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THE “GREAT SECESSION Winter of 1860–1861,” to use the memorable phrase Henry Adams coined, has often been regarded among professional scholars and ordinary Americans alike as Abraham Lincoln’s historical Achilles’ heel—the vulnerable soft spot in an otherwise sterling reputation.

Although he has long and almost universally been regarded as America’s greatest president, the story persists that in the months leading up to his inauguration, Lincoln not only failed to do all that was required to prevent secession and war, but made his mighty challenge all the more difficult by souring the public he had just been elected to lead.

According to this interpretation, Lincoln remained silent for far too long after his victory, emboldening traitors and dismaying supporters, dithered on the vital issues of slavery and states’ rights, all but ignored blatant treachery in the South, and then made his way to Washington offering a series of bumbling, inconsistent speeches that veered toward compromise on the sectional crisis one moment, and toward defiant coercion the next. He chose too few cabinet appointees in a timely fashion, showered too many favors on unqualified job-seekers, told too many unsavory jokes to his cronies, and lavished improbable attention on his own physical appearance and the artists and photographers who recorded it, all the while failing to grasp the peril of the crisis awaiting his attention.

It was almost as if the memory of Lincoln the transformative leader required the legend of the unprepared leader-in-waiting to add to the luster of his later accomplishments. As his first vice president, Hannibal Hamlin, agreed, Lincoln’s “extreme eulogists made the mistake of constructing a Lincoln who was as great the day he left Springfield as when he made his earthly exit four years later.”1 In Hamlin’s view, Lincoln made countless mistakes during this period. Was he right? Or was Lincoln simply ingenious at diverting attention from dangers over which he still had no control, leaving his record as president-elect understandably overshadowed by his record as president.

The founders did not foresee a lengthy or closely observed interregnum when they established March 4 as inauguration day. Washington, Adams, and Jefferson were each elected just a few weeks prior to his swearing in, limiting the potential for fractiousness and mischief between administrations. Of course, those men had not anticipated the subsequent rise of political parties, much less the introduction of popular voting; they expected that new presidents would be forever chosen by electoral colleges every fourth winter and sworn in shortly thereafter. Later custom shifted elections back to November, but left the inauguration in March, assuming it would take weeks for electors, not to mention future presidents, to travel from their homes to Washington from remote parts of the growing nation. The outdated tradition remained fixed until Franklin D. Roosevelt’s second term began on January 20, 1937.

What the framers failed to anticipate was the resulting, and potentially dangerous, void that long transitions might encourage. Webster’s defines “interregnum” as “the time during which a throne is vacant between two successive reigns or regimes.” So, in a sense, the word does not literally apply to American presidential transition. Yet, in a way, from late 1860 until early 1861, America endured an interregnum of its own, and during this time the country could more accurately be said to have had no president than to have had two. The incumbent was paralyzed, and his successor powerless. Almost from the moment votes are counted, lame-duck chief executives invariably recede into superfluity, but Lincoln’s hapless predecessor, James Buchanan, made procrastination into an art form. He could not have excused himself from responsibility at a more portentous moment, or left his successor with graver problems to address once he was constitutionally entitled to do so.

In the void, the public and press invariably turned expectantly to the next leader for reassuring hints of policy and personality, even though the law empowered him to wield absolutely no authority, and political tradition encouraged him to attempt no influence. The scrutiny was no less intense during this age of politically operated broadsheet newspapers than it is in today’s world of all-day broadcast news and Internet blogs. However limited his authority between November and March, Lincoln was intensely analyzed. In the eyes of many, he failed the test.

Whatever his subsequent achievements, the reputation of Lincoln as president-elect remained a matter of dispute for generations, even if he seemed wanting only in comparison with his accomplishments once in office. As William O. Stoddard, a White House clerk who later became his biographer, noted as early as 1884, the “majority of those who have written” about this period “have strangely taken it for granted that he was in a manner ignorant of the course of events. They have regarded him as being as much taken by surprise by each development as might be any private citizen who puzzled over the news brought to him, correctly or incorrectly, by his favorite newspaper.” To this reigning view, Stoddard would only add: “The difficulties of Mr. Lincoln’s position at that time have been but little understood.”2 Time did not improve that understanding. At the very least, as journalist Noah Brooks maintained ten years later, there were those Americans in late 1860 who “hoped . . . that he would be sent back to Illinois dead or alive, and that ‘President [Jefferson] Davis’ would come and take his place.”3

To be sure, Lincoln had his share of defenders, especially in the afterglow of his assassination and martyrdom. The early biographer Phoebe Hanaford, for one, took pains to depict him as the “prepared man,” and in her section entitled “Called to the Presidential Chair” called “Abe Lincoln” the “best contribution which America has made to history.”4 Her contemporary L. P. Brockett judged Lincoln’s protracted pre-inaugural silence to be “wise,”5 and citing the “enormity” of his challenges, described Lincoln as an oasis of calm in a storm of “feverish apprehension.”6 Isaac N. Arnold, the Illinois congressman-turned-biographer, lauded his old friend for demonstrating “clear and positive convictions of his duty” during the transition.7

Subsequent writers took a different view. Historian David M. Potter pointed out in 1942 that as president-elect, Lincoln was no more than “simply a lawyer from Springfield, Illinois—a man of great undeveloped capacities and narrowly limited background. He was more fit to become President than to be President.”8 Eight years later, Allan Nevins argued similarly that while Lincoln “possessed more qualifications than men dreamed . . . great public prestige he sadly lacked.” As president-elect, Nevins maintained, Lincoln’s “clumsy attempts at wit were inappropriate to the tension of the hour” and “jarred on anxious citizens.”9 Even when the influential James G. Randall insisted that “few leaders have met such a situation with greater grace,” he conceded that the fact that Lincoln managed to hold his party together between his election and inauguration “seems now something of a miracle.”10

James M. McPherson spoke for a later generation of scholars when he asserted in 1988 that Lincoln’s entire, public inaugural journey might have been a “mistake,” because in his effort to avoid “a careless remark or slip of the tongue” that might “inflame the crisis further,” the president-elect “indulged in platitudes and trivia,” producing “an unfavorable impression on those who were already disposed to regard the ungainly president-elect as a commonplace prairie lawyer.”11 Mark E. Neely, Jr., has similarly noted that Lincoln’s remarks en route to Washington were “widely quoted in the press to show that Lincoln was insensitive and unequipped to cope with the secession crisis.”12 And Richard Carwardine spoke of “Lincoln’s larger misreading of the southern surge toward secession,” arguing: “Lincoln may also have misjudged things in not doing more to reassure anxious southerners that he would not use his patronage powers to place hard-line Republicans in federal appointments in the slave states.”13

On the other hand, Phillip Shaw Paludan has credited Lincoln with using this period of his career “to bring to life the political philosophy his party espoused”—it being a new political organization “that needed unity as desperately as the Union did.”14 And Doris Kearns Goodwin has pointed out that President-elect Lincoln, “not oblivious to the abyss that could easily open beneath his feet,” demonstrated admirable “strength of will.”15 The professional historical debate continues, as it should.

Significantly, not a single scholar among all those cited above ever minimized the desperate challenges Lincoln faced, or questioned that his was the most dangerous transition period in history. While attending to the customary tasks of assembling a cabinet, rewarding political loyalists with federal appointments, and drafting an inaugural address alone—he employed no speechwriters—Lincoln was uniquely forced to confront the collapse of the country itself, with no power to prevent its disintegration. Bound to loyalty to the Republican party platform on which he had run and won, he could yield little to the majority that had in fact voted against him.

During the four months—a full third of a year—between his election and inauguration, seven Southern states seceded from the Union, set up their own independent government, chose their own president, seized federal property, and dared Lincoln to resist their defiant independence. Within thirty days of the November 1860 popular vote—in which, notably, he failed to amass even 40 percent of the total cast, and earned none at all in much of the South—the minority president-elect could not even be certain that he would have a nation to lead. At a minimum, he faced the very real possibility that the Electoral College obligated to certify his victory might not be able to assemble safely, and that the formal inaugural pageant might be difficult to stage without both interference and considerable personal risk. Certainly no president ever faced such audacious impediments to taking lawful office.

Some critics then and now still indict Lincoln for remaining uncharacteristically aloof as the country began breaking apart, either unable or unwilling out of deference to both political tradition and his own rigid party platform to take a stand as the crisis widened. Torn by conflicting advice, they maintain, he showed too much hesitancy in assembling his ministerial family, unable to make final decisions—in one case, making one choice, retracting it, and then making it again. He not only fumbled badly in his attempts at impromptu oratory en route to the capital, but worst of all, ended his journey in the dead of night, embarrassingly fearful for his safety, after encouraging unseemly partisan demonstrations in friendly Northern cities. He was too conspicuous. He was too sequestered. He was too careless. He was too calculating. He was too conciliatory. He was too coercive. He was too sloppy. He was too preening. Either way, he ultimately, tragically, bungled his last, best hope of preventing a war that cost America 600,000 of her sons. In the anti-Lincoln tradition—most recently renewed improbably by gadfly 2008 Republican presidential candidate Ron Paul—Lincoln could easily have achieved freedom for the slaves without resorting to military force.16

This book is an attempt to reexamine and thoroughly illuminate this complex record by exploring Lincoln’s—and America’s own—experience at the time. It will show how seriously Lincoln regarded the transition, not resting whiggishly in preparation for his presidency, but working tirelessly to unite his party, assemble a cabinet, fill hundreds of patronage jobs, assess the constitutional and military threats to the Union, open communications with Southerners, keep an eye on America’s role in the world—and, most of all, draw a line in the sand to prevent the spread of human slavery. Lincoln later told Congress that it—and he—could not “escape history.” But every monument needs a pedestal. And Lincoln’s monumental place in American history could not have been secured without the pedestal he built as president-elect.17 Making full use of period recollections by the people around him, along with newspaper and magazine accounts and rarely analyzed material culture, it offers a week-by-week exploration of Lincoln’s own evolving thoughts, declarations, and actions as he prepared to introduce himself to the American people (having never campaigned for the presidency, he needed to do so after his election). It will examine what he said, what he wrote, and what he declined to say and do; how he dextrously, often covertly, manipulated individuals and factions, resisted flattery, faced down disloyalty, and endured criticism and hatred along with almost unimaginable personal discomfort along the road to his inauguration; how he relaxed, what he read, and, when possible, what he thought; how contemporaries reacted to him, and how he responded in turn, maintaining public silence while somehow gathering the intelligence and momentum needed to arm himself for the brutal challenge awaiting him.

In so doing, the book aims to paint the most accurate and detailed picture yet offered of America’s gravest crisis through the eyes of this altogether original leader—“inexperienced in wielding great power”18 yet astonishingly intuitive and gifted with remarkable instincts for communication—whom Americans chose to confront that crisis, then by tradition compelled to wait so long before doing so.

One fact remains inarguable. Abraham Lincoln faced obstacles, challenges, citizen apprehension, disloyalty, even threats greater than that which confronted any president-elect before or since. He said so himself rather immodestly at the time, and history has generated no convincing rebuttal since. He would somehow survive all of them and go on to preserve the country and substantially remake it by validating majority rule and eradicating the stain of human slavery. But first came the extraordinary transition that might easily have tainted or even doomed all that followed.

This book aims to show how ingeniously Abraham Lincoln worked within the constraints of reigning political tradition to make certain that he had that opportunity, and how close he came to losing it.

Rye, New York February 12, 2008
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The first photograph of President-Elect Abraham Lincoln with his new beard, taken by Samuel G. Alschuler, Chicago, Illinois, Sunday, November 25, 1860. (LIBRARY OF CONGRESS)
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THE PROMISE OF SOMETHING BETTER



Chapter One

The Government Is About to Fall into Our Hands

THE CANNON SALVO that thundered over Springfield, Illinois, to greet the sunrise on November 6, 1860, signaled not the start of a battle, but the end of one. The bitter, raucous, and exhilarating six-month-long campaign for president of the United States was over at last. Election Day was finally dawning.1

Ignited to rouse the Republican faithful to the polls that morning, the explosions were soon augmented by other “manifestations of popular feeling” designed to “enliven” the city. Crowds of boisterous partisans took up positions outside the city’s one and only polling place and began a long day devoted to outshouting each other. Providing clamorous accompaniment were bands of musicians parading through the streets aboard horse-drawn wagons, giving ear-shattering performances while waving banners like the one that proclaimed, “A Home President for Springfield.”2 There was little danger that Abraham Lincoln’s hometown would slumber through this decisive day of days.

As for Lincoln himself, the Republican presidential nominee probably awoke, like his neighbors, at the first cannon blast—that is, if he had been able to sleep at all. Victory—probable but not quite certain—might, he knew, prove Pyrrhic. Just a few days earlier, warning that “the existence of slavery is at stake,” South Carolina’s leading newspaper, the Charleston Mercury, had defiantly called for a prompt secession convention in “each and all of the Southern states” should the “Abolitionist white man” Lincoln capture the White House.3 That same day, a prominent New York Democrat prophesied that if the Republican were elected, “at least Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Florida, and South Carolina would secede.”4 Yet the danger that winning could prove more cataclysmic than losing did little to deflate the celebratory mood among Republicans in Lincoln’s hometown. By the time the polls opened at 8 A.M., a journalist reported, “tranquility forsook Springfield” altogether, and “the out-door tumult” awoke “whatever sluggish spirits there might be among the populace.”5

Lincoln himself had seemed uncharacteristically skittish. Less than three weeks earlier, he had confided to a caller, not for the first time, that he would have preferred contending for a full six-year term in the Senate, “where there was more chance to make reputation and less chance of losing it—than four years in the presidency.”6 It was a startling admission. But having lost not one but two senatorial races over the past five years, most recently to Stephen A. Douglas—one of the Democrats now standing in the way of his election to the White House—Lincoln’s conflicted thoughts were understandable. Surely his mood did not improve when he read an Election Eve letter demanding he withdraw from the race unilaterally, simply because, as its author put it, “we do not want you for President of the United States . . . . The Spirit says so.”7 Jitters and divination notwithstanding, there was, of course, no turning back now from the nation’s judgment day.

Looking at his prospects coolly—and Lincoln was an expert vote-counter—he had reason enough to expect he would prevail. In a pivotal state election two months earlier, widely seen as a harbinger of the presidential contest, Maine had elected a Republican governor with a healthy majority. In bellwether contests that soon followed, Republicans had earned similarly impressive majorities in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana. Ward Hill Lamon, Lincoln’s old friend from their circuit-riding days, wrote the candidate to joke that on hearing the news, his campaign manager, three-hundred-pound Judge David Davis, had “turned a double somersault and adjourned court until after the presidential election—and in his delirium he actually talks of Lincoln’s Election as being a fixed fact.”8 Lincoln finally allowed himself to believe that the “splendid victories . . . seem to fore-shadow the certain success of the Republican cause in November.”9

To Senator William H. Seward of New York, the onetime front-runner he had defeated for the Republican presidential nomination six months earlier, Lincoln went even further, admitting the recent successes “surpassed all expectation, even the most extravagant.” In a rare burst of optimism, he told Seward: “It now really looks as if the Government is about to fall into our hands.”10 But it was always part of Lincoln’s complex nature to greet impending success with some foreboding.11 Besides, the recent local victories in the North, however encouraging, hardly guaranteed victory in the national election. The black leader Frederick Douglass, for one, acknowledged that the “efforts and appliances resorted to by the enemies of the Republican party . . . could not fail to cause doubt and anxiety in the minds of the most sanguine.”12

Complicating matters was the fact that four candidates were competing for the presidency. Earlier in the year, the sectionally riven Democratic party had split into Northern and Southern factions, promising a dilution of its usual strength—1,838,169 votes in the last national election, or 45.3 percent of the total in that three-way race. Perceptions of extremism from both parties had inspired the formation of a new Constitutional Union party, which nominated Tennessee politician John Bell as its own candidate for president. The rupture in the nation’s oldest political organization left Lincoln convinced, by the end of September, that no “ticket can be elected by the People, unless it be ours.”13 Still, no one could be absolutely certain that any candidate would amass enough electoral votes to win the presidency outright. If none secured an absolute majority of electors on November 6, the Constitution punted the contest to the House of Representatives, where only the top three vote-getters would be eligible. And if the House—where Republicans had yet to amass an outright majority—got to choose the next president, slaveholding Southern states, overwhelmingly Democratic, would exercise more power than they could in the Electoral College. Each state would cast a single presidential vote. Anything might yet happen.14

Stephen A. Douglas, now the presidential standard-bearer of Northern Democrats, took care to deny he harbored hopes for such an outcome, but privately dreamed of an outcome in which he might yet end up battling in the “Ho[use] of Reps.”15 So serious were concerns that the South would exercise disproportionate influence under such a scenario, that in hotly contested New York, anxious business leaders rallied on Election Eve to warn voters that transferring “the present contest for the Presidency to the Halls of Congress” could “subject our Government to more fearful peril than any it has hitherto encountered.”16 Another speaker, James S. Thayer, raised ominous doubts “that Lincoln would ever be President of this nation,”17 whatever the verdict of the people.

Thayer was referring to last-minute efforts among Northern and Southern Democrats to forgo their differences on slavery and unite around “fusion” tickets to stop Lincoln. Outgoing President James Buchanan’s endorsed choice, Vice President John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky, candidate of the Southern Democrats, had improbably emerged as the favorite of Democrats in the president’s home state of Pennsylvania, where “Old Buck” still enjoyed popularity and influence. In New York, opposition to Lincoln coalesced around Douglas. Horace Greeley, editor of the pro-Lincoln New York Tribune, warned on November 1 that a fusion “triumph” was “not an impossibility.” Nervously, he exhorted the Republican faithful to allow no “call of business or pleasure, any visitation of calamity, bereavement, or moderate illness, to keep you from the polls.”18

•  •  •

DESPITE THE UNPRECEDENTED tension and lingering uncertainty—intensified by the growing sense that the election held historic significance—Lincoln, over the last six months, had done next to nothing publicly, and precious little privately, either in person or in print, to advance his own cause. Prevailing political tradition called for silence from presidential candidates. In earlier elections, nominees who had defied custom appeared desperate, and invariably lost.19 Besides, the choice seemed clear enough from the outset of the 1860 campaign, especially when it came to the smoldering issue of slavery. Douglas championed the idea that settlers in new Western territories were entitled to vote slavery up or down for themselves, while Breckinridge argued that slave-owners could take their human property anywhere in the country they chose. Against both stood Lincoln. As Frederick Douglass acknowledged, only the Republican believed it “the power and duty of the National Government to prevent the spread and perpetuation of slavery.”20

Such profound disagreement might have provided fodder for serious debate—at least in modern campaigns. But no such opportunities existed within the reigning political culture of mid-nineteenth-century America, not even when the canvass involved proven debaters like Lincoln and Douglas, who had famously battled each other face-to-face in seven senatorial debates two years earlier. Worried that Lincoln might be tempted to resume politicking, William Cullen Bryant, editor of the pro-Republican New York Evening Post, bluntly reminded him that “the vast majority of your friends . . . want you to make no speeches, write no letters as a candidate, enter into no pledges, make no promises, nor even give any of those kind words which men are apt to interpret into promises.”21

Obligingly, the acclaimed prairie orator silenced himself from the day of his nomination onward. The gifted campaigner retreated to the proverbial back porch—resisting even a tempting offer to campaign in “the place of my nativity,” overwhelmingly Democratic Kentucky, by jokingly worrying: “Would not the people Lynch me?”22 To his dismay, a newspaper unearthed the playful correspondence and gravely reported that Lincoln feared “the invitation was a trap led by some designing person to inveigle him into a slave State for the purpose of doing violence to his person.”23 Charges of cowardice could be fatal to politicians—a harsh reality with which Lincoln would soon have to contend as president-elect. He promptly drafted a reply.

For the most part, however, the skillful writer wisely let his correspondence ebb to a trickle, taking pains to mark his few interesting letters “private” or “confidential” to discourage their release to the public. Though Americans continued to revel in politics, thronging rallies, loyally affiliating with one party or the other, and voting in overwhelming numbers—a record-breaking 82 percent would turn out this Election Day nationwide24—Lincoln surprised no one when he assured an Ohio ally that “in my present position . . . by the lessons of the past, and the united voice of all discreet friends, I am neither [to] say or write a word for the public.”25

When the crush of campaign correspondence became burdensome anyway, a “sensible and discreet”26 young man named John George Nicolay left his clerkship in the Illinois secretary of state’s office to join Lincoln’s staff—to become his staff, more accurately—as private secretary for $75 a month.27 The slightly built, dark-haired, German-born “George,” as intimates knew him, could barely keep up with the ensuing flood of letters.28

As the 1860 campaign reached its climax, Lincoln received and rejected anxious last-minute appeals, from supporters and opponents alike, that he simply assure the South that, if elected, he had no intention of interfering with slavery. Less astute politicians might have regarded such reassurances as pabulum: easy to concoct, easier to swallow. Lincoln not only kept quiet; he spoke out to explain his silence, contending that any such policy reiterations would not only be superfluous, but a sign of indecisiveness that could cripple him as president-elect—and as president.

He was already on record as viewing slavery as “a moral, political and social wrong” that “ought to be treated as a wrong . . . with the fixed idea that it must and will come to an end.”29 These sentiments alone had proven enough to alarm Southerners. But Lincoln had never embraced immediate abolition, knowing, if nothing else, that such a position would have isolated him from mainstream white American voters and rendered him unelectable. Unalterably opposed to the extension of slavery, Lincoln remained willing to “tolerate” its survival where it already existed, believing that containment would place it “in the course of ultimate extinction.”30 That much about him voters already knew.

When a worried visitor from New England nonetheless urged him, the very day before the election, to “reassure the men honestly alarmed” over the prospect of his victory, Lincoln flew into a rare fury, and with a “warmth of retort he seldom reached,” Nicolay observed, branded such men “liars and knaves.” As Lincoln hotly explained: “This is the same old trick by which the South breaks down every Northern victory. Even if I were personally willing to barter away the moral principle involved in this contest, for the commercial gain of a new submission to the South, I would go to Washington without the countenance of the men who supported me and were my friends before the election; I would be as powerless as a block of buckeye wood.”31

As for “[t]hose who will not read, or heed, what I have already publicly said,” he insisted, they “would not read, or heed, a repetition of it.”32 Somewhat ponderously quoting Scripture, he added: “ ‘If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded though one rose from the dead.’ ” As he insisted: “What is it I could say which would quiet the alarm? Is it that no interference by the government, with slaves or slavery within the states, is intended? I have said this so often already, that a repetition of it is but mockery, bearing an appearance of weakness, and cowardice . . . .”33

In the very last letter of his noncampaign for the White House, composed a week before Election Day, one can almost hear the presumptive president-elect refusing to be drawn into further debate:

For the good men of the South—and I regard the majority of them as such—I have no objection to repeat seventy and seven times. But I have bad men also to deal with, both North and South—men who are eager for something new upon which to base new misrepresentations—men who would like to frighten me, or, at least, to fix upon me the character of timidity and cowardice. They would seize upon almost any letter I could write, as being an “awful coming down.” I intend keeping my eye upon these gentlemen, and to not unnecessarily put any weapons in their hands.34

There would be no “awful coming down.” Lincoln’s “campaign” for president ended how and where it began: in adamant silence, and in the same Illinois city to which he had so tenaciously clung since the national convention. Like the solar eclipse that had obscured the Illinois sun in July, Lincoln remained in Springfield, hidden in full view.35

•  •  •

INSIDE WHAT ONE visiting reporter described as the “plain, neat looking, two story” corner house36 where he had lived with his family for sixteen years, Abraham Lincoln awoke on Election Day 1860 and prepared to face the verdict of the people.

Inside his small, second-floor bedroom, Lincoln dressed in his usual formal black suit, pulling his long arms into a frock coat worn over a stiff white shirt and collar, a black waistcoat in between. As always, he wound a black tie carelessly round his sinewy neck and pulled tight-fitting boots—how could they be otherwise?—over his gargantuan feet. He likely greeted Mary and their two younger sons, nine-year-old Willie and seven-year-old Tad, at the dining table. (The eldest, Robert, had recently begun his freshman year at Harvard.)

Lincoln probably took his usual spare breakfast with the family, an egg and toast washed down with coffee.37 Neither husband nor wife ever confided their routine or mood at home that morning. Nor did they welcome visitors who might have left such recollections. All we know is that eventually Lincoln donned the signature stovepipe hat he kept pegged on a wooden rack in the front hall. Then, as always—unaccompanied by retinues of security men or political aides—he stepped outside and turned toward the Illinois State Capitol some five blocks northwest of his home. As ever looking tough as “a whip-cord,” he strode atop the “dead drift of leaves” that littered the sidewalks this brisk autumn morning, and marched on toward his headquarters.38

The bracing air that greeted Lincoln may have surprised—even worried—him. It was unseasonably chilly. How might the weather affect Election Day turnout? The sun shone from an encouragingly cloudless sky, but “Frost & ice” caked the ground throughout central Illinois, as Lincoln ally Orville Hickman Browning recorded in his diary from Quincy, a hundred miles away.39 As the morning warmed, however, reports of sun-drenched, cloudless skies from one end of the state to the other stirred Republican hearts, clement weather being crucial to the task of enticing widely scattered rural voters, predominantly Republican in loyalty, to their distant polling places. “[C]ontray to all precedent,” reported an excited editor from Chicago, “it was a glorious fall day . . . a marvel.” In pro-Lincoln Bloomington, the weather grew so obliging that one enfeebled citizen who had not been able to leave his house in months allowed himself to be hauled painlessly to the polls “in a carriage with a bed in it.”40

Springfield, for nearly a quarter of a century Illinois’s capital city, seemed, in visiting journalist Noah Brooks’s harsh view, “a commonplace, sprawling sort of town.”41 Once notorious for its muddy streets and freely roaming herd of pigs, at least it now boasted outdoor, gas-fed lighting, a large and growing population of lawyers, doctors, and merchants, and clusters of two-and three-story brick structures surmounting wood-plank sidewalks. To a New York journalist, the town now presented “a handsome appearance,” with streets “well planned and wide,” and “a noble expanse” for a public square, around which huddled a ring of retail shops and professional offices, marked by an awning of vividly painted signs.42 For the last few weeks, another New York reporter noticed, it was also alive “with the florid emblazonry of banner, and flared with unnumbered torches.” A veritable “torrent of hurrahs” echoed repeatedly through its “usually tranquil streets.”43 Springfield was in a happy uproar.

Looming with stunning, almost incongruous grandeur over the city was the imposing State House, its red-painted copper cupola rising twice as tall as any other structure in town. Here, ever since his nomination in May, Lincoln had maintained his official headquarters—and his official silence—in a second-floor corner suite customarily reserved for the state’s reigning governor. For six months, attended by Nicolay, Lincoln had here welcomed visitors, told “amusing stories,”44 posed for painters, accumulated souvenirs, worked on selected correspondence, and scoured newspapers. Now he headed back to pass his final hours there as a candidate for president.

Lincoln entered the limestone State House from the south through its oversized pine doors. He ambled past its Supreme Court chamber, where he had argued many cases during his twenty-four-year-long legal career, and past the adjacent libraries where he had researched the sensational address delivered at Cooper Union nine months earlier.45 Then he climbed the interior staircase, at the top of which stood the ornate Assembly chamber where, back in 1858, he had accepted the Republican Senate nomination with his rousing “House Divided” address.

The building brimmed with many such indelible memories, but what Lincoln felt as he encountered these touchstones on Election Day remains unknown. Lincoln “never had a confidant,” law partner William H. Herndon explained, and “never unbosomed himself to others.”46 Keeping his thoughts to himself as usual, Lincoln headed to the so-called gubernatorial “residences”—a fifteen-foot-by-twenty-five-foot carpeted reception room and smaller adjacent office, simply furnished with both upholstered and plain wooden chairs, a desk, and a table—ceded to him these many months by the new governor, John Wood47

Here, since May, he had received and displayed an avalanche of gifts: “pieces of old rails that he had split, fragments of the log cabin in which he had lived, dilapidated specimens of the furniture he had made and used, stray bits of the surveyor’s instruments he had once owned, mementoes of the Black Hawk War, in which he took part, books, pictures and engravings.” The official who occupied the adjoining suite—Newton Bateman, the diminutive superintendent of public education whom Lincoln called “my little friend, the big schoolmaster of Illinois”—observed “articles of all sorts and sizes” in the room, “some very quaint and curious, some cheap and homemade, others elegant and costly.”48 One miraculous novelty dominated an entire wall: a twelve-foot-long wood-link chain a disabled Iowan had carved out of a single piece of timber “to symbolize the indissoluble union of the states.”49

Here the journalists who arrived on the scene to cover Lincoln’s movements this Election Day first encountered the candidate, “surrounded by an abattis [sic] of disheveled newspapers and in comfortable occupancy of two chairs, one supporting his body, the other his heels.”50 Under the watchful eye of friends and reporters, Lincoln, perhaps nervously, shifted from seat to seat, at one point all but disappearing into an “arm chair of liberal proportions . . . which he hardly seemed to fill to anything like repletion.” Soon he was seen with his “long legs . . . elevated to the top of a stove, as he sat in a chair tipped backward.” His “great height” multiplied the comic effect.51

Entering the crowded room to a hearty “come in, sir,” a New York newspaperman was struck by the candidate’s “easy, old fashioned, offhanded manner,” and surprised to find “none of that hard, crusty, chilly look about him” that “dominated most campaign portraits.” Doing his best to display his “winning manner” and “affability,”52 Lincoln spent the early part of the day “receiving and entertaining such visitors as called upon him” with extravagant formality, respectfully rising each time a new delegation arrived. “These were both numerous and various—representing, perhaps as many tempers and as many nationalities as could easily be brought together at the West.”53

When, for example, “some rough-jacketed constituents” burst in who, “having voted for him . . . expressed a wish to look at their man,” Lincoln received them “kindly” until they “went away, thoroughly satisfied in every manner.” To a delegation of New Yorkers, Lincoln feigned displeasure at seeing them so far from home, chiding them that he would have felt better had they stayed home to vote. He said much the same thing when a New York reporter arrived to shadow him, raising an eyebrow and scolding, “a vote is a vote; every vote counts.”54

But when one visitor daringly asked the candidate a substantive question about the nation’s future—whether he was worried Southern states would secede if he won—Lincoln turned serious, confidently replying, “they might make a little stir about it before, but if they waited until after the inauguration and for some overt act, they would wait all their lives.”55 Unappreciated in the excitement of the hour was this hint at a policy of nonaggression. Few took notice—least of all in the South.

A visiting correspondent, this one from St. Louis, seemed surprised to detect no evidence of Lincoln’s supposedly tasteless humor. Samuel R. Weed took special care to report that the candidate “did not jest or crack jokes (as his enemies charged was his daily habit).” Yet he did regale his guests with a full platter of funny stories. On the subject of “personal beauty,” for example, Lincoln merrily confided he felt fortunate that “ ‘the women couldn’t vote,’ otherwise the monstrous portraits of him which had been circulated during the canvas by friends as well as by foes would surely defeat him.”56

On this tense day, Lincoln offered the hopeful view that “elections in this country were like ‘big boils’—they caused a great deal of pain before they came to a head, but after the trouble was over the body was in better health than before.” He trusted that “the bitterness of the canvass would pass away ‘as easily as the core of a boil.’ ” Eager as he was for the campaign to “come to a head,” however, Lincoln delayed casting his own vote. As the clock ticked away, he remained secluded in the Governor’s suite, occasionally glancing out the window to the crowded polling place across Capitol Square. Inside, he remained secluded, “surrounded by friends . . . apparently as unconcerned as the most obscure man in the nation.”57

•  •  •

AS LINCOLN OCCUPIED himself greeting allies and supporters while waiting to learn his political fate, the rest of America—the first trickle among the more than four million white males who would go to the polls nationwide this day—began registering their choices for the presidency.

In must-win New York, Lincoln’s supporters loudly made sure the metropolis was awake—“wide awake,” joked the New York Times. This was a humorous reference to the indefatigable paramilitary Wide-Awake Clubs whose members had for months marched the streets for Lincoln, carrying blazing torches atop wooden poles to illuminate nighttime rallies, dressed in oilskin hats and slickers to shield themselves from dripping oil and sparks. Now the Wide-Awakes worked one final day to pull the vote, determined to seize a “once in a lifetime” opportunity.58 For the most part, as the pro-Democratic New York World reported, “the quiet of the city . . . reached even the point of dullness.”59

Patrician New York lawyer George Templeton Strong, an ardent Lincoln supporter, sensed history in the making. “A memorable day,” he confided in his diary. “We do not know yet for what. Perhaps for the disintegration of the country, perhaps for another proof that the North is timid and mercenary, perhaps for demonstration that Southern bluster is worthless. We cannot tell yet what historical lesson the event of November 6, 1860, will teach, but the lesson cannot fail to be weighty.”

Strong attempted to cast his own ballot first thing in the morning, but “found people in a queue extending a whole block from the polls.” Retreating, he rode to his Wall Street office, and attended a meeting at which bankers predicted there would be no financial panic no matter who won the election. Though another New Yorker sneered that most of the “Bulls, Bears, and Snakes of Wall Street assumed the air of deeply injured men” as the day unfolded,60 Strong reported little gloom within the investment community. Optimistically, he returned to his polling place at 2 P.M., where he finally “got in my vote after only an hour’s detention. I voted for Lincoln.”61

Not so the colorful old Virginia extremist Edmund Ruffin, much as he wanted Lincoln to win—though for a different reason. Like many fellow secessionist ultras, Ruffin hoped a Lincoln victory would nerve the South to quit the Union. Earlier that year, the agricultural theorist and political agitator had nudged his section toward the inevitable by publishing a visionary piece of speculative fiction entitled Anticipations of the Future. The book flatly predicted that “the obscure and coarse Lincoln” would be “elected by the sectional Abolition Party of the North,” which in turn would justify Southern resistance to “oppression and impending subjugation”—namely, a fight for “independence.”62 The uncanny, long-since-forgotten tome erred in only one detail: forecasting that these events would unfold four years later—in 1864.

On the eve of Election Day 1860, Ruffin reiterated in his diary: “I most earnestly & anxiously desire Lincoln to be elected . . . . I wish the question tested & settled now.” He cast his personal ballot, however, for John C. Breckinridge, though he claimed that the Kentuckian did “not come up to my standard of what a southern candidate should be.” Then, fully anticipating a Lincoln victory that would “serve to show whether these southern states are to remain free, or to be politically enslaved,” Ruffin boarded a train bound for South Carolina, his baggage stuffed with political pamphlets advocating secession. Once in Charleston, he expected to begin agitating for disunion as soon as a Lincoln victory was confirmed.63

Nearly a thousand miles north, Election Day morning brought a sudden downpour and a single dramatic thunderclap to the abolitionist hotbed of Quincy, Massachusetts, “a thing which I never remember to have happened here so late in the year.” So marveled Charles Francis Adams—Republican congressional candidate, son of one American president, grandson of another, and proud heir to a long family tradition of ant-slavery. Finding “quite a crowd” at the polling place at Town Hall despite the weather, Adams proudly “voted the entire ticket of the Republicans,” exulting: “It is a remarkable idea to reflect that all over this broad land at this moment the process of changing the ruler is peacefully going on and what a change in all probability . . . . The prospect is great for a victory.”64 Even so, for Adams it would be at best bittersweet. Contending for that victory was not the Republican he had hoped would win the presidency—William Seward—but a Westerner whose success had upended so many Easterners’ dreams.

Back across the continent, much closer to Lincoln’s Springfield—and perhaps more reflective of the divided spirit of America—a newly relocated Galena, Illinois, Mexican War veteran evinced conflicted emotions about the choices his neighbors faced this Election Day. “By no means a ‘Lincoln man,’ ”65 he nonetheless seemed resigned to the Republican’s success. “The fact is I think the Democratic party want a little purifying and nothing will do it so effectually as a defeat,” admitted the retired soldier, now starting life anew in the family’s leather-tanning business. “The only thing is, I don’t like to see a Republican beat the party.”66 The veteran’s name was Ulysses S. Grant, and he would not remain a tanner for long. Grant had not lived in the river town “long enough to gain citizenship and could not, therefore, vote.” But he was “really glad of this at the time,” he later claimed, “for my pledges would have compelled me to vote for Stephen A. Douglas, who had no possible chance of election.”67

In Stephen A. Douglas’s hometown of Chicago, meanwhile, voters braved crowds as large as those flocking to the polls in New York. Four-block-long lines and two-hour waits prevailed. But Douglas was not in residence to cast a vote of his own. En route home after a multicity tour through the South, he found himself stranded in the unlikely town of Mobile. There, the Democrat perhaps found solace in the fact that Lincoln’s name did not even appear on Alabama’s ballots—or on those of nine additional states in the Deep South.

Yet the man who had beaten Lincoln for the Senate only two years earlier now stood a good chance of losing his home state—and with it, the biggest prize in American politics—to the very same man. Even Douglas’s running mate seemed convinced of Lincoln’s imminent success—and equally fearful that, in anticipation, “the fires of sectionalism in the South are waxing hot.”68

As of Election Day, Lincoln had successfully avoided not only his three opponents, but also his own running mate, Hannibal Hamlin. Republicans had nominated the Maine senator for vice president without Lincoln’s knowledge, much less his consent—true to another prevailing political custom that left such choices exclusively to the delegates—in an attempt to balance the Chicago convention’s choice of a Westerner for the presidency. For a time, the man at the top of the ticket seemed to extend his vow of campaign silence to Hamlin, too. After asking a mutual acquaintance to convey his “respects” a week after the convention, Lincoln waited a full two months before initiating direct communication. Even then, pointing out that both of them had served in the 30th Congress from 1847 to 1849—Lincoln as a congressman and Hamlin as a senator—Lincoln admitted, “I have no recollection that we were introduced.” Almost grudgingly did he now concede, “It appears to me that you and I ought to be acquainted.”69

There the correspondence temporarily ceased, until September, when Lincoln got wind of Hamlin’s fear that Republicans in Maine might soon lose House seats and barely survive the gubernatorial election. Making clear he expected “a splendid victory for us,” Lincoln complained that such loose talk would “put us on the down-hill track, lose us the state elections in Pennsylvania and Indiana, and probably ruin us on the main turn in November.”70 The senator attempted a feeble response, denying he had leaked the story, then admitting the identical concerns. Their correspondence would not be resumed even when Maine voters in the state elections put the lie to Hamlin’s concerns. Now, on this national Election Day the Republican party’s running mates would be voting much as they had “run”—separately and silently.

Lincoln and Hamlin agreed on one thing: their party would no longer tolerate compromise that would make possible the further spread of slavery. So the party platform declared—in an era when party platforms still very much mattered—attesting incontrovertibly: “We deny the authority of Congress, of a Territorial Legislature, or of any individuals, to give legal existence to slavery in any territory of the United States.”71

One anti-slavery champion who remained skeptical was the passionate African American civil rights pioneer, Frederick Douglass. A former slave, he was, much like the Republican presidential candidate, self-educated, a brilliant writer, and a captivating orator. And while both men rejected the idea that the Constitution gave Americans the right to own slaves, Lincoln differed with Douglass by reluctantly conceding that the Constitution protected slavery in the states where it had existed since the founding of the republic (and long before), while state laws sanctioned it in southern states that had joined the Union since. Certainly no other 1860 presidential candidate gave Douglass any better hope that slavery might end under his rule—and one, Stephen A. Douglas, had for years cruelly used “Fred,” as he derisively called him,72 as a rhetorical punching bag. But still the editor of the abolitionist newspaper Douglass’ Monthly did not see in Lincoln the ideal answer to the black man’s prayers for freedom and equality.73

Much as Douglass decried the “mobs gotten up to put down the Republican [state] Conventions at Baltimore, Alexandria, and Wheeling, the threats of violence” against Republicans in Kentucky, “and the threats of dissolution of the Union in case of the election of Lincoln,” he could not bring himself to praise Lincoln directly.74 Whether Lincoln himself ever read Douglass’s increasingly critical editorials or speeches remains a matter of historical conjecture. Their own warm personal acquaintance would not begin for several more years.

On Election Day, Douglass tirelessly worked the polls in his home city of Rochester, encouraging neighbors not only to support the Republican party, but also to back a statewide universal suffrage referendum especially dear to his heart. In New York, free blacks still had to prove that they owned at least $250 in property and assets in order to vote, though the ballot initiative proposed at last to give all free blacks that right.75 If Douglass himself voted that day remains a mystery. With or without his ballot, indicative of the intractable racism gripping even the Northern states in 1860, the suffrage referendum went down to a resounding defeat.76

•  •  •

FROM MORNING UNTIL dusk, an immense crowd of both Douglas Democrats and Lincoln Republicans milled noisily outside the polling place at the oblong-shaped, two-story Sangamon County Court House at Sixth and Washington Streets.77 Here partisans gave voice to their beliefs by cheering at each approach by the inexhaustible roving musicians, and shouting their respective approval whenever a partisan hoisted a banner or shouted a slogan. The din could be heard for blocks.

Squabbles broke out repeatedly among so-called ticket-peddlers—party agents who tried pushing prepared ballots on voters as they arrived.78 Each time one agent or another tried pressing ballots into prospective voters’ hands, rivals on the scene cried out their disapproval and offered substitute ballots instead.

The actual polling place, set up in a courtroom two flights upstairs, consisted of two partially enclosed “voting windows close beside each other,” one for Democrats, one for Republicans. It was “a peculiar arrangement” in the view of the correspondent from St. Louis, but one that had been “practiced in Springfield for several years.” A voter had only to pick up the preprinted ballot of his choice outside, and then ascend the stairs to announce his own name to an election clerk and deposit his ticket in a clear glass bowl. This was a secret ballot in name only: voters openly clutching their distinctly tinted, ornately designed forms while waiting on line unavoidably signaled to those of their neighbors gathered about the polls precisely how they intended to vote. The system all but guaranteed bickering and ill feelings, which most of the protagonists savored. Some voters, nearly as frantic over local legislative races as they were over the big contest for the presidency, took out their frustrations by accusing ticket agents of printing fraudulent ballots that intentionally omitted the name of one minor candidate or another.

In this roiling atmosphere, it was hardly surprising that, the evening before, quizzed by a neighbor at the post office on how he himself planned to vote, Lincoln had replied almost defensively, “for Yates”—Richard Yates, the Republican candidate for governor of Illinois. But “How vote” on “the presidential question?” persisted the bystander. To which Lincoln, his arms comically burdened with a pile of mail, drolly replied: “Well . . . by ballot,” leaving his neighbors “all laughing.”79 Until Election Day afternoon, Lincoln’s law partner Herndon was convinced that Lincoln would not cast a ballot at all, bowing to the “feeling that the candidate for a Presidential office ought not to vote for his own electors.”80
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A typical Republican ballot for Springfield, Illinois. Lincoln modestly cut his own name—and those of his pledged electors’—from his ticket, voting only for his party’s candidates for state and local office. (ABRAHAM LINCOLN PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARY)




But this was one tradition Lincoln thought of breaking. At around 3:30 P.M., after examining a “fragment of good news” about voter turnout, he peered out the window toward the crowd surrounding the Court House. Determining that the “multitude” had thinned a bit, he slipped out of the Governor’s Room, headed downstairs, and then “walked leisurely over to deposit his vote,”81 accompanied by a small group of friends and protectors to “see him safely through the mass of men at the voting place.”82 Burly fellow lawyer Ward Hill Lamon hovered close to Lincoln on one side. Positioned on the other was the spruce young drillmaster and onetime Lincoln law student, Ephraim Elmer Ellsworth, “an admirable specimen of an American soldier-citizen” in the words of one of his many admirers.83 John Nicolay, along with Illinois secretary of state Ozias M. Hatch and William Herndon, trailed close behind.84 But if Lincoln thought that this imposing retinue would guarantee his right to exercise his franchise quietly he was mistaken.

As he reached the Court House to cheers and shouts from surprised Republicans—many of whom had also convinced themselves Lincoln would not vote—“friends almost lifted him off the ground and would have carried him to the polls by [sic] for interference.”85 The “dense crowd,” Lincoln’s future assistant secretary John M. Hay recalled, “began to shout with . . . wild abandon” even as they “respectfully opened a passage for him from the street to the polls.”86 People shouted out “Old Abe!” “Uncle Abe!” “Honest Abe!” and “The Giant Killer!” Meanwhile, the “Giant’s” usually combative Democratic supporters, Herndon marveled, “acted politely—civilly & respectfully, raising their hats to him as he passed on through them to vote.” Lincoln took note of the welcome, Herndon recalled, “& was glad of it.”87

As a New York Tribune reporter on the scene confirmed, “All party feelings seemed to be forgotten, and even the distributors of opposition tickets joined in the overwhelming demonstrations of greeting.”88 Every Republican agent in the street of course fought for “the privilege of handing Lincoln his ballot.”89 A throng followed Lincoln inside, Nicolay reported, pursuing him “in dense numbers along the hall and up the stairs into the court room which was also crowded.” The cheering that greeted him there was even more deafening than in the street, and once again came from both sides of the political spectrum. As Nicolay testified: “from the time he entered the room until he cast his vote and again left it, there was wild huzzahing, waving of hats, and all sorts of demonstrations of applause rendering all other noises insignificant and futile.”

The “object of all this irrepressible delight took it as calmly as he could,” the New York Tribune reporter observed. The “crowd gathered about him with such excess of zeal that it was with some difficulty that he made his way through” as fellow voters expressed “the heartiest and most undivided delight at his appearance.”90 After he “urged his way” to the voting table, Lincoln followed ritual by formally identifying himself in a subdued tone: “Abraham Lincoln.”91 Then he “deposited the straight Republican ticket” after first cutting his own name, and those of the electors pledged to him, from the top of his preprinted ballot so he could vote for other Republicans without immodestly voting for himself. Snipped from Lincoln’s ticket were the names of the eleven allies pledged to vote for him in the electoral college, among them his friends Leonard Swett, William Pitt Kellogg, John M. Palmer, and James Cook Conkling.92

Making his way back to the door, the candidate found himself again surrounded by well-wishers. He smiled broadly at them and, doffing the black top hat that made him appear, in the words of a popular campaign song, “in h[e]ight somewhat less than a steeple,”93 bowed with as much grace as he could summon. Though the “crush was too great for comfortable conversation,”94 a number of excited neighbors grabbed Lincoln by the hand or tried offering a word or two as he inched forward.

Somehow, the man of the hour eventually made his way through this gauntlet and back downstairs, where he encountered yet another throng of frenzied well-wishers. Now they shed all remaining inhibitions, “seizing his hands, and throwing their arms around his neck, body or legs and grasping his coat or anything they could lay hands on, and yelling and acting like madmen.”95 Somehow, Lincoln made his way back to the Capitol. By 4 P.M. he was safely back inside “his more quiet quarters,” where he again “turned to the entertainment of his visitors as unconcernedly as if he had not just received a demonstration which anybody might well take a little time to think of and be proud over.”96

Even with the people’s decision only hours away, Lincoln still managed to look relaxed and to exchange stories with his intimates, perhaps keeping busy in order to remain calm himself. Samuel R. Weed thought it remarkable that “Mr. Lincoln had a lively interest in the election, but . . . scarcely ever alluded to himself.” To hear his comments, noted Weed, “one would have concluded that the District Attorneyship of a county in Illinois was of far more importance than the Presidency itself.” Lincoln’s “good nature never deserted him and yet underneath I saw an air of seriousness, which in reality dominated the man.”97

After four o’clock, telegrams bearing scattered early returns at last began trickling into the State House, uniformly predicting Republican successes across the North. When one cantankerous dispatch arrived from a pro-secession ex-congressman in South Carolina, expressing the Ruffin-like hope that the Republican would triumph so his state “would soon be free,” Lincoln at first scoffed, recalling that he had received several such threatening letters in recent weeks, some signed, others anonymous. Then his expression darkened and he handed the telegram to Ozias Hatch with the remark that its author “would bear watching.”98 Indirect as it was, this was the very first expression from the candidate that he indeed expected soon to be president-elect, with responsibilities that included isolating potential traitors. Shortly thereafter, around 5 P.M. Lincoln finally broke away and returned to his home a few blocks away, presumably to take dinner. There he remained in private seclusion with his family for more than two hours.99

•  •  •

THE REAL “FUN began” around seven, when Lincoln returned to the State House and resumed reading dispatches in the Governor’s suite, still displaying “a most marvelous equanimity.”100 Down the corridor, inside cavernous, gas-lit Representative Hall, nearly five hundred Republican faithful massed for a “lively time” of their own. The chamber “was filled nearly all night,” Nicolay recalled, by a crowd “shouting, yelling, singing dancing, and indulging in all sorts [of] demonstrations of happiness as the news came in.”101

Weed distinctly remembered the candidate’s silent but evocative reaction when the first real returns finally arrived at the Governor’s suite. “Mr. Lincoln was calm and collected as ever in his life, but there was a nervous twitch on his countenance when the messenger from the telegraph office entered, that indicated an anxiety within that no coolness from without could repress.” It turned out to be a wire from Decatur “announcing a handsome Republican gain” over the presidential vote four years earlier. The room erupted with shouts at the news, and supporters bore the telegram into the hallway toward Representative Hall “as a trophy of victory to be read to the crowd.”102

Further numbers proved agonizingly slow in coming. Not until eight o’clock did Hatch receive a wire reporting a Republican gain in nearby Jacksonville. “The news seemed to gratify Mr. Lincoln exceedingly.” The “ ‘boys’ kept bringing various reports of the progress of counting, but none of them were satisfactory.”103 When the delirium from nearby Representative Hall grew irresistible, Lincoln decided to make an appearance there. Supporters greeted his visit with a loud “outburst of enthusiasm”104 and ushered him to the speaker’s chair. Enthroned awkwardly in the place of honor, he listened to a few tribute orations, declined to say much himself, then retreated back to the relative privacy of the Governor’s rooms to await more results.105

The day before, the town’s principal telegraph operator had invited Lincoln to await the returns at the nearby Illinois & Mississippi Telegraph Company headquarters on the north side of Capitol Square, in whose second-floor office, he promised, “you can receive the good news without delay,” and without “a noisy crowd inside.”106 Lincoln fully appreciated telegraphy. As he had predicted a year earlier, “the lightening [sic] stands ready harnessed to take and bring his tidings in a trifle less than no time.”107 The local station now linked to “all the other lines in the United States and Canada,” using Western Union to connect to both the Mid-Atlantic and New England states.108 The office would certainly get the election news fast. By nine o’clock, Lincoln could resist the opportunity no longer. Accompanied by Hatch, Nicolay, and Jesse K. Dubois, Lincoln strode across the square, ascended the stairs of the telegraph building, and installed himself on a sofa “comfortably near the instruments.” Here he remained, sitting or lying down “snugly,” waiting for “lightening” to strike.109

At some point onetime Illinois congressman Edward Dickinson Baker, now a rising star in Oregon politics, arrived on the scene, as did Springfield’s mayor, Goyn Sutton. For a time, the growing knot of onlookers notwithstanding, the small room remained eerily quiet, the only sounds coming from “the rapid clicking of the rival instruments, and the restless movements of the few most anxious among the party of men who hovered” around the clattering machines.110 All eyes focused on the wood-and-brass contraptions whose worn ivory keys pulsated magically, untouched by human hands, each time a new message set the relay magnet clacking away audibly.111

At first the “throbbing messages from near and far” arrived in “fragmentary driblets,” Nicolay remembered, then in a “rising and swelling stream of cheering news.”112 Each time a telegraph operator transcribed the latest coded messages onto a mustard-colored paper form, the three-by-five-inch sheet was quickly “lifted from the table . . . clutched by some of the most ardent news-seekers, and sometimes, in the hurry and scramble, would be read by almost every person present before it reached him for whom it was intended.”113

For a while, the telegraph company’s resident superintendent, John J. S. Wilson, grandly announced every result aloud.114 But eventually the telegraph operators began handing Lincoln each successive message, which, with slow-motion care, “he laid on his knee while he adjusted his spectacles, and then read and re-read several times with deliberation.”115 Despite the uproar provoked by each, the candidate received every piece of news “with an almost immovable tranquility.” It was not that he attempted to conceal “the keen interest he felt in every new development,” an onlooker believed, only that his “intelligence moved him to less energetic display of gratification” than his supporters.116 “It would have been impossible,” another witness agreed, “for a bystander to tell that that tall, lean, wiry, good-natured, easy-going gentleman, so anxiously inquiring about the success of the local candidates, was the choice of the people to fill the most important office in the nation.”117

Heartening bulletins soon began arriving in rapid succession from across Illinois, with a particular “thrill of delight” ignited by the news that Democratic Joliet had given Douglas a majority of only 432, when a win by five hundred had been expected. Then the tiny downstate town of Du Quoin reported, giving Lincoln twice as many votes as its entire county had awarded Republican candidate John C. Frémont four years earlier. From neighboring Alton came the news that Republicans there had successfully “checkmated” a Democratic “scheme of fraud.”118 At this report, Lincoln “laughed heartily and exclaimed that that was a tribute from Egypt [the period nickname for Southern Illinois] to the success of the public school fund.’ ”119 Better education, he was saying, had produced more Republicans. An even “more joyful thrill” greeted the report that Lincoln had won Chicago by 2,500 votes, and all of Cook County by four thousand. Handing over the crucial dispatch, Lincoln ordered, “Send it to the boys,” and supporters whisked it across the square to the State House. Moments later, the cheering from the Capitol could be heard all the way to the telegraph office. The ovation lasted a full thirty seconds.120

These fragmentary returns were “Greek to me,” journalist Weed confessed, “but Mr. Lincoln seemed to understand their bearing on the general result in the State and commented upon every return by way of comparison with previous elections. He understood at a glance whether it was a loss or gain to his party.”121

This was an understatement. In Nicolay and Hay’s words: “He was completely at home among election figures. All his political life he had scanned tables of returns with as much care and accuracy as he analyzed and scrutinized maxims of government and platforms of parties. Now, as formerly, he was familiar with all the turning-points in contested counties and ‘close’ districts, and knew by heart the value of each and every local loss or gain, and its relation to the grand result.”122 But the candidate relied on more than instinct. Lincoln brought with him for easy comparative reference a handwritten, county-by-county chart of Illinois returns from the 1856 Buchanan–Frémont–Millard Fillmore race.123

Tonight the gains overwhelmingly predominated. Indiana reported a majority of “over twenty thousand for honest old Abe,”124 followed by similarly good news from Wisconsin and Iowa. Pittsburgh declared: “Returns already recd indicate a maj for Lincoln in the city by Ten Thousand[.] All the counties heard from give Lincoln large increase.”125 From the City of Brotherly Love came the news that “Philadelphia will give you maj about 5 & plurality of 15” thousand.126 Connecticut reported a “10,000 Rep. Maj.”127
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One of the many telegrams Lincoln read on election night at the Springfield telegraph office, this one brought good news from Pennsylvania’s leading Republican, Simon Cameron. (LINCOLN PAPERS, LIBRARY OF CONGRESS)



Notwithstanding this growing arsenal of good news, by 10 P.M. the group remained nervously impatient for news from the swing state of New York, whose mother lode of thirty-five electoral votes might determine whether the election ended up decided this very night, or later in the uncertain House of Representatives. Breaking the tension, Senator Lyman Trumbull arrived at the telegraph office door, fresh from a long train journey from his Alton residence just north of St. Louis.128 Five years earlier, Trumbull had bested Lincoln in a fractious legislative battle for the U.S. Senate seat he now held. But the two had resumed a cautious friendship—based largely on a shared antipathy for Stephen A. Douglas—and Trumbull had become a valuable ally in the presidential campaign. Now the senator studied the returns for himself, looked up, and exclaimed, “We’ve got ’em, we’ve got ’em.” In Weed’s words, “if there was joy upon the countenance of Mr. Lincoln before, it was then a positive blaze of light.”129

Even the trickle of negative news that arrived from Southern states like Virginia, Delaware, and Maryland left the nominee “very much pleased” because the numbers from these solidly Democratic strongholds might have been far worse. Soon after Lincoln pronounced the latest returns from Pittsburgh to be likewise “better than . . . expected—far better,” Pennsylvania senator Simon Cameron so confirmed by wiring the candidate to predict a seventy-thousand-vote majority statewide, adding in an exhilarating postscript: “New York safe Glory enough.”130 Then came a momentous report from the Empire State. Its Republican chairman, Simeon Draper, was thought by many to be “impulsive,” but no one in Springfield’s telegraph office doubted him when he wired: “The city of New York will more than meet your expectations.”131 Between the lines, the report signaled that the overwhelmingly Democratic metropolis had failed to produce the majorities Douglas needed to offset the Republican tide upstate.

Amid the euphoria that greeted this news, Lincoln remained the “coolest man in that company.”132 When the report of a probable fifty-thousand-vote victory quickly followed from Massachusetts, Lincoln merely commented in mock triumph that it was “a clear case . . . of the Dutch taking Holland.”133 Meanwhile, with only a few intimates able to fit inside the modest telegraph office, crowds built in the square outside, where rumors “of the most gigantic and imposing dimensions” soon began wildly circulating, the New York Tribune reported. Even Lincoln’s most trusted associates seemed powerless to contain or refute them.

The southerners in Washington had set fire to the capital. Jeff Davis had proclaimed rebellion in Mississippi, and Douglas had been seized as a hostage in Alabama. Blood was running in the streets of New York and could not be stopped. The negroes of Virginia had risen in insurrection. Buchanan had resigned the presidency. Any person emerging from the telegraph station and denying these and kindred rumors was set down as having his own reasons for concealing the dreadful truth. As for Mr. Lincoln, it was, of course, preposterous to look to him for a square statement or any statement of the facts. The privileged half dozen who went freely in and out, being unable to confirm the catalogue of horrors, became extremely unpopular, and were compelled to listen to unflattering remarks concerning their character, vocation, manners and appearance.134

Shortly after midnight, with the definitive tally from New York still lagging, Lincoln and his party decided to take a break, walking to the nearby “ice cream saloon” operated by William W. Watson & Son on the opposite side of Capitol Square.135 Here a contingent of Republican ladies had set up “a table spread with coffee, sandwiches, cake, oysters and other refreshments for their husbands and friends.”136 At Watson’s, the Missouri Democrat reported, “he came as near to being killed by kindness as a man can conveniently be without serious results.”137

Lincoln’s entrance unleashed the usual “commotion” and greetings of “How do you do, Mr. President?” from a chorus of friendly female voices. As the women formed a circle “in Indian style”138 around their buffet table to take turns clutching his hand, a glee club of “Lincoln boys” loudly let out with the popular campaign song: “Ain’t you glad you joined the Republicans . . . Down in Illinois?”139 Several female admirers grew bolder and “saluted him with hearty kisses on the cheek,” to which he offered “good-natured resistance” at first, then yielded, joking that the display of affection was “a form of coercion not prohibited by the Constitution or Congress.” Correspondent Weed recalled that he “surrendered meekly enough and took the proffered kisses as one of the duties of the high office” he was about to win.140

If he was worried that definitive returns might now be arriving unread at the telegraph office he had abandoned, Lincoln showed no outward sign of anxiety, calmly indulging “in pleasant chat and his propensity for story-telling.”141 He probably resisted the “lakes of fluid and islands of confection” that in other guests invited “submission to absolute gluttony.”142 Food and drink had never much interested the abstemious Lincoln, though for many others, they provided the fuel that nourished politics.

Mary Lincoln attended the collation, too, as “an honored guest,” by one account helping to set out the repast along with the other wives. For a time, she sat near her husband in what was described as “a snug Republican seat in the corner,” surrounded by friends and “enjoying her share of the triumph.”143 A fervent, repressed political partisan in her own right who had viewed the October state results in both Indiana and Pennsylvania as extremely hopeful signs, Mary had become more anxious than her husband in the final days of the campaign. “I scarcely know, how I would bear up, under defeat,” she had confided.144 As thrilled as she must have been that night at the likely prospect of victory, it is hard to imagine that the preternaturally jealous Mary was able to enjoy a reception for her husband that featured what one journalist suggestively described as the “wildest climax of feminine ecstasy.”145

“Instead of toasts and sentiment,” remembered Newton Bateman, another eyewitness, “we had the reading of telegrams from every quarter of the country.” Each time the designated reader mounted a chair to announce the latest results, the numbers—depending on which candidate it favored—elicited either “anxious glances” or “shouts that made the very building shake.” According to Bateman, the candidate himself read one newly arrived telegram from Philadelphia. “All eyes were fixed upon his tall form and slightly trembling lips, as he read in a clear and distinct voice: ‘The city and state for Lincoln by a decisive majority,’ and immediately added in slow, emphatic terms, and with a significant gesture of the forefinger: ‘I think that settles it.’ ”146

If the matter remained in doubt, the long-anticipated dispatch soon arrived from New York. The tally all but confirmed that Lincoln would indeed win the biggest electoral prize of the evening—and with it, the presidency. The celebrants instantly crowded around him, “overwhelming him with congratulations.” Describing the reaction—in which “men fell into each other’s arms shouting and crying, yelling like mad, jumping up and down”—one of the celebrants compared the experience to “bedlam let loose.”147 Hats flew into the air, “men danced who had never danced before,” and “huzzahs rolled out upon the night.”148

In the State House, upon hearing the news, “Men pushed each other—threw up their hats—hurrahed—cheered for Lincoln—cheered for Trumbull—cheered for New York—cheered for everybody—and some actually laid down on the carpeted floor and rolled over and over.”149 One eyewitness reported a “perfectly wild” scene, with Republicans “singing, yelling! Shouting!! The boys (not children) dancing. Old men, young, middle aged, clergymen, and all . . . wild with excitement and glory.”150

“I thought I had seen all the excitement which could possibly be produced on such an occasion,” a reporter for a New Hampshire newspaper wired to his paper, “but I must confess that I never witnessed real, genuine enthusiasm until then. I saw men who at other times would have thought it beneath their dignity to have joined in giving three moderate cheers, who were now throwing up their hands and shouting for Uncle Abe.”151

The vast roar from the canyon of streets surrounding Capitol Square “seemed to startle men and women from their beds and many a window in Springfield was lifted” by residents shouting down for “the cause of the shouting.” As church bells began pealing,152 Lincoln eased past the dense throng of well-wishers at Watson’s, having spent in total only half an hour at this “first testimonial delight over his success.”153 A fellow celebrant there observed that “Mr. Lincoln slipped out quietly looking grave and anxious,”154 and headed back toward the telegraph office to receive the final reports.

First, he appeared to steel himself for these life-altering moments. One observer saw him pacing up and down the sidewalk alone before reentering the Illinois & Mississippi building. Another glimpsed his silhouette, his head bowed to stare at the latest dispatch while “standing under the gas jets” that lit the streets.155 Once back inside, wires from Buffalo sealed the state—and the White House—for the Republicans. The final telegram from New York ended with the words: “We tender you our congratulations upon this magnificent victory.”156

Though the crowd inside the telegraph office greeted this climactic news with lusty cheering, Lincoln merely stood up to read the pivotal telegram “with evident marks of pleasure,” then sank back into his seat, silently. Lyman Trumbull tried to break the tension by embracing his old friend and shouting: “Uncle Abe, you’re the next President, and I know it.” All Lincoln allowed himself to say was: “Well, the agony is most over and you will soon be able to go to bed.”157

The revelers in the State House, however, had no intention of retiring for the night. Instead they emptied into the streets and massed outside the telegraph office, shouting “New York 50,000 majority for Lincoln—whoop, whoop hurrah!” The entire city “went off like one immense cannon report, with shouting from houses, shouting from stores, shouting from house tops, and shouting everywhere.”158

Others reacted more solemnly. One of the final telegrams Lincoln received that night came from an anonymous admirer who signed himself only as “one of those who am glad today.” It read: “God has honored you this day, in the sight of all the people. Will you honor Him in the White House?”159

•  •  •

ABRAHAM LINCOLN WON election as the sixteenth president of the United States by carrying every Northern state save New Jersey. No candidate had ever before taken the presidency with such an exclusively regional vote. (Even the Jefferson-Adams contests of 1796 and 1800 had featured exceptions to lopsided regional voting, with Pennsylvania going to Jefferson in their first contest, and New York in their second.) In the end, Lincoln would amass 180 electoral votes in all—comfortably more than the 152 required for an absolute majority.160 In the raw count, Lincoln could take comfort from the fact that the rapidly growing nation awarded him more popular votes than any man who had ever run for president—1,866,452 in all, 28,000 more votes than Democrat James Buchanan had earned in winning the presidency four years earlier. But Lincoln’s votes amounted to only a shade under 40 percent of the total cast, the smallest share ever collected by a outright victor. And the national tally alone did not tell the full story.

Testifying alarmingly to the deep rift cleaving North from South, and presaging the challenges soon to face his administration, was the anemic support Lincoln garnered in the few Southern states where his name was allowed to appear on the ballot. In Virginia, the Lincoln ticket received just 1,929 votes out of 167,223 statewide—barely one percent. The result was even worse in his native Kentucky, where only 1,364 out of 146,216 voters cast their ballots for the Republicans, in this case amounting to less than one percent. Lincoln could find some solace in the fact that both of these Upper South states, along with Missouri, at least went for the moderate John Bell, rather than the Southern choice, John C. Breckinridge. When news of the Virginia result reached him, Lincoln greeted it with the hope that it “represented a sentiment of love for the Union which would destroy the hopes of the ultra secessionists.”161

Yet as the ominously divided vote confirmed, just as Southern foes had warned, Lincoln’s victory proved entirely sectional—an outcome all but guaranteed when most Southern states refused to list Lincoln’s name on ballots. Analyzed geographically, the total result gave Lincoln a decisive 54 percent in the North and West, but only 2 percent in the South—the most lopsided vote in American history. Moreover, most of the 26,000 votes Lincoln earned in all five slaveholding states where he was allowed to compete came from a single state—Missouri, whose biggest city, St. Louis, included many German-born Republicans.162

Would Lincoln have prevailed had the House of Representatives been compelled to choose the nation’s sixteenth president? Possibly not. Although he won seventeen states in all, to sixteen for all three of his opponents combined, the House would have voted by congressional delegation. Each would have caucused to choose a designee, with none harnessed by the obligation to respect its Election Day outcome. Deals and compromises would have remained a possibility—especially if Congress concluded that denying Lincoln the White House might preserve the Union. In the end, the Republicans did not fare well enough in the 1860 congressional elections to ensure victory for its presidential candidate that year even had the decision been left to the newly elected House.

Forced to “the lamentable conclusion that Abraham Lincoln has been elected President of the United States,” the pro-Democratic, pro-Southern Washington Constitution forecast “gloom and storm and much to chill the heart of every patriot in the land” only hours after the votes were tabulated. “We can understand the effect that will be produced in every Southern mind when he reads the news this morning—that he is now called on to decide for himself, his children, and his children’s children whether he will submit tamely to the rule of one elected on account of his hostility to him and his, or whether he will make a struggle to defend his rights, his inheritance, and his honor.”163

•  •  •

CONTEMPORARY REPORTS DIFFER as to how long the victory celebrations continued in the hometown of the nation’s brand-new president-elect. Lincoln’s neighbor and freshly elected Republican presidential elector, James Conkling, for one, happily admitted that he stayed out till 2 A.M. after spending the earlier part of the evening celebrating at the State Capitol.164

According to a visiting journalist, the tireless city remained “alive and animated throughout the night.” Rallies continued until dawn, growing so “uncontrollable” by 4 A.M. that revelers toted back the cannon with which they had inaugurated Election Day and now made it again “thunder rejoicings for the crowd.”165 John Nicolay tried going to bed at 4:30 but “couldn’t sleep for the shouting and firing guns.”166 By most accounts, the celebrations ended only with daybreak.

No one is entirely sure when Lincoln himself finally retired. According to one eyewitness account, he left the telegraph office for his house at 1:30 A.M., according to another, shortly after two.167 Not until 4:45 A.M. did the New York Tribune receive a final bulletin from its Springfield correspondent confirming: “Mr. Lincoln has just bid good-night to the telegraph office and gone home.”168

Moments before his departure, whenever it came, Lincoln at last received the final returns from his hometown base—a matter about which he admitted he “did not feel quite easy,” national victory notwithstanding. But Lincoln could take heart. Though he lost Sangamon County to Douglas by a whisker, 3,556 to 3,598, he won the hotly contested city of Springfield—by all of twenty-two votes.169 At this latest news, “for the first and only time” that night, Lincoln “departed from his composure, and manifested his pleasure by a sudden exuberant utterance—neither a cheer nor a crow, but something partaking of the nature of each”—after which he “contentedly” laughed out loud.170

Not everyone laughed with him. The anti-Republican Washington Constitution could “almost hear the veritable cockadoodledoo with which, according to friendly scribes, the village politician celebrated his exit from the crowd on the gloomy morning of the seventh November.” With displeasure, it frowned: “It is plain that on that occasion Mr. Lincoln had not the faintest conception of the true import of what had happened to him and to the country. He was elated, buoyant, and disposed to crow; rather after the fashion of a rail-splitter whose game rooster comes out conqueror from a hard-fought main than of a statesman solemnly alive to the responsibilities of his position.”171

But no opposition grumbling could spoil the moment for the new president-elect. He donned his overcoat, thanked the telegraph operators for their hard work and hospitality, and stuffed the final dispatch from New York into his pocket as a souvenir. It was about time, he announced to one and all, that he “went home and told the news to a tired woman who was sitting up for him.”172

Yet to several observers, Lincoln suddenly seemed graver—his thoughts focused far away. Though the celebratory frenzy intensified through Capitol Square, Nicolay could see the “pleasure and pride at the completeness of his success” melt into melancholy. The “momentary glow” of triumph yielded to “the appalling shadow of his mighty task and responsibility. It seemed as if he suddenly bore the whole world upon his shoulders, and could not shake it off.” Even as the outer man continued absentmindedly studying final election returns, the “inner man took up the crushing burden of his country’s troubles, and traced out the laborious path of future duties.”173 Only later did Lincoln tell Gideon Welles of Connecticut that from the moment he allowed himself to believe he had won the election, he indeed felt “oppressed with the overwhelming responsibility that was upon him.”174

From “boyhood up,” as Lincoln once confided to his old friend Ward Hill Lamon, “my ambition was to be President.”175 Now a leavening dose of reality worked like a toxin to poison the fulfillment of that lifelong dream. Amid “10,000 crazy people” outside, “shouting, throwing up their hats, slapping and kicking one another,” the president-elect of the United States—“still perfectly cool, the coolest man” in that feverish town—slowly descended the stairs of the Illinois & Mississippi telegraph office and disappeared down the street, “without a sign of anything unusual.”176

A contemporary later heard that Lincoln arrived home to find his wife not “sitting up for him,” after all, but fast asleep. He “gently touched her shoulder” and whispered her name, “to which she made no answer.” Then, as Lincoln recounted: “I spoke again, a little louder, saying ‘Mary, Mary! we are elected!’ ”177

Minutes before, the final words his friends heard him utter that night, were: “God help me, God help me.”178



Chapter Two


My Troubles Have Just Commenced

EVEN AS ILLINOIS Republicans continued boisterously celebrating the victory of their favorite son—the demonstrations would, in fact, persist on and off for days to come—a sizable portion of the rest of America greeted the November 6 election results with emotions ranging from trepidation to outrage.

True, residents of the village of Bladensburg, Illinois, in happy conspiracy with visiting Republicans from out of town, burned up so many fireworks in those first seventy-two hours that they had to send to Chicago for fresh supplies. To one Lincoln man, the result signaled that “the reign of the slaveholders is at an end, and we are more free and independent.” An eyewitness reported everyone from street “urchins” to “wide awakes” hoarse from shouting “Hurrah for Lincoln!” a full three days after the election.1 But in distant Virginia, a stronghold of support for the failed compromise candidacy of John Bell, one furious newspaper editor branded Lincoln’s triumph “a calamity,” likening the victorious Republicans to “John Brown’s Kansas brand of fanatics, cut-throats, and horse-stealers.”2 The disappointed editor of the Richmond Enquirer lamented that “Lincoln owed his election to the worst enemies of the South” and warned he would now “naturally and necessarily select his counsellors from among them.”3

Some embittered Southerners quickly began talking openly of resistance. Deep in Breckinridge country, the Fayetteville North Carolinian warned its readers that “if we submit now to Lincoln’s election . . . your home will be visited by one of the most fearful and horrible butcheries that has cursed the face of the globe.”4 The Charleston Mercury was equally emphatic, harking back to the colonies’ century-old grievances against the throne of England to proclaim, just two days after the election: “The tea has been thrown overboard; the revolution of 1860 has been initiated.”5

As if in response, precisely as the old firebrand Edmund Ruffin had hoped, the South Carolina legislature promptly convened to begin planning “the mode and measure of redress.” Three years earlier, Ruffin had urged “preparation for war.”6 Now, Charleston provocatively called for ten thousand volunteers between the ages of eighteen and forty-five to join the ranks of its state militia.7 In the same defiant spirit, the governor of Mississippi greeted Lincoln’s triumph by calling a special legislative session of his own with an identical agenda: consideration of a secession convention. The state’s most prominent U.S. senator, Jefferson Davis, remembered the moment proudly.8 “A paper parchment is all that holds us together,” echoed an Alabama disunionist, “and the sooner that bond is severed the better it will be for both parties.”9 Left unmentioned by such declarations was the fact that the new president-elect had long maintained he would do nothing to threaten slavery where it was long entrenched and constitutionally protected.

Similarly ignoring Lincoln’s long-held moderate positions, Southern-born members of President Buchanan’s administration, now relegated to lame-duck status, began exchanging private correspondence with their home state governors about the growing prospects for disunion. As Louisiana senator John Slidell admitted to Buchanan: “I see no probability of preserving the Union, nor indeed do I consider it desirable to do so if we could.”10 Rumors abounded that Southern senators were about to resign their seats en masse in anticipation of secession. Was Buchanan’s successor, far from Washington, alert to these danger signs? Lincoln’s own secretary came to believe that at least three members of Buchanan’s Democratic “cabinet cabal” were guilty of nothing less than a “flagrant conspiracy in the early stages of rebellion.” Surely Lincoln had confided these impressions to Nicolay at the time. But the president-elect did and said nothing outside his headquarters to damp down these initial post-election brushfires.11

Nor did he react publicly to smaller, but equally troubling, anti-Union outbursts throughout the South. At a celebration in Savannah ostensibly organized to mark completion of a new railroad line, the mayor roused the crowd by pledging fifty thousand militiamen from Georgia “to rush to the assistance of South Carolina if coerced.” A few days later, at a banquet at the other end of the line—Charleston—the city’s swank Mills House hotel resounded to fiery disunion threats from well-fed ultras. Somehow forgotten in the din of separatist rhetoric was the ironic fact that the Savannah–Charleston tracks had been built by black slave labor to carry trains that would transport only white passengers.12 A local poet stoked the growing ultra spirit by warning that a Northern invasion was likely, and must be resisted:

Ready for “Lincoln’s cattle”

In all their boasted might.

Ready till death to battle

In defence of Southern right.

Gallant sons of Carolina,

O’er your head the Lone Star waves—

Fight ye now beneath that banner,

Or fore’er we will be slaves!13

Around this same time, a gang of “white boys” in the South Carolina outpost of Mount Pleasant—supposedly “aided by negroes,” although, of course, slaves could be ordered to do anything their masters desired—burned “ ‘Old Abe’ in effigy.” When one local resident objected, he suffered forty lashes for his interference, and was thrown in jail.14 In several Alabama counties, Minutemen, pledged to fight to the death for Southern independence, began sporting ribbons proclaiming: “Resistance to Lincoln is obedience to God.”15

In state after state, one portentous incident after another, breathlessly reported in newspapers throughout the country in the days following the election, alarmed even confident Republicans who had insisted that a Lincoln victory could never loosen the bonds that held the Union together. As early as November 9, pro-secession placards appeared on the streets of New Orleans, calling for the formation of a defense corps of Minutemen. Dissidents unfurled palmetto flags in Charleston, where artillery saluted their appearance by opening fire with a defiant fifteen-gun cannonade.16 A U.S. District Court judge there dramatically tore off his official robes “in rage and disgust at Lincoln’s election.”17 In Lynchburg, Virginia, a federally appointed postmaster resigned his seat and offered the job “to any Lincolnite who wanted it.”18 There were no known takers.

Anti-Union talk was not restricted to the Deep South. Even out west in the Golden State, secessionist whispers intensified following the bitterly contested canvass. This was nothing new for California. The huge state, which sprawled from Oregon all the way down to Mexico, mirrored the national North–South divide. Just a year earlier, a pro-Southern Supreme Court justice there had killed a pro-Northern U.S. senator in a politically inspired duel. Now two of its congressmen publicly suggested that the time was ripe for California to become an independent republic.19 With the Democrats split, Lincoln had won the state, but by a hair—only 657 votes—amassing less than 33 percent of the total ballots cast. Reportedly “elated” when he first got this good news two full weeks after Election Day20—it still took a fortnight to move messages across the mountains from the West Coast to Illinois—Lincoln now faced the unhappy prospect that his victory there might actually trigger a California secession movement. Days after the Eastern results reached the state, the San Francisco Daily Herald still prayed for “the defeat somehow of the Black Republicans” and their “perversion of the Divine Law.”21

Of course, not all the response to the Republican triumph was negative. In the North, reaction to Lincoln’s election predictably split along immutable party lines. In New Jersey, for example, the only Northern state Lincoln failed to carry, Newark’s local Republican paper blamed the defeat on the local Democrats’ “mean and slavish obsequiousness to the South.” With a smirk, the Douglas paper replied: “Both branches of Congress will have a majority against Lincoln, and for the next two years he may amuse himself by splitting rails and appointing Northern postmasters.”22

The day after the election, the pro-Lincoln Chicago Tribune exulted, “The battle has been fought and the victory won. Hail! All Hail!!” But within the week, Springfield’s pro-Douglas organ, the Register, cast a shadow over the celebration by charging that a wholesale system of bribery and corruption had elevated “negro lovers and abolitionists” to high office.23 Throughout the North, Republican enthusiasts congratulated Lincoln and each other, while Northern Democrats lamented the result—and in one instance painfully close to home, questioned it. At Mount Holyoke, a band of female Wide-Awakes described as “running hither and thither . . . laughing and shouting, and drinking lemonade,” marched in a celebratory torchlight procession, unfurling a banner that read: “PRESIDENT—ABRAHAM LINCOLN. Behind a homely exterior, we recognize inward beauty.”24 But the Boston Advertiser warned, it is a matter of doubt whether the Union is busted or not. We suppose it is.”25

Few such concerns were expressed in New England—although former President Franklin Pierce, a Democrat from New Hampshire who had quietly supported Breckinridge, sadly concluded that any attempt to stave off disunion would now be “vain.” “How can I urge the men of the South to take a view I should not take if I were there?” he asked.26 Purists on the other end of the political spectrum seemed equally dissatisfied, but for different reasons. Like radical Southerners, they wanted revolution, not continued compromise that forestalled a crisis they believed unavoidable. Abolitionist Wendell Phillips, for one, worried that Lincoln was nothing more than “a pawn on the political chessboard . . . hardly an anti-Slavery man.” Oddly, the entire crisis might have been averted had Southern extremists harbored the same reservations as this Northern one. At that same Boston meeting, however, Massachusetts governor John A. Andrew countered by predicting that the new administration would prove “successful, patriotic, brilliant, faithful and true.”27 In nearby Cambridge, “a large body” of Harvard students rallied on campus to offer formal, but “cordial,” congratulations to their fellow student, Robert T. Lincoln, son of the president-elect and newly dubbed—in honor of the Prince of Wales’s recent triumphant American tour—the “Prince of Rails.”28

Next door in Concord, the anti-slavery martyr, Senator Charles Sumner, marked the Republican triumph by marching to the home of another abolitionist icon, Ralph Waldo Emerson, in the company of an exhilarated Wide-Awake corps. Called on to speak at this symbolic spot, Sumner hailed Lincoln’s victory as a historic “landmark” for the anti-slavery movement. “A poet has said that the shot fired here was heard round the world,” Sumner declared, thereby making another, quite different reference to America’s Revolutionary War heritage, “and I doubt not that this victory which we have achieved in our country will cause a reverberation that will be heard throughout the globe.”

Still, like many other Northerners, abolitionists included, the senator strongly urged “moderation” and “wisdom” in the face of Southern hostility. He left little doubt that he thought the president-elect possessed these virtues—and yet another quality he valued even more. Explained the man who had once been beaten nearly to death by a Southern congressman on the floor of the U.S. Senate: “I believe that bravery is necessary in directing the affairs of government, as much as prudence. I believe he is the man especially called to see to it that we are not in any way checked or set back by the menaces of disunion which sometimes come to us from the South.”29

Such menaces came occasionally from the North as well. Just before Election Day, Philadelphian James A. Bayard had declared himself “unable to see how disunion can be avoided if the Blacks elect Lincoln,” using the shorthand du jour for “Black Republicans.” Bayard worried that the “business men of Phila” were not as “awake” as their New York counterparts to the dangers certain to “follow the election of Lincoln.”30 But a week after the vote, a local newspaper sternly insisted that if disunion resulted, “the South will be its sole author, and the South will be its worst sufferer.”31 Such warnings often found their way into Southern journals, where they were bitterly denounced, just as fire-eating secession editorials earned frequent republication—and rebuke—in the North. The posturing was thus not localized; frequently adapted in the opposing section of the nation, journals that typically preached only to converted locals now succeeded in inflaming readers in all parts of the country, expanding the uproar exponentially. Southern newspapers hungry for fodder to roil the secession debate fed their subscribers the most inciteful material they could unearth in the Northern press. Northern journals scoured Southern papers for similarly provocative reports designed to confirm hotheaded Southern disloyalty.

Sensational incidents, however isolated, thus assumed disproportionate consequence by earning major coverage in the press. Many Northerners heard the news that in the communications hub of New York, a Northern city where the president-elect had won scant support, 150 Southern-born medical students called an emergency post–Election Day meeting to decide how to respond. To shouts of “let’s all go home,” they agreed to return South when—not if—“each state secedes.” Nervous teachers agreed to forward their diplomas later.32

The mood in America’s commercial capital had been bleak for days, particularly in its jittery financial community. Investors talked of an imminent panic “out of fears aroused by the ferment in the Southern States.”33 But by November 9, George Templeton Strong insisted, “things are not so bad as I expected they would be three days after Lincoln’s election.” Despite all the “gasconading from the sunny South,” Strong seemed sure at first that “the storm will blow over and die away without uprooting anything.”34

To make certain, New York newspapers went into overdrive urging caution. Even the contrarian New York World, while conceding that “we may have a flurry,” insisted: “there can be no disunion.” Unrealistically, the paper also suggested that the only way to prevent revolution and maintain the nation’s “prosperity, freedom and greatness” was by banishing the issue of slavery from the public discourse—hardly likely. Decades earlier, such a gag rule had choked off congressional debate year after frustrating year. The chance that Congress might reimpose such a veil was nil. Besides, as the World admitted, echoing Sumner, Lincoln’s victory constituted not just a realignment, but a “revolution.”35 The very next day, the paper urged Lincoln to publish a conciliatory message to the South. Yet it conceded that if the brand-new president-elect thought it more dignified to remain silent, his previously published speeches should prove sufficient to demonstrate his “moderation and conservatism”—a defense of silence that Lincoln himself would soon appropriate for himself.36

Suspecting that its readers still hardly knew the president-elect, and might be dismayed by reports of his roughness and lack of breeding, the World took pains to reassure “that many-headed monster, the general public,” that “judicious observers” would “hesitate before pronouncing him ugly,” adding: “His face is quick and mobile in expression; his eyes, dark and lustrous, set deeply in his head, like [Daniel] Webster’s.” The paper went on to praise Lincoln’s rise in life from flatboat pilot and rail-splitter, and even added the prediction that Mrs. Lincoln was destined to “adorn and grace” her new position as well.37 The pro-Republican New York Times ran a “private letter” from an unnamed “professional gentleman in Springfield” extolling Lincoln’s “goodness of soul, generous nature . . . simplicity of character . . . [and] honesty of heart,” adding as if in answer to decades-old whispers about his lack of religious orthodoxy: “He respects religion, believes in its doctrines, feels them important, though he has not made religion a personal matter.”38

Some New Yorkers required no such reassurances. Striking a defiant tone, the Young Men’s Republican Union—the organization that had hosted Lincoln’s Cooper Union speech back in February—filled Stuyvesant Institute to hear victory orations from pro-Republican editors Horace Greeley and William Cullen Bryant. After the Rocky Mountain Glee Club performed the comic song “Where! Oh where, is Jimmy Buchanan?” Bryant declared Lincoln’s election “one of the most important moral and political victories that had ever been achieved.” The “enemy,” the old poet-editor declared, “was conquered.” Greeley, at least, expressed the hope that “the moderate men of the South” would “cheerfully” acquiesce to Republican rule.39

At first, pro-Union journals in the Upper South did urge caution. The Baltimore Exchange, for example, pledged to support “all lawful efforts to check any further agitation” on the slavery issue, insisting it “would trust to the guidance of worse than Mr. Lincoln, rather than sanction at this juncture any step that would imperil the bonds of the Union or shake the stability of the Republic.”40 A major Memphis daily concurred, insisting four days after the election that Lincoln could surely be trusted to mete out “equal justice to the South.” But soon enough, separatist rhetoric began drowning out the moderates. Some withered into lonely voices striving vainly to hold off the secessionist tide. Others gave up and joined the tidal wave for disunion—like the very same Memphis paper, which soon acknowledged “an irrepressible conflict . . . between the two sections, which it is impossible ever to reconcile.”41

Similarly, the influential Richmond Dispatch, while branding Lincoln’s election “a calamity,” and his party “fanatical,” at first urged Virginians to “take time to consider” any irrevocable response, acknowledging that “hot-headed young gentlemen” agitating for armed resistance might “distort the problem” and make matters worse. Then the paper promptly contradicted itself by warning Virginians not to nap until overtly provoked by the president-elect. “We do not ‘wait for a sign,’ ” it editorialized. “The outrage perpetuated is great, and cannot be wiped out by the failure of Lincoln to commit an ‘overt act.’ ”42 Tennessee’s Murfreesboro Citizen concurred: “It will be difficult to induce the Southern people, loyal to their institutions as they are to transfer to the incoming Administration the traditional respect and reverence which American citizens accord to the National Government.”43

Vague comments about “respect and reverence” skirted the volatile issue underlying much Southern post-election panic: the subject of race. Lincoln’s record on the subject was complicated. Three years earlier, he had coldly conceded “a natural disgust in the minds of nearly all white people, to the idea of an indiscriminate amalgamation of the white and black races.” But he also maintained that in “the natural right to eat the bread” they earn “with their own hands,” African Americans were “my equal, and the equal of all others.”44 Such comments, retrograde as they seemed to abolitionists, were more than sufficient to inflame slave-owners in regions like the Carolinas, where blacks nearly outnumbered whites, keeping the minority in a state of constant fear of slave revolt. Enslaved persons there were regarded as unthreatening to their masters only as long as the natural rights of which Lincoln spoke were denied.

No newspaper produced a franker acknowledgment of the region’s unofficial policy of perpetual race subjugation than the Charlotte Daily Bulletin, which ignored Lincoln’s history of moderation to claim: “The head and front of the Abolitionists actually claims for the negro social and political equality with you and me.” Added the writer, in what the famous South Carolina diarist Mary Boykin Chesnut liked to call “the hot, fervid, after-supper Southern style”:45 “I would prefer to live under the government of a wise and enlightened King than that of a Black Republican fanatic like old ABE LINCOLN whose whole political life is deadly hostility to us and our institutions.”46

Reflecting this view—and worse—a small-town Georgia newspaper warned: “Can we suppose, for a moment, that the South will submit to a Black Ruler of our Government?” Vowing never to recognize a so-called “negro President,” the journal labeled Lincoln “a notorious nigger thief” and posted a $10,000 reward for “Hannibal’s and ABE’S heads without their bodies,” hinting that Vice President–elect Hannibal Hamlin was himself of African descent. Lincoln kept the vile clipping in his files.47

Powerful as was the intensity of racial hatred, racism alone did not adequately explain Southern panic over Lincoln’s election. Economics and politics played crucial roles, too, at least as they related to the preservation of slavery. The region had long guaranteed the survival of its slave-based system by maintaining political control of all branches of the federal government—“slaveholders have ruled the American government for the last fifty years,” is how Frederick Douglass disgustedly put it a few months earlier.48 The slaveholders’ grip encompassed a durable, if aging, majority on the Supreme Court, a decisive voice in Congress, and, since 1853, a succession of sympathetic Northerners in the White House. Though the Constitution assumed the perpetuation of slavery, the prospect of an authentic anti-slavery man in the presidency was enough to drive many Southern radicals to raging talk of disunion.49

Even the region’s moderates saw their future as hopeless under a Lincoln presidency. President Buchanan’s treasury secretary, Howell Cobb of Georgia, for one, conceded: “It is true that without a majority in Congress, Lincoln will not be able to carry out at present all the aggressive measures of his party. But let me ask if that feeble and constantly decreasing majority in Congress against him can arrest that tide of popular sentiment in the North against slavery which, sweeping down all barriers of truth, justice, and Constitutional duty, has borne Mr. Lincoln into the Presidential chair.” Not even a safe congressional majority, Cobb predicted, could protect the South from “the power and patronage of President Lincoln.”50 This was key. The prospect of ceding Southern-based federal jobs to anti-slavery Republicans was just too much for Cobb—and many others.

Still wandering through the South en route home to Illinois in defeat, Lincoln’s longtime rival, Senator Stephen A. Douglas, wasted little time in speaking out, too. Anxious New Orleans merchants had asked his advice in the wake of the Republican victory, and his response, however grudging in some respects, constituted one of the unreconstructed partisan’s finer hours. “No man in America regrets the election of Mr. Lincoln more than I do,” he began a frank open letter, “none made more strenuous exertions to defeat him; none differ with him more radically and irreconcilably upon all the great issues involved in the contest.” Perhaps gilding the lily a bit, the senator added: “No man living is [more] prepared to resist, by all the legitimate means, sanctioned by the Constitution and laws of our country, the aggressive policy which he and his party are understood to represent.”51

But then Douglas trumpeted a warning note: “I am bound, as a good citizen and law-abiding man, to declare my conscientious conviction that the mere election of any man to the Presidency by the American people, in accordance with the Constitution and the laws, does not itself furnish any just cause or reasonable ground for dissolving the Federal Union.” Besides, he argued, checks and balances would surely curtail excesses by one branch of government or another—Lincoln included. A “reliable majority” in the Congress, Douglas pointed out, would negate executive hostility. A president who sought to act without its consent would find himself “before the High Court of Impeachment.” Any “outrage” on Lincoln’s part was bound to “arouse and consolidate all the conservative elements of the North in firm and determined resistance.”52

“Four years will soon pass away,” Douglas concluded soothingly, at which time “the ballot-box will furnish a peaceful, legal and constitutional remedy for all the grievances with which the country may be afflicted.” Until then, he ended his impassioned appeal, “the election of Mr. Lincoln, in my humble opinion, presents no just cause, no reasonable excuse for disunion”—and no “pretext” for those “who look upon disunion and a Southern Confederacy as a thing desirable in itself.”53

However welcome the Democratic lion’s remarks—they were promptly published in the crucial Upper South state of Missouri—Lincoln may well have given them greater importance than they deserved. His only public response was a “smile,” a signal that some supporters misunderstood, one paper blasting the tome as a “graceless exhibition of morbid jealousy.”54 If Lincoln truly regarded Douglas’s sentiments, viewed together with the cautionary editorials that appeared early on in some Southern newspapers, as vindication of his recent policy of silence and invisibility, it proved a miscalculation. As he should have realized, such appeals had previously failed to win the Little Giant much support in precisely the region he was now trying to mollify: the South.

•  •  •

THE PRESIDENT-ELECT’S UNWAVERING, months-long public posture—that of confident silence—was belied by the private worries that plagued, and now began haunting, him. Determined to maintain an aura of strength for the public, he confided these anxieties, signs, and omens to only a handful of intimates.

On Election Night, for example, when one journalist observed that overconfident foes had “turned tail as soon as they got the news” of Lincoln’s election, the victor cautioned: “There are plenty left. A little while ago I saw a couple of shooting stars fall down hissing and sputtering. Plenty left for many a bright night.”55

Soon thereafter, Lincoln glimpsed another “mysterious” and, he feared, “ominous” vision in his own bedroom mirror. While reclining on a lounge, he glanced up to notice a “double-image of himself in the looking-glass,” one clear, the other pallid. For a moment, it was vivid; then it vanished—at first, two Lincolns side by side, then none at all. As he recounted the eerie vision to his friend Ward Hill Lamon: “There was Abraham Lincoln’s face reflecting the full glow of health and hopeful life; and in the same mirror, at the same moment of time, was the face of Abraham Lincoln showing a ghostly paleness.” Then it “melted away, and in the excitement of the hour [I] forgot all about it,” Lincoln told another friend, “—nearly, but not quite, for the thing would once in a while come up, and give me a little pang as if something uncomfortable had happened.”56

In Lincoln’s mind, at least as Lamon interpreted the story, “the illusion was a sign.” Both the president-elect and his wife believed it meant he would not only survive his term in office, but four years later win reelection to a second one, only to die before it ended. “With that firm conviction, which no philosophy could shake,” Lamon believed, “Mr. Lincoln moved on through a maze of mighty events, calmly awaiting the inevitable hour of his fall by a murderous hand.”57

Lamon’s version of Lincoln’s premonition, like many of his stories, was probably exaggerated. It seems highly unlikely that a freshly elected president would have spoken about a second term only days after first winning the White House, especially since no chief executive had sought and won reelection since Andrew Jackson. And yet, other contemporaneous evidence suggests that Lincoln did indeed harbor faith in dreams and signs—and would do so for the rest of his life.58 A more reliable source—a politician who hungered to join the cabinet, Connecticut editor Gideon Welles—held that, at the very least, Lincoln lay awake, sleepless, in the aftermath of his election, his mind crowded with thoughts of George Washington and Andrew Jackson, recalling “what all his predecessors had done” when faced with crises of their own.59 Welles insisted, however, that Lincoln confided he used his insomnia not to interpret optical illusions but to plan the future. In his own way, Welles created an equally exaggerated countermyth of the post-election Lincoln; not the troubled spirit Lamon depicted, but a leader of absolute certainty and unshakable conviction.

Lincoln told Welles he did not “get much sleep” on Election Night, “for I then felt, as I never had before, the responsibility that was upon me. I began at once to feel that I needed support,—others to share with me the burden.” Over and over, his restless mind grappled with the names of “men on whom he could depend, and who would be his support in the trials that were before him.” By the time “the sun went down” the next night, so Lincoln told Welles, “I had made up my Cabinet. It was almost the same that I finally appointed.” Indeed, sometime after Election Day, a sleepless Lincoln supposedly even jotted down the names of prospective cabinet appointees on a note card. He never made the list public. As it happened, most—but not all—the politicians would eventually join the administration, though the path to their appointments would prove rocky. Furthermore, close examination of the original suggests someone else pencilled the wish list, not Lincoln, though it surely reflected his hopes for a balanced government, both geographically (westerners and easterners) and politically (ex-Whigs and ex-Democrats).60
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Private secretaries John Nicolay and John Hay later confirmed Welles’s startling claim and went one night better, testifying: “The work of framing the new Cabinet was mainly performed on the evening of the Presidential election.” As Lincoln told the secretaries a few years later: “When I finally bade my friends good-night . . . I had substantially created the framework of my Cabinet as it now exists.”61 Yet another White House secretary, William O. Stoddard, further hyperbolized that Lincoln was “busy” with the “duty” of cabinet formation “even before election-day.”62 In truth, the path between framework and formal appointments would be littered with formidable roadblocks and detours.

Lincoln would ultimately select for his administration what historian Doris Kearns Goodwin ingeniously called “a team of rivals.”63 As Nicolay and Hay put it, he sought “a council of distinctive and diverse, yet able, influential, and representative, men, who should be a harmonious group of constitutional advisers and executive lieutenants—not a board of regents holding the great seal in commission and intriguing for the succession.”64 But assembling the team was neither an overnight, nor straightforward, task. With so many approaches to weigh—political obligations, personal loyalties, press opinion, and regional balance (including the question of whether to offer one of the coveted cabinet spots to a loyal Southerner)—Lincoln was hardly prepared to choose his ministers the day after the vote, much as Honest Abe liked to claim in retrospect. In fact, his cabinet-making would be marked in the weeks to come by false starts, wild speculation, political intrigue, and a battle royal over representation for Pennsylvania.

•  •  •

THIS MUCH WE know for certain. Around ten o’clock the morning after the election, Lincoln left his home and headed back to the State Capitol “as usual.” So observed one visiting journalist, startled to see the newly elevated leader following his customary routine “as though nothing of importance had happened.”65 For years, Springfielders had seen their neighbor tread the very same path, more often than not “absorbed . . . gazing upward and noticing no one.” But today was different, at least in one respect: “He was hailed with cheers as he passed some knot of Republicans who still lingered in the city to hear the final result.”66

Lincoln returned to the Governor’s suite at the State House surprised to find it overflowing with friends, strangers, reporters, and an entirely new class of visitor destined to plague the next president to the end of his days: office-seekers. The room was still anchored by one table groaning under the weight of a huge pile of books, and another “littered” with “heaps and hills of . . . newspapers, enough to supply a country journalist with items for a year.”67 A capacious tank of water stood near the reception room window, offering visitors their only refreshment.68 But now, according to one observer, it seemed as if the “entire community” had lodged itself inside to greet the new president-elect.69 Overnight, while the tired candidate had tossed and turned in bed, these visitors, ostensibly eager to congratulate Lincoln, had flooded into town on horseback or aboard farm wagons and carriages. By dawn, they were joined by additional “loads of people” who dashed to Springfield aboard the earliest trains, jostling with each other for scarce hotel rooms and then making a beeline for the president-elect’s headquarters in quest of attention, favors, and employment.70

Campaign manager David Davis lumbered into town, too, all three hundred pounds of him, disgusted to find all of Springfield “as drunk as Bacchus.” But neither Mr. nor Mrs. Lincoln seemed particularly “elated” by the victory, he observed with surprise, perhaps insensitive to their likely exhaustion. “There is no use anticipating the future,” Davis wrote home.71 James C. Conkling’s wife, Mercy, found her old friend Mary Lincoln in quite a different mood a few days later—“in fine spirits as you may imagine.”72

If the president-elect himself showed no visible elation, the same could not be said of his neighbors. At the State House, Lincoln found a “host of friends” on hand to slap his back and call him “Mr. President.” Notwithstanding his new status, he struck one journalist on the scene as still “emphatically the man of the people,” as he “greeted the meanest dressed with equal cordiality as the best.”73

Watching this scene unfold, newspaperman Samuel Weed, like several other eyewitnesses, thought he could discern, lurking behind the president-elect’s “sincere pleasure and good nature,” a “sort of sadness in his face which was remarked [upon] by more than one of those present. But Lincoln left his anxieties unexpressed, amid the warm congratulations which poured in upon him, and conversed with all who got near enough to him for the purpose with his old-time freedom.”74

Flopping into the copious armchair he had occupied the day before, casually hoisting his boots to the top of the castiron stove, Lincoln greeted his friends and neighbors by “throwing out hearty western welcomes” to all visitors. At least half a dozen times, he was heard to drawl: “Well, boys, your troubles are over now, but mine have just commenced.” Every so often, Lincoln would excuse himself, and retreat to a corner table with John Nicolay, to dictate correspondence—“maybe a leaf of history,” one observer speculated giddily.75

Before long, the crush in the modest suite grew so thick that Lincoln felt compelled to turn the unscheduled down-home reception into “a regular levee.” Unwinding his long legs and rising slowly from his seat, he commenced formally shaking hands with every visitor who pushed his way in—yet in a manner Weed described as “so natural, sincere and hearty that no one could question the admiration with which Mr. Lincoln was regarded by his neighbors.” Weed believed Lincoln would never seem more “manly or self-possessed in any emergency” that might follow.76

Another reporter was startled to see, among the “constant stream, coming and going, from every part of the lands,” two big, sandy-haired boys who loudly claimed to be as tall as the new president-elect. Lincoln immediately offered to stand back-to-back, after which the young men took their leave, enormously pleased that they had measured up. An “elderly and very good looking lady” came to apologize to Lincoln for offering him a meager dinner on the prairie a quarter century before. “Madam,” he had consoled her, “it was good enough for a President.” Her story stood in stark contrast to the warning of a country boy whose father had sent him to alert Lincoln that he might be poisoned. The young man left only after advising him: “dad says you must look out and eat nothing only what your old woman cooks; and mother says so too.”77

Before this outpouring of affection and respect could go to his head, a “grizzled” old farmer arrived at the door, elbowed his way into the Governor’s suite and through the throng, grasped Lincoln’s hand, and happily exclaimed: “Uncle Abe, I didn’t vote for yer, but I am mighty glad yer elected just the same.” To which Lincoln jovially shot back: “Well, my old friend, when a man has been tried and pronounced not guilty he hasn’t any right to find fault with the jury.”78 In a way, the analogy was inapt. Few Americans doubted that—victory or not—with a crisis looming, and less than two-fifths of the electorate on his side, the jury on Abraham Lincoln was still very much deadlocked.

With the crush of happy visitors on hand, it was easy—too easy—to forget that even Lincoln’s Springfield had been almost evenly divided on Election Day. No doubt speaking for many disappointed Democrats, local teenager Anna Ridgely ruefully admitted in her diary on November 11: “We were disappointed, for we had hoped that such a man as he without the least knowledge of state affairs, without any polish or manner would not be chosen to represent this great nation, but so it is.—I tremble for our country.”79

Lincoln received one more painful reminder that he was still a target for criticism. Walking between his home and office, he noticed a group of young boys teasing an agitated stray goat. When the animal hungrily spied the taller target, it turned from the children and tried butting Lincoln instead, until he was forced to seize it by the horns in self-defense. As the youngsters watched in delight, the president-elect of the United States gave his first post-election speech—to an angry goat. He might as well have been speaking to the South when he shouted: “I didn’t bother you. It was the boys. Why don’t you go and butt the boys. I wouldn’t trouble you.”80

•  •  •

LINCOLN HAD ANOTHER way to take the measure of public opinion, which he valued highly.81 Before the introduction of political polling, and while party newspapers remained unwaveringly one-sided and therefore unreliable in reflecting the national mood, the people’s voice could be heard in but one way: direct contact—either in person, or through the mails.

Among the many letters and telegrams that poured into his office in the days following his election, Lincoln could take comfort from a wide range of congratulations from both celebrities and ordinary citizens, friends and strangers, military men and civilians, senior citizens and children, politicians and poets.82 Private secretary Nicolay opened some fifty such letters in just three days—a minuscule outpouring by modern measurements, but a virtual avalanche to a mid-nineteenth-century staff of one. The crush of correspondence became “appalling,” one newspaperman sympathized, and mostly “impertinent.”83 By November 18, the load had grown to about seventy letters daily—most of them falling into three categories: congratulations, demands for patronage (neither of which the secretary answered), and endless requests for Lincoln’s autograph, which he fulfilled.84 With “other things claiming my attention,” the punctilious Nicolay admitted, he invariably found himself “somewhat behind” at the end of each hectic day.85

Some letters, of course, seemed to call out for instant attention. “You are President elect,” wrote Senator Salmon P. Chase of Ohio, one of the elite Republicans who had sought the nomination Lincoln won instead. “I congratulate you and thank God . . . . The space is now clear for the establishment of the policy of Freedom on safe & firm grounds. The lead is yours. The responsibility is vast. May God strengthen you for your great duties.”86 Lincoln made no immediate reply—perhaps preferring to wait until he could thank Chase properly—with the offer of a cabinet post. Nor did he answer the influential German-American leader Carl Schurz, who rather ponderously reminded Lincoln that he now faced “the greatest mission that ever fell to the lot of mortal man: the restoration of original principle in the model republic of the world.”87 No known answer went to Republican national committeeman George G. Fogg, either, even though Fogg had kept a protective eye on Lincoln’s son Robert during his time at prep school in New Hampshire, and though he wrote only to join “in the general rejoicing with which the great victory is being hailed all over the land.”88 Such politicians had more than congratulations on their minds, Lincoln knew. They also sought influence, power, and patronage, and he was not yet ready to deal with them.

Among his many less famous correspondents, Vincennes, Indiana, lawyer Cyrus M. Allen wrote to salute Lincoln’s victory “because it enables us to turn out the Goths & Vandals who have so long had possession of the government.” Helen Haskell, a self-described “little girl” from Hillsboro, Illinois, expressed her rather grown-up hope that “the South will soon learn, that they can trust a northern man to be President, and that the states and people will be happy under your government.” Equally heartening news came from Lincoln’s cousin-in-law James Shoaff, who reported from the family homestead in Decatur that his wife, Nancy Hanks Shoaff—named for Lincoln’s late mother—“had our cottage beautifully illuminated last night in honor of your election to the Presidency.”89 And a group of students from Indiana Asbury University wrote “to congratulate you in your happy success,” adding, “now for a little advice we want you to split the Democratic platform into Shivers all.” They signed their letter: “Abes boys.”90

The newest of “Abes boys” was born in Germantown, Pennsylvania, while the votes were still being counted. His father, insurance man William F. Smith, promptly informed the president-elect that on “Wednesday Mor, about 2 A M when the whole United States were looking for the returns wether [sic] Old Abe (Excuse the familiarity) was elected President, just at that particular period ‘Young Abe’ made his appearance[.] I desire to have you record the fact that we are the first to Honor your Election, by naming the New Candidate . . . after the New President of the same date and Trust that he may have as you have now, the Confidence of his fellow man.” Smith was something of a confidence man himself. He shamelessly enclosed a brochure entitled, Some among the many reasons why you should Insure your Life, along with a less-than-subtle list of premium rates, should Lincoln feel “honored” enough to purchase a policy from him.91

Eager to take some credit (and perhaps reward) for the Republican triumph in the Empire State, New York’s Young Men’s Republican Union mailed Lincoln a brochure enumerating its many contributions to the campaign. Not only had the group marched in local parades and demonstrations, it reported, it had also circulated tens of thousands of copies of Lincoln’s Cooper Union address and Lincoln-Douglas debates. This was precisely the degree of mass distribution the president-elect believed should be adequate to assuage Southern concerns about his intentions, however doubtful it was that copies had ever circulated where Lincoln hoped they would extinguish fires: in the South itself.
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