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	This book is dedicated to the memory of Francis McIntosh and all those who have faced down the mob, in any form and in every generation. Your stories matter, and your courage in the darkest of hours remains an inspiration. As the great antifascist Antonio Gramsci remarked in his own dark time, “The old world is dying, and the new world struggles to be born: Now is the time of monsters.” Our debt to you is to continue opposing the monsters arrayed against us as best we can, in our time. May your memories be a blessing.
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	Prologue


	“Horrible Tragedy! Mulatto Man Burned Alive in St. Louis!”


	His heart was pounding as he ran from the dock, his bright red jacket flapping in the early evening breeze. A gambler down in New Orleans had given it to him and he was anxious to show it off. There was just enough daylight left in the late April sky to impress the people of St. Louis with his stylish prize before he met the woman he was there to see—a woman he had recently grown quite fond of. As soon as the Flora docked, his work as steward behind him, he bounded down the gangway filled with expectation. But now, as the sky darkened, the young Black man found himself running for his life, the blood in his calves pumping hard, with a screaming constable trailing at his heels. Despite the swarm of confusion in his head, he could make out the wild eyes of white men on the street gazing upon him. The beautiful spring Thursday he had planned had taken a fearsome turn. And the woman he was to meet—a chambermaid from another boat he had been courting—would never see him alive again. Within minutes of disembarking, the sun was going down on twenty-six-year-old Francis McIntosh of Pittsburgh. He had just cut a white sheriff’s throat with a knife, dropping the man dead in a pool of his own blood, and the world would care little to hear how or why.


	When the constable called out to onlookers for help during the chase, McIntosh was finally cornered and brought to the ground. He was taken to the city jail in St. Louis and put in a cell to await his fate. But McIntosh already suspected what that fate was, though he scarcely could have known how grim it would be. That is because, before he was pursued that night by what passed for St. Louis’s police at the time, he had witnessed another man in flight from the same officer. That man fled directly in front of McIntosh moments after he had gotten off the Flora. Two officers called out to him to grab the suspect—but McIntosh, his mind on getting to his date, ignored them. Unsatisfied with failing to apprehend their man, the officers grabbed McIntosh instead, arresting him on the spot for failing to comply. 


	By some accounts, as the officers walked him to jail, McIntosh was told that he was as good as dead—or bound to prison for life—for this indiscretion. That is when McIntosh—a free Black man in a slave state—realized the enormity of the stakes confronting him. And that is when, attempting to free himself, he lunged at one officer with his knife and missed. But as the other officer approached, McIntosh’s blade found its target, and the man, a deputy sheriff named George Hammond, clutched at the gaping wound in his throat, then took some twenty paces before collapsing dead on the street. Thus began the chase that led to McIntosh’s capture and detention in St. Louis’s jail on the night of April 28, 1836.


	In a different country, in a different time, that might have been the end of it. McIntosh would have had the right to face a jury of his peers. He would have had a right to counsel and to tell his side of the story. And the surviving officer, William Mull, would have been able to confront him in a court of law. Instead, McIntosh was confined to his cell and heard the growing cries of a mob that surrounded him. Their screams grew louder as they moved closer, ultimately overwhelming the guard and breaking into the jail. The word had spread quickly in town that a mulatto—a “yellow fellow” as McIntosh was later described in the press—had taken the life of a white man, and before long, he was enveloped by a multitude of St. Louisans in a state of frenzy, their high-pitched wailings and lamentations fueling a collective bloodlust. Indecipherable chants rose from the mob as they marched a terrified McIntosh westward, finally stopping in front of an old locust tree on the edge of town, somewhere around Seventh and Chestnut Streets. Finally, with a torrent of people closing tightly around him, McIntosh could make out the chants. “Burn him! Burn him!” they screamed, as he was chained to the tree.


	Hundreds looked on as members of a local fire company placed kindling around McIntosh’s feet. Then, as the fire was lit and the smoke went up, the jeers rose to a fevered pitch. Within minutes, as the flames tore through his lower body, his chest heaving in agony, McIntosh somehow summoned the strength to call out to the crowd, begging to be shot. He received no such mercy, as the mob—one that was thought to have included St. Louis’s Mayor John Darby—watched gleefully as McIntosh and his bright red jacket slowly turned to ash.


	According to his friend and law partner, William Herndon, it was the burning of McIntosh that convinced the then twenty-seven-year-old Abraham Lincoln to deliver his first major political address less than two years after the murder. This was not the first episode of mob violence to draw Lincoln’s attention, but it was the most savage and the most indicative of a complete breakdown in the rule of law in the still-young nation. Indeed, only the year before in 1835, Mississippians, like so much of America, seemed to be losing their minds. It was during that brutally hot summer when the white citizens of Vicksburg, an up-and-coming town along the Mississippi River, were hanging people—Blacks and whites alike—with shocking indifference. The impetus for that spree of lynchings was a purported slave insurrection thought to be spawned by the white gamblers of the city’s red-light district where Blacks, whites, and a newly decadent culture of sin freely mixed. The Mississippi “excitement,” as it was sometimes called, grew beyond the state’s borders, as fears of Black insurrections spread like wildfire across the country. Still, from the vantage point of many in Lincoln’s home state of Illinois, the horrific violence could be written off because it happened in Mississippi, a state where extrajudicial killings were hardly novel—and not in the presumably far more sober-minded and cosmopolitan city of St. Louis, which defined the newly emerging western frontier of America. The news out of Vicksburg was shocking, but hardly a surprise. For Lincoln, the stories about McIntosh’s murder in Illinois’s neighboring state of Missouri were far more alarming. 


	The period after McIntosh’s death saw Lincoln take important steps that would come to define his politics in the years to come. Less than one year after McIntosh’s burning, in early 1837, Lincoln, now twenty-eight, was preparing not only to speak out against the growing lawlessness and threats to democracy he saw arising throughout the country, but also to lay the groundwork for his public opposition to slavery. Months after McIntosh’s burning, Lincoln began searching around the Illinois Assembly for a man, any man, who would sign off on a statement opposing slavery. The legislature had just issued a statement condemning abolitionism, and Lincoln, still a fresh face in the Illinois Assembly, was looking to counter it. Only five members opposed the antiabolition measure, and Lincoln scurried about seeking allies among this tiny group of legislators who might be willing to go on the record with him. Finding a white man holding office in Illinois, free state though it was, to take a public stand against slavery proved nearly impossible. Only Dan Stone, who had decided not to run for reelection, agreed to join him. Lincoln was literally the only public official in the state willing to attach his name to an antislavery measure—one with no legal authority to do anything against the institution anywhere, mind you—and face the political consequences for doing so. The shocking events out of Vicksburg and St. Louis help to explain why.


	By themselves, the murders in Mississippi and Missouri were horrific, to be sure. But they also came at a time when America’s founders—those who had fought in the revolution and erected the principles of self-government—were dying off. It was increasingly apparent to Lincoln that, as the founding generation were exiting the stage, Americans were succumbing to the kinds of passions more associated with despotism than with the republicanism they had been gifted. When Lincoln finally brought himself to deliver his first major address in January 1838, it was about the dissolution of democratic ideals. In it, he spoke about the “principles of hate” and “motives of revenge” that were once directed against Great Britain, which were now being directed against fellow Americans. The strong attachments that previously existed toward democratic rule, he said, “must fade, is fading, has faded.” In more contemporary language, democracy was becoming “memory holed.”


	As a practical matter, Lincoln decided to speak out because he felt he needed to make a distinctive mark in his state, one where other rising politicians were sharing their thoughts about America’s increasingly fraught republic. Lincoln had his own ambitions, his own interest in political power, and he was not prepared to yield the field to his rivals on the momentous questions facing the still very young nation. Lectures on canals, roads, and the charter of the State Bank in Illinois were no longer sufficient ground for someone looking to grow beyond the confines of the state Assembly. And most remarkably, Lincoln sought to make his mark in a speech that put the murders of African Americans, and those who supported their liberation, in the foreground. 


	All the same, this first major speech of Lincoln’s is not carved in marble anywhere. It is not the subject of a book. Nobody has committed it to memory. It is long, complex, and ornate in ways that belie the simple and lucid language Lincoln would become famous for. But, when read carefully, it’s difficult not to be transported from the 1830s to the present moment of national crisis. Moreover, it offers the earliest and best indication of Lincoln’s values and core beliefs—the ones that every American from primary school onward has come to know. In short, if you want to understand how and when Lincoln formed his core political values—what drove his mutual love for freedom and self-government—then the Lyceum Address, and the terrible events that gave birth to it, is the place to start.


	Yet over the past thirty-five years—eighteen as a teacher of American history in public schools, and seventeen as a political historian—I’ve discovered how rare it is to find any discussion of Lincoln’s first speech of consequence. More often than not, the Lyceum Address, named for the “Young Men’s Lyceum”— the group that invited Lincoln to speak at Springfield’s Baptist Church on January 27, 1838—draws blank stares or, on occasion, the faintest recognition. Devotees of American political thought in academia have some familiarity with it to be sure, but it has hardly punctured the public consciousness. That said, when we read Lincoln’s words with an eye toward Vicksburg, St. Louis, and finally, Alton, Illinois, where the famed white abolitionist Elijah P. Lovejoy was murdered, we can see Lincoln’s effort to memorialize not only the victims of those horrific acts, but also the vulnerable democracy Lincoln saw hanging in the balance at the very start of his political career.


	It was Frederick Douglass who said that “no man can say anything that is new of Abraham Lincoln,” and Douglass said that in 1876, nearly 150 years ago. People have nevertheless tried. Still, as I grew more familiar with the murders and lawless acts that inspired Lincoln’s entrance on the political stage as a man ready to tackle the hardest questions facing America, I became increasingly distressed, not so much about what I learned about Lincoln, but about how few treatments there are that tie Lincoln’s emergence as a political force and thinker to the stories he told about the victims of mob violence when delivering his first major speech that cold January night in 1838.


	Few discussions of the speech, formally known as “The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions,” delve into the accounts of those hunted down and killed in the three Mississippi River towns Lincoln highlighted in his address. Most who have written about it are far too attentive to Lincoln’s use of language rather than his attentiveness to racial justice and its importance to democratic life. Scholars have loved dissecting the speech for its call for a “civil religion,” or its eerie premonitions about the rise of an American tyrant. And the Lyceum Address is often combed over for its subtle psychological revelations about Lincoln’s own ambitions. Rarely have scholars carefully examined the speech’s attentiveness to race and why Lincoln would hit this third rail in Illinois politics so early in his career, when for his colleagues, caution on such matters was the order of the day. Yet, in each instance, the murders on the Mississippi from which this book’s title gets its name were motivated by racial fears or hatred. To his eternal credit, Lincoln stared down the barrel of the core threat facing American democracy in his time. So should we.


	Saladin Ambar


	Philadelphia, PA


	March 31, 2025




	Introduction


	“Ill Omen Among Us”


	The first edition of the Springfield, Illinois, Sangamo Journal was published on November 10, 1831, the day before Nat Turner was hanged. Turner was a thirty-year-old enslaved Black preacher in Southampton County, Virginia, who, over the course of several days that August, led the largest and bloodiest slave insurrection in American history. Turner and his band of escaped slaves went from plantation to plantation, killing white men, women, and children by the dozens. Some fifty-five whites were killed in the rebellion. Turner’s capture and hanging marked the end of an episode that had both enthralled and terrorized white Americans. Perhaps several hundred Blacks in the South were killed in retaliation. To be sure, whites had lived with the fear of Black insurrection since slavery began, but now, Turner’s Rebellion demonstrated the ugliest repercussions for maintaining America’s “peculiar institution.”


	While Lincoln’s Illinois was a free state, it bordered two slave states—Kentucky to its south and Missouri to its west. The Ohio River reflected the thin line between slavery and freedom, and the geography of Illinois meant that the state would be at the cross-section of debates, rumors, and politics over the future of slavery. As a former Kentuckian, Lincoln’s early biography was representative of a population made up of some who were sympathetic to slaveholders, those who were opposed to slavery, and a great many who loathed “meddlesome” abolitionists. This was what passed for moderation in Illinois. So, as news of the Turner Rebellion wound its way into Illinois, it occasioned little outcry against slavery—and much vitriol toward the growing presence of radical white abolitionists, who were blamed for “stirring up” otherwise happy Blacks. For his part, Lincoln offered no comment on Nat Turner, though the rebellion would not change his views of slavery, which he regarded as an affront to humanity and God’s law.


	In some ways, white abolitionists were as deeply reviled as Blacks, who were deemed largely incapable of acting alone to produce the kind of broad and complex planning that led to Turner’s revolt. That one enslaved Black man could lead such a widespread deadly assault in Virginia, which did not have the kind of large Black presence as places like South Carolina or Mississippi, ran counter to so much of what had been taught about Black intelligence. 


	Quoting the Richmond Courier, the Sangamo Journal reported that “a negro girl of about 16 or 17 years of age” testified that she heard Turner hatch his plot “among her master’s slaves.” The girl’s testimony, the Journal reported, led to the conviction of at least nine of the twenty-six African Americans accused of participating in the rebellion, half of whom were ultimately hanged. The girl’s initial account, at first deemed too weak to produce any convictions, became more acceptable in time, as the need to exact punishment proved overwhelming. As the details of Turner’s Rebellion began to become known, the idea of Black political equality with whites was damaged even in free states like Illinois. The liberal solution in Lincoln’s time was colonization—the repatriation of newly freed Blacks from America to Africa. (The colonization experiment began with the founding of Liberia in 1822.) The idea that Black and white freedom could coexist was held by only the smallest minority of whites. 


	Lincoln would not move to Springfield for another six years, but he had undoubtedly been made aware of the Turner Rebellion, given his access to the Sangamo Journal, the paper that would become his hometown newspaper years later. In time, Lincoln would come to support the idea of colonization before publicly embracing emancipation with full political rights decades later. Anything more would have been an unimaginable stance for a white politician in Illinois at the time. 


	The Abraham Lincoln who read about Turner’s Rebellion was sufficiently antislavery to fuel the political courage of the man who would later be the only man in the Illinois Assembly to risk speaking out against slavery. But he was not prepared to go further. Today, the conventional view of most Americans is that Lincoln came to his more progressive views on race and abolition by way of his love for the Union. But a better path to understanding Lincoln and what made him the Great Emancipator, rather than the Pragmatic Colonizer, can be found in his early political thought. It reflects not only Lincoln’s affinity for the rule of law and disdain for mob violence; it also captures his early support for racial justice.


	And the Lyceum Address goes further. It counters not only the kind of narrative of lurking Black violence and betrayal presented in the Sangamo Journal’s first printing—it also rejects the underlying white nationalism that finds race traitors abounding in the land. In an early passage, Lincoln condemns those whose fury led to the “process of hanging, from gamblers to negroes, from negroes to white citizens, and from these to strangers; till, dead men were seen literally dangling from the boughs of trees upon every roadside; and in numbers almost sufficient, to rival the native Spanish moss of the country, as a drapery of the forest.” It was no small thing for Lincoln to conclude that the murder of Blacks—be they enslaved or free—was just as revolting as those of whites—be they gamblers or law-abiding citizens. This is among the earliest examples of Lincoln’s genuine respect for human equality.


	That Lincoln early in his career so forcefully opposed the rising vigilantism against the most marginalized groups of his era and then became more politically moderate, especially on questions of race and slavery, suggests that Lincoln as president was more of a man who returned to first principles than one who “evolved” for the sake of Union. When Lincoln at the Lyceum raised his voice against those who murder “gamblers,” “Negroes,” and “those supposed to be leagued with the Negroes,” he was making a prophetic warning not only to avoid national “suicide,” as he described it; he was also making a case for the interwoven nature of racial justice with the very essence of democracy. That Lincoln did not keep to this strong stand as his political career advanced is rightly lamented; that he returned to it is too often forgotten. For it was the dark, violent, antidemocratic 1830s that forged the prophetic Lincoln—the man who would ultimately help cleanse the “soiled republican robe” of American democracy, as he would later describe it in an 1854 speech in Peoria. 


	Seeing Lincoln’s early democratic sensibilities tied to justice for vulnerable groups is no easy task, in part because the 1830s has been so honeycombed over with notions of democracy’s rise in America that we often fail to see that the very things Lincoln feared coming to pass at the Lyceum were well underway. And, because of historians’ love affair with a certain version of Alexis de Tocqueville—and indeed, with Andrew Jackson—we have lost the righteous, indignant Abraham Lincoln of Springfield. It is therefore important to read the times as Lincoln read them, to gaze out over the expanse of this “fairest portion of the earth” as he described it that January evening in 1838, and to experience the terror he saw, even as a free, protected, not-quite-twenty-nine-year-old white man, just coming into his powers. 


	There is little doubt that Abraham Lincoln’s early political thought was shaped by his experience with Jacksonian democracy—the populist support for the underdog and ordinary American—and with the related rise in white male suffrage. Despite his first party affiliation as a Whig and avowed opponent of President Andrew Jackson, historians have nevertheless been keen to note how Lincoln shrewdly carved out political space for himself as both a Jacksonian “man of the people,” as well as a critic of Jackson’s authoritarian disposition. As one Lincoln biographer notes, at the time Lincoln declared himself a candidate in 1832 for the Illinois state legislature, Jackson remained popular in the state, although party affiliation among voters remained largely unsettled. All the same, Lincoln’s political hero was the compromising Speaker of the House Henry Clay—not the headstrong Jackson. 


	With the possible exception of Woodrow Wilson, no other president in American history has fallen as precipitously in the rankings of presidents by presidential historians than Andrew Jackson in recent years.1 But for much of American history, Jackson remained a widely admired, if not uncontroversial, figure. That admiration had much to do with his association with the expansion of white male suffrage along with institutional changes in the parties that broadened the scope of political participation. The opposition toward his presidency has grown owing to greater familiarity and criticism of his Indian removal policies, his unequivocal support for slavery, and his overall attachment to white supremacy. As Princeton historian Sean Wilentz has written about Jackson’s legacy, “For Jackson, legislating the people’s will and preserving the Constitution had come to mean advancing the battle against concentrated monied power while quieting the growing tumults over slavery.”2


	While the title of Wilentz’s work—The Rise of American Democracy—obscures the author’s more subtle and critical assessments of Jackson’s presidency, it does reflect how the 1830s continues to be associated with democracy’s expansion rather than its vulnerabilities. The source of this longstanding view of the decade can be most authoritatively traced to Alexis de Tocqueville and the publication of his Democracy in America in 1835. Tocqueville’s two volumes, the latter published in 1840, were instant successes and today remain admired by both liberals and conservatives alike, albeit for different reasons. In a word, democracy in Jackson’s America translated into equality for Tocqueville. “It appears to me beyond doubt that sooner or later we shall arrive, like the Americans, at an almost complete equality of conditions,” he wrote with his native France in mind.3 


	The equality of social conditions Tocqueville observed during his nine-month visit to America in 1831 was premised on an indispensable and undemocratic caveat, however—the presence of white supremacy—a point he makes plain in his chapter on “The Future of the Three Races in America.”4 Nevertheless, Tocqueville’s emphasis on social equality (among whites) tended to obfuscate his pessimism on race for his admirers over the years. While Tocqueville held race in America and democracy apart, Lincoln saw the linkages between racial injustice and the threat to democracy as a core dilemma of political life. It was a vital and dreaded feature of what Lincoln described as “an ill omen among us” at the Lyceum. By the time of the Lyceum Address, Lincoln had a decade to assess the fruits of Jacksonian democracy. In the end, he did not see its growth as the defining feature of his times; on the contrary, it was democracy’s demise that he brooded over.


	Another important element that distinguishes Lincoln and Tocqueville is that they drew different conclusions about this era based on a rich appreciation for the founders of the American republic. Tocqueville interviewed many of the newly disenchanted leaders of an older generation of “representatives of the republican elite” in “the Bronze Age of Jacksonian democracy.”5 These older Americans lamented the descent of the country from the earlier, sober Federalist period, into one of “mob rule.” But this, according to Tocqueville, reflected the true nature of the demos—the people in their mass and unadulterated form. Lincoln’s interpretation of the “mob” however, was rather different. His mob—the one he reviled at the Lyceum—was less defined by class, rank, or privilege. On the contrary, it was characterized by its lawlessness and brutality. The former mob is benevolent in Tocqueville’s eyes; the latter, for Lincoln, is increasingly malevolent. Both were made up of free, and presumably newly enfranchised, whites. The aristocracy of the mob, if there can be such a thing, lies in its tendency to create forms of superiority for itself, and nothing quite establishes notions of superiority like race in America. 


	James Madison, whose ideas Lincoln would grapple with at the Lyceum, famously wrote in the Federalist Papers that “had every Athenian citizen been a Socrates, every Athenian assembly would have still been a mob.”6 In this fearful construction, a mob is defined by its numbers and crude representativeness of the people en masse. Lincoln’s mob, on the other hand, is defined by its actions, not its makeup; and no act is more defining in this regard than bigoted violence. While Andrew Jackson laid assault to Madison’s hyper-elitist fear of representative democracy, it was Lincoln who indeed “cleansed the republican robe” of the founders, at least in word, by discrediting racial violence as anathema to the principles of self-government. That stance was first taken publicly in his Lyceum Address, and it was rooted in reports he received from across the country—a sober reminder that neither class, geography, nor whiteness should serve as a basis for citizenship. Andrew Jackson could support only a fragment of what democracy truly meant. Abraham Lincoln supported it whole cloth.


	If the Age of Jackson was a period of radical democratic transformation in America, it was also one increasingly defined by violence. Reliable statistics for the decade are hard to come by. Still, if there is a consensus among historians, the era was marked by a rise of violent crime beginning around 1830. The period of great social equality noted by Tocqueville was one where “at least 70 percent of American cities with a population of twenty thousand or more by 1850 experienced some degree of major disorder in the 1830–1850 period.”7 St. Louis, for example, was still under twenty thousand residents in the 1830s, but it was growing rapidly, more than doubling in size between 1830 and 1840. The city would become representative of the growing vigilantism and overall violence of the period. More broadly, it is the political orientation of nationwide racial violence in America at that time that stands out.


	It was a bloody and all-too-brutal decade. The 1830s included Congress’s Indian Removal Act (1830) that led to the Trail of Tears. This was followed not long after by the Force Bill, where President Jackson was empowered to use violence, if necessary, to get South Carolina to comply with Congress’s tariff bill of 1832. As mentioned earlier, Nat Turner’s rebellion in Virginia (1831) led to dozens of violent deaths and many bloody reprisals. With Jackson’s rejection of the Supreme Court’s recognition of Cherokee land claims in 1832, “manifest destiny” became a rallying cry for white settlement of the west. This westward expansion included the violent settlement of Texas by Anglo colonists, leading to the declaration of the Republic of Texas in 1836. Indeed, democracy’s expansion among white males in the 1830s was incentivized by the need to settle western lands. This fostered the expansion of voting rights—but also the westward march of slavery, the violent settlement of Indian territory, and ultimately, of territory which had been Mexico’s. As the political scientist Paul Frymer has written of “Tocqueville’s sanguine vision,” the “coerced resettlement of nearly one hundred thousand Native Americans in the 1830s led to deaths in the many thousands.”8 


	The series of murders Lincoln references in his Lyceum Address are suggestive of important subtexts to the rise in violence: a rejection of legal norms that do not comply with racial, religious, or political identities. As another historian has written, “The most common forms of mob violence in the 1830s were the abolitionists and the free black communities that supported them.”9 The author is right to emphasize this point, noting how the Black abolitionist David Walker’s radical pamphlet, Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World (1829), sparked such a level of outrage and fear among Southerners and white supremacists that it led to mass censorship efforts of the publication, and possibly cost Walker his life.10 While Lincoln was no abolitionist in 1838, he could well have left out the grisly murder of the free Black man Francis McIntosh in his speech at the Lyceum and still had ample material to condemn mob violence. By centering McIntosh, Lincoln risked “diluting” his message of anti-vigilantism for his white audience. 


	William Herndon was Abraham Lincoln’s close friend at the time of the Lyceum Address, and both men were members of the organization. Years later, Herndon would become Lincoln’s law partner, and ultimately, his biographer. While Lincoln scholars have at times been cautious about Herndon’s reliability, his recollections have proven hard to dismiss out of hand.11 Herndon’s views of the Lyceum matter because he ascribes the lynching of McIntosh as the principle motivating factor for Lincoln’s speech. “Mr. Lincoln’s [Lyceum] speech was brought about by the burning in St. Louis a few weeks before, by a mob, of a negro,” Herndon would write nearly fifty years later. “Lincoln took this incident as a sort of text for his remarks.”12


	Unfortunately, far too many historians have been drawn to what the Lyceum Address meant to Lincoln as an orator, rather than for his views on slavery and race. This tendency to view the speech as a point of departure for Lincoln’s more evolved and polished style as a rhetorician robs Lincoln—and us—of understanding just how central race was to his assessment of American democracy. In Fred Kaplan’s important biography of Lincoln as a writer, for example, there is lengthy discussion of the poet Byron, along with Lincoln’s rhetorical style at the Lyceum—with no mention of race, or the murder of McIntosh, or Elijah P. Lovejoy’s murder, let alone the Vicksburg gamblers who were hanged.13 And, in Garry Wills’s magisterial work on the Gettysburg Address, the Lyceum speech is described as “comic,” “showy,” and “labored.”14 It seems that the return to the Lyceum Address by Lincoln scholars will trail the recently found admiration for the address by journalists, who, moved by the events of January 6, 2021, have found new insights in the Lyceum that many have left on the cutting room floor of history.


	Of course, even if we accept Herndon’s assessment of Lincoln’s chief motive behind his speech, that would only account for his centering the murder of Francis McIntosh—the only victim addressed by name by Lincoln—and the subsequent and related killing of the abolitionist Lovejoy, who spoke out against McIntosh’s lynching. But we would still be left with the Vicksburg gamblers—five whites killed on the Fourth of July in 1835, some two and a half years before the Lyceum Address. Lincoln’s inclusion of the lynching of the gamblers in his Lyceum speech is critical for two reasons: First, it demonstrates his rejection of the kind of puritanical bigotry foisted against “sinful” outsiders, that has been deeply rooted in the American experience. Second, it reveals Lincoln’s sense of fairness, insofar as racial identity alone cannot be the criterion by which society administers justice. The rule of law is only as strong as its ability to hold up for those society has deemed expendable. 


	What made the whites lynched in Vicksburg, Mississippi, expendable? Before considering the question, it’s important to note that there were actually two groups of whites who were lynched in Mississippi. The first were the five professional gamblers; the second were an untold number of whites thought to have participated in, or aided, a Black insurrection in neighboring Hinds and Madison Counties. As Kenneth S. Greenberg illustrates in his book Honor & Slavery, “These simultaneous events seem connected, and yet neither contemporaries nor historians have been able to explain the linkage.”15 Yet Lincoln did connect these two events in Mississippi. Moreover, he linked them to an even wider array of violence to legal norms and basic respect for due process throughout the nation. For the white vigilantes in Vicksburg, the whites they killed were simply sinful opportunists or race traitors.


	Part of the reason why contemporary readers of the Lyceum Address might not make the connection between the killing of these groups of white victims is because important details from Lincoln’s speech are occasionally, and inexplicably, omitted from the text. Take Harvard historian William E. Gienapp’s This Fiery Trial: The Speeches and Writings of Abraham Lincoln.16 The following critical passage from the Lyceum has been excised from Gienapp’s book, presumably for the sake of brevity:


	Next, negroes, suspected of conspiring to raise an insurrection, were caught up and hanged in all parts of the State: then, white men, supposed to be leagued with the negroes; and finally, strangers, from neighboring States, going thither on business, were, in many instances subjected to the same fate. Thus went on this process of hanging, from gamblers to negroes, from negroes to white citizens, and from these to strangers; till, dead men were seen literally dangling from the boughs of trees upon every road side; and in numbers almost sufficient, to rival the native Spanish moss of the country, as a drapery of the forest.17


	The thought that this passage is somehow unimportant to Lincoln’s message is confounding, to say the least.


	It’s fair to say Black historians have tended to hold the Lyceum Address in higher regard than their white colleagues. Henry Louis Gates Jr., for example, has deemed the speech “remarkable,” and “prescient,” highlighting Lincoln’s protestations against the murders of McIntosh and Lovejoy in his edited volume on Lincoln on Race and Slavery.18 Unfortunately, for most, the Lyceum Address seems bifurcated by the worlds of race or rhetoric, with scholars generally unwilling to associate Lincoln’s categories of exclusion (the “gamblers,” “negroes,” and “those leagued with negroes” he speaks of that were murdered) with having much of anything to do with his essential motivations.


	Thankfully, the Lyceum Address may just now be emerging from the historical haze that has weighed it down. The myths of Tocquevillian equality, Jacksonian democratization, and the sometimes backhanded appreciation of the speech only for its association with Lincoln’s “inferior” phase of rhetoric, would be difficult enough to overcome. But there is another myth that Lincoln punctures at the Lyceum, one that needs addressing—the myth of the Midwest.
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