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Dedication

To Future Lincoln Scholars
With hopes that Planck was incorrect:

A New Scientific truth does not triumph
By convincing its opponents,
But rather because its opponents die,
And a new generation grows up that is familiar with it.

—MAX PLANCK
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Introduction


By Jean Baker, Goucher College

The debate over Abraham Lincoln’s sexuality has become an insistent inquiry. During the 1990s the issue has been considered on call-in shows, in magazines, on websites, and in the private conversations among scholars who have devoted their lives and reputations to understanding the sixteenth president. Whisper campaigns have even included talk of a newly discovered diary written by Lincoln’s lover, which turned out to be fictitious. Clearly the matter has seized the public’s attention, and it needs to be addressed. But no one has seriously researched the question until C. A. Tripp’s The Intimate World of Abraham Lincoln. Fortunately Tripp’s book is much more than an effort to answer the limited question, by applying today’s categories to past sexual behavior, of whether Lincoln was a homosexual. What follows is neither polemic nor exposé, but a full-fledged character study that places Lincoln’s sexuality into a larger, more significant framework of trying to understand this elusive man.

Of course Lincoln, labeled by his law partner William Herndon “the most shut-mouthed man I knew,” has offered little assistance in answering questions about his love life. In fact the president left few clues about any aspect of his personal affairs, much less his sexual preferences. Such reticence extends into his relationships with his parents (scholars still argue about his feelings toward his father); his marriage (about which there seems to be unending debate); and even his paternal views of his four sons (although he did once describe his eldest son Robert as a “rare ripe sort … smarter at about five than ever after”). In the autobiography encouraged by his Republican supporters in the fall of 1859 when he was emerging as a candidate for that party’s nomination, Lincoln, already among the best-known men of his generation, produced a spare, less than six-hundred-word description of his first fifty years. His autobiography was short, he averred, because “there is not much of me.”

Historians have taken Lincoln’s comment as an example of his humility. Yet such brevity and evasiveness also demonstrate his lifelong public silence about personal matters, a conventional response among men during the nineteenth century, though less so, then as now, among aspiring politicians. In any case discussions about sex, even between long-married heterosexual couples, were rare in the nineteenth century. Physical intimacy remained a private matter about which nineteenth-century Americans, little given to the confessional outpourings of their twenty-first-century descendants, left few hints. We would not expect Abraham Lincoln to tell us that he favored sex with men, although he may have left some clues. And because scholars have only recently begun investigating sex as a time- and place-bound experience, we have little context for assessing sexual practices in Lincoln’s time.

Today’s focus on sex—some call it an American obsession—is radically different. Retrospective considerations of the sexuality of nineteenth-century historical figures—including Lincoln’s presidential predecessor James Buchanan, whom some proclaim our first gay president—abound. Gay activism has helped stir historians to investigate what had been an invisible, unfathomable subject, unimaginable to some, improper and meaningless for others.

Homosexuals—male and female—now seek civil rights, and grudgingly some courts and legislatures have moved to protect these rights. A similar, but much slower transformation in private attitudes supporting homosexuality, has accompanied such changes, but heterosexual acceptance of “the other” is still limited and tenuous. As late as the mid-1980s over 60 percent of all Americans found homosexuality an unacceptable lifestyle. Evidence “outing” the iconic Lincoln, among many historians and much of the general public, will come as bad news dishonoring a revered figure. Some will protest that the case C. A. Tripp makes in The Intimate World of Abraham Lincoln has not been proven and is largely circumstantial; others will turn away in disgust, for homosexuality is a subject that stirs deep emotions. But many will applaud efforts to answer questions that threaten to obscure all others, on the eve of the bicentennial celebration in 2009 of Lincoln’s birth. In the end Lincoln is too important a figure in our national past to censor, especially since in the argument presented here, Lincoln’s sexuality is integral to understanding his presidential leadership. Whatever the response, Tripp’s The Intimate World of Abraham Lincoln deserves a fair reading.

No one asks if Andrew Jackson, Franklin Pierce, Ulysses S. Grant, or Andrew Johnson were homosexuals. They seemed “too robustly sexual,” meaning, of course, that they responded to women. On the other hand, even if Lincoln himself has left few obvious indications of his possible homosexuality, there were always hints observed and commented upon by historians. Some, like Ida Tarbell writing her two-volume The Life of Abraham Lincoln in 1900 and Margaret Leech in her 1941 Reveille in Washington 1860-1865, discovered evidence of Lincoln in bed with another man in 1862, but for reasons of prudery, implausibility or ignorance about homosexuality, they declined to develop this material into any argument about Lincoln’s homosexuality. (In terms of Lincoln scholarship it is not surprising that two women, among the disproportionate host of male historians, found these clues.)

In 1924, Carl Sandburg, in the first volume of The Prairie Years, poetically described Lincoln’s “streak of lavender and spots soft as May violets,” but Sandburg pursued the issue no farther. There is also fragmentary evidence about Lincoln’s homosexuality in the comments of Lincoln’s contemporaries made to that oral historian par excellence, William Herndon, when the latter was gathering material about the president after his assassination. To some, Lincoln was not a garden-variety heterosexual.

What others have avoided, ignored, denied, dismissed, and overlooked C. A.Tripp confronts openly in The Intimate World of Abraham Lincoln. While Tripp is not the first recent observer to do so, he is the most systematic and simultaneously the most speculative. Earlier Charley Shively considered the issue of Lincoln’s sexual preferences in his 1989 study of the poet Walt Whitman. Published by the Gay Sunshine Press, Shively’s conclusions in Drum Beats were little noted, save by gays who discovered in Lincoln’s possible preferences an affiliation with an illustrious and greatly admired American president. Not by chance did a group of Republican gay advocates in 1996 choose a name that associated them with Lincoln, proclaiming themselves “Log-Cabin Republicans.” In 2001 Jonathan Ned Katz featured Lincoln’s relationship with Joshua Speed, his first friend in Springfield in 1837 and his four-year bedmate, as a love story—or as Katz puts it, an example of “sex between men before the invention of homosexuality.”

In The Intimate World of Abraham Lincoln C. A. Tripp goes farther than any earlier studies to present the greatest amount of evidence and the strongest argument currently available that Lincoln’s primary erotic response was that of a homosexual. As he says in his preface, Lincoln’s personal history reflects “a plentiful homosexual response and action….” It is safe to say that short of the dubious proposition of finding new Lincoln letters or a previously undiscovered nineteenth-century diary written by one of the president’s lovers, or discovering a somehow previously overlooked observation from a contemporary of the president’s, Tripp’s The Intimate World will define the issue for years to come.

Born in Texas in 1919, trained as a photographer at the Rochester Institute of Technology, C. A. Tripp became part of Alfred Kinsey’s staff after World War II. After reading Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in The Human Male in 1948, in a style maintained throughout his life, he audaciously phoned the famous sex researcher, and at Kinsey’s invitation immediately visited the Institute for Sex Research in Bloomington, Indiana. Tripp was promptly hired, and became part of a team engaged in pivotal work on human sexuality. With his impressive empirical studies based on surveying the sexual practices of 3, 500 men and his groundbreaking approach to the hidden topic of sex, Kinsey indelibly influenced Tripp. The older man (Kinsey died in 1956) pushed Tripp to see sexology as a scientific field, and sexual behavior as a discernable part of human experience that should be studied.

Tripp became convinced that Kinsey’s data would promote greater understanding among Americans who had little knowledge and much misinformation about sex. Moreover Kinsey’s figures on the pervasiveness of the homosexual experiences of men dazzled the ever-inquisitive Tripp. (More than one-third of Kinsey’s sample had engaged in a homosexual act during their lifetime and while a slim 4 to 6 percent identified themselves as exclusively homosexual, only about a half of the entire sample were exclusively heterosexual.) The idea of the universality and ubiquity of men loving men confirmed Tripp’s intuitive judgments, and ratified his own homosexual experience. So too did the associated findings that as a matter of science, sexual behavior could not be classified as normal and abnormal, that Freud’s deductive categories of human behavior such as the Oedipus complex rested on hopelessly weak evidential reeds, and that the sex drive of all humans was an intermixing of biological, psychological, and sociological factors, with biological ones mostly holding the trumps. Yet the vagaries of experience—in some cases a satisfying early adventure—encouraged some men to engage in homosexual acts more readily than others.

Kinsey eventually persuaded Tripp that he should go back to school, and in 1951, age thirty-four, Tripp returned to college, majoring in sociology and psychology at the New School for Social Research in New York, an institution he later proclaimed the best he ever attended. Two years later C. A. Tripp (who was universally known as “Tripp” among his friends) entered New York University’s doctoral program, emerging in 1957 with a doctorate in clinical psychology. Several internships followed, and by 1960 he had developed a successful practice as a psychotherapist amid the competitive overabundance of listening rooms in New York City. As was often the case at a time when homosexuality was seen as a condition to be corrected therapeutically, many of his patients were homosexuals.

These patients provided the evidence and understandings for Tripp’s first book, The Homosexual Matrix. So too did his ten-year study of the literature of homosexuality. Published in 1975, reviewed unfavorably by the New York Times but an overnight bestseller, The Homosexual Matrix provided an informed, opinionated, yet commonsense look at every aspect of homosexuality from the similarity of sexual developmental processes among heterosexuals and homosexuals, to the meanings of sexual techniques, especially inversions, to the downgrading of parental pathology as the cause of homosexuality. No longer were overbearing mothers and timid fathers the cause of homosexuality in males, as Freudian psychiatrists had long argued.

Tripp’s book became a manual of what every American wanted to ask (and was afraid to) about gays and lesbians, with the added benefit of Tripp’s insights into the origins of heterosexuality. “Perhaps the most troubling assumption,” wrote Tripp, “has been that every mature person would be heterosexual were it not for various fears and neuroses developed from parental and social misfortunes.” Homosexuals were not impaired heterosexuals waiting to be released from their abnormal orientation. Conservatives and religious fundamentalists disliked The Homosexual Matrix because it humanized homosexuality as a pervasive natural practice of physical loving, while monogamous heterosexuals disputed Tripp’s dismissal of their sexual relationships as ultimately unsatisfying, lacking the tension and resistance of successful sex. Suspicious feminists found demeaning and incorrect Tripp’s insistence that too much independence on the part of women “blotted out the image of ultimate submission that sexual allure [to men] requires.” But the public bought the book, and The Homosexual Matrix, after four printings, sold 500, 000 copies.

Sometime during the 1990s the ever-inquisitive Tripp began to study Abraham Lincoln, who, as has been the case for so many Americans, fascinated him. Tripp did so from the perspective of a meticulous sex researcher well-versed in the conceptual apparatus of Kinsey’s work. Like all Americans, Tripp intended “to get right with Lincoln” (in David Donald’s phrase), which, for him, meant reclaiming the president’s intimate life for a new generation. The fact that Lincoln was a homosexual was not, for Tripp, the dispositive matter in understanding this inscrutable president. Sexual preference and activity never defined anyone, he believed, although in the case of homosexuals—male and female—society often made it so. Instead Lincoln’s homosexuality was part of a cluster of attributes that explain his leadership during the Civil War.

Tripp’s evaluation of evidence long familiar to Lincoln scholars, such as the Ann Rutledge story and the meaning of the Speed Lincoln friendship, clearly diverged from that of mainstream scholars. Given his background, Tripp saw things obscured to those untrained in sexuality. On the other hand, his notion of factual verification defied the canons of the discipline of history, and because of the nature of the subject, there is considerable circumstantial evidence in The Intimate World. Tripp paid little attention to what David Hackett Fischer once called fallacies of substantive distraction, that is shifting the argument to sometimes irrelevant issues. (This is especially true in the digressions in the last chapter.) Yet the final result is an intriguing public and private Lincoln. No previous writer on Lincoln’s homosexuality had molded this sexual orientation into a complete biographical understanding.

No doubt reviewers will point to Tripp’s deficiencies, but it is worth remembering that with regard to his central finding, Tripp came to the evidence believing that homosexuality is, and must be considered as, an entirely normal condition. Lincoln may have functioned as a heterosexual, but his marriage did not preclude an intense homosexual drive. Using the same speculative framework as heterosexual historians, save for the birth of the Lincoln children, one could, in Tripp’s view, challenge the assumed heterosexuality of Lincoln. For the evidence of what went on in Mary and Abraham’s marriage bed is as evidentially obscure as that of Lincoln’s affairs with men.

What others saw as innocent, perhaps homoerotic bed-sharing in an era when there were few mattresses emerged in Tripp’s analysis as evidence of an autonomous, autodidactic lover of men. Only the blinkered eyes of historians had prevented them from seeing what seemed so obvious to a sex researcher. Tripp expected as much. For years he had been sensitive to the ways in which the public’s comfort level led to censorship of homosexual content, a process of bowdlerization readily apparent even in Jowett’s famous translation of Plato. Now he came to believe that historians had similarly diminished and misinterpreted the evidence of Lincoln’s homosexuality.

Only after ten years was Tripp ready to publish The Intimate World. During this time Tripp had proceeded slowly and meticulously, reading the extensive and ever-growing literature on the sixteenth president, and even calling some scholars on the phone to invite their comments (which were mostly negative) on his early chapters. Never interested in turning Lincoln into a representative of gay pride (Tripp refused to use the word), instead Tripp intended to encase Lincoln’s sexuality within a larger portrait. Readers of The Intimate World will find that this is not a work of sexual or biological reductionism, but rather a significant effort to understand a complicated man.

During the 1990s, applying scientific methods to the vast amount of writing on Lincoln, Tripp began constructing a database of Lincolnalia, which is currently available at the Lincoln Library in Springfield. Through an index, librarians there can access material by topic and subject. Certainly this database helped Tripp’s research, but it also serves as testimony to his seriousness of purpose. Now including a great many books that have been scanned, this powerful research tool will remain one of Tripp’s legacies to the future study of Lincoln. Indeed The Intimate World is dedicated to future Lincoln scholars, with the wry accompanying Max Planck epigram to the effect that it takes two generations for new ideas to take hold—because the first generation of opponents must die.

On the basis of inductive reasoning familiar to him as a Kinsey researcher and in the spirit of social science, Tripp intrepidly measures Lincoln’s homosexuality and presents his findings in the first chapter. To do so he employs Kinsey’s famous classification system that ranks an individual’s homosexuality on a seven-point continuum, where 0 = exclusively heterosexual and 6 = exclusively homosexual.1 Lincoln, according to Tripp, ranks as a 5, i.e. “predominantly homosexual, but incidentally heterosexual.” While this scale has recently been criticized as offering few advantages over the three common terms heterosexual, bisexual, and homosexual, its application to Lincoln is a clear indication of Tripp’s position. There is no hedging in this book.

Tripp died in May 2003, after he finished The Intimate World, but before he had time to edit and revise. Had he lived he might have changed the eclectic organization of chapters that follow no clear linear or substantive progression. He might have edited a last chapter that takes readers, as if on a magic carpet, to twentieth-century intelligence gathering, Roosevelt, Churchill, and the little-known Alan Turing. Tripp probably would have added additional data; he might even have presented his material as a series of essays. But there can be no doubt that he would have enjoyed responding to the criticisms of this book.

The Intimate World begins with a chapter on Lincoln’s seduction of a forty-four-year-old captain of the Pennsylvania Bucktails in the fall of 1862. Captain David Derickson, detailed to guard the president at his summer retreat at the Old Soldier’s Home in northeast Washington, is found sleeping in the president’s bed during one of Mary Lincoln’s absences. The captain is observed wearing the president’s nightshirt, and this sharing of the bed is not a one-time incident. To Tripp it goes without saying that the two men had sex together and that this relationship is one of at least five verifiable cases of Lincoln’s sexual activity with other males. If Lincoln had been found in bed with a woman, few would doubt that sex was involved and that the president was cheating on his wife. But for complex reasons involving homophobia, many historians consider this bedsharing an innocent incident of “spooning,” or else Lincoln’s desire for non-tactile companionship, or perhaps even the president’s need for warmth during Washington’s chilly fall nights. Undoubtedly the determination of homosexual practice is held to a higher evidentiary standard among historians than is heterosexuality. In any case the president was not embarrassed and told another officer that “the Captain and I are getting quite thick.”2

We will never know if Lincoln’s male relationships were genitally chaste. There were, of course, innocent spiritual same-sex affiliations among young men and women of the nineteenth century, just as there were sexual relations. The fact that no one paid much attention at the time to Lincoln’s presidential bed-sharing or any other of Lincoln’s possibly homosexual encounters tells us nothing. The fact is nineteenth-century Americans simply did not give as much attention to sex as we do today. Sex did not define an existence, as it does today particularly in the case of male and female homosexuals. The essential historical chasm between the nineteenth and the twenty-first centuries is that during Lincoln’s lifetime, homosexuality, as an identity or the naming of a sexual category, did not exist. Lincoln was dead when in 1868 the word homosexuality was first coined in Austria and later popularized by German sexologists to describe the erotic practices of men with other men. It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that Americans “discovered” homosexuality, became cognizant of what was dubbed “perversion,” and tried to stamp it out.

In Lincoln’s time if he was participating in anal intercourse, he was technically committing, in the nineteenth-century’s euphemism, “a crime against nature” or “the sin that cannot be named.” On the other hand, oral-genital sex was not prohibited in state laws until much later in the century. Legally, if he had anal sex, he was engaging in sodomy—even if the acts were consensual. Along with bestiality and buggery—sex with animals by men and women—sodomy had been a capital crime during the colonial period of American history, and the penalty was inflicted in at least ten instances, mainly in the seventeenth century. After the American Revolution, Thomas Jefferson urged castration for the guilty rather than hanging, and Virginia and most other states revised their sodomy statutes, providing lesser penalties. By the 1840s in Midwestern states, penalties ranged from ten years to life in prison. There was only one approved behavior in Lincoln’s sexual times: marital coition for procreation, but not even too much of that. Sex was never approved for recreation. Yet as Graham Robb has pointed out about both Europe and the United States in his recent book Strangers: Homosexual Love in the Nineteenth Century, “Nineteenth century homosexuals lived under a cloud, but it seldom rained.” Only in cities where men visited male brothels was there any conspicuous display of homosexuality at a time when most Americans were neither cognizant nor suspicious of it. In terms of prosecutions bestiality was as much an issue as sex between men. Of course in religious terms Lincoln was a sinner, the label sodomite coming from the name of the sinful city of Sodom in the Old Testament Book of Genesis. But as Tripp argues, Lincoln’s sexual orientation encouraged him early in his life to challenge the biblical strictures against homosexuality and eventually organized religion.

Americans of Lincoln’s time were much more concerned with masturbation. Lincoln lived in a period when “self-pollution” or the “solitary vice” was the sexual taboo on everyone’s mind. In nineteenth-century prescriptive manuals, doctors and public opinion held it to be the cause of insanity and associated physical diseases. As a sexual practice, and usually a solitary one at that, masturbation challenged parental controls; certainly it threatened the prevailing notions of a given amount of semen to be usefully expended only in the creation of children. In such a society homosexuality might be hidden in plain sight. It was rarely discussed. It was rarely suspected.

In subsequent chapters Tripp turns to Lincoln’s youth, introducing a critical concept borrowed from Kinsey. Lincoln, if we can believe a neighbor who testified to Lincoln’s sudden growth spurt, underwent puberty at an early age—possibly at nine. This is four years before the average of other males, although the transporting of such actuarial data to the early nineteenth century may be problematic. In Kinsey’s survey data early-puberty males had higher sex rates over time (referring to the number of their orgasms) than late bloomers. They were also more likely to engage in homosexual behavior. Too young to be inoculated against sex by anxious parents and too unsophisticated to turn to girls, masturbation and contact with other males (and in the nineteenth century with a surprising number and variety of animals) provided their sexual outlets. In Tripp’s taxonomy of sexuality, a pleasurable homosexual experience early in life could forever eroticize maleness over femaleness.

Lincoln’s sexual precociousness and hypersexuality help to explain his notable smuttiness. Throughout his life he told dirty jokes; often they had anal punch lines. Donn Piatt, an Ohio journalist and politician, once said that Lincoln told the dirtiest stories that ever fell from human lips. Asked to publish them, Lincoln himself pronounced them too dirty; they would stink as an outhouse, he said. But his friend Leonard Swett always insisted it was the wit, not the vulgarity of the story, which Lincoln appreciated.

Certainly, as Tripp argues in subsequent chapters in The Intimate World, twenty-year old Abraham Lincoln knew about homosexuality. In his obscene and sometimes bowdlerized poem “First Chronicles of Reuben,” Lincoln referred to a man marrying another man (“But Billy has married a boy”). Subsequently the two produce a “jelly baby,” that is, in the vernacular, a pregnancy imagined from homosexual intercourse. Arrived in New Salem in 1831, Lincoln soon shared a bed (and learned grammar) with Billy Greene who earlier had admired his thighs, part of a sexual practice among men called “femoral intercourse.” In The Intimate World Tripp provides examples of less well-developed homosexual contacts with A. Y. Ellis and later Henry Whitney who once said that Lincoln seemed always to be courting him. According to Whitney, Lincoln also said that sexual contact was “a harp of a thousand strings.”

Most surprising and innovative in Tripp’s catalogue of Lincoln’s male interests are the president’s strongly erotic feelings for the handsome, heterosexual, twenty-four year old Colonel Elmer Ellsworth. Unsuccessfully Lincoln had encouraged Ellsworth to join his law office in Springfield. Later when the war began, the president insisted that Secretary of War Cameron appoint Ellsworth the inspector general of the United States Militia. Posted to Washington because of Lincoln’s intervention, and an admirer of Lincoln, Ellsworth vowed to remove the insulting Confederate flag waving over a hotel in Alexandria that was visible from the White House.

The young colonel was killed in this operation, devastating the president. Lincoln’s emotional reaction suggests to Tripp a profound romantic affection. To his contemporaries Lincoln described his association with Ellsworth as intimate, a common enough nineteenth-century term for nonphysical attachments. But while others have seen the Lincoln-Ellsworth affiliation as one of a father to a surrogate son, Tripp presents the relationship as yet another example of Lincoln’s sexual response to males. Unlike his other affairs, the Lincoln Ellsworth affair remained unconsummated, a desired physical romance with a spiritual component that explained the president’s excessive grief.

The most important friendship in Lincoln’s life was his relationship with Joshua Speed, with whom he slept for four years from 1837 to 1841. “No two men were ever so intimate,” acknowledged Speed about what is characterized by most historians as a classic example of the close spiritual bonding significant for young men of the nineteenth century on the eve of their marriages. The term used is homosocial—or, raised another notch, homoerotic—suggesting a chaste romance like that of Daniel Webster and James Bingham or Ralph Waldo Emerson and his handsome fellow student Martin Gay, a condition similar to the well-known crushes or smashes of young women. In the Aristotelean typology recently used by David Herbert Donald in “We Are Lincoln Men”: Abraham Lincoln and His Friends, these are complete friendships in which the secrets of the heart are exchanged.

Tripp saw this relationship differently. Far less squeamish about matters of sex than the fraternity of scholars studying Lincoln, he found the difference between homosexuality and homoeroticism to be little more than an orgasm—the spilling of seed. In the bed that Lincoln shared with Speed for so long, the small space made sex as inevitable as the skin-to-skin contact necessary to fit on the mattress. After a close evaluation of the famous and variously interpreted letters from Lincoln to Speed, Tripp argues that rather than melancholy over the status of his romance with Mary Todd, Lincoln suffered one of his depressions (Lincoln called them “hypochondriaisms”) when his principal love object, Speed, was returning to Kentucky. Tripp confuses Speed’s possible infertility with his impotence. Nonetheless, the author of The Intimate World expands our understanding of what Speed meant to Lincoln, and why.

Of course the case for Lincoln’s homosexuality rests on his corollary lack of attention to women, and it is one of the striking features of Lincoln’s boyhood that his contemporaries invariably commented on this disinterest. “He was not very fond of girls,” remembered his stepmother. But there were, of course, three women in Lincoln’s life, and in separate chapters Tripp removes their importance as Lincoln love objects. The chapter on Ann Rutledge, for example, suggests other reasons than her death for Lincoln’s depression. The chapter on Mary Owens reveals how ambivalent Lincoln was about marrying her.

But Lincoln did marry Mary Todd. In an overly long, brutally harsh chapter, Tripp removes the final woman from Lincoln’s affections. Using the familiar rants of previous historians, Tripp employs selective evidence to eviscerate Mary Lincoln as someone who literally can do no right. She is “an outlaw type” whom Tripp compares to psychopaths like Hitler. This is unfair, and the chapter is surely not worthy of the careful, balanced interpretations of which Tripp is capable. Indeed there is more than a whiff of Tripp’s misogyny in this depiction, although Lincoln’s supposedly miserable marriage does serve the author’s purpose of explaining why the strongly homosexual Lincoln married at all and how he stood such a shrew. The president could put up with his wife because he did not care. His love interests rested with men.

In his final chapters Tripp considers Lincoln’s religion and the distinction he drew between morality and ethics. Tripp’s observation that Lincoln’s failure to use any prayerful consolation in his agonized grieving for his dead son Willie suggests a profound alienation from conventional religion, traceable through the president’s homosexuality to a young man’s “freedom from constraint and a degree of wildness that lives at the edge of social conformity.”

Throughout The Intimate World Tripp depends on Kinsey’s dated findings to frame his position. Certainly the argument about Lincoln’s early puberty and its determinative effect on the future president rests on slender evidentiary grounds. Moreover having promised that sexuality does not define anyone, Tripp contradicts himself by using homosexuality deterministically. He is as deductive in his hypothesis-testing and conclusion-finding as Freud ever was, and despite his scrupulous research, he is selective in how he approaches the evidence, sometimes resembling the man who looks for his lost keys only under the nearby street lamp.

Yet while Tripp may be wrong in his interpretation of some particulars, he may still be right on the larger question. For myself, I believe that Lincoln was bisexual. The evidence from the Joshua Speed and David Derickson incidents, one occurring when Lincoln was in his late twenties and the other when he was fifty-three, suggests that he engaged in both heterosexual and homosexual practices and that his attraction to men did not end with his marriage. I also believe that he loved his wife, Mary, and I know that he had sexual intercourse with her. Readers will have to decide for themselves how conclusive Tripp’s evidence is, as indeed they always do. But even amid the disagreements this book will generate, Tripp deserves credit for a thought-provoking, richly researched, and intelligently argued book that will frame future discussions of our sixteenth president.

In the end Tripp’s Lincoln, who succeeded so majestically as a leader, is in some ways not so different from other historians’ Lincoln. It is simply that the author’s explanations emerge from a different cluster of attributes. Lincoln’s early puberty, his homosexuality and his ability to educate himself placed him on a path toward independence and self-reliance. Ultimately, in his essential role as a guardian of the nation during the Civil War, Lincoln provided bold leadership for a nation in crisis. He proved he could step back from conventionality and hold countervailing views simultaneously. He could walk, as Tripp puts it, both sides of the street. Tripp’s Lincoln operates with an independent moral and ethical system that emerges from his sexual otherness. He was not bound by the proscriptions hampering others. The words of the homosexual poet Walt Whitman say it well: “Apart from the pulling and hauling stands what I am / stands amused complacent compassionate, idle, unitary.”



Editor’s Note


C. A. Tripp died in May 2003. He worked on the manuscript for this book until shortly before his death and likely would have continued working on it if he had lived longer. The manuscript was edited posthumously.



Preface


For more than a quarter century, especially in the late 1990s, print media have carried numerous reports that Abraham Lincoln may have been homosexual, or even “gay.” Lincoln was certainly not the latter. For while his personal history does, indeed, reflect a plentiful homosexual response and action, as will be shown, exactly none of it had the lightness and frivolity, let alone the note of social protest, implied in “gay.” The first mention of Lincoln’s homosexuality was apparently in an article written and privately printed in 1971 by an energetic collector of sexual facts, one of the first and most effective “gay liberation” activists, James Kepner.1 During the next quarter century, and especially in the 1990s, numerous knockoff articles followed; these seldom mentioned Kepner by name, but several carried his imprint by accident. His original article contained a small error (a slightly incorrect reference to Carl Sandburg) that, when repeated in subsequent reports, flagged the source.2

Kepner’s article on the Lincoln and Joshua Speed relationship was not his first effort of this kind. Previously he had “outed” Eleanor Roosevelt in sufficient detail about her relationship with Lorena Hickok to put him in serious trouble with the Roosevelt family (legal action was threatened). These difficulties came to a sudden halt with the publication in 1980 of Doris Faber’s The Life of Lorena Hickok: E.R.’s Friend, which more than confirmed Kepner’s comments with excerpts from a trove of no less than 3, 360 letters, 2, 336 of them from Eleanor Roosevelt herself.3

Still, anyone wanting to entertain doubts and disbelief about Lincoln’s special friendship with Speed, as mentioned by Kepner and by now a host of others, might still find easy pickings. Beyond the fact that Kepner and his followers had their eyes squarely on possible gains for the gay liberation movement—itself hardly noted for impartiality—there have always been flaws and holes in the story (such as unmentioned details that can sharply reduce its impact). Yet when carefully examined, the Lincoln and Speed relationship turns out to be a rich source of exactly the kinds of sexual evidence those early writers would have prized. So why did they keep using the same few examples while ignoring far stronger ones close at hand? Simplistic as it sounds, the reason seems to lie mostly with the ease of copycatting, as opposed to a more laborious sifting of a copious Lincoln literature. Meanwhile, historical research at every level has improved over the years.

In 1989 Professor Charles Shively of the University of Massachusetts wrote Drum Beats, a book more about Walt Whitman than Lincoln, but it did contain a large, important section—Chapter 7—in which many facts of Lincoln’s sex life were cited and analyzed. Although Shively’s work had its shortcomings, it nevertheless broke new ground and examined a number of matters never previously explored.

What may have helped short-circuit formal acknowledgment of Shively (which might otherwise have helped win him support and recognition) was his use of very impolite language in spots, coupled with a stamp of gay liberation advocacy.4 Perhaps equally harmful was his choice of a not exactly neutral-sounding publisher—the Gay Sunshine Press in San Francisco—along with the additional fact that Shively was “out” himself, which might mean that the whole effort was part of a gay agenda.

Together, these negatives were perhaps enough to blight any research effort. But would it have succeeded in turning around scholarly opinion if it had had none of these drawbacks, no exaggerations at all, and had been published in, say, a top-level journal? Nobody knows, but in view of the temper of the times and the amount of opposition arrayed against its conclusions, probably not. Yet pressures were building for what was about to happen.

The 1990s were marked by an ever increasing tolerance for, if not homosexuality itself, at least discussing and writing about it at upper media levels. On October 1, 1995, the New York Times ran a half-page spread under the title IN SEARCH OF HISTORY, with large pictures of Eleanor Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln, and his friend Joshua Speed. The article began, as many others have, with Lincoln moving to Springfield in 1837, meeting the store clerk Speed who, when Lincoln proved unable to afford the price of a new bed, invited his customer to share his own, which Lincoln did for the next four years. (Bed-sharing was common enough in those days, though to stay on for years was not.) As the Times put it:

A century and a half later, that seemingly ambiguous relationship has been invoked to suggest that the Republican Party, which is often uncomfortable with accepting homosexuality, is failing to acknowledge its own past. Although the party is dominated by social conservatives who reject the notion that homosexuals should be sheltered by special civil rights laws, it is also home to people who are just as fiscally conservative but happen to be gay, many openly so.

Intimations about Lincoln’s sexuality were raised anew last month after Senator Bob Dole’s Presidential campaign rejected a contribution from the Log Cabin Republicans, a gay group whose name was inspired by the humble beginnings (but not the youthful sleeping habits) of the party’s first President. Scott Thompson, a prominent member of the Log Cabin Republicans, a Reagan appointee to the United States Institute of Peace, and a professor at Tufts University’s Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, retorted that homosexuals ought to feel welcome in the party, “given that the founder was gay.”

George Chauncey, associate professor of history at the University of Chicago, responded: “Almost every stigmatized group has sought to elevate its reputation by pointing to illustrious members.” The Lincoln scholar Michael Burlingame added, “I don’t see how the whole question of Lincoln’s gayness would explain anything other than making gay people feel better … [a]nd I don’t think the function of history is to make people feel good. Celebratory history is propaganda.”

Other half-page articles trumpeted similar themes along with the usual counterarguments. A later account in the Los Angeles Times, dramatizing another headline, this time from Springfield, Illinois, Lincoln’s hometown, blared: LINCOLN COUNTRY AGHAST AS LOCAL PAPER PRINTS GAY ALLEGATION. Then, just as a surprising shift was apparently ready to occur nationally, a prominent gay activist, Larry Kramer, managed to arouse both public and scholarly attention by loudly proclaiming not only that Lincoln was gay (pointing to that same Lincoln and Speed story), but this time with the added fillip that he, Kramer, had uncovered a never before heard of diary of Joshua Speed, complete with a few lurid lines of love quoted with no diary in hand. (Seeing is believing, should that diary ever show up; the passages claimed for it have not the slightest Lincolnian ring.) Yet for reasons not instantly clear, Kramer’s voice carried far and wide, with numerous Lincoln scholars castigating both his method and his message.

By an irony of chance, less than a week after the Los Angeles Times article appeared, the whole issue was repeated on national television under remarkable circumstances. On June 28, 1999, as Brian Lamb, host of C-SPAN’s American Presidents Lincoln celebration, was broadcasting from Springfield, a caller asked if there was any truth to reports of Lincoln’s homosexuality. When one of the scholars stumbled in responding, Brian Lamb quickly stepped in and summarized the whole matter with full and direct quotes from Kramer’s specific charges. (Driving the effect further, C-SPAN rebroadcast the entire program month after month—seven times between June and the end of December.) In part because of this high media attention, the issues discussed received what Shively’s work had not: very respectable publicity, plus opportune timing. It was as if a few refined verbal exchanges struck some pendulum of public opinion at a moment when it was primed to swing toward the idea, if not toward the fact, of an entirely changed view of Lincoln’s sexual side.

Castles built of papier-mâché, perhaps, and yet the results appear to overcome the clout of ordinary persuasions. Thus, when C-SPAN’s Brian Lamb received that caller’s inquiry, and restated it as a straightforward question to the two Lincoln scholars present (David Long and Cullom Davis), he elicited from them a maturity of view that might otherwise have taken years to reach. Facing the homosexual question, now stripped of hype, Professor Long merely shrugged and asked, “So what? Would that make the Emancipation Proclamation any less eloquent?” The reaction of Cullom Davis was even more to the point: “What difference does it make?” (This was not the first time the question and those answers had come up; they had been asked before, and answered by the top Lincoln scholar Thomas Schwartz, but only as a news bite, not in a setting of such quality as Brian Lamb offered.) If this realistic position were to continue to hold at upper levels, as now seems probable, it might neatly separate the facts of Lincoln’s private life from much moralistic wrenching.

At the moment, however, the question “So what?” is passed along to the present inquiry, with an added observation: In looking through all that is known of Lincoln it is hard to find any case in which his sexual orientation impinged in any way on his political judgment, pro or con. Even slavery leaves us in the lurch, since it cannot be shown that a single slave was freed sooner—or kept in chains longer—as a result of any specific aspect of Lincoln’s private life. True, his special empathy and sympathy may have helped, may well have fed his moral enthusiasm and sped him toward what many see as his finest hour. But such secondary gains are hardly traceable to his sex life—and even if they were, who is to say they were not balanced out by unknown drawbacks elsewhere?

In short, if the “contributions” of Lincoln’s sex life are as yet not specifiable, with many factions expressing profound discomfort at such revelations, and insisting they would rather not hear any such evidence—plus the further risk of damaging a pristine icon—why, indeed, not back away from this disagreeable search? One quick answer is that nowhere in science or psychology has it ever proved useful either to hide truth or to follow a false flag. Indeed, the benefits of uncovering facts in the case of Lincoln are especially great, owing in no small measure to his own supersecrecy, and the rest to an overlay of romantic fictions. Lincoln is much too important to deserve that, too central a figure in history to keep obscuring basic facts of his life.

In any case, present readers have a choice. If they are mainly interested in a single aspect of Lincoln’s sex life—the nature and extent of his homosexual side—then they may find all they care to know here in Chapters 1, 2, and 3. Later chapters are for those who share, or who may come to share, our fascination with countless surprises in Lincoln’s often astonishing mind and personality. LOOKING BACK, AND FORWARD

By common logic one might have expected various restraints on Lincoln’s personal history to have been tightest upon the older, less upto date scholars. But the marvel is that in a bygone era of staggering sexual ignorance, there were at least a handful of early Lincolnists—in particular, Ida Tarbell, Carl Sandburg, Robert Kincaid, and Margaret Leech—each of whom showed enough curiosity and perception first to detect and then to note at least a few homosexual elements in Lincoln’s life. Did any of them come right out and label Lincoln homosexual? Absolutely not, nor can it be proved that any, even when face-to-face with the clearest evidence, ever held the thought in just that form. But this makes all the more interesting how they dealt with certain edgy facts.

It has sometimes been charged that scholars, heeding propriety, have held back for reasons of cover-up or censorship. But of course if these had been the motives in Lincoln’s case, then nothing would have been easier, or safer, than to opt for the classical stance held by virtually every Lincoln scholar alive today: simply to stay silent on the whole question.

Our own interpretation of the “policy” decisions made by the early scholars who chose not to remain silent is that for reasons of personal integrity they felt duty-bound to record, and often to reveal, a part of what they discovered in Lincoln’s life, rather than hold it back. Was what they withheld purely the result of prudery? Some observers think so; I do not. (Prudery seldom bargains by halves; it seeks to kill at the root, and wilt every leaf on any unwanted tree.) No, as will become apparent, the stakes are much higher than what Alfred Kinsey used to call “defending the mores”—a fierce guarding of tradition and of questionable moral positions.

It is notable that various scholars and historians, while seeing different images of the same thing, did not agree with each other on what the rules of revelation should be. Far from it. Margaret Leech, as will be seen, was quick and startlingly frank to put Lincoln squarely in bed with the captain of his guard inside the White House, but then pulled back on small details, as if these, rather than the action itself, held the key. Ida Tarbell, on the other hand, stayed entirely away from allusions to Lincoln’s bedroom, but was quick to identify the captain by name: David V. Derickson. Her collected notes suggest that she may have achieved a remarkably detailed image of Lincoln’s private life during his final years. True, most of this failed to find its way into Tarbell’s Lincoln biography—or left much of its intimacy bypassed where it did survive. Whether this was mainly for safety or brevity is arguable. But one must not be too critical here; where silence is sacred—as it is in a wide swath of Lincoln land—credit still goes to those who speak softly, as opposed to many others who to this day have said nothing.

Carl Sandburg said not a word of anything mentioned by either Margaret Leech or Ida Tarbell. He saw Derickson as hardly more than a footnote, and added nothing to that record. But he spoke knowingly of Lincoln having “invisible companionships” (more on those in a moment) and the kinds of compatibilities that drive them. Kincaid did the same, but much more specifically, and from an entirely different angle (as Shively in our day was first to note). What these very different scholars had in common—besides dealing with at least a little of Lincoln’s homosexual side—was a certain hit-and-run quality. In each case a few sharp details are followed by quick exits from dangerous territory. Were these hasty retreats designed to pander to prudery? That may be part of it, but many scholars are entirely innocent of that charge. The problem lies elsewhere.

From the moment anything comes along with the possible power to destabilize large areas of Lincoln scholarship, it can be viewed as a major threat by historians who have invested much of their lives sifting and sorting conventional interpretations. Not that anything sexual is by itself that important, particularly not in the case of a larger-than-life figure like Lincoln, whose essential qualities are undimmable. But scholarship itself is damnably dimmable. Over the years in various shifts back and forth, Lincoln has become implicated in one romantic fiction after the other, often based on little or no significant evidence. Such reporting has led to an ever more improbable picture of Lincoln—one which, in the face of contradictory information, now creates a double embarrassment. To fit the reality, his heterosexual side needs a careful, much more conservative recasting—one that honors facts such as his lifelong discomfort in intimate contacts with eligible women.5 At the same time, allowance must now be made for new, previously unrecognized homosexual components in his life.

It is apparently this prospect—the double jeopardy of a major recasting of the Lincoln literature, along with accepting the unacceptable—that seems to have caused nearly all Lincoln scholars to bolt and run at the first whiff of homosexual evidence. Conversely, it would seem unfair to fault the handful of scholars who have collected or mentioned small bits of such evidence, even though they, too, have often exited the kitchen with the cake half cooked.

Particularly interesting—and revealing—is the example of Carl Sandburg, who created a masterpiece of sorts in his six-volume biography of Lincoln. At a very prominent place—the final sentence of the preface to his 1926 edition—in words he kept there for twenty-eight years through many editions, until finally cut in a major abridgment, he wrote:

Month by month in stacks and bundles of fact and legend, I found invisible companionships that surprised me. Perhaps a few of these presences lurk and murmur in this book.6

No chance at all that these “invisible companionships” were heterosexual, for in that case they would have been paraded out with trumpets blaring. Nor could they have been liaisons between casual or political friends; those would neither qualify as “companionships” nor have to be hidden by being mentioned obliquely. But homosexual relationships fit the facts exactly. Poet that he was, Carl Sandburg no doubt held his words in sharp focus and meant precisely what he said when he spoke of “invisible companionships” that “surprised” him—some of them clandestine enough to qualify as presences that “lurk” and “murmur.”

This interpretation is no stretch. When describing the most intimate relationship Lincoln ever had—the one with Joshua Fry Speed—Sandburg unmistakably labels it homosexual by making the commonplace assumption that by this very fact, the relationship must mean that a “streak” of effeminacy ran through the partners. Thus he concluded:

Joshua Speed was a deep-chested man of large sockets, with broad measurement between the ears. A streak of lavender ran through him; he had spots soft as May violets. And he and Abraham Lincoln told each other their secrets about women. Lincoln too had tough physical shanks and large sockets, also a streak of lavender, and spots soft as May violets.

“I do not feel my own sorrows more keenly than I do yours,” Lincoln wrote Speed in one letter. And again: “You know my desire to befriend you is everlasting.”7

Then a few pages later:

Their births, the loins and tissues of their fathers and mothers, accident, fate, providence, had given these two men streaks of lavender, spots soft as May violets.8

Remarkably, Sandburg had the “sockets” part exactly right. The whole business of complementation—each partner “importing” admired traits from the other to fill or repair a felt lack—is entirely correct. Indeed, the well-matched fit of compatible partners is quite like a ball-and-socket. The same idea was spelled out by the Lincoln scholar Robert Kincaid more than fifty years ago:

Speed saw in Lincoln the rough-hewn product of the frontier … [and] in Joshua Fry Speed, Abraham Lincoln saw a youth who was truly a “gentleman to the manor born”… their kindred hopes and ambitions fused into a unity and understanding which was never broken…. They went to parties together; they attended debating clubs and political forums; they occasionally took rides into the country.9

Unfortunately, Sandburg’s “streaks of lavender, spots soft as May violets” invite serious misunderstanding. For while Lincoln clearly had his soft spots—the wellsprings of his lifelong kindness and generosity—there was certainly nothing “lavender” (effeminate) about these.In fact, a measure of just this kind of softness is apparent or inherent in the toughest of men; it relieves what might otherwise be a brittle, more easily snapped maleness. Moreover, the very notion of a bony, gnarly, rough-hewed Lincoln having the lightness to glide around with the animations and quick changeableness of effeminacy is plainly untrue, and too ludicrous to contemplate.

But just as Sandburg fell into the conventional stereotype of equating male homosexuality with effeminacy, the same assumption may well have suggested itself to other scholars, adding to their hesitations to acknowledge even the clearest homosexual indications in Lincoln.

On the other hand, it would be incorrect to suppose that all problems of dealing with Lincoln’s sexuality are necessarily part of the past, or are primitive enough to match the conventions of fifty or a hundred years ago. On the contrary, some of the most pressing questions are as alive, as undiminished, and as fully in force today as they ever were. For instance, there is still nothing intuitively clear in the proposition that a married man with four children could possibly be primarily homosexual. While such a prospect is well within the purview of trained observers, if they wish to be both clear and convincing, they have their work cut out for them. Just such evidence is on the way.
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ONE
“What Stuff!”*


Virginia Woodbury Fox, the wife of Assistant Secretary of the Navy Gustavus V. Fox, traveled in high sociopolitical circles and kept a detailed diary noted for its specificity and impartiality from 1856 to 1876. She was a close Lincoln confidant, and her diary has become a much quoted source found throughout Lincoln literature. The Library of Congress files contain literally hundreds of her comments and references to them. Yet one of her notes has been overlooked, until very recently. It is an entry dated November 16, 1862: “Tish says, ‘there is a Bucktail soldier here devoted to the President, drives with him, and when Mrs. L. is not home, sleeps with him.’ What stuff!”

“Tish” was Letitia McKean, a player in Washington’s fashionable society and the daughter of an admiral. It is unknown how she came by her information, but hearsay is likely. Should it be dismissed as such?

The Bucktail soldier was David V. Derickson. He was five-feet-nine inches tall, with intense eyes, a strong nose, and thick black hair, and was from a socially prominent family in Meadville, Pennsylvania. He was a captain in the army. He was born on April 9, 1818. (He was nine years younger than Lincoln.) The military was well-known to the Derickson clan. The captain’s father was himself an officer, Capt. Samuel Derickson of the 137th Regiment Pennsylvania Militia (1787-1827). His middle brother, George, was killed in 1854 in the Mexican War. The youngest, Richard, held an array of state military posts, rising to become brigadier general of the state volunteers in 1849, and eventually signing up with Pennsylvania’s Erie Regiment as a private in the Civil War.

A scattered record offers some clues to the nature of the Lincoln Derickson relationship, and attests that McKean’s rumor was more than mere hearsay. Margaret Leech’s 1941 Pulitzer Prize-winning Reveille in Washington, 1860-1865, includes one mention of Derickson on page 303 1:

[Lincoln] grew to like the Bucktails, especially Company K, with whose captain he became so friendly that he invited him to share his bed on autumn nights when Mrs. Lincoln was away from home. When the question arose about a guard at the White House on the family’s return to town, the President especially requested that Company K continue on duty. The congenial captain was presently transferred to another command, but the soldiers remained with the President throughout the war.

Ms. Leech never identified this “congenial captain,” and she cryptically left the fellow almost as soon as she introduced him; all in a mere three sentences. Perhaps it was the off-handed manner in which it was presented or because she never named the captain that the incident comes across as unremarkable. Or maybe it was the suggestion that because the captain was transferred, he was no longer in the picture.

Leech’s bibliography references a rare and scholarly book that discusses Derickson in far more detail: History of the One Hundred and Fiftieth Regiment, Pennsylvania Volunteers, Second Regiment, Bucktail Brigade. Published in 1895, it was written by Lt. Col. Thomas Chamberlin, immediate commanding officer to Capt. Derickson in Washington.

Every detail about Chamberlin points to his legitimacy as a historian. As he wrote in the preface to his book:

Nothing has been set down here without careful authentication and, where the memory of witnesses has clashed in respect to any important incident, everything possible has been done to reconcile disagreements and reach an actual fact…. And if [my] book, which is truly a labor of love, have [sic] no other merit, it is at least, or aims to be, a faithful presentation of the truth. (italics in the original)2

Chamberlin had graduated with high honors from Lewisburg College, his hometown school, in 1858 and had then gone on to graduate studies in both law and philosophy in Germany. When war came, he elected to serve as company captain in the Pennsylvania Reserves. He was wounded twice in combat, including at Gettysburg on July 1, 1863, which turned out to be the finish of his military career. It also left him partially disabled for the duration of his life, until 1917.

A sizable contingent of the Bucktail Survivors read Chamberlin’s history of the regiment. They congratulated him and even gave him an award for the quality and accuracy of his reporting.

Chapter 4 of his book discusses Lincoln and Derickson:

To him [Chamberlin] was immediately entrusted the care of companies at the Soldier’s Home, and up to the 22nd of October he visited them each day, inspecting the camp and guards and exercising the men in all the more important company and battalion movements. Here he several times witnessed the arrival of the President, who, after the onerous duties of the day at the White House, was driven to his summer retreat in an open carriage, accompanied by an insignificant detail of cavalry from “Scotts’ Nine Hundred.” Here, too, he frequently met little Thomas Lincoln, vulgarly known as “Tad,” who spent much of his time in the camp, in which he seemed to have a weighty sense of proprietorship.

The President was also not an infrequent visitor in the late afternoon hours, and endeared himself to his guards by his genial, kind ways. He was not long in placing the officers in his two companies at their ease in his presence, and Captains Derickson and Crozier were shortly on a footing of such marked friendship with him that they were often summoned to dinner or breakfast at the presidential board. Captain Derickson, in particular, advanced so far in the President’s confidence and esteem that in Mrs. Lincoln’s absence he frequently spent the night at his cottage, sleeping in the same bed with him, and—it is said—making use of his Excellency’s night-shirt! Thus began an intimacy which continued unbroken until the following spring, when Captain Derickson was appointed provost marshall of the Nineteenth Pennsylvania District, with head-quarters in Meadville.3

With two independent mentions of Mrs. Lincoln’s absences, and Derickson’s bed-sharing, the matter clearly deserves scrutiny. The implications of Mary Lincoln’s absence, for starters, are perhaps different from what one might suppose. The Lincolns presumably had little if any sex for ten years, due to severe physical damage (probably vaginal tearing) that Mary had sustained while giving birth to Tad, with his especially large head, damage that made later sexual intercourse painful. As she herself confided to a friend, “My disease is of a womanly nature.”4 Nor had the Lincolns shared the same bedroom for years; his many nighttime visits from friends and colleagues to discuss politics far into the night had long since caused Mary to want her own bedroom. Thus the importance of her absence during Derickson’s nighttime visits rested squarely on not wanting her to be present as a witness.

According to Lincoln Day By Day: A Chronology 1809-1865, Mrs. Lincoln left for New York and Boston on October 25, 1862, returning on November 27. Virginia Fox’s diary entry falls within this window. Before and after these dates, it is difficult to be certain of Mrs. Lincoln’s sleeping arrangements. And yet—as is no surprise—the nature of sexual attraction is such that its appetite is inclined to be whetted rather than blocked by impossible time slots and other barriers that would challenge or stand in its way.

The Lincoln-Derickson relationship had been discussed separately in 1895 in Ida M. Tarbell’s popular and widely read The Life of Abraham Lincoln, originally a series of pieces written for McClure’s magazine. Tarbell had discovered a four-thousand word memoir by Captain D. V. Derickson, published in the May 12, 1888, edition of the Meadville (Pennsylvania) Tribune-Republican, titled ABRAHAM LINCOLN’S BODYGUARD. The article left the distinct impression that Lincoln’s attraction to him began practically at first sight. Their first encounter at the Soldier’s Home on September 8, 1862, is described in several paragraphs by Tarbell, quoting Derickson at length, but cutting certain of his passages (restored here, in bold):

“The next morning after our arrival,” says Mr. Derickson, “the President sent a messenger with a note to my quarters, stating that he would like to see the Captain of the Guard at his residence. I immediately reported. After an informal introduction and handshaking, he asked me if I would have any objection to riding with him to the city. I replied that it would give me much pleasure to do so, when he invited me to take a seat into his carriage. On our way to the city, he made numerous inquiries, as to my name, where I came from, what regiment I belonged to, etc. I told him my name and place of residence. He replied, ‘Oh, I already know about you. We appointed you one of the internal revenue assessors a few days ago.’ He inquired how I got into military service, and I explained my situation to him. He told me how it came that my appointment as assessor was so long delayed.

“When we entered the city, Mr. Lincoln said he would call at General Halleck’s headquarters and get what news he had received from the Army during the night. I informed him that General Cullum, chief aide to General Halleck, was raised in Meadville and that I knew him when I was a boy. He replied, ‘Then we must see both gentlemen.’ When the carriage stopped, he requested me to remain seated, and said he would bring the gentlemen down to see me, the office being on the second floor. In a short time the President came down, followed by the other gentlemen. When he introduced them to me, General Cullum recognized and seemed pleased to see me. In General Halleck I thought I discovered a kind of quizzical look, as much as to say, ‘Isn’t this rather a big joke to ask the Commander-in-Chief of the Army [sic] down to the street to be introduced to a country captain?’

“On arriving at the White House the President invited me into the executive chamber, where I spent a half-hour very pleasantly. During that time he explained to me all the situation of both armies, and read the official telegrams that have been received during the night from the different headquarters of the Army. I was much pleased with my interview with the President. I returned in the carriage to my camp quarters.

“Supposing that the invitation to ride to the city with the President was as much to give him the opportunity to look over and interview the new captain as for any other purpose, I did not report [to regular duty] the next morning. During the day I was informed that it was the desire of the President that I should breakfast with him and accompany him to the White House every morning, and return with him in the evening. This duty I entered upon with much pleasure, and was on hand in good time next morning; and I continued to perform this duty until we moved to the White House in November. It was Mr. Lincoln’s custom, on account of the pressure of business, to breakfast before the other members of the family were up; and I usually entered his room at half-past six or seven o’clock in the morning, where I often found him reading the Bible or some work on the art of war. On my entering, he would read aloud and offer comments of his own as he read.

“I usually went down to the city at 4 o’clock and returned with the President at 5. He often carried a small portfolio containing papers relating to the business of the day, and spent many hours on them in the evening. Frequently on our way home, he discussed points that seemed to trouble him.

“I found Mr. Lincoln to be one of the most kind-hearted, pleasant gentlemen that I had ever met. He never spoke unkindly of any one and always spoke of the rebels ‘as those southern gentlemen.’”

Derickson’s full account is a fascinating document. It goes on to discuss the events of November 1, 1862, when the Lincoln family was due to leave the Soldier’s Home and return to the White House. Company K was slated to be removed as the President’s Guard and be assigned elsewhere, and other companies were vying to succeed it. However, the president intervened:

During the fall of ’62 several efforts were made to supersede our company, by parties wanting the position, which became so annoying to the President that he issued the following order, which placed the matter at rest:

EXECUTIVE MANSION,

Washington, Nov. 1, 1862

Whom it may concern.

Captain Derrickson [sic], with his company, has been for some time keeping guard at my residence, now at the Soldier’s Retreat. He and his company are very agreeable to me, and while it is deemed proper for any guard to remain, none would be more satisfactory to me than Capt. D. and his company.

A. LINCOLN

This was apparently an urgent reason for Lincoln wanting to retain the Bucktails and their captain, though to common soldiers who knew nothing of the emotions involved, it may have seemed as if he only wanted to grant a favor to his young son, Tad, amid a sea of military politics. In any case, near the turn of the century, as Tarbell continued gathering leftover memories, she heard from one Milo M. Millen who, on July 13, 1897, wrote that he had recently heard from his uncle, one of the original Bucktails, former sergeant Billy F. Ellis:

I have just interviewed my uncle…. It seems that several times during the stay of Company K at the Soldiers’ House [sic] orders were issued by the War Department to have the company join the regiment in the field, as there was need of all the men that could be spared. About the last day of October 1862, another order came and was read to the company. The boys at once began to make preparations for leaving, as this time “marching orders” were imperative. Shortly after the hustle of making ready began in the camp on the morning of the first of November, “Little Tad,” who was a great favorite with the “guard” came down with tears in his eyes and asked what was up. The men replied “We are going to leave you, Tad, we’ve got marching orders.” “No,” replied Tad, “you mustn’t go.” “Yes, we must,” replied the soldier boys, “we have received orders from the War Department to report at the head quarters of our regiment and we can’t disobey.” Little Tad thought for a moment and said that he would see that they did not go and ran as fast as his little limbs would carry him towards the house. He related the news to his father who at once penned [his order, dated November 1, 1862]. Lincoln sent “Little Tad” with this to the War Department and presently returned very proudly being [bringing?] a message from the Secretary [of War], countermanding the order to march.5

Chamberlin, unlike Tarbell, distinguished between occasion and intent. The decision to retain the Bucktails, he confirmed, was a matter strictly of the heart: “Captain Derickson’s excellent standing with the President sufficiently explains this written expression of the latter’s feeling.”

For whatever reason, Tarbell did not explore the Derickson-Lincoln relationship in detail. Her only mention of it was to spread the wealth. She described it as nothing more than another example of the president’s well-known warmth and generosity toward the whole of Company K: “This kindly relation, begun with the captain, the President extended to every man in the company.”6 She elaborated:

The welfare of the men, their troubles, escapades, amusements, were treated by the President as a kind of family matter. He never forgot to ask after the sick, often secured a pass or a furlough for someone, and took genuine delight in the camp fun…. No doubt much of the President’s interest in Company K was due to his son Tad. The boy was a great favorite with the men, and probably carried to his father many a tale of the camp. He considered himself, in fact, no unimportant part of the organization, for he wore a uniform, carried a lieutenant’s commission, often drilled with the men or rode on his pony at their head in reviews.7

Yet Derickson’s account of his relationship is suggestive of something different. Derickson received the president’s request to meet him, and went right over to do so; after a handshake Lincoln asked if he “would have any objection to riding with him to the city.” It’s clear that almost as soon as he entered Lincoln’s carriage for their first ride to the city, their connection was immediate. There was a charged atmosphere of mutual esteem, one well-primed for moving toward some kind of culmination. As Derickson described it, their conversation proceeded through many small but rapid steps, with Lincoln’s questions about his background. These are precisely the kinds of redundant questions in pursuit of small increments of intimacy that quickly become tiresome in ordinary conversation—but not here, perhaps because the interest was not on facts but rather on the chance they offered the partners to increase the quality and extent of their closeness within an almost classical seduction scene. Derickson felt very complimented, and it didn’t take long for both to realize there was mutual interest.

Some observers might be inclined to deny that all this was any kind of seduction—or at least to put off that possibility, perhaps awaiting more tangible evidence further along in the relationship. In keeping with such doubts it is indeed remarkable that Lincoln chose to move quite as rapidly and as assertively as he did toward Derickson on their very first day. Not that the action was entirely one-sided on Lincoln’s part. Once initiated, the escalation of events in such a situation as this was bound to have been boosted from both sides, since even a momentary blip in the continuity of backing and filling tends to markedly de-escalate it. But hardly here; Lincoln was soon wound up if not revved up, ready to exploit any next opportunity. He did not have to wait long.

When Lincoln stated his intention to call at General Halleck’s headquarters to get the latest news, Derickson accidentally supplied just such an opportunity with his casual mention of having known General Cullum back home when he was a boy. Without this remark it is doubtful whether Derickson would have been introduced to either of the high brass—and certainly doubtful that the generals would have been invited down to the street to meet him. But Lincoln, seeing a golden opportunity to impress his new captain, instantly revised his previous plan, placing a new one at the service of his quickly developing relationship with Derickson. Only a moment before, the plan had been simply to call on General Halleck for the latest news; but now, under a banner of old home week, it suddenly became possible to both thrill Derickson and advance their closeness by turning the whole occasion into an unforgettable event.

When they returned to the White House, Lincoln found countless opportunities to forge their closeness by confiding in Derickson, sharing official telegrams newly received from the field, even laying out the military positions of opposing armies. Little wonder Derickson was “much pleased” and tremendously impressed. From that first handshake in the morning to finally being driven back to his camp in the presidential carriage it had been quite a day. Beyond being packed with events, it overflowed with precisely the kinds of gentle and concentrated high-focus attention from Lincoln that Henry C. Whitney, from having himself once been on the receiving end, well described: “[It was] as if he wooed me to close intimacy and familiarity,” a kind of courtship, as indeed it was. 8

In the ensuing days and weeks Derickson continued to loom ever larger in Lincoln’s life. Besides their closeness in bed, they shared a wide variety of confidences and daily social interactions. Derickson recalled them in separate scenes, scenes that are clearer if viewed together:

 	“He [Lincoln] was not a member of any church, but usually attended Dr. Paxton’s (Presbyterian) church, where I frequently accompanied him.” With strong religious doubts, Lincoln was ordinarily much disinclined to attend such services; but with his wife out of town, he was “frequently” inclined to attend with Derickson. 
 	“The President frequently requested me to remain in the executive chamber on the morning of [a] cabinet meeting, to be introduced to members of his cabinet, as they usually dropped in one by one half an hour or so before the hour of meeting.” 
 	“A short time after the battle of Antietam, the President visited the battle fields of Harper’s Ferry, Antietam and South Mountain, and invited me to accompany him, which I was pleased to do.”

 	“There was no fear or timidity in Mr. Lincoln’s make up. In fact I thought him rather careless or thoughtless as to his personal safety. He frequently walked to the theater with no escort but myself and his little son.” 
 	“Mr. Lincoln made no effort to conceal his humble origin, but rather delighted to dwell upon the incidents and trials of his early life. He often interested me by rehearsing many of the stories and incidents of his youth, most of which have been published. … But I will give one as he related it to me, that I have never seen in print.” Here Derickson described a Black Hawk War experience. 
 	“Although she had two brothers in the Confederate Army, Mrs. Lincoln was a hearty loyal woman, and one of the best rebel-haters that I met during my stay in Washington. She approached to me, on more than one occasion, to urge the President to arrest and confine a certain official connected to a government institution in Washington whom she believed to be a rebel sympathizer. I spoke to Mr. Lincoln about it one day, when he replied that Mrs. Lincoln had mentioned the matter to him several times, but if he were to arrest and imprison all within our lines known to be in sympathy with the rebel cause, to say nothing about those who were suspected, it would keep the quartermaster’s department employed most of the time in building new prisons.” 
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