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            INTRODUCTION

            MOST OF THE VAST LITERATURE about Abraham Lincoln
                    deals with his public life: his 1858 debates with Stephen A. Douglas, his
                    election to the presidency in 1860, his handling of secession and the Fort
                    Sumter crisis, his management of the huge Union war effort, his Emancipation
                    Proclamation, his triumphant reelection in 1864, his plans for Reconstruction,
                    and his tragic assassination. This emphasis is quite proper, but it is important
                    to remember that Lincoln, during these critical events, also led a private life,
                    defined by his intimate relationship with his wife and by his devotion to their
                    children.

            This little book offers two glimpses of Lincoln as a family man. The
                    first section describes the Lincolns’ life in the White House during the war years. It originated in a talk I prepared at the request of
                    President George Bush and delivered in the White House on January 7, 1990, as
                    the inaugural lecture in the Presidential Lecture Series. Making it clear that
                    he was in no way trying to restrict my subject matter, the president expressed
                    the hope that I would concentrate on the domestic life of the Lincolns in the
                    White House, in whose history he and Mrs. Bush had such a deep
                interest.

            The assignment could hardly have come at a more opportune moment. I
                    was working on my biography Lincoln and was already trying to learn how
                    the Lincoln family lived and fared in Washington. The extensive private tour of
                    the upstairs living quarters of the White House that President and Mrs. Bush
                    gave me just before the lecture was of inestimable value to me in locating
                    Lincoln, his family, and his staff in the Executive Mansion.

            (To digress a little, my interest in the domestic life of the
                    Lincolns was further fueled by the warm and generous response of the audience
                    that President and Mrs. Bush had invited to attend the lecture in the great
                    downstairs dining room in the White House. There, beneath the magnificent Healy
                    portrait of Lincoln, the president introduced me to an
                    audience that included, among many others, Chief Justice and Mrs. William
                    Rehnquist, former Chief Justice Warren Burger, General and Mrs. Colin Powell,
                    Secretary and Mrs. Richard Cheyney, several senators and representatives, some
                    of the leading Lincoln experts and curators, and a number of prominent newspaper
                    and television reporters. Before such an august company my voice was initially a
                    little shaky, but I launched in. Explaining that my topic was not the vast
                    military and political crises of the Lincoln years, but the Lincolns’ domestic
                    life, I borrowed a phrase from Allan Nevins that had always amused me and
                    announced that, on this day at least, my muse would soar close to the ground. I
                    went on to say that I brought no lesson to President Bush, no advice on how to
                    govern or how to solve his domestic or foreign problems. At that point, the
                    President, from his front-row seat, audibly blurted out: “Well, he’ll be the
                    first one!” That broke the ice, and from that point the lecture went on
                    smoothly.)

            That occasion, followed immediately by a splendid reception and a
                    superb exhibit that Mr. Rex Scouten, curator of the White House, and the White
                    House Historical Association had mounted in the East Room,
                    strengthened my interest in the Lincolns’ family life and led to the compilation
                    of the second part of the present book: a collection of all the known letters
                    exchanged by Abraham and Mary Lincoln and their children. Most of these
                    letters—though not all—have long been available to historians and biographers,
                    but they have been published in a scattered fashion. Lincoln’s letters to his
                    wife and family appear in the nine volumes of his Collected Works,
                    interspersed among letters and messages dealing with all manner of political and
                    legal matters. Mary Lincoln’s letters to her husband and to her oldest son,
                    Robert Todd Lincoln, are published in a large volume containing all her
                    correspondence. Nobody has collected Robert’s letters. By bringing these letters
                    together, I wanted to present a picture of the Lincolns’ domestic life. They
                    offer a portrait of Mrs. Lincoln unmarred by tittletattle and by later gossip,
                    and they show Abraham Lincoln as a devoted, if often desperately busy and
                    distracted, family man.

            D.H.D.

        

    
        
            
            
            
            “THIS DAMNED OLD HOUSE”

            The Lincolns in the White House
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            SHORTLY after Abraham Lincoln was inaugurated
                    president in 1861, an old friend from Illinois asked him how he liked living in
                    the Executive Mansion (as the White House was generally called in those days).
                    Lincoln replied that he felt a bit like the reprobate in Springfield who had
                    been tarred and feathered and ridden out of town on a rail. If it wasn’t for the
                    honor of it, he said, he’d much rather have walked.1 That wry,
                    detached attitude was to serve Lincoln well during his four years in the White
                    House. It was, unfortunately, not an attitude that his wife, Mary Todd Lincoln,
                    could share.

            
            I

            When the Lincolns moved into the White House on March 4, 1861, they
                    were less prepared than any previous occupants for the
                    duties and challenges they would have to face. An able Illinois lawyer who had
                    gained a national reputation in his debates with Stephen A. Douglas, Lincoln, at
                    the age of fifty-two, had no administrative experience of any sort; he had never
                    been governor of his state or even mayor of his town of Springfield. A profound
                    student of the Constitution and of the writings of the Founding Fathers, he had
                    a limited acquaintance with the government that they had established. He had
                    served only a single, rather unsuccessful term in the House of Representatives
                    in the 1840s and had not returned to the national capital since. Though Lincoln
                    was one of the founders of the Republican party, he had few acquaintances and
                    almost no close personal friends in Washington. In charge of the country’s
                    foreign relations, he had no correspondents abroad and no acquaintance with any
                    ruler of a foreign nation.

            Nearly a decade younger than her husband, Mary Lincoln was equally
                    unprepared to be mistress of the White House. The daughter of a well-to-do
                    merchant and cotton manufacturer, she had grown up in comfort in Lexington,
                    Kentucky, where she had received the best education available for young women—including instruction in French. But for the previous
                    twenty-two years, she had lived in semi-frontier Illinois, with only an
                    occasional visit to her Kentucky relatives and one unhappy winter in Washington
                    when her husband was in Congress. In a modest frame house on Eighth Street in
                    Spring-field, she had made a comfortable middle-class home for her husband and
                    their children. Like her husband, she had no friends in Washington.

            Clearly, had the Lincolns occupied the Executive Mansion during the
                    most tranquil of times they would have faced difficulties. But in 1861 the
                    circumstances were particularly trying. The states of the Deep South had seceded
                    and set up the Confederate States of America. While Confederate troops besieged
                    Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor, one of the few installations in the South
                    still in Union hands, the states of the Upper South teetered between union and
                    secession. Lincoln had to face this crisis as the first Republican president,
                    obliged to create an administration from discordant groups that had never before
                    worked together. Even as Lincoln was sworn into office, members of his party
                    were beating on the doors of the White House demanding that the spoils of office
                    be distributed to the party faithful. Hounded by office
                    seekers, Lincoln said he sometimes felt like a hotel keeper who was trying to
                    put out a fire in one wing of his establishment while renting rooms in
                    another.

            Mary Lincoln’s problems were equally severe. Because she was the
                    wife of a Republican—who completely supported her husband’s views and
                    ambitions—the Southern women who dominated Washington society resolved to snub
                    her. The few New England women in the national capital distrusted her because
                    she was Southern-born and because, eventually, four of her brothers and three of
                    her brothers-in-law enlisted in the Confederate army. Easterners in general were
                    sure that she was an uncouth frontier woman—doubtless as uneducated as an Indian
                    squaw, and smoking a corncob pipe. Whatever she did—or failed to do—was certain
                    to be closely watched and criticized.

            It was, then, with trepidation that the Lincolns on the morning
                    after the inauguration began to explore the Executive Mansion. They were
                    overwhelmed by the size of their new residence with its thirty-one rooms, not
                    including the conservatory, various outbuildings, and stables. The East Room alone was about as large as their entire Springfield house.
                    After a quick inspection, Lincoln, who was totally indifferent to his physical
                    surroundings, concluded that the mansion was in good shape, and was ready to
                    settle down to work. But Mrs. Lincoln came up with a very different verdict.
                    Accompanied by her sisters, who were visiting her from Springfield, she went
                    from room to room, finding the furniture broken down, the wallpaper peeling, the
                    carpeting worn, the draperies torn, the eleven basement rooms filthy and
                    rat-infested; the whole place had the air of a run-down, unsuccessful,
                    third-rate hotel.2

            Both the Lincolns promptly discovered that the Executive Mansion was
                    as much a public building as it was a home. Except for the family dining rooms,
                    all the rooms on the first floor were open to all visitors, and anybody who
                    wanted to could stroll in at any hour of the day and often late at night. A
                    single elderly doorkeeper was supposed to prevent depredations, but often no one
                    was on duty.3

            On the second floor, nearly half of the rooms were also public; they
                    were devoted to the business of the chief executive. Here were a reception room, the offices of the president’s secretary, and the
                    president’s own office, which also served as the cabinet room. A solid black
                    walnut table occupied the center of the president’s office. Along one wall of
                    the room were a sofa and two upholstered chairs, above which hung maps of the
                    theaters of military operations. In a corner by the window was a large upright
                    mahogany desk, so battered that one of Lincoln’s secretaries thought it must
                    have come “from some old furniture auction”; the pigeonholes above it served as
                    a filing cabinet. Lincoln’s smaller working desk stood between the two
                        windows.4 All the furnishings of this wing of the White House
                    were of the most nondescript kind, and the floor was mostly covered with
                    oilcloth, which made it easier to clean up after overflowing or missed
                    spittoons.

            From early morning until dusk, these rooms were thronged with
                    senators, congressmen, applicants for government jobs, candidates for military
                    appointments, foreign dignitaries, and plain citizens who had favors to ask or
                    who just wanted to shake their president’s hand. In the early months of
                    Lincoln’s first administration, the line was often so long that it extended down
                    the stairs to the front entrance, with a candidate for a job
                    or a military appointment perched on each step. Lincoln found himself a prisoner
                    in his own office; every time he stepped out into the corridor to go to the
                    family quarters on the west end of the building, he was besieged with complaints
                    and petitions. Finally, in order to gain a little privacy, he ordered the only
                    structural addition made to the White House during his administration—a
                    partition built through the reception room, which allowed him to retreat
                    unobserved from his office into the family’s private rooms.

            Those private quarters, which initially seemed so palatial, proved
                    to be remarkably constricted. There were, in fact, only six or seven rooms where
                    the Lincolns could enjoy any privacy. They made the upstairs oval room the
                    family sitting room. The two adjoining rooms on the south side were those of
                    President and Mrs. Lincoln; as in Springfield, they used separate, but
                    connecting, bedrooms. Across the wide corridor were the “Prince of Wales Room,”
                    the state guest room of the Executive Mansion, and the infrequently used room of
                    their oldest son, Robert Todd Lincoln, a student at Harvard College, who was in
                    the White House only during brief vacation periods; the rest
                    of the time it served as a guest room.5 Also on the north side were
                    the rooms of the two youngest Lincoln boys—Willie, aged ten, and Thomas (always
                    called “Tad”), who was eight.

            
            II

            The two younger Lincoln boys found endless opportunities for
                    adventure and mischief in the Executive Mansion. Adults saw the soldiers
                    stationed on the south grounds of the White House as an ominous reminder of
                    danger, but to Willie and Tad the members of the “Bucktail” Pennsylvania
                    regiment were playmates who could always be counted on for stories and races.
                    Catching the martial spirit, Willie and Tad took great pleasure in drilling all
                    the neighborhood boys they could round up. With two special friends who just
                    matched them in age—Bud and Holly Taft, children of a federal judge who lived
                    nearby—they commandeered the roof of the mansion for their fort, and here, with
                    small logs painted to look like cannon, they resolutely fired away at unseen
                    Confederates across the Potomac. Intensely patriotic, Willie published a poem in
                    the Washington National Republican about
                    the heroic death of a friend at Ball’s Bluff. Tad, a little less clear about
                    what was going on, managed to create a sensation when his father was solemnly
                    reviewing Union troops on Pennsylvania Avenue by slipping in behind the
                    president and waving a Confederate flag.6
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