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Advance Praise for 
To Make Men Free

“This is a highly intelligent, absorbing book that offers a window into the history of the Republican Party from its hopeful inception under Lincoln through its deserved failure under George W. Bush. Heather Cox Richardson defines three cycles of Republican principles as the party toggled between the meaning of the Declaration of Independence, which promised equality, and the Constitution, which protected private property. Touting the Constitution, Republicans tied themselves to business and rejected social welfare as socialism. These two principles were entwined in the recent Conservative Movement, bringing economic disaster and a chaotic and warlike foreign policy. Breaks under Theodore Roosevelt and Dwight Eisenhower, following Lincoln’s path, were fruitful but doomed respites. This book raises the question of whether Republicans deserve to survive as now constituted. It is essential reading in this election season and beyond.”

—Aida D. Donald, author of Lion in the White House: A Life of Theodore Roosevelt and Citizen Soldier: A Life of Harry S. Truman

“Heather Cox Richardson tells a great story, full of fascinating figures, of how the Republican Party has enjoyed extraordinary political success in a country full of poor people, while doing much to serve the rich. It’s a vital chapter in the history of American conservatism.”

—Eric Rauchway, Professor of History, University of California, Davis
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Introduction



In 1862, in the midst of the Civil War, Republican Justin Smith Morrill stood up in Congress to defend his party’s novel invention: an income tax. The government had the right to demand 99 percent of a man’s property, Morrill thundered. If the nation needed it, “the property of the people . . . belongs to the government.” The Republican Congress passed the income tax—as well as a spate of other taxes—and went on to create a strong national government. By the time the war ended three years later, the Republicans had fielded an army and navy of more than 2.5 million men; had invented national banking, currency, and taxation; had provided schools and homes for poor Americans; and had freed the country’s four million slaves.

A half century later, when corporations dominated the economy and their millionaire owners threw their weight into political contests, Republican Theodore Roosevelt fulminated against that “small class of enormously wealthy and economically powerful men, whose chief object is to hold and increase their power.” Insisting that America must break up this class in order to return to “an economic system under which each man shall be guaranteed the opportunity to show the best that there is in him,” Roosevelt called for government to regulate business, prohibit corporate funding of political campaigns, and impose income and inheritance taxes. He demanded a “square deal” for the American people.1

In the mid-twentieth century, Republican president Dwight Eisenhower reiterated the earlier Republican calls for economic opportunity and applied them on an international scale. Believing that economic inequality bred war and that in the nuclear age war threatened humanity itself, Eisenhower sought to prevent international conflict by raising standards of living everywhere. He recoiled from using American resources to build weapons alone, warning, “Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a theft from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed.” He called for government funding for schools, power plants, roads, and hospitals.2

At these crucial junctures in American history, Republicans have taken the stand that economic opportunity is central to the American ideal and that it is government’s responsibility to make it possible for everyone to rise. At other times, the Republicans have thrown their support behind America’s wealthiest men: Congress has passed laws that benefit businessmen—has even permitted businessmen to write legislation—and has blamed those who fell behind for their own poverty. While claiming to be championing “laissez-faire” government, Republicans and the policies they pursue have been anything but evenhanded; they have protected an increasingly small wealthy population at the expense of America’s majority.

Over the one hundred and sixty years of their history, Republicans have swung from one pole to another: sometimes they have been leftists, sometimes reactionaries. Today, once again, the Republican Party has positioned itself on the far right. How did the Republican Party—the party of Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, and Dwight D. Eisenhower—become the party of today?

The journey has not been straightforward.

 

Since its formation in the 1850s, the party has, in three different eras, swung from one end of the political spectrum to the other. In each of these cycles, Republicans have replayed the same pattern. In their progressive periods they have expanded the vote, regulated business, and raised taxes. As a result, wealth became widely distributed and the economy strong.

Yet each time the party has sponsored progressive legislation, it has sparked a backlash from within its own ranks. After Lincoln, and after Roosevelt and Eisenhower as well, Republican leaders gradually turned against their own reforms in favor of protecting the interests of the rich. Their argument was always that taxes redistribute wealth, interfering with the fundamental right to property. Adamant that hardworking white men not see their fortunes transferred to lazy African Americans and immigrants, they cut funding for education and social welfare programs. As Republican policy shifted, and the machinery of government was enlisted to promote big business, wealth moved upward. And each time—in 1893, in 1929, and most recently in 2008—these periods of reaction were followed by a devastating economic crash.

There is nothing at all random about the Republicans’ ideological shifts. They reflect the GOP’s ongoing renegotiation of the party’s—and the nation’s—central unresolved problem: the profound tension between America’s two fundamental beliefs, equality of opportunity and protection of property.

This tension has driven American political life since the nation’s earliest days. The Declaration of Independence promised citizens equal access to economic opportunity. This was the powerful principle for which poor men were willing to fight the American Revolution, but it was only a principle; it was never actually codified in law. When the Founding Fathers wrote the Constitution, the supreme law that established the American nation, they assumed that the country’s vast resources would ensure equality of opportunity. Worried instead about social stability, they enshrined in the Constitution another principle: that property rights must be protected.

In the economic, social, and political chaos of the Revolution and its aftermath, political leaders were much more concerned with putting out fires and hammering out plausible solutions to governing a raw country than they were with foreseeing problems that might arise in lands that were still unsettled. But western settlement became central to American life soon after the Constitution was ratified. As it did, Americans discovered that the principles of equality of opportunity and protection of property contradicted each other, and that that contradiction threatened American democracy itself.

 

During the American Revolution, Daniel Boone crossed the Appalachian Mountains to explore the land to the west of Virginia and returned with stories of “Kentucke,” a land abundant in natural resources. As soon as the war ended, Americans rushed to lay claim to the region’s riches. Once there, they quickly discovered that equality was not the inevitable result of economic freedom. Some men settled on better land than others; some had family money; some were just lucky, and quickly, those men accumulated more than others.

This rapid stratification of wealth revealed that the disparity between the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution made America’s new democracy inherently unstable. Along with their wealth, Kentucky’s landowners gained political power, which they used to secure legislation that promoted their interests at the expense of poorer settlers. They justified their actions with the Constitution’s mandate that property must be protected. Wealthy men came to control government by working with lawmakers who shared their values and influencing voters by buying the channels through which they got information. Gradually, the laws they put in place circumscribed other men’s ability to rise, and wealth moved upward. Equality of opportunity faltered.

As soon as national legislators saw what was happening in Kentucky, they tried to address the disparity between the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. In 1787, when the Articles of Confederation were still in force, the congress assembled under that document passed the Northwest Ordinance, which was designed to prevent wealthy men from dominating the new western lands. The measure outlawed both primogeniture and slavery, systems that the men who wrote the Northwest Ordinance—including Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of Independence—believed were instrumental in concentrating wealth. Over the next fifty years, as a handful of wealthy slave owners tightened a stranglehold on the South, it remained possible for poor men to rise in the northern lands protected by the Northwest Ordinance. By the 1850s, as the grandsons of America’s Founding Fathers came of age, the contrast between protection of property in the South and opportunity in the North was stark.

America’s 1848 acquisition of vast western lands from Mexico brought the two systems into conflict. Southern leaders insisted that the Constitution’s protection of property—including their property in slaves—was the nation’s fundamental principle, and they demanded the right to spread slavery to the new lands. But the struggles of Kentucky’s poor settlers had shown northerners that slavery was incompatible with economic opportunity, and they opposed its western spread. By 1854, when southern slaveholders, who made up about 1 percent of the population, came to control the White House, the Senate, and the Supreme Court, they pushed to establish their program as the law of the land. It began to seem as if America would abandon the promise of equality in favor of the protection of property.

Certainly slave owners expected this outcome. They explained that their leadership was God’s will; he had proved he favored them by making them richer than other Americans. According to these increasingly powerful men, society functioned best when workers with little intelligence and no aspirations simply did as they were told, producing food, clothing, housing, and all the other basic requirements of human society. Thanks to this hardworking majority, southern leaders, men at the forefront of civilization and refinement, could direct their attention to advancing human progress. The labor of those below freed them from the need to get their hands dirty. They proclaimed loudly that this system was the pinnacle of human achievement.

Their vehement defense of their way of life revealed slave owners’ uneasy awareness of just how unstable their system was. It depended on keeping those at the bottom of society from political power. If they were allowed to vote, slaveholders explained, they would demand a larger share of the wealth they were producing and would launch a revolution by “the quiet process of the ballot-box,” as one southern leader warned. Eventually, angry voters would to turn to leaders who promised to promote equality and pledged to level the economic playing field.3

It was this very scenario that inspired the creation of the Republican Party. Northern men who aspired to better themselves rejected the idea that they were part of a permanent underclass meant to serve the rich; they reiterated the promise of the Declaration of Independence that every man was created equal. They argued that national prosperity could grow only from a strong and broad base, not from the top down, and they insisted that the government must guarantee all men equal access to economic opportunity. Aware that these northern men threatened their political dominance, slave owners vilified them and tried to manipulate the political system, insisting that the nation teetered on the edge of revolution.

But northerners went on to organize the Republican Party to push back against the control of government by the wealthy slaveholders. We “are for both the man and the dollar; but in cases of conflict, the man before the dollar,” Abraham Lincoln explained. The Republicans, inspired by the need to guarantee that rich men would not dominate the government and take away economic opportunity for all, came together to take back the country.4

In 1860, the Republicans put Lincoln into the White House, and southerners promptly left the Union. Their absence opened the way for members of the new party to reshape the national government according to their principles. As they pivoted from one crisis to another to fund and fight the Civil War, they fundamentally changed the government, turning it from protecting the wealth of propertied men to promoting economic opportunity for everyone. In the 1860s, prodded by the needs of the Union cause, the Republican Party created a new, strong national government that worked to develop the economy from the bottom, educating young men and giving them land to farm. Finally, when the circumstances of the war permitted it, they tried to make America into a land where every man, regardless of race or background, could rise through hard work. They abolished slavery, then gave freedmen the vote to enable them to protect their own economic interests.

Civil War Republicans explicitly rejected the idea that they were enacting welfare legislation. Rather, they argued, it was a legitimate use of the government to expand economic growth that benefited everyone. Their arguments were popular, and their legislation won bipartisan support. The Founding Fathers had neglected to guard against the wealthy dominating government and subverting it to their own ends, but Lincoln’s Republican Party had addressed that omission by protecting the economic independence its members believed lay at the heart of American liberty. It seemed the nation had, at last, found a political system that would fulfill its original promise to promote widespread prosperity.

 

Almost as soon as the Civil War ended, the Republicans’ egalitarian vision came under attack. The war had required Americans to pay national taxes for the first time in history, and when government-funded programs helped ex-slaves and immigrant workers, opponents saw the very redistribution of wealth southern leaders had predicted. Eastern Republicans, whose industries flourished under the party’s economic policies, began to focus on protecting their interests rather than promoting opportunity. Within just a few years, they drove the party to embrace the ideas it had just fought a war to expunge. By the 1870s, more than thirty years before Russia’s Bolshevik Revolution, powerful Republicans were railing against the “socialism” and “communism” that might lead government to redistribute wealth to African Americans and immigrant workers through public works projects and social welfare legislation paid for with tax dollars. The party began to focus on defending the interests of big business, and money and power concentrated at the top of society. In the 1880s, voters turned to the Dem-ocrats, and the Republican Party took steps to restrict voting and jiggered the electoral system to stay in power. When their efforts failed and voters returned a Democratic government to power in 1892, Republican leaders predicted economic disaster, encouraged investors to shun the stock market, prompted a run on Treasury gold, and precipitated a national economic crash.

Within the span of about fifty years, the Republican Party had taken the nation to opposite extremes. In the 1860s, party leaders had launched an innovative drive to expand opportunity, but within a generation, the Republican effort to enable working men to rise had turned to the defense of property. Property was the heart of individualism, Republicans argued, and any effort to regulate business or to levy taxes was a direct attack on the American system. Unregulated capitalism meant that wealth concentrated at the very top of the economic ladder, consumption faltered, and an inevitable depression crashed down. Once the driving agents of economic security, Republicans had become engineers of economic disaster.

The tension between the commitment to equal opportunity and the quest to protect property created a vicious cycle. The country was in thrall to a pattern that would reoccur each time the party rededicated itself to its founding principles. It would become the central story of the Republican Party.

 

Just as Lincoln adapted the American vision of freedom to the challenges of westward expansion, Theodore Roosevelt and Dwight D. Eisenhower adapted it to the crises of their own eras: industrialization and international conflict. Lincoln, Roosevelt, and Eisenhower each believed that government must not privilege any specific economic interest, neither stacking the deck for the rich nor redistributing wealth to the poor. It should work to promote the interests of all hardworking Americans, the group that by the 1870s had come to be called the middle class. The vision of these three presidents, at critical moments, revived what was best about the Republican Party.

As Lincoln had done before him, Roosevelt recognized the danger of a system that forced increasing numbers of workers into poverty and concentrated wealth and power in the hands of a few. He came of age during the 1880s, the height of early American industrialization, when wealth was gathered in the hands of business owners, who built empires that rested on the labor of millions of unskilled urban workers. Opposing the industrialists’ iron control over government, Roosevelt turned back to the original Republican vision, adapting it to the particular moment in which he governed. He called for government regulation of business and promotion of education to guarantee a level playing field for all Americans. His actions forced national leaders again to take measures to protect economic freedom.

The backlash against this second expansion of the middle class was quick and dramatic, especially after the labor and racial unrest following World War I. Republicans accused workers and African Americans of plotting to bring the Bolshevik Revolution to America and demanded full-throated support for capitalism from all Americans. When the party resumed control of the government in the 1920s, its leaders slashed taxes and business regulation, insisting that a strong business sector would create wealth that would make everyone prosper. “The chief business of the American people,” said Republican president Calvin Coolidge, “is business.”5

As had been true thirty years before, wealth concentrated at the top of the economic scale and declining purchasing power among the majority of Americans destabilized the economy. When the 1929 crash wiped out disposable income, there were not enough consumers to fuel a recovery. Americans clamored for government aid, but President Herbert Hoover echoed the big business Republicans of the 1890s. He and members of his administration blamed greedy and lazy American workers for the crash and insisted that the government must not intervene in the economy: the only things that would spark a recovery were lower taxes and pay cuts for public employees. The Great Depression settled over the country.

The language and the pattern were familiar. They had been honed in the aftermath of the Civil War and provided a potent blueprint for the next decades of Republican leadership, although they had more to do with the habits of the Republican Party than they did with the reality of modern life.

At the end of World War II, the cycle began again. Dwight Eisenhower renewed the Republican effort to expand the middle class and adapted that effort to the modern era. Facing the challenge of leading a superpower in a bitterly divided nuclear world, Eisenhower fervently believed that America must promote widespread economic prosperity across the globe to prevent the political extremism that sparked wars.

Like Lincoln and Roosevelt before him, Eisenhower revived the classic Republican view of government and set out to use it to guarantee American freedom in the postwar world. Under his direction, the middle class expanded, and the country thrived. But once again, a racist and anti-immigrant backlash in the 1960s and 1970s tied the party firmly to big business in the next decade. In an uncanny echo of the ideas of the 1890s and the 1920s, Republican economists embraced the old idea that deregulation and unfettered capitalism would create wealth that would trickle down to everyone in society. It took until the new millennium, but once again the government’s aggressive promotion of big business led to wealth stratification and, inevitably, in October 2008, economic collapse.

Three great presidents, Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, and Dwight D. Eisenhower, advanced a new, progressive vision of America, only to have their vision come under attack from forces within their own party. In each era, opponents of government activism used racism, xenophobia, and antitax rhetoric to destroy Republican programs designed to advance economic opportunity. Party leaders then tied the party to big business, abandoning entrepreneurs and small businessmen as well as rising workers. Wealth moved to the top echelons of society, until, in each era, a crash destroyed the economy.

The Republican Party repeatedly has swung from being the party of the middle class to the party of the rich, following pathways laid down during the peculiar years of the Civil War and its aftermath. It is impossible to understand the crossroads at which the Republicans stand today without understanding how this pattern, established in the late nineteenth century, would go on to repeat itself, first during the era of Theodore Roosevelt, then during the era of Dwight Eisenhower.

But the history of the Republican Party does more than simply show the trajectory of a political party. It explains why, since the Civil War, the nation has swung between progressivism and reaction, and why government efforts to level the economic playing field between individuals and corporations have been first embraced and then later attacked as “communism.” These swings expose the tensions inherent in America’s peculiar brand of government: how can a democracy promote individual economic opportunity at the same time it protects property?










1


The West as a Land of Promise



The story of the Republican Party starts in the late eighteenth century, in what was then the American West. Immediately after the Revolutionary War, Americans in Kentucky saw firsthand that the Constitution had a flaw that undercut the equality promised in the Declaration of Independence. The nation’s fundamental law had not provided any way to prevent the wealthy from taking over the government and using it for their own benefit. One of the families that suffered profoundly from this omission was that of the man who would come to define the Republican Party: Abraham Lincoln.

In 1831, when he was twenty-two, Abraham Lincoln packed his few belongings and left his father’s home. He set out on his own, traveling west to the wild Sangamo Country in the southwest part of the Illinois frontier, where settlers were slicing furrows through the purple and white and golden wildflowers that bent in the endless winds, carving out rough farms from the deep grass prairies. In Sangamo Country, families lived in rough cabins made of chinked logs, cooked corn and small game over open fires, and made do with whatever furniture they could knock together. They built small towns with gristmills, dry goods stores, and whiskey sellers, working their way up to economic security in a raw land.1

Lincoln’s 1831 journey was part of America’s dramatic nineteenth-century westward expansion. Decades earlier, as ragged soldiers were fighting the American Revolution, Daniel Boone had crossed the Appalachian Mountains to explore the land on the other side. The story of his travels appeared in 1784, a year after the Revolution ended, and it established for Americans what the West would mean for the new nation. Boone’s West was a paradise. The soil was rich for farming, sparkling rivers could power mills, and there were prime animals fattened for hunters. It was a place where even an impoverished wanderer like Boone could prosper “in peace and safety, enjoying the sweets of liberty, and the bounties of Providence.” Boone described the people who trekked across the mountains after him as ideal Americans, polite and hospitable, and so eager for education that they immediately set up schools. Boone’s West was the heart of America, where every man could rise and build a thriving, educated community.2

Boone’s distant relative Abraham Lincoln, grandfather of the future president, heard Boone’s stories about the West. Lincoln sold a large parcel of land in his home state of Virginia and bought at least sixteen hundred acres in Kentucky. Then he joined the migrants leaving the settled states, bringing his wife and five children across the mountains to the new land. With the help of his three sons—Mordecai, Josiah, and Thomas—he cleared trees and brush to plant fields. Quickly, he accumulated property: by 1785, he owned more than five thousand acres.3

But this rich land was not unoccupied, and its inhabitants did not want new neighbors. In 1786, while the Lincoln men were working in one of their clearings, Indians attacked. They killed Abraham as Mordecai ran for a gun and Josiah ran for help. Eight-year-old Thomas stayed with his father. He was still beside his father’s body when Mordecai, hastening back, shot an Indian coming toward the boy, a story that would grow over the years until it was one of the few things Thomas would pass on to his own son.4

His boys’ lives after Lincoln’s death revealed a political flaw in the idea that the West was a land of opportunity for everyone. The elder Lincoln had done well in Kentucky, but his sons would not share his fortune. Kentucky lands were still part of Virginia, and Virginia’s primogeniture laws were in force there. Thus Abraham’s eldest son, Mordecai, inherited all of his father’s property. Mordecai became a wealthy Kentucky planter who bred racehorses, but his younger brothers, Josiah and Thomas, fell into poverty. Forced to work as a day laborer, Thomas, and presumably Josiah, never learned to read.5

Thomas worked hard as a farmer and occasionally as a carpenter to make up some of the ground the primogeniture laws had taken from him. Eventually, he bought his own farm. In 1806, he married Nancy Hanks, a young woman from a similarly rising family, and the two began to put down roots. They lived in a log cabin with a dirt floor and a single window, but they had a feather bed with a woven coverlet, a loom, and a spinning wheel, and Thomas was elected to minor positions in the community. In 1807, a daughter, Sarah, joined their household. Thomas Lincoln moved his wife and daughter to a new farm in Hardin County, Kentucky, in 1809. On February 12 of that year, Nancy and Thomas Lincoln welcomed their first son, naming him Abraham, after Thomas’s dead father. It seemed to the Lincolns and their neighbors, who shared corn shuckings and barn raisings, that their hard work might be able to turn the West into the world of prosperity that Boone had promised.6

But by the time young Abraham was six, it was becoming clear to Thomas that his work had been in vain. Kentucky permitted slavery, and planters began to buy up great swaths of its rich land, on which they worked their gangs of slaves. The price of land rose, putting pressure on small farmers like Lincoln, who could afford only poorer and poorer fields. Worse still, the land in what was by now the new state of Kentucky had not been carefully surveyed. It seemed that no one, including Thomas Lincoln, had a clear deed to his property. Fights over land ownership flooded the courts, but only wealthy planters had enough money to hire lawyers to establish their deeds. Finally, unable to defend the title to his property, Thomas Lincoln had to leave Kentucky.7

The Declaration of Independence had stated that all men were created equal, and the American Revolution had promised to make men independent, but the Founding Fathers had not guarded against the power of wealthy men to control the machinery of government for their own benefit. This omission haunted men like Thomas Lincoln.

 

In 1816, Lincoln took his family across the Ohio River to what would become the free state of Indiana. This Territory had been organized under the Northwest Ordinance, a law passed by Congress in 1787 under the Articles of Confederation shortly after Kentucky’s political problems became obvious. The Northwest Ordinance was based on an earlier measure drafted by Thomas Jefferson, the primary author of the Declaration of Independence, and was designed to prevent the control of the West by an economic elite. It prohibited both primogeniture and slavery in the new western lands north of the Ohio River. Congress expected these prohibitions to prevent the development of a class of wealthy men who could monopolize resources and take over the government. Thus the measure would, in theory, preserve American independence and upward mobility for all.

Thomas Lincoln certainly hoped so. He moved his family to a free state not because he hated slavery on moral grounds—although he did—but because slavery fed an oligarchy that was the antithesis of American independence. Only in a free state would he be free from slave owners, who seemed able to manipulate the machinery of government so that it worked only for them. In Indiana, where the government did not favor a very wealthy class, he could hope to rise to prosperity.

But Thomas Lincoln never managed to get his feet under him after moving to Indiana. Just as he and nine-year-old Abraham began the back-breaking work of clearing the unbroken forest for planting, Nancy Hanks Lincoln died, leaving eleven-year-old Sarah to keep house for her father, her brother, and her teenaged cousin Dennis Hanks. Thomas remarried quickly, bringing Sarah Bush Johnston and her three children from Kentucky to Indiana, but he was too old and broken to rebuild. In 1830, he gave up on Indiana and moved to Illinois to start again.8

Young Abraham found the work of hacking a farm out of wilderness dull and exhausting. The young man wanted to think, to read and write, but his aging father needed his muscle, and Abraham sowed seed, hoed fields, grubbed roots, cut trees, made fences, and harvested crops both at home and for farmers to whom his father hired him out for wages that legally belonged to Thomas. The young Lincoln disdained his father’s apparent disregard for learning and lack of ambition. He had every intention of making the dream of western prosperity mean more for him than chopping weeds in the hot sun.9

In 1831, finally an adult, Abraham Lincoln set out to make his mark in the world, as did thousands of other young men in this dynamic era. But making it on his own wasn’t much easier for the young Lincoln than it had been for his father. He settled in the town of New Salem, a village of about a hundred people on a bluff above the Sangamon River, where he failed as a storekeeper, then cobbled together various jobs, eking out a living splitting rails and making deliveries. Government appointments—as a postmaster and surveyor—kept him afloat and made him well known. In 1834, voters elected him to the state legislature.10

Elected office gave Lincoln the time and confidence to start studying law. When his term in the legislature was up he moved to Springfield, the new state capital, where he formed a law partnership first with a prominent lawyer, John T. Stuart, and then, when Stuart went to Congress, with politician and circuit court judge Stephen T. Logan. By 1844, Lincoln’s practice was lucrative enough to enable him to start his own firm. Two years later, after he had made his name riding the circuit around the state to try cases in local courthouses, he was elected to the US House of Representatives.11

Lincoln had risen to become a man of substance. After much hemming and hawing, in 1842 he had married Mary Todd, a well-connected and politically astute woman who also hailed from Kentucky, and they started a family that eventually included four sons. By 1844, the Lincolns lived in their own small but substantial home, valued at twelve hundred dollars.12

As a boy grubbing roots in Indiana, Lincoln had dreamed of a comfortable future that included having enough to eat, a home, and work that employed his considerable brain rather than just his considerable brawn. That dream, it seemed, had finally come true. Lincoln, like young men around him who had hoisted themselves from work shirts and log cabins into frock coats and frame houses, believed America was a land where a fellow could become anything he wanted, if only he worked hard enough.

 

Then, in 1854, that freedom to rise came under sudden and dramatic attack. After passage of the Missouri Compromise in 1820, slavery had been prohibited in the fertile western plains above the southern border of Missouri, the lands that would eventually become the states of Kansas, Colorado, Nebraska, Wyoming, Montana, South Dakota, and North Dakota. In 1854, a Democratic senator from Illinois, Stephen A. Douglas, proposed the Kansas-Nebraska Act, a measure that threatened to overturn the Missouri Compromise and open these millions of rich acres to slavery.

Men across the North recoiled from this attempt to inject slavery into land that had been free for more than thirty years. The first to take a stand against it were abolitionists, who opposed slavery everywhere, but although vocal, they were always a minority of the northern population. Many dismissed them as crackpots, and many more found their leaders insufferably self-righteous radicals, even if their hearts seemed to be in the right place.13

Then Horace Greeley, the abolitionist editor of the terrifically influential New York Tribune, expanded the struggle against the proposed Kansas-Nebraska measure beyond abolitionist circles by using an abolitionist concept to reframe the bill as an economic and political threat to white men. By the 1850s, the South was America’s richest region by far, and its society was dominated by about 1 percent of its population. A very few large planters, who controlled more than 90 percent of the South’s wealth and owned more than half its slaves, swayed southern politics. Abolitionists had developed the idea that this “Slave Power” was determined to dominate America by taking over the government; Greeley insisted that the Kansas-Nebraska proposal proved that the Slave Power had succeeded. The problem with the measure, he explained, was not that it would hurt slaves (although obviously it would). The problem was that it would close off the West for free white workers, who could never compete with rich slave owners. What southerners wanted, he wrote, was to control the government in order to push their economic system over the entire continent. According to Greeley, a Slave Power threatened to subvert American equality.14

Greeley’s argument signaled that the issue of slavery would eventually sever the nation’s major parties along regional lines. Greeley adhered to the Whig Party, whose members tended to be entrepreneurs and professionals who wanted the government to develop the economy by dredging rivers and clearing harbors, building a road across the new states of the Northwest, and raising tariffs to protect domestic industries. Douglas’s Democratic Party, in contrast, served the wealthy southerners who demanded that the government stay small so that it could never meddle in their affairs. The two parties could stitch their northern and southern constituencies together only so long as their policies were nationally oriented and slavery remained a local institution that did not impinge on the lives of northerners.

But the Kansas-Nebraska Act convinced northerners that slavery directly threatened their society. Greeley’s argument made good sense to men like Lincoln. Why wouldn’t rich southerners try to take over the whole country, just as they had taken over Kentucky? Once established in the West, wealthy slave owners would monopolize the region’s resources at the expense of small farmers and influence state governments to pass laws that enabled them to stay in control. America would become an oligarchy.

With northerners convinced that they were under attack by a southern Slave Power, passage of the Kansas-Nebraska bill fueled one of the nation’s most important political realignments: the formation of the Republican Party. After Douglas introduced the Kansas-Nebraska Bill in Congress, angry northerners had begun threatening to toss out the old, corrupt parties that seemed increasingly subservient to the Slave Power and talked of creating a new political party dedicated to preserving economic opportunity. When Congress passed the measure on May 8, 1854, it seemed they had little choice. The Kansas-Nebraska Act “took us by surprise—astounded us,” Lincoln later recalled. “We were thunderstruck and stunned; and we reeled and fell in utter confusion.” Northerners had lived their adult lives confident that the West would remain open for people like them—poor but hardworking, ambitious young men—to rise. Suddenly that promise was broken.15

On May 9, the morning after Congress had passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Maine congressman Israel Washburn invited about thirty antislavery representatives to meet at the rooms of his friends, Massachusetts representatives Thomas D. Eliot and Edward Dickinson (whose talented daughter Emily was already writing poetry), in Mrs. Crutchett’s select boardinghouse at the northwest corner of Sixth and D Streets in Washington. The men who called the meeting were northern Whigs, and the men who came to it entered the elegant room as members of a variety of political parties, but they all left committed to a new northern organization that would stand against the spread of slavery into the West. They called themselves “Republicans,” hoping to invoke Thomas Jefferson—who had called his own political party Republican—and recall the principles of the Declaration of Independence.16

With the defection of so many prominent men from their old party affiliations to a new organization, Horace Greeley decided to cast his lot with the Republicans. In an editorial in his New York Tribune, he called for an end to “party names and party shackles” and urged northerners to come together to resist the extension of slavery and to stand firm against rich slave owners. With the conversion of Greeley, the Republicans won a powerful new voice. They had also begun the process of enlisting influential newspaper editors and rhetoricians in their behalf, a tactic that would help to make the Republican Party the key player in American politics for the next century and beyond.17

Momentum built for northerners to join the new political movement dedicated to opposing the spread of slavery into the West. Men came together in anti-Nebraska meetings and paraded through towns to protest the bill; women made anti-Nebraska flags. Conventions across the North called upon all free men to fight together “for the first principles of Republican Government and against the schemes of aristocracy, the most revolting and oppressive with which the earth was ever cursed or man debased.” Stephen Douglas joked that he was so unpopular he could have traveled from Boston to Chicago by the light of his own burning effigies.18

That summer, Abraham Lincoln was arguing the biggest case of his legal career and remained aloof from Republicans, although he shared their anti-Nebraska sentiments. But in the fall, he began to articulate a new political ideology that aligned with the new party. In October, before an audience in Springfield, Illinois, Lincoln asserted that the Declaration of Independence rather than the Constitution embodied America’s fundamental principle: equality. He explained that the Founding Fathers had prohibited slavery in the West with the Northwest Ordinance, and he reminded listeners that Thomas Jefferson himself had sponsored that law. Opposition to the extension of slavery was thus a bedrock American principle, even if the Constitution’s protection of property bolstered the institution where it already existed. Those trying to confine slavery to the South, Lincoln maintained, were on the side of America’s political angels.19

In the midterm election of 1854, northerners decimated the ranks of congressmen who had voted for the Kansas-Nebraska Act. There were 142 northern seats in the House of Representatives; voters put “anti-Nebraska” congressmen in 120 of them. Anti-Nebraska coalitions elected 11 senators and swept Democrats out of state legislatures across the North. Almost immediately, anti-Nebraska forces in Illinois began plotting to get the new Illinois legislature to elect Lincoln to the US Senate (for in the nineteenth century, state legislatures still chose the state’s senators). They failed—barely—to pull the different factions together behind Lincoln, but it was clear that he would be a major force in Illinois politics in the future.20

Lincoln retreated back to his law practice, but like everyone else in the North, he could not ignore the dramatic events of 1854. It seemed that a Slave Power was bent on taking over the nation and only a new political organization could stop it.21

 

The events of the next few years would convince northerners that their fears about the Slave Power were prescient. Between 1855 and 1858, proslavery men tried to subvert democracy in Kansas, beat a senator almost to death on the floor of Congress, and took away Congress’s power to legislate over slavery in the West. Each of these events had a different catalyst, but Republicans saw them as proof that a cabal was taking control of the nation. In 1858 Lincoln would tie them together in his famous House Divided speech, clearly defining the Republican fear that America was under deliberate siege.

The first scene of the drama was set in the new Kansas Territory, which had been carved out of the West by the Kansas-Nebraska Act. That law established that voters were to decide the status of slavery in Kansas Territory, but Congress had not spelled out how or when that would happen. The disastrous result of that omission was that proslavery and antislavery factions essentially went to war. Over the course of summer 1856, guerrilla warfare in Kansas caused about two hundred deaths and destroyed around two million dollars in property.22

Republicans interpreted the bloody events in the new Territory as part of a larger attempt to pervert democracy. Who would determine the future of Kansas: the antislavery settlers, who made up the majority, or a proslavery faction that had grabbed power through violence and fraud and set up a draconian proslavery government? It seemed the latter. Republican newspapers, led by the New York Tribune and the Chicago Tribune, published stories of an antislavery minister tarred and feathered and sent down a river on a raft, arbitrary arrests of free-state men, election fraud, and finally rumors that the government was planning to try all free-state men for treason in front of proslavery judges and juries. But the Democratic president, Franklin Pierce, sided with the proslavery faction and declared that antislavery men were outlaws.23

The conflagration burned back to the East, where the fight over Kansas engulfed Congress. In mid-May, proslavery Democrats denounced the free-state men as rebels, and free-state men demanded an investigation into Kansas election fraud and violence. In the midst of the furor, abolitionist senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts delivered a speech that, far from settling the problem, triggered an attack that added fuel to the fire.

Sumner’s speeches were widely read, widely reprinted, and widely influential. They were larded with foreign-language quotations and erudite references, but they were also incendiary and full of extreme accusations and language that was barely on the right side of respectability. His 1856 speech “The Crime Against Kansas” compared the political struggle in Kansas to the rape of a virgin slave girl by her master. If that wasn’t edgy enough for the Senate floor, Sumner lingered over a long, lurid description of elderly South Carolina senator Andrew Pickens Butler dallying with his “mistress,” the “harlot” slavery, and threatening to take his state out of the Union if everyone did not share his infatuation with her. To serve their “madness for Slavery,” Sumner claimed, men like Butler had bought up the press, lawyers, judges, and even the president, all of whom did their bidding. The Slave Power was trying to force slavery on the unwilling settlers of Kansas; an oligarchy was trying to deprive American citizens of their rights.24

Sumner’s speech was so shocking that even committed Republicans distanced themselves from it, and from him. Then, suddenly and dramatically, a southerner seemed to demonstrate that the senator from Massachusetts was terribly right.25

On May 22, two days after Sumner finished speaking, a representative from South Carolina came up behind him as he sat writing at his desk during a recess and beat him unconscious with a heavy walking stick. The attacker, Preston Brooks, was Senator Butler’s cousin, and he was infuriated by Sumner’s verbal assault on the elderly man and his characterization of the South. As southern senators looked on, Brooks rained blows on Sumner until his weapon broke. The senator was left sprawled on the floor, badly bruised and soaked in blood from two bone-deep slashes on his head.26

Sumner might be annoying, and he might espouse the abolitionist cause many found distasteful, but he was an elected senator speaking for his constituents on the floor of the Senate. That he should be beaten almost to death for his words while southern senators stood by and watched seemed to demonstrate the truth of his position. The Slave Power threatened the right of white northerners to be represented in their government. Its adherents were willing to go to any extreme—even kill an elected senator—in order to push their agenda. Across the North, mass meetings condemned the attack “not only as a cowardly assault upon a defenceless man,” as one supporter wrote to Sumner, “but as a crime against the right of free speech and the dignity of a free state.”27

Increasingly, men turned toward the new political party that promised to stand up to the Slave Power. Abraham Lincoln was one of them. Although he had continued to speak against the spread of slavery after the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Lincoln had been unwilling to abandon the established Whig Party for the new coalition. Finally, in late May 1856, he left the Whigs and cast his lot with the Illinois Republicans. In recognition of his growing influence, they asked him to give the final speech of their convention. Embracing the theme of the hour, he called for everyone to stand against the influence of the Slave Power.28

Opposition to the Slave Power was the dominant theme of the 1856 presidential election. Republicans nominated a prominent western adventurer, John C. Frémont, on a platform that opposed the extension of slavery into the West. Another new party, the Know-Nothings, whose signature issue was opposition to foreigners and Catholics, nominated Millard Fillmore, the last Whig president, on a platform that opposed both slavery and immigration. Even the Democrats nodded to popular fear of a Slave Power conspiracy by nominating for president the bland Pennsylvania Democrat James Buchanan; he had been out of the country for several years as minister to Britain, giving him apparent distance from any southern cabal.

Although politicians of all parties were talking about the Slave Power, the election revealed that the country had not yet fully realigned over the slavery question. The Democrats had enough national support to put Buchanan into the White House, and the Whigs could bring southern votes to Fillmore, but Republicans ran strong for a brand new party. Their candidate won only about a half a million fewer votes than Buchanan, out of a total of about four million votes cast. Ominously for Democrats, Frémont and Fillmore together polled four hundred thousand more votes than Buchanan.29

People had voted for Buchanan in the hope that he would calm the sectional tension, but instead he fed the growing crisis by giving Republicans more proof that the Slave Power was taking over the government. In his inaugural address, Buchanan noted that the Supreme Court would soon calm the situation in Kansas by deciding a case that had sat before it for a year, a case that would establish when a Territory could decide the slavery question. “To their decision, in common with all good citizens, I shall cheerfully submit, whatever this may be,” Buchanan announced.30

Only days later, the Supreme Court handed down the Dred Scott decision. Among other things, this decision established that Congress had no power to stop slavery from spreading into any western Territory. To outraged northerners, it looked like a setup. Demo-crats with deep southern ties dominated the Court, and they had delayed the decision until after the presidential election to keep from alarming northern voters.

For the decision certainly alarmed them. The Court had declared the Missouri Compromise, a law northerners held sacrosanct, unconstitutional. And, perhaps most galling, the decision appeared to prove that Buchanan already knew of its outcome when he spoke so approvingly of it at his inauguration. Northerners howled. Newspaper editors poured vitriol on the decision. The acerbic Horace Greeley put it best when, the day after the decision came down, he announced that it was “entitled to just so much moral weight as would be the judgment of a majority of those congregated in any Washington bar-room.”31

In June, the Illinois Republican Party nominated Lincoln to run for Douglas’s Senate seat in the 1858 election. Lincoln accepted in a speech history knows as the House Divided speech, which painted in everyday images the conspiracy to turn the nation over to slave owners. In Lincoln’s formulation, Stephen, Franklin, Roger, and James—Stephen Douglas, who had written the Kansas-Nebraska Act; former President Franklin Pierce, who had presided over its passage; Chief Justice Roger Taney, who had recently declared that Congress had no authority to prohibit slavery in the West; and President James Buchanan, who threw his weight behind the Taney court—were all building a house that Lincoln used to symbolize the nation. When they were through, Lincoln warned, Americans would find that the carpenters had fitted slavery into every beam and nail in the framing. Slavery would be integral to every part of the nation: the South, the West, and, eventually, the North.32

In July, a concerned Douglas returned to Illinois to rebut Lincoln, and for the next three months the two men battled over the extension of slavery. Douglas insisted that self-determination was the true genius of American democracy and that the question of slavery must fall to western settlers themselves. African Americans had no inherent rights, according to Douglas: “This government of ours . . . was made by the white man, for the benefit of the white man, to be administered by white men.” Lincoln stood firm on the Declaration of Independence. He warned that if Americans started to make exceptions to the principle of equality, there was no obvious place to stop. “If one man says it does not mean a negro, why not another say it does not mean some other man?” As the two men debated their positions across Illinois, Lincoln suggested that Douglas and the Democrats were bankrolled by rich slave owners working to destroy America. Poor Republicans, though, had “to fight this battle upon principle, and upon principle alone.” Although Lincoln lost to Douglas in 1858, his principles continued to gain momentum.33

 

But what were those principles? Republicans had made it clear exactly what they stood against, but they had not yet explained what they stood for. Finally, in 1859, responding to a speech South Carolina Democrat James Henry Hammond had delivered in the Senate, Lincoln articulated a Republican vision for America. In their speeches, these men laid out two dramatically different visions of America, visions that had contended since the nation’s earliest days and whose defenders would continue to struggle for supremacy for the rest of the nineteenth century and the twentieth—and into the twenty-first.

In March 1858, on the floor of the Senate, James Henry Hammond gave a speech that laid out the worldview of southern slave owners. Hammond was a perfect foil for Republicans. He was a wealthy and well-connected slave owner with predatory sexual appetites, which ruined the lives of his white nieces as well as those of his slaves. His sense of mastery was unparalleled.34

Hammond described an America that sounded a lot like an oligarchy. When things were ordered correctly, he explained, the bottom of society was made up of drudges: stupid, unskilled workers who were strong, docile, and loyal to their betters. He called these workers “mudsills,” a reference to the timbers of a building that were driven into the ground to support the loftier structure above. Members of this mudsill class would never rise. They were too stupid, for one thing, and they were happy where they were. On this mudsill, according to Hammond, rested higher civilization—those gentlemen who led “progress, civilization, and refinement,” men like him. It was right for southern slave owners to control the country, he said, because they were the wealthiest men in the nation, proving that they alone had figured out a true system of political economy.

The southern system was the only safe one, Hammond explained. Members of the mudsill must have no say in government, for if they did, they would demand a redistribution of wealth. So long as they had no political power, their stupidity—and cupidity—could never challenge the system that Hammond insisted worked so well. The North, he warned, used white men as its mudsill and thus courted disaster. Northern workers had a terrible potential to destroy society because, unlike black slaves, they could vote. Indeed, they made up the majority. If they worked together, “Where would you be?” he asked. The government would be overthrown and property redistributed.

Hammond didn’t worry about the apparent discrepancy between the concept of American democracy and his insistence that the upper class should rule. He believed that the idea of self-government was never intended to be more than a general principle. Regular people should not be “annoyed with the cares of Government.” Their role was only to elect one or another set of leaders, and these leaders would make all the decisions. Even then, he believed, Congress could actually do very little. No matter what a majority of the people might want—or how big that majority was—Congress could not do anything unless it was explicitly enumerated in the Constitution. According to Hammond, the nation was frozen into a state that favored a wealthy elite.35

Men like Hammond—slave owners with more than fifty slaves who made up the planter class—spoke authoritatively for the South. But most southern whites were much poorer than those at the top of society. They tended their own farms with the help of their wives and children and, if they were lucky, a slave or two. And yet, a complicated mix of racial and class ideas made white southerners buy in to Hammond’s vision. So long as they thought they could rise in America, and so long as slavery maintained a clear line between themselves and the African Americans alongside whom they lived and worked, southern whites shared an interest in maintaining the institution. In the antebellum years, southern thinkers had bolstered this racial line with religious and cultural arguments that bound white southerners more and more tightly to the slave system. Ministers defended the religious purity of slavery to their congregations; in turn, southern whites had come to believe that the culture slavery supported was the only true American way. By the time Hammond spoke in 1858, most white southerners believed profoundly in the sanctity of a slave system that served only the very top 1 percent of families in the American South.36

But northerners like Abraham Lincoln disagreed. Hammond’s vision of an American society divided between the dim drudges and the rich and powerful was not only deeply troubling to them, it was also profoundly insulting. Lincoln had grown up in uneducated poverty and had, himself, sweated in the dirt and heat of the fields. He had, though, set out as a young man, moving to the river bluffs of the Illinois frontier to better himself. He had worked hard as a hired hand and as a clerk and had studied passionately to make up for his lack of opportunity. Was it really true, as Hammond suggested, that he was stupid and content to serve others for a pittance his whole life? Was it true that he was dull timber on which his betters should rest?

The idea was ludicrous.

In September 1859, Lincoln spoke at the Wisconsin Agricultural Fair, held at Milwaukee’s fairgrounds, and used the opportunity to reply to Hammond’s argument by articulating a new theory of political economy. With successful farmers at the fair prodding their prize cattle around dusty animal rings and exhibiting the vegetables they had coaxed out of the earth, Lincoln denied that men were bound forever to the station in which they were born. Instead, he outlined a worldview that would stand against that of Hammond’s to become the heart of the fledgling Republican Party.37

Lincoln ridiculed the idea that the wealthy should control society. That canard had the equation backward, he explained. Laborers, not rich men, created wealth. In the nineteenth century most Americans worked directly on the land or water. Men like Lincoln saw farmers wrestling wheat and potatoes out of the ground with harrows and hoes; fishermen fighting the seas to reach rich shoals and fill their holds with cod; miners swinging picks to uncover gold; lumberjacks ripping saws through forests to make lumber. They saw the individual worker as the fundamental element in a healthy economy. Labor, they believed, created value by turning natural resources—earth, fish, gold, trees—into something a worker could sell.

From the idea that labor created value came a number of other principles. First of all, Republicans believed that anyone willing to work could rise to economic prosperity. A man’s ability to work was his money in the bank, in effect, and there was no excuse for an able-bodied man or his family to live in poverty. A good God would not have created a world in which man’s inevitable fate was to suffer from want. Instead, the Almighty had created a world in which there were plenty of resources for everyone. So long as men were willing to work, the world had unlimited plenty.

Everyone in this sort of economy shared the same interests. The way a healthy American society operated, Lincoln told the Milwaukee farmers, was that “the prudent, penniless beginner in the world, labors for wages awhile, saves a surplus with which to buy tools or land, for himself; then labors on his own account another while, and at length hires another new beginner to help him.” What was good for the individual worker was, ultimately, good for everyone. There was no conflict between labor and capital; capital was simply “pre-exerted labor.” Except for a few unproductive financiers and those who wasted their wealth on luxuries, everyone was part of the same harmonious economic system.

This harmony depended on the protection of property and the right of every man to accumulate as much as he could. The chance to become wealthy would motivate a man to work hard, but fear that government policies might endanger his hard-earned wealth would dim his enthusiasm for labor. Then, too, if property were not safe, those who had already accumulated capital would send it overseas, depriving other men of the chance to rise. The nation, and the men in it, would stop getting richer.

For all their defense of private property, though, men like Lincoln adamantly opposed great accumulations of wealth. Rich men who sought to monopolize land, money, or the means of production were undermining the natural harmony of economic interests and endangering the entire country. If a few people came to dominate money or resources, rising laborers would be forced to work for them forever or, at best, would have to pay exorbitant prices for the land they needed to become independent. That was what had happened in Kentucky, and what men like Lincoln worried would happen across the nation if the Slave Power had its way.

A key way to guarantee economic independence, Lincoln told the Milwaukee audience, was to promote education. A man’s brain guided, directed, and protected his labor, so every mind must be cultivated and improved to help men rise. Those who believed workers were the mudsill of society wanted their workers to have strong backs and weak minds. To this, Lincoln responded, “Free Labor says ‘no!’” Only universal education could prevent oppression of hardworking men, he said, whether from “crowned-kings, money-kings, [or] land-kings.”

Hammond and men like him rested their politics on the Constitution’s protection of property and their worldview on the idea that workers and employers constantly competed for primacy. But Lincoln looked back to the ideas of equality outlined in the Declaration of Independence to envision a new and prosperous future. All men were included in the Declaration of Independence, he insisted, and what was good for individuals was good for society. Now that Americans had the good fortune to be able to create new communities in the West, it was imperative that they honor the principle of equality of opportunity for every man. Only the exclusion of slavery from the new western lands would enable every man—white as well as black—to rise.38

Although he did not talk about it in Milwaukee, Lincoln had also given significant thought to Hammond’s argument that Congress was so bound by constitutional limits that it could not respond to the popular will for new initiatives. To Lincoln, this simply made no sense. He had watched New Salem die because the settlers there—willing workers, eager to bring prosperity to their region—did not have the resources to dredge the Sangamon River to increase their river trade. To say that the government could not engage in the sort of economic development that would have saved New Salem would leave much of the nation mired in poverty, all for lack of a small investment that could clear the way for enterprising young men to get to work. Lincoln believed that the government must respond to popular desire for it to do work that was too big for individuals.39

This conviction meant that Lincoln’s approach to governing was profoundly different from that of antebellum Democrats. He believed that government should be “nonpartisan,” acting in the interests of all citizens, rather than catering to the voters of whichever party was in power. Political contests enabled different interests to hash out policies acceptable to the majority of voters. In contrast, Democrats saw politics not as a forum for developing policy but as the battleground for parties. By the 1850s, they held onto national power not through policy so much as through attacks on their opponents and through the “spoils system”—for to the victor go the spoils—in which the party that won an election used the government to advance its own interests. Party leaders distributed government jobs to supporters in a system known as patronage. Although this seemed like a crass system of payoffs to its opponents, Democrats argued that the only way a nation could command the allegiance of its citizens was to tie them to the government though the machinery of politics. Lincoln’s emphasis on nonpartisanship meant that the Republicans would have a vision of the interests of the nation as a whole and a language to promote that vision, which Democrats, with their focus on opposition and inactivity, did not.40

By 1859, Lincoln had brought together these two important concepts in a worldview that would soon become that of the Republican Party. His concern about the growing power of slave owners in the 1850s had convinced him that, rather than privileging an economic elite, the government must leave the economic playing field free for hardworking individuals to rise. By 1859, the idea of a level playing field had combined with his conception of nonpartisan politics to suggest that “equality” might mean something more active than simply staying out of the way of the man on the make. Republicans like Lincoln were ready to adopt the idea that the government should actively promote individual economic advancement.

 

In spring 1860, when Republicans in the House of Representatives offered their first major piece of legislation, they gave voters a concrete example of what Republican economic activism would mean. A recession during the Buchanan administration had tanked government revenues and thrown men out of work, especially in northern cities. To fill the empty Treasury and create jobs, Republicans called for sweeping new tariffs, which were essentially taxes on manufactured goods arriving from Europe.

The government had traditionally raised money with tariffs, but whereas past tariffs had protected only manufacturing businesses, in spring 1860 Representative Justin Smith Morrill of Vermont introduced a tariff that also protected agricultural, mining, and fishing products. Sugar, wool, flaxseed, hides, beef, pork, corn, grain, minerals, dried and salted fish, and so on would all be protected.

Morrill explained that the proposed bill rested on Republicans’ belief that everyone shared a harmony of interests. What helped one group would inevitably help another. The most important part of the economy was the most fundamental one: the conversion of raw materials into consumable products. The Morrill Tariff would support those working in primary industries, and Morrill explained that a strong foundation of upwardly mobile farmers and workers would make America an economic powerhouse. The bill’s supporters were clear about what they were doing: they declared it the province of government to advance policies that promoted “the prosperity and happiness of the whole people.” With a jab at the mudsill theory, Morrill noted that the government should treat all Americans “as members of one family, all entitled to equal favor, and no one to be made the beast of burden to carry the packs of others.”41

Republicans got the Morrill Tariff through the House in May 1860. Southerners stopped it in the Senate, enabling Republicans to highlight the difference between their governing plans and those of the Democrats.

 

In the run-up to the election of 1860, no one was more eager to delineate those differences than Abraham Lincoln. Hindsight makes the emergence of the Republican Party look preordained, but in fact 1860 was a critical year for its definition and ultimate success. And no one did more to define the Republican Party in 1860 than the lanky westerner with a sense of humor.

Republican leaders were divided between radicals, who wanted sweeping national action against slavery everywhere, and conservatives, who simply wanted to return to the time before the Kansas-Nebraska Act turned everything upside down. That split threatened disaster for the party. If party leaders nominated a radical for president, more conservative western Republicans would shift away from the new party and line up to support the presidential candidacy of northern Democrat Stephen Douglas. To combat this backlash toward conservatism, Lincoln urged more radical party leaders to moderate their public stands. He spoke often and wrote widely, emphasizing that the principles he had laid out in his debates with Douglas should not be compromised.

Although Lincoln was an increasingly important national figure, it was not a given that he would be the new party’s standard-bearer in the 1860 election. Many men vied for the presidential nomination, and a gambler in 1859 would have put his money on radical New York senator William Henry Seward, who had the nation’s chief political backroom dealer, Thurlow Weed, behind him. The humorless abolitionist Salmon Portland Chase from Ohio also had followers. On the other side of the party, so too did conservative Edward Bates from the border state of Missouri, who had never actually joined the Republican Party but had won antislavery credentials by emancipating his own slaves.42

In February 1860, New York City Republicans eager to undercut Seward invited Lincoln to come east to give a speech. Lincoln understood that this invitation would give him the opportunity to reach a new audience. Going all out to make a positive impression, he picked a complicated topic that would highlight his intelligence and logic, and he bought a new suit. Then he made the three-day train trip from Springfield, Illinois, to New York City and took rooms at the luxurious Astor House. Only hours before his speech, he had his picture taken by fashionable photographer Matthew Brady. A true artist, Brady quickly realized he should celebrate rather than try to conceal Lincoln’s great height. He photographed the six-foot-four-inch frontiersman standing, rather than sitting, and placed him in front of a classical pillar beside a pile of books, his angular cheekbones and dark eyes gazing pensively at the camera, the westerner come east.

Shortly after eight on the evening of February 27, Lincoln rose nervously to address the capacity crowd at New York’s Cooper Union. Fifteen hundred men had crowded into the hall. They were shocked by the speaker’s rough, awkward looks. Then he began a dry recitation of his argument in a high-pitched voice with a backwoods accent, and their worst fears were realized: they had been bamboozled into listening to a backcountry hick.

As he spoke, though, Lincoln warmed to his topic, and by the time he got to the end of his ninety-minute speech, listeners were on their feet cheering. Lincoln undercut Senator Douglas’s accusation that Republicans were radicals, establishing through careful logic that it was rather Democrats trying to spread slavery who were radicals, Democrats who were dangerously sectional. Republicans were the ones whose philosophy echoed the national vision of the Founding Fathers. The next day New York newspapers reprinted the speech and hailed the event, putting 170,000 copies of the address into the hands of readers. Lincoln’s Cooper Union speech had made him a household name and pulled the Republicans firmly away from radicalism.43

Lincoln’s supporters then pulled off a dramatic coup: they arranged for the May 1860 Republican convention to be held in Chicago, giving their candidate a home-field advantage. When the convention met, Lincoln had the support of the Illinois delegates, of course, and outside his home state he was “the second choice of everybody,” one supporter noted. On the third ballot the momentum swung his way. Chase and Seward had lost. While a number of men wept with joy at Lincoln’s nomination, kingmaker Weed wept with disappointment.44

The party’s platform reiterated that Republicans defended the principles of the Declaration of Independence, going so far as to quote the document’s famous assertion “that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.” It insisted that the normal condition of Americans was freedom, and charged that Democrats were attacking that principle because they were subservient to slave owners. While states must be able to determine the status of slavery within their own borders, the “new dogma” that slavery must spread everywhere in the West was dangerous and revolutionary political heresy.

The platform went on to call for policies to advance national development. Republicans endorsed tariffs to protect every branch of the economy; the distribution of land to promote farming; legislation to protect the equal rights of immigrants; the clearing of rivers and harbors for maritime trade; and the construction of a transcontinental railroad. Republicans invited all citizens—“however differing on other questions”—to support their ticket.45

The Republicans were finally united, but the Democratic Party split in two, into a moderate northern wing that nominated Stephen Douglas and a fervent proslavery southern wing that nominated John C. Breckinridge. Based in the middle of the country, primarily in Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee, a new Constitutional Union Party, whose adherents basically wanted the slavery question to go away, nominated its own candidate and called vaguely for Americans to honor the Constitution and enforce the laws. With four candidates in the race and Democrats slashing at each other more than at Lincoln, the Republicans finished first in November. They won majorities in both houses of Congress and elected their presidential candidate with slightly less than 40 percent of the vote, a winning plurality.

Less than a hundred years after Daniel Boone blazed a trail to Kentucky in search of economic opportunity, and with the experience of men like Thomas Lincoln still fresh in their memory, Republicans had fashioned themselves as the defenders of American liberty, the guarantors of economic fairness and equality. In 1860, only six years after they had organized, they put Abraham Lincoln into the White House.
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Government of the People, by the People, for the People



As soon as it became clear that Lincoln had been elected, southern congressmen began to resign. By picking up and going home, these Democrats handed control of the government to the fledgling Republican Party. Within months the nation would be embroiled in a cataclysmic civil war. As they fought the war and paid for it, Republicans would reconceive the nation according to their principles. Pushed and pulled by the exigencies of the battlefields but always guided by their worldview, Republicans over the next four years hammered out a new, active role for government that would make it easier for hardworking men to rise. In the process, they both constructed a new concept of American freedom and branded as disloyal the Democrats who opposed them. But no matter how fervently Republicans talked about equality, as early as 1864 it was apparent that their economic policies were creating a class of extremely wealthy men, a discrepancy between ideology and reality that would not bode well for the future.

 

The Republicans’ expansion of government’s role in the economy grew first from desperation. When Lincoln took office, the nation was in dire financial straits. Not only had South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas already left the Union—and it would obviously take money to fund the effort to get them back—but the new president inherited from the previous administration a sixty-five-million-dollar deficit, along with outstanding short-term Treasury notes soon coming due. There was nothing in the Treasury to pay these notes. The government needed money fast. Republicans began constructing policy largely by the seat of their pants, but the result was a new financial and revenue system that tied every American firmly to the national government.1

Lincoln’s secretary of the Treasury, Salmon P. Chase, knew little about finance; Lincoln had given him the post to keep the Ohio man’s insatiable ambition from making trouble for the new administration. In his first effort to raise money, Chase simply followed precedent: he turned to private bankers for funds. He offered three million dollars in bonds to New York financiers. But when bankers refused to pay anything near par for the bonds, the game changed. Chase netted some badly needed cash, but northerners began to snarl that financiers were disloyal.2

Popular anger at bankers made Republicans begin to codify their rather vague principle that America’s people were the foundation of its wealth. While Chase continued to worry that he needed the support of the nation’s financiers, Congress began to shift financial measures away from bankers and toward the American people. This was practical, but it also nicely reinforced the Republican conviction that average citizens, rather than the wealthy few, were the heart of the nation. Quickly, necessity became deliberate policy. Over the next two years, Congress would create a new financial system that rested on the widespread participation of regular people across the country rather than on large loans from eastern bankers.

The process of rebuilding the nation’s financial system began as soon as Confederates fired on Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor. Lincoln called for seventy-five thousand volunteers to suppress the rebellion, then called Congress into emergency session in July 1861 to find the money to put them in the field. Republicans understood that taxes were imperative, but they had little sense of how to levy them. Everyone threw something into the pot. The first revenue measure was a cobbled-together mess of different tariffs and taxes: a higher tariff on sugar, tea, coffee, and liquor; a twenty-million-dollar direct tax on the states, letting states figure out how to raise the money; and a novel income tax of 3 percent on annual incomes over eight hundred dollars.

The measure was intellectually incoherent, drawing from different precedents and different theories, but it did reflect Republican ideas in one important way: it distributed the financial burdens of the war evenly among rich and poor, East and West, businessmen and farmers. The tariff duties on necessities would fall disproportionately on the poor. The direct tax, which almost all states funded through a land tax, would hurt poor western farmers but barely touch wealthy eastern businessmen. To address these inequities, Senator James F. Simmons, a very wealthy—and somewhat shady—cotton trader from Rhode Island had proposed the income tax. The chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, the irascible but staunchly principled William Pitt Fessenden of Maine, enthusiastically seconded the idea, despite the fact that such a tax would fall disproportionately on the eastern states. An income tax would mean that “the burdens will be more equalized on all classes of the community, more especially on those who are able to bear them.”3

There was very little discussion of this revenue measure since it came up as the first battle of Bull Run revealed just how unprepared for war the government really was. Instead of the decisive victory that northerners had expected from their troops, the battle turned into a rout, with panicked Union soldiers sprinting from the front, throwing aside guns and rucksacks as they ran. Rumors that Confederate cavalry would sweep into Washington on the heels of the fleeing soldiers convinced Congress that it must protect the capital immediately. It authorized an army of five hundred thousand men and quickly passed the undigested tax bill. Lincoln signed the measure into law on August 5, 1861.

The Union limped through the rest of the summer, but the collapse of the nation’s banking system in the fall prodded congressmen to make their first major effort to move financial policy toward popular funding. Since the 1830s state banks, chartered by state governments, had managed America’s banking, circulating their own currency backed—or not—by securities. Before the Civil War, northwestern banks had supported their currency with southern bonds. When secession made those bonds worthless, northwestern currency collapsed. Without money, trade stopped and business stagnated. By fall 1861 an economic crisis loomed as the region’s farmers faced marketing the year’s crops without a circulating medium.

Chase suggested solving the problem by replacing state bank notes with new national bank notes and leaving the rest of the banking system unchanged, but eastern financiers recoiled at even this mild adjustment. Opposed to any plan that might hamper the circulation of their profitable currency, they tried to demonstrate just how important the banking industry was to the country. In late December 1861, as Congress worked to create the new national bank notes Chase wanted, New York bankers stopped redeeming their notes in gold. Specie payment was a standard option rarely exercised by customers, but it reassured people that bank notes represented real value. A refusal to redeem notes in gold created panic as bank paper essentially became worthless, making people who held the notes of the suspending bank or who had deposits in it worry—with great justice—that their wealth had just evaporated.

Suspension sparked a domino effect as suspension by one bank made depositors of other banks rush to take their money out in gold before it, too, disappeared. Since banks kept only a fraction of their capital in gold on hand, the rush meant the next tier of banks had to suspend, and so on. When the New York banks stopped redeeming in specie, a run on the Treasury meant the national government had to suspend, too. The New York banks had precipitated the Union’s economic collapse. Left unchecked, the banking crisis would take down the war effort.4

Their early purchase of government bonds had stretched New York banks’ reserves, and bankers were undoubtedly under pressure, but administration men and Republicans in general were convinced that eastern bankers were deliberately trying to force the government to cater to them. Major banks in Ohio and Indiana did not suspend specie payments until the New York banks’ suspension caused a run on their gold, adding further evidence to the argument that suspension was a political, rather than a financial, decision. Newspapers across the country condemned the “presumptuous and insolent banks” and suggested that if bankers were going to prevent Congress from fixing the country’s financial crisis, then it was high time “the people” reined in their power.5

Rather than bowing to Wall Street’s pressure, Congress abruptly cut bankers out of financial decision making and rested government finances on the strength of the American people in general to fund government obligations. It created paper money backed not by private capital, as notes traditionally were, but by government credit, which would enter circulation when Secretary Chase used it to pay the government’s bills. The Legal Tender Act provided for the issue of $150 million of notes for use as legal tender in payment of all debts, public and private. This measure would keep the government from going “into Wall Street, State street, Chestnut street,”—the centers of American financial power—“or any other street begging for money,” said its congressional sponsor. It would “assert the power and dignity of the Government.” “We are all in favor of the citizens of the Republic becoming its creditors, rather than the debtors of the bankers and capitalists,” one Ohio man wrote to his congressman. Newspapers claimed that the cry in the streets was: “Down with the banks, and give us a national currency.”6

The measure passed, although Republicans from New York, New Jersey, and New England—all areas with strong banking interests—either voted no or showed a remarkable lack of enthusiasm for it. Lincoln signed the Legal Tender Act on February 25, 1862. America had a new, national currency that rested not on private capital controlled by state banks but on the stability of the national government, supported by regular Americans.7

The notes, printed with green ink on the back, were wildly popular and spread across the country quickly. With their history of unstable state banks, westerners, especially, liked the national money and grabbed at it “like a duck at a worm,” one congressman noted. Only four months later, Congress authorized the issue of another $150 million worth of greenbacks. Government money seemed the path to the future.8

The new money could be used immediately, but it would start depreciating just as quickly if the government didn’t have funds to back it. The war was costing the Treasury two million dollars a day, and the government was borrowing for regular expenses. If credit failed, so would the war, and everyone knew it. When Chase failed to get bankers to buy more bonds without a large discount, congressmen knew they needed to develop a major new revenue measure. Even conservative Republican newspapers declared, “There is not the slightest objection raised in any loyal quarter to as much taxation as may be necessary.”9

In March 1862, Congress began debating a sweeping tax bill that would change American revenue policies forever. This measure, H.R. 312, became the foundation for Republicans’ wartime taxation. It was designed to distribute the burden of taxation evenly and to work in tandem with new Republican tariffs to promote national economic growth.10

The new tax bill reflected Republicans’ commitment to economic fairness as well as their increasing interest in consolidating power in the national government. It distributed taxes to consumers indirectly through 3 percent taxes on manufactured goods. Since this tax was regressive and could not be levied at a high enough rate to raise the necessary money without unduly burdening the poor, Republicans expanded the income tax they had invented the previous year. The new version had two tiers: a tax of 3 percent for incomes over six hundred dollars—a good living in 1862—and a tax of 5 percent for incomes over ten thousand dollars. “The weight [of taxation] must be distributed equally,” explained Justin Smith Morrill, “not upon each man an equal amount, but a tax proportionate to his ability to pay.”11

Republican congressmen shifted revenue collection from states to the national government. The new bill created an Internal Revenue Bureau in the Treasury Department, the foundation of what would become the Internal Revenue Service. Congressmen did not endorse this idea enthusiastically. Democrats abhorred the idea of a stronger federal government, and even Republicans worried that the new bureau would create an army of officials to harass people and suggested that it would be very popular to leave federal tax collection to states. Morrill was adamant, though, that the federal government should have the power to raise money itself. It had a right to “demand” 99 percent of a man’s property for an urgent necessity, he declared. When the nation required it, “the property of the people . . . belongs to the Government.”12

Republicans fell in line behind Morrill. They pointed out that it would be more expensive for each state to revamp its current system to collect the new taxes than to create a new federal system. Additionally, they noted that national taxes had an economic and psychological value. If people were personally invested in the government, they would have a personal sense of responsibility for its survival and stability. Unanimously, Republicans rejected an amendment that would give the states control of collecting the new taxes.

The new bill also nurtured industry. Democrats and western farmers favored taxes on raw materials, believing that such taxes would fall primarily on eastern manufacturers. This would hobble industry, but the new taxes, which fell across the economy generally, would not. Even more significant, congressmen knew quite well that if American manufacturing were to bear the proposed 3 percent tax on manufactures, it would have to be protected by higher tariff walls, to which Congress was turning its attention. And tariffs, after all, were Morrill’s spur for economic growth.

Congress passed H.R. 312 in late June, as Union soldiers retreated down the Virginia peninsula before the Army of Northern Virginia and its new commander, General Robert E. Lee. The bad news from the battlefields made it all too apparent how imperatively the government needed money.

Lincoln signed the measure on July 1, but even before the tax bill was adopted, Congress had begun to debate a new tariff bill. Based on the Morrill Tariff, the new measure set the average rate on imports at about 37 percent, and cut the free list in half. “If we bleed manufacturers we must see to it that the proper tonic is administered at the same time,” said Morrill, “or we shall have destroyed the goose that lays the golden eggs.” Congress passed the tariff bill with little debate, and Lincoln signed it into law on July 14.13

The editor of Harper’s Weekly summed up the Republicans’ new revenue system. “Congress has passed a tax law, and a tariff,” he wrote. “The two are co-ordinate parts of one integral system.”14

The new tax and tariff laws were comprehensive, but they wouldn’t start producing significant revenue for months. To pump money into the Treasury right away, Chase had to sell more bonds, but this turned out to be problematic. The new taxes and a good harvest made most Americans increasingly optimistic about the nation’s financial situation, but bankers continued to insist on sweet discounts on bond sales. The public and Congress were so infuriated by the bankers’ demands that Chase had little choice but to try something new: to turn away from the bankers and toward the man—and woman—on the street. The government would stop focusing on the sale of large blocks of bonds to bankers and would instead mass market them, one at a time, to individuals.15

Because the government did not have the marketing network it needed to sell bonds directly to the public, Chase turned to a Philadelphia banker who had cooperated with the Treasury in the past and who was hungry for more business. This financier, Jay Cooke, stood in dramatic contrast to the uncooperative New York bankers. Whereas New Yorkers had resolutely shut Chase out of their circle, Cooke had peppered Chase with letters, flattered him, invested money for him, and entertained his fashionable daughter. Cooke even picked up the expenses Kate Chase charged when she redecorated her father’s stately Washington home. Cooke was politically savvy, but he was also honest and hardworking and firmly devoted to the Union cause.

In October 1862, Chase appointed Cooke the general subscription agent for the country, offering him a sales commission from which he was to hire agents and buy advertising. Cooke fully grasped that his appointment represented a momentous change for government finances, making the public, rather than bankers, the mainstay of the Treasury. He threw himself into his job, assuring Chase that he would not only sell bonds but also “enlighten the whole community fully and constantly on the subject of the nation’s resources and finances.” He did so aggressively. Cooke advertised widely and reported each day’s sales in the press. He set up rivalries between cities, encouraging residents to buy more than their neighbors. He wrote editorials hawking the bonds and badgered newspaper editors to do the same. And he hired agents, lots of them, who spread out through the mining towns of the West, the conquered towns of the South, and throughout the North, urging women as well as men to buy government bonds. Soon Cooke was reporting sales of more than one hundred thousand dollars a day.16

By fall 1862, to fund a war of unprecedented scope, the Republicans had changed the country’s entire system of finance and revenue. They had divorced the Treasury from eastern bankers, resting it instead on the farmers, miners, fishermen, and small business people they believed were the backbone of the American economy. For the first time, ownership of the American government was widespread. Every American conducted his or her business in national currency. Every American who bought anything paid national taxes. Every American with money to spare owned a bond, a piece of the government. Every American had an interest in making sure the Union survived and prospered.

 

The demands of the war would also bring to life Lincoln’s vision of an activist government that nurtured the economy. Before the Civil War, the government had done very little: it conducted foreign affairs, collected customs duties, delivered the mail, and maintained a small army in the West. Democrats had repeatedly shot down economic initiatives out of fear that if the government started intervening in the economy, it would only be a question of time until it interfered with slavery. But with Dem-ocrats now in a minority, Republicans quickly began to experiment with government activism.

Their first step, the 1862 Homestead Act, embodied the heart of Republican beliefs. The law granted citizens—or immigrants who announced their intention of becoming citizens—one hundred sixty acres of western land once they had lived on it for five years. This law put the power of the government behind the Republicans’ vision of America. In the past, the Treasury had raised money by selling off western land to speculators. Now, though, rich men would be cut out, and poor farmers would win title to land through their own hard work. Republicans insisted this policy would be far more valuable to the nation than short-term cash from land sales because it would provide individuals with the means to rise. If men had land on which to grow crops, they would produce agricultural surpluses, which they could sell for cash. In turn, they would use that cash to buy manufactured products. This would stimulate the entire economy, enabling free men to “contribute to the greatness and glory of the Republic” as they “develop[ed] the elements of a higher and better civilization,” said the bill’s sponsor, House Speaker Galusha Grow of Pennsylvania.17
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