Washington, and the King James Bible. In so far as his early reading may have influenced his later style as a speaker and as a writer, the two most significant of these are the Fables and the Bible. His technique in telling stories to enforce a truth and his fondness for rhythmic parallelism and balanced structure may have derived chiefly, though not entirely, from these two sources.




II 

Lincoln went to New Salem, Illinois, in July, 1831, and during the next six years his intellectual horizon extended rapidly. Apparently it was during the first year that he began his study of grammar, possibly as tradition has it, under the tutelage of his appropriately named friend, Mentor Graham; for he composed and published on March 9, 1832, his political announcement, “To the People of Sangamo County,” his first writing of importance, so far as is known. Just how much Mentor Graham had to do with this composition is not certain, but what is certain is that the announcement was ably written, and that the few letters written by Mentor Graham which are preserved in the Herndon-Weik papers do not even suggest a competence in grammar or rhetoric sufficient to account for any material assistance that  Lincoln may have had in writing this piece. With whatever assistance, Lincoln continued his study and reading and in the fall of 1833 mastered the rudiments of surveying in order to work for the county surveyor, John Calhoun.

In addition to the schoolmaster, Graham, Lincoln had for friends a number of well-educated people whose libraries and conversation were educational gold mines. Among these was Jack Kelso, whose love for and knowledge of Shakespeare and Bums became a legend to a later generation. If Lincoln’s fondness for these poets had not developed before this time as a result of his early reading, possibly his reading and discussion of them with Kelso may have served to fix a literary preference that remained strong until his death.

Without attempting to give an inclusive list of books that Lincoln read during his residence at New Salem, one may note that accounts of this period agree in portraying him as ransacking the private libraries of his friends, though they do not always agree as to the specific books read. William H. Herndon’s biography has Lincoln running a gamut from newspapers and the sentimental novels of Caroline Lee Hentz through Thomas Paine, Voltaire, Volney, and Rollin, to Burns and Shakespeare. It is unlikely that Lincoln acquired a fondness for the novels of Mrs. Hentz during this period, since the earliest was not in print until 1816, and most of them were published in the fifties; but that Thomas Paine in particular may have been one of Lincoln’s favorite authors seems not improbable. In philosophy, no other writer of the eighteenth century, with the exception of Jefferson, parallels more closely the temper or gist of Lincoln’s later thought. In style, Paine above all others affords the variety of eloquence which, chastened and adapted to Lincoln’s own mood, is revealed in Lincoln’s formal writings. From reading such as this, rather than from the instruction of a frontier schoolmaster, Lincoln derived his most important literary education. Aside from general reading during this period Lincoln studied law, borrowing books from his friend, John T. Stuart, and purchasing a copy of Blackstone’s Commentaries at an auction in Springfield.

Lincoln’s writing was apparently not confined at this time to  letters, legislative bills, and political speeches. Herndon refers to a predilection for scribbling verses which began when Lincoln was a youth in Indiana, and expresses the opinion that it is just as well none are extant. Perhaps during this period also Lincoln began a practice of writing pseudonymous political letters to the Sangamo Journal,1 which he continued until 1842, when one of them resulted in a challenge to a duel. The problem of assigning pseudonymous or anonymous letters and editorials to Lincoln is, however, a dangerous one, and requires more careful study than has sometimes been given to it. Of these writings one may say that Lincoln’s authorship has not been finally established for any except those included in this volume. Several political letters which appeared in the Journal in 1837-1838, signed variously “Sampson’s Ghost,” “Old Settler,” and “A Conservative,” seem certainly to have been written by Lincoln, but in no instance do they add to his literary accomplishment. In racy idiom, satire, and humor they are distinctly inferior to the second “Rebecca” letter, which will be discussed later. 2


Lincoln’s move from New Salem to Springfield in April, 1837, brought a further extension of his social and intellectual horizon. Springfield became the State Capital in 1839, Lincoln having largely directed the legislative maneuvering that deprived Vandalia of this distinction. But before this event Springfield was a thriving town in its own right, containing among other advantages “a State Bank, land office, two newspapers . . . the Thespian Society, the Young Men’s Lyceum, a Colonization Society and a Temperance Society.”3 To the Young Men’s Lyceum on January 27, 1838, he delivered the address previously mentioned, which was his first considerable literary effort, though he had a year earlier delivered before the Legislature a speech   defending the State Bank, which is significant for its logical analysis and close argument.

“The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions” is resoundingly conservative in its treatment of the theme of law and order, swelling deeply with moral and patriotic fervor but completely ignoring the greatest moral issue of the day—the abolition of slavery. In the set of “objections,” which Lincoln together with Dan Stone drew up in March, 1837, opposing resolutions passed by the Legislature in support of slavery, Lincoln stated carefully “that the institution of slavery is founded on both injustice and bad policy, but that the promulgation of abolition doctrines tends rather to increase than abate its evils.” The position taken in these conservative “objections,” Lincoln maintained until he was elected President. On the whole the “Lyceum” address probably represents Lincoln’s personal ideas during this period fairly accurately, and as such it must be judged, though inferior when compared with his later expressions, of great interest for its ideas as well as for its rhetoric. Herndon certainly underestimates it as “highly sophomoric,” but comments that it created for “the young orator a reputation which soon extended beyond the limits of the locality in which he lived.”

In his early speeches Lincoln reveals himself clearly as the intellectual and spiritual child of the romantic era no less than Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, Whittier, and Lowell, as well as William Ellery Channing, Theodore Parker, William Lloyd Garrison and many lesser lights. The philosophical ideas that animated American thought from the time of the American Revolution to the Civil War were perhaps no less potent in Springfield than in Boston. Among the ideas which run through both “The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions” (1838) and the “Temperance Address Delivered before the Washington Temperance Society” (1842) are the concepts of human perfectibility and the progressive improvement of human society through education; the exaltation of reason, of “all conquering mind,” as the human attribute through which progress may be achieved; and the ideal of liberty, equality, and brotherhood. These concepts composed the essential humanitarianism of Thomas Jefferson, which consistently held men above things. Likewise they  were the essentials of Lincoln’s philosophy, though subdued by the innate conservatism that held him aloof from the radical reformers of his day.

It is clear in “The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions” that the fundamental theme of the “Gettysburg Address,” which was later to be woven out of these very concepts, was essentially in 1838 what it was in 1863, the central concept of Lincoln’s political philosophy. Lincoln thought of American democracy as an experiment in achieving human liberty, relatively successful though far from completed, and threatened most by the mobocratic spirit and the failure of the citizens to observe and preserve the duly constituted authority of government. One sentence from this early speech contains the essential germ of the “Gettysburg Address.” Speaking of the founders of American political institutions, Lincoln said, “Theirs was the task (and nobly they performed it) to possess themselves, and through themselves us, of this goodly land, and to uprear upon its hills and its valleys a political edifice of liberty and equal rights; ‘tis ours only to transmit these—the former unprofaned by the foot of the invader, the latter undecayed by the lapse of time and untorn by usurpation—to the latest generation that fate shall permit the world to know.” In 1863 he was to say, “It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us ... that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”

Curiously woven into the texture of these essential concepts is Lincoln’s belief in the “doctrine of necessity,” which he defined as the “belief that the human mind is impelled to action, or held in rest by some power, over which the mind itself has no control.” Like several of the early nineteenth century romantics, Lincoln made a correlation of his belief in “necessity” and his belief in human progress and perfectibility. William Godwin’s “doctrine of necessity,” which so deeply influenced Coleridge, Wordsworth, Shelley, and others among the English romantics, was such a correlation of necessitarianism and perfectionism. Godwin himself began as a Calvinist, came under the influence of Condorcet, Rousseau, and others of the French school, and eclectically concocted his own philosophy from the concepts of his masters by  correlating the “doctrine of necessity” with the romantic doctrine of human perfectibility rather than with Calvin’s doctrine of human depravity.

Although Lincoln probably had not read Godwin’s Political Justice, Godwin’s theories along with those of Rousseau may have come to him as to many, in the never ending succession of ripples in popular thought created by the original intellectual splash produced by the writings of those worthies. It is just as possible that Lincoln made somewhat the same correlation in his own thinking without benefit, either at first or second hand, of Godwin’s philosophy. In any event, necessitarianism and perfectionism were inextricably woven into Lincoln’s personal philosophy during these early years and remained strong with him until his death.

Though Lincoln’s writings are few between 1838 and 1842, these were otherwise busy years during which his legal practice was growing, his political leadership of the Illinois Whigs was becoming firmly established, and his social position was gradually elevated. He courted the Kentucky belle Mary Todd, jilted her, suffered terrific hypochondria, recovered, and re-established his position as favored suitor to marry her November 4, 1842.




III 

The year 1842 is one of considerable literary significance. Lincoln’s remarkable friendship with Joshua Speed, apparently the only intimate personal friendship of Lincoln’s life, is recorded in an interesting series of letters. The “Address before the Washington Temperance Society,” already noted, was delivered on Washington’s birthday. A “Eulogy on the Death of Benjamin Ferguson,” delivered before the same society on February 8, displays a solemn rhythm and elegiac diction not matched in literary effect by anything he had written prior to this time. But most interesting is Lincoln’s participation in a series of pseudonymous political satires published in the Sangamo Journal during August and September. The second “Rebecca” letter, the only one of the series which Lincoln wrote, reveals a bent indicative of a wider scope in his literary possibilities than he had shown before. The fact that he afterwards eschewed such literary activity, perhaps  largely because of the unpleasantness which followed, does not diminish the letter’s significance to the student of Lincoln’s growth as a writer. It displays an ability to portray character, a skill in handling dialogue, a realistic humor, and a biting satire, which mark him at this time the potential equal of his Southern contemporaries, Augustus Baldwin Longstreet and Johnson Jones Hooper, if not of the later Mark Twain.

Lincoln’s literary activity during the next four years is relatively slight in significance, except for his writing a series of poems. During the political activity of the campaign of 1844, he revisited his boyhood home in Indiana, and in typically romantic fashion was prompted, as he said, to “feelings ... which were certainly poetry; though whether my expression of those feelings is poetry is quite another question.” These powerful feelings, apparently “recollected in tranquillity,” resulted in a group of poems beginning with the nostalgic “My Childhood Home I See Again,” and including “The Bear Hunt” and perhaps others that have been lost. A literary friendship which he formed with Andrew Johnston, a lawyer of Quincy, Illinois, occasioned Lincoln’s inclosing parts of the first, and perhaps all of the second of these poems in letters written to this friend. The manuscript of a third section of the first poem seems to have been lost.

Another piece of writing doubtless the result of his friendship with Johnston is the narrative of a “Remarkable Case,” a murder trial with an unusual denouement, which appeared in the Quincy Whig, April 15, 1846. Lincoln had told the story earlier, shortly after defending the accused, in his “Letter to Joshua Speed,” June 19, 1841. As he wrote it for publication in the Quincy Whig, it is a well-told mystery story, worthy of careful study as one of his few ventures in narrative.

Without danger of exaggerating their importance, it is safe to say that Lincoln’s poems are superior to the average run of verse published in America before 1850, and that the first and best of them reveals a quality which wears better than Lincoln’s biographers have supposed. One cannot read “My Childhood Home I See Again” without sensing faintly the manner and mood of minor English poetry in the late eighteenth century, a typical example of which, William Knox’s “Mortality,” was Lincoln’s  favorite poem at this time. Although these verses suffer much when placed beside the “Farewell Address” or the “Second Inaugural Address,” they are by no means the pure doggerel that many of Lincoln’s biographers have termed them. As literary critics, Lincoln’s biographers have displayed, with few exceptions, a lack of literary perspective exceeded only by their preoccupation with political facts. Again, however, the student must find these poems interesting as an art form which Lincoln abandoned along with the realistic satire of the “Rebecca” letter. They are most significant as literary experimentation, which showed promise of growth but was frustrated by the environment and the events of the milieu in which it occurred. In Lincoln we have a literary artist, constrained by social and economic circumstances and a dominant political tradition to deal with facts as facts, yet always motivated by his love of words and symbols and his eternal craving to entertain people and to create beauty. It is this love of words, never completely subservient, which finally flowers in the unique art of his “Gettysburg Address,” “Farewell Address,” “Second Inaugural Address,” and even earlier in his “Concluding Speech” in the campaign of 1858. Lincoln spoke as an artist because he was first of all an artist at heart. Had he otherwise developed these talents, it is not difficult to imagine for him an important place among American poets or writers of fiction.

Of special interest to the student of Lincoln’s literary growth is the partnership in law practice which he formed in December, 1844, with William H. Herndon, who earlier had clerked in the store of Lincoln’s friend, Speed, and had been a student in the law office of Logan & Lincoln. The partnership continued until 1861, and up to the time of Lincoln’s departure for Washington perhaps no other person contributed more to his intellectual development, directly or indirectly, than Herndon did through his perpetual reading and discussion of books. The general impression abetted by Herndon’s testimony that Lincoln came to books chiefly through his partner’s library is, however, not compatible with the fact that Lincoln’s own library was of considerable extent and that he had convenient access to the State Library. The student must gauge carefully Herndon’s statement that Lincoln “comparatively speaking had no knowledge of literature. . . . He never in his  life sat down and read a book through,” as the statement of an omnivorous reader who was more impressed by Lincoln’s intellect than by the breadth of his literary culture.

Lincoln’s growing prestige in local Whig politics culminated in his election to Congress from the Seventh Congressional District of Illinois in 1846. During the campaign he met strong opposition in the candidacy of Peter Cartwright, the famous Methodist circuit-rider, not on the national issues of the day so much as on personal, moral, and religious issues. Cartwright and his supporters resorted to the “grape-vine telegraph” in spreading reports of Lincoln’s infidelity, and the charges thus made clung to Lincoln’s name, in spite of his forthright denial, until long after his death. The most significant piece of writing which resulted was the “Letter to the Editor of the Illinois Gazette,” August 11, 1846, and a political handbill in which Lincoln expressed his religious views. Both of these items were rediscovered in 1941 by Mr. Harry E. Pratt. They contain perhaps the most complete statement of personal religious philosophy which Lincoln wrote during his early career. The nub of his statement, a part of which has already been cited, is as follows:
That I am not a member of any Christian Church, is true; but I have never denied the truth of the Scriptures; and I have never spoken with intentional disrespect of religion in general, or of any denomination of Christians in particular. It is true that in early life I was inclined to believe in what I understand is called the “Doctrine of Necessity”—that is, that the human mind is impelled to action, or held in rest by some power, over which the mind itself has no control; and I have sometimes (with one, two or three, but never publicly) tried to maintain this opinion in argument—The habit of arguing thus however, I have entirely left off for more than five years—And I add here, I have always understood this same opinion to be held by several of the Christian denominations. The foregoing, is the whole truth, briefly stated, in relation to myself, upon this subject.





Lincoln was elected by an unprecedented majority of 1511 votes, and went to Congress with prospects as bright as any first  term congressman could have wished. His experiences in Washington were doubtless important to his growth in many ways. Although politically adept in the Illinois Legislature, he was new to the larger activities of Congress and proceeded to work diligently, attending to routine duties and “learning the ropes.” Contacts with congressmen from other parts of the nation gave him an understanding of political currents outside Illinois. Particularly, he was acquainted with the rising importance of slavery as a national issue, not only through the sometimes heated arguments of fellow congressmen who stayed at Mrs. Spriggs’s boarding house and through the serious discussions in Congress of various bills and resolutions for abolishing slavery in the District of Columbia and limiting its spread into new territories, but also through his speech-making tour of New England states during the presidential campaign in the summer of 1848. Most of the political animus engendered in Congress by the issues of the Mexican War was concerned directly or indirectly with the question of the extension of slavery, and conservative though he was on the question of abolition, Lincoln took his stand with his party against a war denounced by Henry Clay as being “for the purpose of propagating slavery.” In the “Spot Resolutions,” which Lincoln introduced on December 22,1847, shortly after the session opened, and in the speech which he delivered on January 12, 1848, he was sticking close to the tactics of Henry Clay, whom he had heard to declare only a few weeks earlier in Lexington, Kentucky: “This is no war of defence, but one of unnecessary and offensive aggression.”

This important Mexican War speech was essentially an apologia for himself and for all those Whig members of Congress who had voted what amounted to a general censure of President Polk for starting an unnecessary war. As exposition it is one of the ablest speeches Lincoln ever delivered and deserves to rank with the best of his later expository writing, though the unpopularity of its theme may make it as difficult of appreciation for some students of his works as it was for his contemporaries. In spite of the vigorous diction and strong figures in which he condemned Polk’s action and defended the Whig position, many of his constituents saw in the speech only a betrayal of the national destiny, and  as a consequence, his political future became overcast. His letters to Herndon and Linder, written a few weeks later, in spite of their merit as further statements of his case, apparently did little to change the rapidly forming opinion among even his closest friends that his political career was finished.

Of the other speeches delivered before the House, one in particular deserves notice as perhaps the best example of his popular, rough-and-tumble style as a stump speaker. It was delivered on July 27, 1848, shortly after the Whig Convention in Philadelphia had nominated General Taylor, “Old Rough and Ready.” The purpose of the speech was entertainment at the political expense of the Democrats, who had nominated General Lewis Cass, and in ridiculing Cass, Lincoln gave satire, sarcasm, and rough humor a free rein. Although it scarcely adds to his stature as a statesman, it has real significance in his development as an artist. His inclination to entertain his audience had been both a strength and a weakness throughout his political career up to this time, getting votes from the people on the one hand and arousing suspicion of demagoguery on the other. The Illinois Register, in commenting on one of his political debates in 1839, had noted: “Lincoln’s argument was truly ingenious. He has, however, a sort of assumed clownishness in his manner which does not become him.... Mr. Lincoln will sometimes make his language correspond with this clownish manner, and he can thus frequently raise a loud laugh among his Whig hearers.... We seriously advise Mr. Lincoln to correct this clownish fault before it grows upon him.” Like the “Rebecca” letter, however, this speech is interesting as a good example of a variety of expression that Lincoln gradually abandoned in his later speeches, except for an occasional recrudescence during the great debates with Douglas in 1858.

At this point perhaps it may be well to comment briefly on Lincoln’s use of humor and satire, and in particular on his use of anecdotes, since this speech is one of the few among the selections in this volume in which Lincoln displays his forte as a humorist and a story-teller. In the first place, the stories for which he was famed were generally confined to his impromptu speeches and personal conversations, and became as a result largely a matter of oral tradition. Secondly, by all accounts they depended as much on grimace and mimicry as they did on inherent humor or point in producing their effect, and hence many of them have become but poor reading as told second or third hand. Evidently, however, Lincoln was a master of the art of telling the incident and at the same time withholding the point until it served with an immediate snap at the conclusion to clarify and give meaning to the whole story. This is the fundamental pattern of all good anecdotes, but added to this is Lincoln’s practice of withholding not only the point of the story, but also his particular application of it, until the end.

Although in many of the stories credited to Lincoln with a fair degree of authenticity he seems to have been working with didactic purpose, certain apologists have erred in the assumption that he told them only for serious purposes. His love for the writings of Artemus Ward, Petroleum V. Nasby, and other humorists indicates a respect for humor in its own right, and his indulgence in stories as well as his general clowning on the platform was doubtless an expression of a genuine and deep-seated comic urge, not necessarily incompatible with high sincerity when blended in the genius of an artist. Today one can lament only that so few of Lincoln’s stories have been preserved in the actual manner of telling which he gave them. Even the most authentic often show less of Lincoln than they do of the person who is authority for the tale.

Flashes of humor repeatedly occur in his letters. In these flashes the humor is less satirical than in his political speeches, and it grows mellower through the years. Nothing in his later writings equals the biting satire of the second “Rebecca” letter, but even in the letters written during his presidency his humor is sharp. He once wrote Secretary Stanton that he wanted Jacob R. Freese appointed colonel of a colored regiment “regardless of whether he can tell the exact shade of Julius Caesar’s hair,” and another time asked Cuthbert Bullitt, who had written a letter criticizing Army policy at New Orleans, if he would carry on war “with elder-stalk squirts charged with rose-water.” But he was as ready to see humor at his own expense and to satirize his own situation. In the “Letter to R. P. Morgan,” he returned an expired railroad  pass and requested a new one thus: “Says Tom to John ‘Here’s your old rotten wheelbarrow. I’ve broke it, usin’ on it. I wish you would mend it, case I shall want to borrow it this arternoon.’” In these instances, as in nearly all of Lincoln’s humor, the general allusions and the association of ideas for humorous effect are drawn from common experiences of everyday life. In substance it is the common humor of his time, but in the skill with which it is used it is Lincoln’s.

In the study of Lincoln’s writings it would seem unnecessary to emphasize the necessity of a sense of humor and an appreciation of irony, but, as H. B. Van Hoesen has pointed out in a brochure entitled The Humor of Lincoln and the Seriousness of His Biographers, Lincoln’s humor has not always been perceived by his readers, though the audiences to which he spoke could scarcely miss the point. This circumstance is the result, in part at least, of the fact that Lincoln’s humor is so often ironical, and that the point emphasized by vocal inflection is not always so obvious on the printed page. Even his most serious speeches, such as the “Address at Cooper Institute,” contain humor which a reader may miss unless he reads with awareness, but which Lincoln’s audience fully appreciated, if one may judge from contemporary newspaper accounts of the occasion. An interesting example of humor missed by Lincoln’s editors occurs in the “Speech at Peoria.” After a lengthy analysis of Douglas’s arguments extolling the virtues of the Nebraska Bill, Lincoln sarcastically continued, “If Nebraska Bill is the real author of these benevolent works, it is rather deplorable, that he has, for so long a time, ceased working altogether.” In three separate instances in the same paragraph Lincoln made use of the personification for humorous effect, and in each his editors humorlessly revised the phraseology to read “the Nebraska Bill,” and in the sentence quoted emended the pronoun he to it.

The political eclipse which followed Lincoln’s term in Congress was paralleled by an eclipse in his writing and speaking. Until 1854 he devoted himself almost entirely to his law practice, and in consequence achieved a considerable legal reputation and a comfortable income. Aside from the personal letters written during these years, his only work of much literary significance is  the “Eulogy on Henry Clay Delivered in the State House at Springfield,” July 6, 1852. This was a labor of love and genuine admiration to which Lincoln carried a sympathetic understanding of Clay’s personality and a fine assessment of his political worth. It shows what was perhaps unconsciously running through Lincoln’s mind, the indebtedness of Lincoln to Clay both politically and intellectually, and the remarkable degree to which their personalities and genius held similar and contrasting qualities. One can hardly read any paragraph in it without feeling that Lincoln was, unconsciously or consciously, inviting comparison and contrast of himself with his “beau ideal of a statesman.”

The presidential campaign of 1852 in which Pierce and Scott were opponents produced another speech, worthy of mention only because of its perfunctory mediocrity and because Nicolay and Hay either ignored or conveniently overlooked it when compiling the Complete Works. It is entitled “Address before the Springfield Scott Club, in Reply to Judge Douglas’s Richmond Speech.” Its very mediocrity and futile sarcasm are indicative of the senility of Whig politics at the time. Apparently Lincoln could not, even by choice, find anything worth saying in support of a party which was dying because it strove only to avoid the great issues of the day and could do no better than lift the slavery plank of an opposition platform. Even the satire and humor of the speech are far below Lincoln’s average.




IV 

Lincoln’s political inactivity ended in 1854 with the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Bill. The next five years saw his steady rise from comparative political oblivion to a position of national importance as the leading opponent of Douglas’s doctrine of Popular Sovereignty, and as one of the leading national figures in the new Republican party. The contrast between Lincoln in 1852 and 1854 is remarkable. From a sarcastic politician with a party allegiance but no issue, he emerged a serious statesman with a great issue but as yet no party to lead. From the futile mediocrity of his “Address before the Springfield Scott Club” he rose to the impassioned seriousness of the “Speech at Peoria.” The contrast is immense but not mysterious. Lincoln had simply found a theme worthy of his best, and the high level of literary merit in his speeches and other writings is a record of his emotional conviction. Although he did not reach his peak as a literary artist until an even greater theme—preservation of the Union—began to dominate his thinking, during the next six years he composed a body of speeches and letters which in power and distinction of style is second to none other in American political literature.

Careful study of Lincoln’s works of this middle period (1854-1861) emphasizes the fact that his later beauty of expression was not an accident of inspiration, as thought by many of his biographers, which simply happened to a man who had no particular care for finely wrought sentences. Indeed, the “Speech at Peoria” (1854), “A House Divided: Speech Delivered at Springfield, Illinois” (1858), and the “Address at Cooper Institute” (1860), to mention only three of the many, have in a large measure the technical distinction of style that is generally credited only to his later masterpieces. It is not so much in technical command of style as it is in power of feeling and imagination that his later works surpass those of his middle period.

A critical examination of Lincoln’s more important works of this period reveals the supremacy that has always existed in the works of an indisputable master of language. With vital imagination he infused into the political matter of the pre-Civil War epoch great poetic significance: “If we could first know where we are, and whither we are tending, we could better judge what to do, and how to do it.... ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’ I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing or all the other.” In language seemingly effortless and yet grandly beautiful he phrased the emotional convictions upon which he believed human political progress to be founded: “Repeal the Missouri Compromise—repeal all compromises—repeal the Declaration of Independence—repeal all past history, you still cannot repeal human nature. It will be the abundance of man’s heart, that slavery extension is wrong; and out of the abundance of his heart, his mouth will continue to  speak.” He took, and made his own, the thought and spirit of those phases of the epoch which he has since come to symbolize, in such a manner that, though others spoke before him and others have spoken since, today one can scarcely think of the common matter of his argument except as matter that is particularly and peculiarly his. From the “Speech at Peoria” to the “Address at Cooper Institute” Lincoln displayed again and again his power to synthesize without recourse to illusive transcendental generalities, and to stamp with unity without narrowing to personal bias, political matter covering nearly a century.

The “Speech at Peoria” was one of many that Lincoln made during the campaign of 1854, most of the others probably expressing the same anti-Nebraska Bill sentiments, and in fact one of them delivered at Springfield on October 4 being the same speech later delivered at Peoria. On one occasion at Bloomington when Stephen A. Douglas was the principal Democratic speaker and Lincoln’s friend Jesse W. Fell attempted to arrange a debate, Douglas declined. The “Speech at Peoria” was Lincoln’s four-fold answer to Douglas’s sponsorship of the Kansas-Nebraska Bill: first, the bill was a reversal of all historical precedents established for limiting the extension of slavery; second, there was no necessity or public demand for repealing the Missouri Compromise; third, the repeal was morally wrong in that it violated a compact agreed upon by two parties and denied that the Negro had any human rights; last, only the restoration of the Missouri Compromise could prevent ultimate political disintegration.

When the election was over, it was clear that anti-Nebraska sentiment had prevailed. In the Illinois Legislature anti-Nebraska men held a majority of five. Since Lincoln had led the fight, it was only natural that he be the choice for United States Senator, although there is no indication in his writings that he entertained any such ambition before the election. What happened afterward is told by Lincoln in his “Letter to E. B. Washburne,” February 9, 1855. In short, to insure an anti-Nebraska senator, Lincoln threw his support to Lyman Trumbull, an anti-Nebraska Democrat.

Although the year 1855 was one of political inactivity for Lincoln and apparently no speeches were written, his letters show  constant evolution of ideas. The “Letter to George Robertson,” August 15, 1855, concludes with a paragraph adumbrating the famous opening of the “House Divided Speech,” still three years away: “Our political problem now is, ‘Can we as a nation continue together permanently—forever—half slave and half free?’ The problem is too mighty for me—may God, in his mercy, superintend the solution.” The “Letter to Joshua F. Speed,” August 24, 1855, shows his resolution to continue the fight for restoration of the Missouri Compromise, and likewise his insistence that he was still a Whig and certainly not a member of the American party:
I am not a Know-Nothing. That is certain. How could I be? How can any one who abhors the oppression of negroes, be in favor of degrading classes of white people? Our progress in degeneracy appears to me to be pretty rapid. As a nation, we began by declaring that “all men are created equal.” We now practically read it “all men are created equal, except negroes.” When the Know-Nothings get control, it will read “all men are created equal, except negroes, and foreigners, and Catholics.” When it comes to this I shall prefer emigrating to some country where they make no pretence of loving liberty—to Russia, for instance, where despotism can be taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocrisy.





In the next year, 1856, Lincoln definitely lined up with the new Republican party and took active lead in organizing the state convention at Bloomington in May. It was here that he delivered the famous so-called “Lost Speech,” which according to the local tradition was the supreme effort that fused discordant elements into a unified party. The tradition has it that even hard-boiled newspapermen were so overpowered by his eloquence that they forgot pencil and pad to sit enraptured. A report of the speech, reconstructed by Henry C. Whitney from notes taken at the time, and published in 1896, probably follows the general argument very well, but it hardly reproduces the rhetorical effect claimed for the utterance. In any event, however, the speech did inspire the convention with unity of purpose. Within a month  Lincoln’s national importance was recognized by delegates to the Republican National Convention, when 110 of them cast their votes for him on a nomination for Vice-President.

Although Lincoln made many speeches in the campaign that followed, none has been preserved in entirety except the “Speech Delivered at Kalamazoo, Michigan,” August 27, 1856. In it Lincoln insisted that the issue of the campaign was, “Shall the Government of the United States prohibit slavery in the United States?” and that it was “very nearly the sole question.” He pointed out the political power and position of white men in slave states whose representation in Congress was enhanced by the slave population to the point that a white man’s vote in the South was worth two in the North. He stressed the importance of free labor as an essential to the future development of democracy. He claimed that Buchanan, the Democratic candidate, was committed to the extension of slavery into the territories. Finally, he scouted the idea that the election of the Republican candidate, Fremont, would bring disunion. In all it was perhaps his frankest anti-slavery utterance up to this time.

Of two fragments of other speeches made during this campaign, one is preserved in a manuscript entitled “Sectionalism,” apparently a portion of a speech which he delivered a number of times. It holds the distinction of being the only considerable speech manuscript known to be in existence from this period. In it Lincoln tried to show that Republicanism was not inherently sectional, and that if it appeared so, such appearance was not its own making but that of the Southerners who refused to take anything but a sectional attitude toward it. This argument he would recur to in later years, but with particular effect in the “Address at Cooper Institute.”

In 1857, an off-year in politics, came the Dred Scott decision, handed down by the Supreme Court on March 11. In his one important speech of the year, delivered in Springfield, June 26, after paying his respects to the dilemma of popular sovereignty in Utah and to the election in Kansas, Lincoln attacked the Dred Scott decision and Douglas’s speech of two weeks earlier upholding it, and indicated the line of future Republican action: “We know the court that made it has often overruled its own decisions,  and we shall do what we can to have it overrule this.” Ignoring—as Douglas had done—the merits of the decision, Lincoln nevertheless cut deeply into the ground that Douglas had taken in maintaining that the decision was acceptable and should be respected and upheld. He cited the action of Andrew Jackson in ignoring a court decision—and incidentally Douglas’s approval of Jackson—as precedent for Republican endeavor to have the decision reversed. The Republican attitude was particularly justified in that the decision was not unanimous, was not “in accordance with steady practice of [government] departments,” and was “based on assumed historical facts which are not really true.” Although the speech contains some of the most memorable passages in his writings, it lacks the unity of effect which marks his best. The truth is that Lincoln had no solution to the problem of slavery except the colonization idea which he had inherited from Henry Clay, and when he spoke beyond his points of limiting the extension of slavery, of preserving the essential central idea of human equality, and of respecting the Negro as a human being, his words lacked effectiveness.




 V 

From June to November, 1858, Lincoln delivered more than sixty speeches which, though they failed in their immediate purpose of defeating Douglas in the campaign for the United States senatorship, made Lincoln’s national reputation and eventually led to the Presidency. He began on June 16 with his famous “House Divided Speech” in Springfield, accepting the unanimous nomination of the Republican State Convention as its “first and only choice” for the Senate. A greater speech had never before been delivered to an American political party gathering, and yet, although Lincoln said in it the essential things that he would repeat over and over during the next months, he found so many new ways, some of them memorable, of modifying and clarifying and emphasizing these essentials, that it is exceedingly difficult to eliminate any single speech of the campaign from analysis and comment. He closed his campaign on October 30 in Springfield with a speech which marked yet another peak in political  oratory. The striking contrast between the “House Divided Speech” and the “Last Speech in the Campaign of 1858” is in mood rather than in power of expression. The former is an electrifying challenge to conflict; the latter, an avowal of faith and resignation, phrased with lyric calm and cadenced beauty of expression which Lincoln had never before equaled, and would afterward excel only in the three or four passages that are graven in the mind of humanity more permanently than in the granite of all the monuments to his greatness. The summer of 1858 was the literary, as well as the political, climax of his middle period.

His theme in the “House Divided Speech” was that political acts and events had for years been building a trap which would, unless avoided, catch and forever imprison the essential ideal of human liberty. Under the guise of allaying controversy and establishing national unity, the Democratic party had constantly pushed slavery into new territory and had thwarted all efforts aimed at control and ultimate extinction of the evil. The crisis was at hand and the issue clear: either national politics would have to control slavery, or slavery would control national politics. The speech concluded with a plea for party harmony and support of Republican principles.

In a fine though homely figure of speech Lincoln pictured the political “machinery” built for the extension of slavery by the Nebraska Bill and the Dred Scott decision, which would work with the “don’t care” policy of Douglas’s popular sovereignty not to permit local determination of the issue in the territories, but to guarantee extension of slavery in spite of local opposition. The figure of the “house or mill,” constructed by the Democrats for the perpetuation of slavery, constantly reappeared in his other speeches of the campaign and was the spearhead of his attack upon Douglas, implying as it did that Douglas had been consciously or unconsciously working for the extension of slavery. The idea was not new with Lincoln: Republican leaders everywhere had attacked the Supreme Court for complicity in a scheme to spread slavery. It remained for Lincoln to make the charge vivid and persuasive in a figure of speech and to so involve Douglas by  implication that the entire effect would weigh heavily not only in the immediate contest, but in any future contest as well.


We can not absolutely know that all these exact adaptations are the result of preconcert. But when we see a lot of framed timbers, different portions of which we know have been gotten out at different times and places and by different workmen—Stephen, Franklin, Roger and James, for instance —and when we see these timbers joined together, and see they exactly make the frame of a house or a mill, all the tenons and mortices exactly fitting, and all the lengths and proportions of the different pieces exactly adapted to their respective places, and not a piece too many or too few—not omitting even scaffolding—or, if a single piece be lacking, we can see the place in the frame exactly fitted and prepared to yet bring such piece in—in such a case, we find it impossible to not believe that Stephen and Franklin and Roger and James all understood one another from the beginning, and all worked upon a common plan or draft drawn up before the first lick was struck.



There has prevailed among students of American letters a notion that Lincoln was as a writer and speaker “plain homespun,” and that his usual style was unadorned with figures of speech and other rhetorical devices. It would be difficult to find a plainer misstatement of Lincoln’s style than the comment of V. L. Parrington in Main Currents in American Thought: “His usual style was plain homespun, clear and convincing, but bare of imagery and lacking distinction of phrase.... Few men who have risen to enduring eloquence have been so little indebted to rhetoric.” Study of Lincoln’s works must find otherwise.

Lincoln’s use of figures of speech is one of his most distinctive stylistic traits. He is consistently and naturally figurative. His pithy quips, his almost legendary stories, and his most serious analyses as well as his poetic passages constantly reveal this trait. In many instances his figure provides the texture of his thought so unobtrusively that a casual reader may not even be aware of metaphor. Although Lincoln tends to use figures more rather than  less than most orators of the time, in his later works he employs them, if not less often, at least less obviously than in his early works, and during his middle period they become more effective and dramatic, though they remain consistently natural, even homely, in quality. Even his finest figures in his later writings are couched in terms that will appeal to the common man. Metaphor in the grand manner of Webster’s famous peroration to the “Reply to Hayne” Lincoln seldom uses, and in early speeches where he does employ something of the sort, he seems merely to be experimenting with a technique not compatible with his own style.

Yet one can scarcely agree with Daniel Kilham Dodge’s summary opinion expressed in his monograph, Abraham Lincoln: The Evolution of His Literary Style, that “Lincoln’s figures almost always serve a useful purpose in making an obscure thought clear and a clear thought clearer.” The implication of a purely utilitarian motive hardly does justice to Lincoln’s imaginative quality of mind. Herndon insisted, and others have agreed, that Lincoln had “no sense of the beautiful except in a moral world.” Such a limitation means nothing in an experimental or scientific sense, but even if we grant it we need not presume that Lincoln was oblivious to all but the utilitarian advantage in analogy and metaphor. All of Lincoln’s contemporaries did not agree with Herndon. Stephen A. Douglas, as we shall see, thought Lincoln loved figurative language for its own sake.

Lincoln’s figures are of two kinds: those which he uses as a method of explanation or a basis for drawing inference, and those which he uses as rhetorical assertions for purposes of persuasion. Only the first type are primarily utilitarian, and then seldom in the sense that Dodge supposes. If Lincoln had been writing scientific treatises, such an employment of analogy might have been very useful, though its usefulness would have diminished as the inferences drawn tended to escape from the realm of unquestioned fact. But, since Lincoln was making political speeches, this type of figure often became more effective in discomfiting his opponent, as the inferences drawn from it tended farther from the unquestioned facts. In Lincoln’s speeches the inferential values of such figures nearly always seem to outweigh their explanatory  values, and as this is more or less evident in any particular figure, Dodge’s comment seems less or more true.

If we examine Lincoln’s figure in the “House Divided Speech” as he carries it through the various stages of inference, we shall very likely understand why Douglas sarcastically charged in the “Ottawa Debate”: “He studied that out—prepared that one sentence with the greatest care, committed it to memory . . . to show how pretty it is. His vanity is wounded because I will not go into that beautiful figure of his about the building of a house. . . .” Douglas replied in the only way one could reply—with sarcasm—to an effective figure of speech which carried in careful phrases an unforgettable image with implications of something more than rational analysis could maintain. If this figure works toward “making a clear thought clearer,” that clearness is like the glass near the edge of a lens, capable of distorting vision rather than improving it. Lincoln’s analogy, we may admit, was effective in explaining to his hearers how the Dred Scott decision and the Nebraska Bill were working together for the extension of slavery, but its further and more important immediate implication that Douglas was deliberately working for the extension of slavery seemed to Douglas a distortion of truth. Yet it was true, as Lincoln saw it, that Douglas’s political activity did in fact facilitate the extension of slavery, and as Lincoln had observed of another figure of speech with political consequences, “the point—the power to hurt—of all figures, consists in the truthfulness of their application.”4


Lincoln’s repeated use of the figure in later speeches leaves no doubt as to his reason for making it. The pressure which this figure brought upon Douglas, through constant repetition, set the scene for the “Freeport Heresy.” Douglas had no rhetorical technique other than sarcasm with which to combat the implication, and sarcasm was insufficient. Then came Lincoln’s question: “Can the people of a United States Territory . . . exclude slavery from its limits . . . ?” Asked and answered earlier without the preparation, it could never have produced the impact that it did at Freeport. Lincoln knew Douglas’s answer before  he asked the question. Douglas had said over and over that slavery could not exist without favorable local legislation. So did nearly everyone else know it. The only purpose Lincoln could have had in asking it was to destroy forever any possibility of Douglas’s effecting a rapprochement with Southern Democrats. Under the implications of Lincoln’s figure, constantly pressed, Douglas was constrained to make a statement of opinion that, although it immediately cleared his way in the senatorial contest, eventually cost him the Presidency.

It would be difficult to find in all history a precise instance in which rhetoric played a more important role in human destiny than it did in Lincoln’s speeches of 1858.

In Chicago on July 10, after listening to Douglas’s speech on the night before, Lincoln delivered his second important speech of the campaign. And again in Springfield on July 17, he covered much the same ground. In these two speeches he explained his declaration of belief that the country would become either all slave or all free. It was not, as Douglas had charged, a statement of wish for or purpose toward disunion, but rather an unpleasant prediction that arose from his interpretation of the direction of political events. He argued again that Douglas’s “popular sovereignty” had been emasculated by the Dred Scott decision. He continued his attack on the moral indifference of Douglas’s “don’t care” attitude toward the extension of slavery. He admitted that, of course, the Declaration of Independence was not meant as a statement of fact that all men were “equal in all respects.” The statement was rather an ideal principle to be worked toward: “I say in relation to the principle that all men are created equal, let it be as nearly reached as we can.” In his discussion of this principle in the latter part of the “Chicago Speech” he reached high points of persuasion and beauty of language. He concluded the second “Springfield Speech” by renewing his charges of conspiracy, which Douglas had up to this time ignored. Then came the challenge to debate and Douglas’s acceptance.

The debates are on the whole inferior to Lincoln’s preceding speeches, but for the purpose of comparing and contrasting the rhetorical effectiveness of the two men they offer the student perhaps a better opportunity than the earlier speeches, and for  that reason the first debate at Ottawa has been included in the selections in this volume as representative of the lot. This debate was in a sense the climax of the campaign viewed from Lincoln’s side. In it, as we have already noted, he finally forced Douglas to take notice of the charge of conspiracy and particularly of the “beautiful figure.” In the next debate at Freeport came the denouement in the form of a list of questions, and among them the one that Douglas answered to his eventual undoing.

After the seventh and last debate at Alton on October 15, Lincoln continued making speeches up to the end, and on October 30 concluded in Springfield before “a giant Republican rally.” This speech, in style and emotional context, is a foretaste of the later lyric mood of the “Farewell Address,” “Gettysburg Address,” and the conclusions of the two “Inaugural” addresses. The sentences flow easily with a subtle cadence, unobtrusive but poetic. The diction is simple, but the words play a rich pattern of assonance and alliteration.


My friends, to-day closes the discussions of this canvass. The planting and the culture are over; and there remains but the preparation, and the harvest.

I stand here surrounded by friends—some political, all personal friends, I trust. May I be indulged, in this closing scene, to say a few words of myself. I have borne a laborious, and, in some respects to myself, a painful part in the contest. Through all, I have neither assailed, nor wrestled with any part of the Constitution. The legal right of the Southern people to reclaim their fugitives I have constantly admitted. The legal right of Congress to interfere with their institution in the states, I have constantly denied. In resisting the spread of slavery to new territory, and with that, what appears to me to be a tendency to subvert the first principle of free government itself my whole effort has consisted. To the best of my judgment I have labored for, and not against the Union. As I have not felt, so I have not expressed any harsh sentiment towards our Southern brethren. I have constantly declared, as I really believed, the only difference between them and us, is the difference of circumstances.

I have meant to assail the motives of no party, or individual; and if I have, in any instance (of which I am not conscious) departed from my purpose, I regret it.

I have said that in some respects the contest has been painful to me. Myself, and those with whom I act have been constantly accused of a purpose to destroy the Union; and bespattered with every imaginable odious epithet; and some who were friends, as it were but yesterday have made themselves most active in this. I have cultivated patience, and made no attempt at a retort.

Ambition has been ascribed to me. God knows how sincerely I prayed from the first that this field of ambition might not be opened. I claim no insensibility to political honors; but today could the Missouri restriction be restored, and the whole slavery question replaced on the old ground of “toleration” by necessity where it exists, with unyielding hostility to the spread of it, on principle, I would, in consideration, gladly agree, that Judge Douglas should never be out, and I never in, an office, so long as we both or either, live.






VI 

Although Lincoln lost the ensuing election, the national publicity given the debates and his other speeches placed him among the few top leaders of the Republican party. As shown by his letters during the next few months, he was not immediately aware that he had become important among the various prospective Republican candidates for the next presidential election, but he worked consistently for party harmony and neglected few opportunities to keep himself before the public, filling political speaking engagements during 1859 in Ohio, Indiana, Wisconsin, Iowa, Missouri, and Kansas. These speeches repeated most of the arguments he had used in the campaign of 1858.

He was also in demand for popular lectures and even prepared a somewhat colorless disquisition on the growth of American civilization under the title, “Discoveries, Inventions and Improvements.” Although he delivered it a number of times, he  never thought much of it, and in truth it did not measure up to his other nonpolitical address delivered before the Wisconsin State Agricultural Fair on September 30, 1859. Lincoln was not at his best in making speeches for their own sake, but on this occasion he had in the general theme of agricultural improvement and the dignity of labor something about which he knew well from his own experience and felt deeply from his own nature. The passages on labor are perhaps the most significant utterances made on that subject by any important political figure of the era:
The world is agreed that labor is the source from which human wants are mainly supplied. There is no dispute upon this point. From this point, however, men immediately diverge. Much disputation is maintained as to the best way of applying and controlling the labor element. By some it is assumed that labor is available only in connection with capital—that nobody labors, unless somebody else, owning capital, somehow, by use of that capital induces him to do it ...

But another class of reasoners hold the opinion that there is no such relation between capital and labor as assumed; and that there is no such thing as a freeman being fatally fixed for life in the condition of a hired laborer; that both these assumptions are false, and all inferences from them groundless. They hold that labor is prior to, and independent of, capital; that in fact, capital is the fruit of labor, and could never have existed if labor had not first existed; that labor can exist without capital, but that capital could never have existence without labor. Hence, they hold that labor is the superior—greatly the superior—of capital.

They do not deny that there is, and probably always will be, a relation between labor and capital. The error, as they hold, is in assuming that the whole labor of the world exists within that relation . . .

... As each man has one mouth to be fed, and one pair of hands to furnish food, it was probably intended that that particular pair of hands should feed that particular mouth—that each head is the natural guardian, director and protector of the hands and mouth inseparably connected with it; and that being so, every head should be cultivated and improved, by whatever will add to its capacity for performing its charge. In one word, free labor insists on universal education.





His growing popularity as a speaker brought him an invitation to speak in New York before the Young Men’s Central Republican Union. The place was Cooper Institute. Evidently Lincoln prepared the address for this occasion with more care than he had given to any speech prior to this except the “House Divided Speech” of two years earlier. In architecture it is if anything the more carefully balanced of the two, and in dignity and precision of expression it is fully the equal of the other, but it lacks perhaps something of the dramatic fire with which the earlier speech burns. The earlier speech is superior as a whole in imagination and feeling, and the later is more consistently polished and perfect in all its paragraphs and sentences. In no prior address, speech, or letter are Lincoln’s stylistic effects more carefully calculated. His handling of the sentence taken as a text from Douglas’s “Speech at Columbus, Ohio” is for repetitive effect one of his most skillful and adroit rhetorical successes. His straight exposition of the attitude taken toward slavery-extension by the founding fathers is excellent historical analysis based on painstaking factual research. His tempered statement of Republican principles, although a repetition of what he had said often in 1858, is in succinctness and force perhaps his best statement up to this time. His employment of balanced structure in the paragraph which clinches the political point of this analysis and concludes the first part of the address is rhetorically the high-water mark of the piece:
If any man at this day sincerely believes that a proper division of local from federal authority, or any part of the Constitution, forbids the Federal Government to control as to slavery in the federal territories, he is right to say so, and to enforce his position by all truthful evidence and fair argument which he can. But he has no right to mislead others, who have less access to history, and less leisure to study it,  into the false belief that “our fathers who framed the Government under which we live” were of the same opinion—thus substituting falsehood and deception for truthful evidence and fair argument. If any man at this day sincerely believes “our fathers who framed the Government under which we live,” used and applied principles, in other cases, which ought to have led them to understand that a proper division of local from federal authority or some part of the Constitution, forbids the Federal Government to control as to slavery in the federal territories, he is right to say so. But he should, at the same time, brave the responsibility of declaring that, in his opinion, he understands their principles better than they did themselves; and especially should he not shirk that responsibility by asserting that they “understood the question just as well, and even better, than we do now.”





The dramatic analogy of the highwayman, with which he exposed the irrationality of the more intemperate secessionists, is one of his most successful figures:
Under all these circumstances, do you really feel yourselves justified to break up this Government unless such a court decision as yours is, shall be at once submitted to as a conclusive and final rule of political action? But you will not abide the election of a Republican president! In that supposed event, you say, you will destroy the Union; and then, you say, the great crime of having destroyed it will be upon us! That is cool. A highwayman holds a pistol to my ear, and mutters through his teeth, “Stand and deliver, or I shall kill you, and then you will be a murderer!”





His peroration is one of his most effective and memorable conclusions:
Neither let us be slandered from our duty by false accusations against us, nor frightened from it by menaces of destruction to the Government nor of dungeons to ourselves. Let us have faith that right makes might, and in that faith, let us, to the end, dare to do our duty as we understand it.








VII 

To survey the body of Lincoln’s writings during the years of his Presidency, commenting on each significant letter, message, proclamation, or address in chronological order, is perhaps less desirable at this point than a discussion of Lincoln’s style in these respective types, with some observations on significant examples of each; for, in fact, one could otherwise hardly decide which pieces to omit from consideration on principle of merit or interest. Among students with a newly acquired interest in Lincoln’s writings as well as among inveterate admirers, there is so much diversity of taste and individual preference for one piece over another that one with a catholic taste may well be amazed at the bias with which students of Lincoln privately claim top honor for their favorite passages. The wide range of choice afforded by the writings of the years 1861-1865 has not tended to discourage this diversity of preference.

Particularly difficult is the problem of selecting the best of Lincoln’s letters. The most famous of all his letters of condolence, the “Letter to Mrs. Bixby,” although it is undoubtedly a gem, can nearly be matched in artistic effect with the “Letter to Colonel Ellsworth’s Parents,” May 25, 1861, or the “Letter to Fanny McCullough,” December 23, 1862.

The differences between these three masterpieces are not differences in literary success and felicity of phrasing so much as differences in purpose and effect. The “Letter to Mrs. Bixby,” is a public letter, written, as were many of Lincoln’s letters, with the probability of publication in mind, to a woman whom Lincoln knew only through War Department records as a bereaved mother, and about whose sons he knew only the supposed facts stated in the letter. His phraseology, though felicitous in place, might have seemed pompously insincere in the “Letter to Fanny McCullough.” Likewise, the personal, fatherly tone and the pleading simplicity of phrase in the “Letter to Fanny McCullough” would have been intolerable in the “Letter to Mrs. Bixby.” The eulogy of Colonel Ellsworth to his parents is as fine in its way as either of the other two, and in purpose and effect holds a middle ground between them. Lincoln had known Colonel Ellsworth well as a student  in his own law office, had admired and loved him, and in this letter wrote his noblest tribute to a friend.

But when all is said, the “Letter to Mrs. Bixby” is not likely to give way to either of the others in popular appeal, for like the “Gettysburg Address” it so links the private theme of sorrow with the public theme of preservation of freedom, that the letter is in itself an emblem of a national ideal. As Carl Sandburg has poetically phrased it, “Here was a piece of the American Bible. ‘The cherished memory of the loved and lost’—these were the blood-colored syllables of a sacred music.”

The distinction between Lincoln’s public and private style must be kept in mind likewise in reading his letters and telegrams to government officials, army officers, and various public figures. On the one hand Lincoln could write a public masterpiece like the “Letter to Horace Greeley,” August 22, 1862, and on the other hand a private masterpiece like the “Letter to General Joseph Hooker,” January 23, 1863. The one he expected to be published, the other he expected only Hooker to read. Lincoln found an inimitable manner of writing for each specific occasion that arose.

The degree to which his letters are informal and personal varies considerably with the occasion. The sequence of letters and telegrams to General McClellan runs from strictly formal to informal and personal, and the variations in tone from one occasion to the next make the sequence the most interesting group of letters written by Lincoln to one man. Lincoln used every manner and device he knew in his attempt to handle McClellan, and all failed. His letters are a fascinating literary triumph in the midst of executive failure. Certain of his letters, such as the “Letter to James C. Conkling,” August 26, 1863, are in effect public addresses and as such display qualities of argument and style which are typical of Lincoln’s addresses of this period rather than of his letters either formal or informal. In logic and in rhetorical effectiveness they are in no way inferior to the best of the addresses.

It may be said that during his Presidency, although he often wrote hurriedly and without revising, Lincoln never wrote a bad letter. A study of every letter included in this volume, its purpose, and its adaptation of language to that purpose, will reveal even  in the less known pieces as high a degree of felicity in phrasing, and as remarkable an adaptation of tone to theme, as can be found in the more famous letters. Two days before he wrote the famous “Letter to Mrs. Bixby,” he composed a short “Letter to General Rosecrans,” November 19, 1864, which in its limited sphere is as succinct, as delicately worded, and as definitive an achievement of language as Lincoln ever composed. Similarly, two days after the excellent public “Letter to Erastus Coming and Others,” June 12, 1863, he penned a short “Telegram to General Hooker” which in its small way is no less an artistic triumph: “If the head of Lee’s army is at Martinsburg, and the tail of it on the Plank road between Fredericksburg & Chancellorsville, the animal must be very slim somewhere—Could you not break him?” In short, even Lincoln’s most casual pieces bear the inimitable marks of literary excellence.




VIII 

In his official proclamations and executive orders Lincoln presents a peculiar problem to the biographer and critic. Many of them are of little or no literary significance, being legal documents in precise legal phrase properly utilitarian and without stylistic individuality. Even the “Emancipation Proclamation” has in it little that is distinctly Lincolnian. There is, however, in the proclamations of thanksgiving and fast days, a style of expression which has become the subject of some discussion because it is peculiar to these pieces and is not generally found in any of Lincoln’s other writings. Since these proclamations are jointly signed by Seward as Secretary of State and by Lincoln as President, and since the facts concerning their composition are not fully known, the conjecture has been made that Seward wrote them. Joseph H. Barrett, an early biographer of Lincoln, first made the conjecture, but Nicolay and Hay took no notice of it and included the proclamations without question in the Complete Works. Daniel Kilham Dodge in his admirable little book, Abraham Lincoln: Master of Words, comments on the conjecture but arrives at no definite conclusion, though he seems to assume Lincoln’s authorship, while recognizing the possible influence of The Book of Common Prayer on the style of the proclamations, and the fact that Seward was an Episcopalian. The chief stylistic trait which sets these pieces apart from Lincoln’s other writings is the use of words and phrases in pairs, as for example in the following passage from the “Proclamation of a National Fast Day,” August 12, 1861:
And whereas it is fit and becoming in all people, at all times, to acknowledge and revere the Supreme Government of God; to bow in humble submission to his chastisements; to confess and deplore their sins and transgressions in the full conviction that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; and to pray, with all fervency and contrition, for the pardon of their past offences, and for a blessing upon their present and prospective action:





This is a general characteristic of phraseology in legal documents as well as in The Book of Common Prayer, but in legal documents the effect is, according to legal tradition at least, to make every statement incontestably clear, whereas in The Book of Common Prayer the effect is primarily one of incantation. Obviously, the effect in Lincoln’s proclamations is nearer to that of The Book of Common Prayer, but it does not therefore necessarily follow that The Book of Common Prayer is the source of the device. The fact that the proclamations as official pronouncements are in their nature legal documents may well account for Lincoln’s use of a device with which he was thoroughly familiar as a lawyer, and his use of it for rhetorical ends is only natural, in view of the solemnity of the theme and the occasion.

The fact that none of the manuscripts of proclamations included in this volume is entirely in Lincoln’s hand neither adds nor subtracts evidence, since it was customary for the official copy to which signatures and seal were to be affixed to be engrossed by an official scribe.

In these proclamations, then, it may be supposed that we have examples of a formal style which Lincoln adopted for the specific purpose, and which for sonorous effect and solemn rhythm is not less interesting than, though different from, the style of his addresses. In his early writings, as we have seen,  Lincoln experimented with various forms of writing and several styles, and it is only logical to assume that in this later period, when confronted with the necessity of composing an expression which required something distinct from his usual style of public address, Lincoln adroitly made use of a device long familiar to him.




IX 

Presidential Messages to Congress have rarely ever been noted for literary significance. Their very purpose and nature limit their content to summary of national progress and recommendations for congressional action. And of all Lincoln’s writings aside from legal papers and executive orders, his messages are the most strictly utilitarian and necessarily prosaic. In spite of these considerations, several of Lincoln’s messages so transcend the limitations of the occasion as to be worthy of inclusion among his best writings. With one exception they suffer generally in comparison with his great addresses, but in certain passages such as the conclusion to the “Annual Message” of December 1, 1862, they reach peaks of eloquence unsurpassed in the annals of history.

Above all, the messages to Congress demonstrate again the rhetorical care and precision with which Lincoln composed even his most factual statements, and his feeling for exact coloring of phrase and choice of word. The well-known incident concerning his use of the term “sugar-coated” in the “Message to Congress in Special Session,” July 4, 1861, exemplifies the care with which he chose his words. The public printer John D. Defrees objected to the lack of dignity in the term as used in the sentence, “With rebellion thus sugar-coated they have been drugging the public mind of their section for more than thirty years . . .” To this Lincoln is reported to have replied, “Well, Defrees, if you think the time will ever come when people will not understand what ‘sugar-coated’ means, I’ll alter it; otherwise I think I’ll let it go.” Like his many homely but effective figures of speech this one demanded simple and idiomatic language, and it was Defrees, rather than Lincoln, whose feeling for diction was awry.

In this first “Message to Congress” Lincoln gave a new statement of his philosophy of government as contained in the “First Inaugural Address,” but without the pleading and palliation of that address and with a vigorous statement of courage and conviction in the task of preserving the authority of the national government. On the whole the message is nearer in purpose and effect to his speeches and addresses than are his later messages. This is in part, perhaps, the result of the fact that it was delivered on July 4, and was an address to the nation as well as to Congress. In all his major messages, however, Lincoln tends to keep a tone of public speech, though they were not delivered in person, and in fact generally preserves the architecture of the oration, especially in the peroration. The conclusion of this message, though not so memorable as the peroration of the “Annual Message,” December 1, 1862, is effective and somewhat reminiscent of the short peroration of the “Address at Cooper Institute.”

The “Annual Message to Congress,” December 3, 1861, aside from discussion of specific problems of government, has as its central theme the importance of free labor in a democracy. The student may well compare Lincoln’s discussion of labor and capital, as well as his recommendations in regard to a department of agriculture, with the ideas propounded in the “Address before the Wisconsin Agricultural Society” in 1859. In spite of its factuality, the second half of this message contains several inspired passages, and is consistently of high literary merit, though its opening and its close are rhetorically less striking than those of the next “Annual Message.”

The “Annual Message to Congress,” December 1, 1862, is Lincoln’s finest composition of this type. In many respects it is his masterpiece, approximating both of the “Inaugural” addresses in depth of conviction and even surpassing them in breadth of conception and height of imagination. Perhaps no American living at the time save Walt Whitman ever expressed so large a vision of the future of American democracy, the magnitude of its geographic and economic potentialities, and the infinitude of its social destiny in the quest for human liberty. In this huge scope Lincoln saw the immediate problems underlying the Civil War—Union and Emancipation—in their true perspective as subordinate to  the necessity of preserving not merely the words of the Declaration of Independence, but its prophetic truth. In the largest sense Lincoln sought not simply to preserve the Union or to free the slaves, but rather to keep open the way to future amelioration in the lot of all humanity and to the progressive achievement of democracy in all human society.

The message reveals how truly Lincoln appreciated the dramatic course of human events. Of all his prior speeches, only the “House Divided Speech” of 1858 approaches it in the clairvoyance with which Lincoln states the meaning of his era as a turning point in the long quest for human dignity. From the opening paragraph to the splendid peroration, the message is charged with an electric feeling for the drama of a crisis in which the citizens of the United States “shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth.”

In spite of its formidable array of facts and figures and the gray steel of its logical armor, the whole message is alive with the dignity of the inspired word. If one thinks only of the “Gettysburg Address” and a few other short, lyrical passages, it is hard to estimate the man’s literary stature in comparison with the great orators of other times; for these lyric speeches are scarcely comparable, being unique. But in judging this message the student may with reason bring as a touchstone the best of Edmund Burke, or Cicero, or Demosthenes, and yet find Lincoln’s metal too pure to assay by such a test. If one would try, let him select his touchstone and then assay the concluding paragraph of this message:
Fellow-citizens, we cannot escape history. We of this Congress and this administration, will be remembered in spite of ourselves. No personal significance, or insignificance, can spare one or another of us. The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation. We say we are for the Union. The world will not forget that we say this. We know how to save the Union. The world knows we do know how to save it. We—even we here—hold the power, and bear the responsibility. In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free  —honorable alike in what we give, and what we preserve. We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth. Other means may succeed; this could not fail. The way is plain, peaceful, generous, just—a way which, if followed, the world will forever applaud, and God must forever bless.








X 

Lincoln’s numerous addresses, beginning with the “Farewell Address” and continuing through the “Second Inaugural Address,” display little in the way of stylistic traits which differs essentially from the characteristics of his earlier work, except in beauty. As has already been noted, it is not in technical command of style so much as it is in power of feeling and imagination that the addresses of this last period surpass by all odds those of his middle period.

The new intensity seems to have been more the result of internal experience than of external influence. It was a common observation among Lincoln’s friends that he was cold and unemotional. Also it is true that no other orator of his time was more coldly logical, more careful of a self-imposed restraint, than Lincoln was from 1854 to 1861. Upon his departure from Springfield in 1861 a note of fathomless emotion, at once heroic and simple, sounded for the first time in his “Farewell Address.” This note was sounded again in the prose poem which he made of Seward’s suggested peroration for the “First Inaugural Address”; and thenceforth, restrained but full, it suffused the more important lyric utterances of his years in Washington, but above all the “Gettysburg Address” and the “Second Inaugural Address.”

It has been said that Lincoln’s art is always applied art, utilitarian in purpose and held strictly to the matter in hand. If this implies that it does not therefore reach the heights of imagination to which we conventionally expect only belletristic art to attain, nothing could be farther from the truth. And yet, perhaps, even in the deep-moving cadence and high imagination of the “Gettysburg Address” and the “Second Inaugural Address,” he considered his prose chiefly as a means to an end, recognizing  that in an emotional crisis of national scope the truest appeal could not be made to the intellect alone. And because he had early learned to eschew the illusion of emotionalism, he was able in his great hour to plumb depths hitherto rarely fathomed by oratory.

The emergence of this new feeling was significantly coincident with his assumption of what he seemed to consider his supreme task—the preservation of the Union, and with it democracy. His utterances regarding slavery, in fact, his words on all other subjects, fine as many of them are, fall into place near or far from the high words in which he defended and pleaded for democracy as symbolized in the Union. Alexander Stephens once said that the Union with Lincoln rose in sentiment to the “sublimity of a religious mysticism.” The “Gettysburg Address” is excellent literary evidence in support of Stephens’s opinion, for it reveals Lincoln’s worship of the Union as the symbol of an ideal yet to be realized.

Lincoln’s problem at Gettysburg was to do two things: to commemorate the past and to prophesy for the future. To do these things he took the theme dearest to his audience, honor for the heroic dead sons and fathers, and combined it with the theme nearest to his own heart, the preservation of democracy. Out of this double theme grew his poetic metaphor of birth, death, and spiritual rebirth, of the life of man and the life of the nation. To it he brought the fervor of devoutly religious belief. Democracy was to Lincoln a religion, and he wanted it to be in a real sense the religion of his audience. Thus he combined an elegiac theme with a patriotic theme, skillfully blending the hope of eternal life with the hope of eternal democracy.

Above all Lincoln believed that “all men are created equal,” in the only way that a mind as coldly logical as his could believe in it. Just how he believed it, is indicated by his use of one word, proposition. This word has proved a stumbling block for some readers of the “Gettysburg Address.” Matthew Arnold is reported, probably inaccurately, to have read as far as “dedicated to the proposition” and stopped. Charles Sumner said that at first he did not like the word, but that he later decided it was satisfactory. Yet the word proposition was inevitable for Lincoln. He often  tried to use his words as exactly as a mathematician uses his formulae. By his own account he had “studied and nearly mastered” Euclid, and hence we may be sure that he used the word naturally in the logician’s sense: a statement to be debated, verified, proved. Thus democracy, as an active, living thing, meant to Lincoln the verification or the proving of the proposition to which its very existence was in the beginning dedicated. Eighty-seven years had gone into the proving, the Civil War had come at a critical stage in the argument, the Union Armies at Gettysburg had won an immediate victory, and the affirmation that “all men are created equal” was still a live rather than a dead issue. It was still a proposition open to argument and inviting proof, but not on any account one that had already been proved. The further proof was for “us the living, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced.”

It was thus that Lincoln believed in democracy, as a living thing striving toward truth, not as an accomplished fact nor as a meaningless form of words incapable of proof. He had said some years before, “the Declaration of Independence contemplated the progressive improvement in the condition of all men.” And again, “I say in relation to the principle that all men are created equal let it be as nearly reached as we can.” Down through the years, again and again, there had appeared in his speeches and letters this central concept of progressive improvement in the condition of mankind. And at Gettysburg he took the occasion to reaffirm his belief in the necessity of striving on.

So it was no accident that, as he thought on the past life of American democracy, his words and allusions began, in his very first sentence, calling to mind a haunting phrase out of the Old Testament: “the days of our years are three score and ten,” and with it the symbolic act of consecration traditionally observed of old by Hebrew and Christian, dedicating their children to the service of God. And thus he wrote, “Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”

But the “new nation” had in eighty-four years grown old. It was already thinking too much in terms of the past. The proposition to which the founding fathers had dedicated it must not mean anything new. Although the proposition had specifically stated all men, the laws of the nation had insisted that it had not meant ALL men; it had meant only white men; it must not mean ALL men. The war had come, and with it the death of that old nation, and the birth of a new. Its death was at Gettysburg, symbolized in the graves of those “who here gave their lives that that nation might live.” Its life, too, was at Gettysburg, symbolized in Lincoln’s audience: “It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here . . .”

The key words of the “Gettysburg Address” are three simple ones, two pronouns and an adverb: they, we, here. With his usual practice Lincoln repeats them, emphasizing again and again what he wanted his audience to carry away. “It is for us the living to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced.”

Repetition of sounds, as well as of words, is a marked characteristic of Lincoln’s style throughout his works. He often employs in poetic flashes alliteration, assonance, and even rhyme sounds. But in the “Gettysburg Address” these several varieties of repetition provide an effect unique in Lincoln’s prose. With these devices indicated by italics, the oral peculiarities of the first sentence of the address become apparent: “Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” The reader may, if he is interested, verify for himself the remarkable extent to which Lincoln employs these devices with fine effect in the remainder of the “Gettysburg Address” as well as in many other passages.

Another variety of repetition, grammatical parallelism, is equally characteristic of Lincoln’s general style. He uses this device with such frequency and variety that it seems to have been a consistent habit of his mind to seek repetitive sequences in both diction and sentence structure for the alignment of his thought. That this was the result of his deliberate seeking for an emphasis and simplicity which would prove effective with  the common man is implied in the often repeated, testimony given by Herndon: “He used to bore me terribly by his methods, processes, manners, etc., etc. Mr. Lincoln would doubly explain things to me that needed no explanation.... Lincoln’s ambition in this line was this: he wanted to be distinctly understood by the common people . . .” Herndon might have added that Lincoln’s favorite ideas—those which appear again and again in his works, and which he turned over and over in his mind through months and even years—and his most memorable phrases almost invariably betray this repetitive pattern.

On this basic pattern of parallelism in thought, Lincoln often elaborates a distinctly poetical cadence, suggesting comparison with the cadenced prose of the seventeenth century. Although balanced rhythms with caesuras are indigenous to English poetry and perhaps to English prose, Hebrew literature through the King James Bible probably provided the literary examples which Lincoln knew best; and from his fondness for Biblical phraseology he may have derived his mastery of the technique.

In his lyrical passages balance becomes most striking, as it enriches his melancholy reflections or his fervent appeals to the hearts of his audience. Within single sentences it occurs in two forms: in a balanced sentence of two parts with a caesura approximately midway; and in a series of phrases or clauses separated by caesuras and grouped in balanced staves of two or more phrase units. Within an individual phrase or clause internal balance and parallelism often occur. A fine example of the first type, with a pointed use of antithesis, is the following sentence from the “Letter to J. H. Hackett,” November 2, 1863: “I have endured a great deal of ridicule without much malice; and have received a great deal of kindness, not quite free from ridicule.” An example of the second type is the concluding sentence of the “Second Inaugural Address”:
With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan—to do all which may achieve  and cherish a just and lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.





Sometimes this rhythm pattern extends over an entire group of sentences, or even the whole of a short address: the “Farewell Address” for example. In this address there are two parallel patterns, of thought and of rhythm. Within and between some sentences they become identical. In others they merely coincide. Between others there is a compensating balance of phrases and pauses, although the sentence movement is reversed from periodic to loose structure, and the rhythm pattern is varied. The only sentence which appears without a compensating rhythm is the first, standing alone as a topic statement. Within this general pattern of close parallels there is enough variety in individual sentences to avoid monotony but sufficient regularity of rhythm to produce distinct cadence, in some phrases approximating loose metrical effect:
My Friends: No one, not in my situation, can appreciate my feeling of sadness at this parting. To this place, and the kindness of these people, I owe everything. Here I have lived a quarter of a century, and have passed from a young to an old man. Here my children have been born, and one is buried. I now leave, not knowing when or whether ever I may return, with a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington. Without the assistance of that Divine Being who ever attended him, I cannot succeed. With that assistance, I cannot fail. Trusting in Him who can go with me, and remain with you, and be everywhere for good, let us confidently hope that all will yet be well. To His care commending you, as I hope in your prayers you will commend me, I bid you an affectionate farewell.





As these balanced rhythms sometimes approach meter in their regularity, Lincoln tends to heighten their effect with an occasional metrical phrase or sentence. Such phrases occur most frequently in perorations or passages of high emotional content: as for example, in a phrase of the “Second Inaugural Address”: “... to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting  peace among ourselves ...”; or in a phrase of the “Gettysburg Address”: “The world will little note nor long remember what we say . . .”

Although Lincoln was without doubt consciously deliberate in attention to sound, his choice of words seems to have been guided primarily by other values: meaning more than sound or connotation, concrete words more than abstract words, current idiom more than authoritarian nicety. So much has been written on the qualities of exactness, clarity, and simplicity in his style that it seems unnecessary to stress them further. They are, however, the qualities of prose excellence wherever it is met with, and as such hardly set Lincoln’s style apart from that of Edmund Burke, though they do, in their degree, set his style apart from that of Stephen A. Douglas or that of William H. Seward. Important and obvious as these qualities are, one may wonder if Lincoln’s memorable passages are not remembered today for their unique effects of arrangement, rhythm, and sound as well as for the intrinsic value of their thought. What Lincoln’s own answer might have been we may infer from the following comment in one of Herndon’s letters to Jesse W. Weik:
Mr. Lincoln’s habits, methods of reading law, politics, poetry, etc., etc., were to come into the office, pick up book, newspaper, etc., and to sprawl himself out on the sofa, chairs, etc., and read aloud, much to my annoyance. I have asked him often why he did so and his invariable reply was: “I catch the idea by two senses, for when I read aloud I hear what is read and I see it; and hence two senses get it and I remember it better, if I do not understand it better.”





There is an old Arabian proverb which holds that “that is the best description which makes the ear an eye.” In his use of figures of speech, sound, and rhythm, Lincoln illustrates again and again the truth of the old saying, which he probably had never heard.

Lincoln’s composition has so much the stamp of these peculiarities even in the first draft of such a piece as the “Gettysburg Address” that his revisions do little more than accent them. In his revision of Secretary Seward’s suggested peroration for the “First Inaugural Address,” however, he demonstrates the deliberate artistry of his style, bringing his own peculiar pattern of thought and rhythm to another man’s ideas, substituting his own exact and concrete words for orotund and vague terms, removing redundant and useless words, bringing closer together words that will enhance through assonance and alliteration the sound effect of the whole, and finally, changing a vague, transcendental metaphor into a homely but poetic figure which will be understood by every man who hears or reads it.

To label one of the following as Lincoln’s is superfluous. Every sentence declares its creator:



	I close.
	I am loth to close.



	We are not, we must not be, aliens or enemies, but fellow countrymen and brethren.
	We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies.



	Although passion has strained our bonds of affection too hardly, they must not, I am sure they will not, be broken.
	Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection.



	The mystic chords which, proceeding from so many battle fields and so many patriot graves, pass through all the hearts and all the hearths in this broad continent of ours, will yet again harmonize in their ancient music when breathed upon by the guardian angel of the nation.
	The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battle field, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearth-stone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.







The study of Lincoln’s works reveals the dignity of a great mind and heart that seeks for rightness in principle, fairness in act, and beauty in utterance. He is a creative consciousness in whom the reality of nineteenth century America yet lives and breathes. As this reality is in Lincoln intrinsic, and his communication of it inimitable, so his words endure, representative  and symbolic with singular completeness of the epoch which nurtured him. And so it is that he becomes as we study him, like the classic literary figures of the past, something more than a man. Time may dissipate the factual significance of his deeds, both as private citizen and as President, but we must always know and acknowledge the shining spirit that illumines his words.





 SELECTIONS, WITH NOTES





TO THE PEOPLE OF SANGAMO COUNTY: POLITICAL ANNOUNCEMENT. MARCH 9, 1832

Fellow Citizens:

Having become a candidate for the honorable office of one of your representatives in the next General Assembly of this state, in accordance with an established custom, and the principles of true republicanism, it becomes my duty to make known to you—the people whom I propose to represent—my sentiments with regard to local affairs.

Time and experience have verified to a demonstration, the public utility of internal improvements. That the poorest and most thinly populated countries would be greatly benefitted by the opening of good roads, and in the clearing of navigable streams within their limits, is what no person will deny. But yet it is folly to undertake works of this or any other kind, without first knowing that we are able to finish them—as half finished work generally proves to be labor lost. There cannot justly be any objection to having rail roads and canals, any more than to other good things, provided they cost nothing. The only objection is to paying for them; and the objection to paying arises from the want of ability to pay.

With respect to the County of Sangamo, some more easy means of communication than we now possess, for the purpose of facilitating the task of exporting the surplus products of its fertile soil, and importing necessary articles from abroad, are indispensably necessary. A meeting has been held of the citizens of Jacksonville, and the adjacent country, for the purpose of deliberating and enquiring into the expediency of constructing a railroad from some eligible point on the Illinois river, through the town of Jacksonville, in Morgan county, to the town of Springfield, in Sangamo county. This is, indeed, a very desirable object. No other improvement that reason will justify us in hoping  for, can equal in utility the rail road. It is a never failing source of communication, between places of business remotely situated from each other. Upon the rail road the regular progress of commercial intercourse is not interrupted by either high or low water, or freezing weather, which are the principal difficulties that render our future hopes of water communication precarious and uncertain. Yet, however desirable an object the construction of a rail road through our country may be; however high our imaginations may be heated at thoughts of it—there is always a heart appalling shock accompanying the account of its cost, which forces us to shrink from our pleasing anticipations. The probable cost of this contemplated rail road is estimated at $290,000;—the bare statement of which, in my opinion, is sufficient to justify the belief, that the improvement of the Sangamo river is an object much better suited to our infant resources.

Respecting this view, I think I may say, without the fear of being contradicted, that its navigation may be rendered completely practicable, as high as the mouth of the South Fork, or probably higher, to vessels of from 25 to 30 tons burthen, for at least one half of all common years, and to vessels of much greater burthen a part of that time. From my peculiar circumstances, it is probable that for the last twelve months I have given as particular attention to the stage of the water in this river as any other person in the country. In the month of March, 1831, in company with others, I commenced the building of a flat boat on the Sangamo, and finished and took her out in the course of the spring. Since that time, I have been concerned in the mill at New Salem. These circumstances are sufficient evidence, that I have not been very inattentive to the stages of the water.—The time at which we crossed the mill dam, being in the last days of April, the water was lower than it had been since the breaking of winter in February, or than it was for several weeks after. The principal difficulties we encountered in descending the river, were from the drifted timber, which obstructions all know is not difficult to be removed. Knowing almost precisely the height of water at that time, I believe I am safe in saying that it has as often been higher as lower since.

From this view of the subject, it appears that my calculations  with regard to the navigation of the Sangamo cannot be unfounded in reason; but whatever may be its natural advantages, certain it is, that it never can be practically useful to any great extent, without being greatly improved by art. The drifted timber, as I have before mentioned, is the most formidable barrier to this object. Of all parts of this river, none will require so much labor in proportion, to make it navigable, as the last thirty or thirty-five miles; and going with the meanderings of the channel, when we are this distance above its mouth, we are only between twelve and eighteen miles above Beardstown, in something near a straight direction; and this route is upon such low ground as to retain water in many places during the season, and in all parts such as to draw two-thirds or three-fourths of the river water at all high stages.

This route is upon prairie land the whole distance;—so that it appears to me, by removing the turf, a sufficient width and damming up the old channel, the whole river in a short time would wash its way through, thereby curtailing the distance, and increasing the velocity of the current very considerably, while there would be no timber upon the banks to obstruct its navigation in future; and being nearly straight, the timber which might float in at the head, would be apt to go clear through. There are also many places above this where the river, in its zig zag course, forms such complete peninsulas, as to be easier cut through at the necks than to remove the obstructions from the bends—which, if done, would also lessen the distance.

What the cost of this work would be, I am unable to say. It is probable, however, it would not be greater than is common to streams of the same length. Finally, I believe the improvement of the Sangamo river, to be vastly important and highly desirable to the people of this county; and if elected, any measure in the legislature having this for its object, which may appear judicious, will meet my approbation, and shall receive my support.

It appears that the practice of loaning money at exorbitant rates of interest, has already been opened as a field for discussion; so I suppose I may enter upon it without claiming the honor, or risking the danger, which may await its first explorer. It seems as though we are never to have an end to this baneful and corroding system, acting almost as prejudicial to the general interests of the community as a direct tax of several thousand dollars annually laid on each county, for the benefit of a few individuals only, unless there be a law made setting a limit to the rates of usury. A law for this purpose, I am of opinion, may be made without materially injuring any class of people. In cases of extreme necessity there could always be means found to cheat the law, while in all other cases it would have its intended effect. I would not favor the passage of a law upon this subject, which might be very easily evaded. Let it be such that the labor and difficulty of evading it, could only be justified in cases of the greatest necessity.

Upon the subject of education, not presuming to dictate any plan or system respecting it, I can only say that I view it as the most important subject which we as a people can be engaged in. That every man may receive at least, a moderate education, and thereby be enabled to read the histories of his own and other countries, by which he may duly appreciate the value of our free institutions, appears to be an object of vital importance, even on this account alone, to say nothing of the advantages and satisfaction to be derived from all being able to read the scriptures and other works, both of a religious and moral nature, for themselves. For my part, I desire to see the time when education, and by its means, morality, sobriety, enterprise and industry, shall become much more general than at present, and should be gratified to have it in my power to contribute something to the advancement of any measure which might have a tendency to accelerate the happy period.

With regard to existing laws, some alterations are thought to be necessary. Many respectable men have suggested that our estray laws—the law respecting the issuing of executions, the road law, and some others, are deficient in their present form, and require alterations. But considering the great probability that the framers of those laws were wiser than myself, I should prefer [not?] meddling with them, unless they were first attacked by others, in which case I should feel it both a privilege and a duty to take that stand, which in my view, might tend most to the advancement of justice.

But, Fellow-Citizens, I shall conclude.—Considering the great degree of modesty which should always attend youth, it is probable I have already been more presuming than becomes me. However, upon the subjects of which I have treated, I have spoken as I thought. I may be wrong in regard to any or all of them; but holding it a sound maxim, that it is better to be only sometimes right, than at all times wrong, so soon as I discover my opinions to be erroneous, I shall be ready to renounce them.

Every man is said to have his peculiar ambition. Whether it be true or not, I can say for one that I have no other so great as that of being truly esteemed of my fellow men, by rendering myself worthy of their esteem. How far I shall succeed in gratifying this ambition, is yet to be developed. I am young and unknown to many of you. I was born and have ever remained in the most humble walks of life. I have no wealthy or popular relations to recommend me. My case is thrown exclusively upon the independent voters of this county, and if elected they will have conferred a favor upon me, for which I shall be unremitting in my labors to compensate. But if the good people in their wisdom shall see fit to keep me in the back ground, I have been too familiar with disappointments to be very much chagrined.

Your friend and fellow-citizen,

A. Lincoln

New Salem, March 9, 1832.


Nicolay and Hay state that this piece was also printed as a political handbill. Although this may quite probably be true, the present editor has not been able to locate any other source than the Sangamo Journal. It seems likely that Nicolay and Hay also used this Journal text, for the deviations in their text from that of the Journal are generally in the nature of debatable “improvements” of diction such as they habitually undertook.


Lincoln’s discussion of laws governing usury (paragraph 8) has long been a matter for comment. A very sensible suggestion made hy H. B. Van Hoesen in The  Humor of Lincoln and the Seriousness of His Biographers is that Lincoln’s comments on “cases of extreme necessity” is ironical humor of the sort common in Lincoln’s speeches, but which is often missed in the printed word, where inflections of voice made it obvious to an audience. Recognizing the difficulty of controlling usury when individuals are resolved to exploit the needs of the borrower to the fullest extent, Lincoln indulges his sardonic realism by making ironical reference to the practical limitations which operate against legislating morality. Certainly Lincoln is not engaging in what is today known as “double-talk.” His final sentence in the paragraph makes clear his position, as well as his recognition that in some circumstances the law will be evaded.
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