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PROLOGUE

FROM ACROSS THE UNITED STATES—indeed, from around the world—people come day after day to see and to read Abraham Lincoln’s words, carved on Indiana limestone, in the templed space of the Lincoln Memorial. I have asked persons in different parts of the nation to recall their feelings as they read the words of the Gettysburg Address and the Second Inaugural Address in their visit to the Lincoln Memorial, whether the visit was six months or ten years ago. Their responses have ranged from “deeply emotional” to “surprise” to “reverence.” The reply I have heard most often: “awe.”

But awe is not the same thing as understanding. This book is a journey of understanding into the development of Abraham Lincoln’s eloquence during the four years he served as president in a nation transformed by the tragedy of civil war. His character was tested and displayed in purpose, suffering, resolve, and ultimately compassion in his speeches, annual messages to Congress, and public letters. Most historians and biographers have noted his rhetorical skills, but this has been more a grace note than a great contrapuntal theme.

The movement from awe to understanding is not a simple journey. In attempting to understand Lincoln’s eloquence I found myself confronting a puzzle with many pieces. How did Lincoln, a person with so little formal education, become our most eloquent president? Why did he often stumble when attempting to speak extemporaneously? How are we to understand the lingering mystery of his long silences as president? What were his habits and methods of writing speeches? In an era of presidential speechwriters we need to ask, were these Lincoln speeches, or did others contribute? What was the place of religion in the form and content of his presidential rhetoric? How were Lincoln’s speeches understood in his day? How did Lincoln’s rhetoric undergird his political leadership as president?

Often we fail to remember how Lincoln regarded himself. We raise him up to the status of a literary figure and give less weight to his role as a speaker. To do so is to pay no attention to either his career or the political culture of his times. Lincoln’s private secretaries, John G. Nicolay and John M. Hay, declared, “Nothing would have amazed him while he lived than to hear himself called a man of letters.” If today’s politicians are glued to their teleprompters because their speeches are written by others and meant to be read, Lincoln was attentive to the real audience crowded before him as he delivered speeches written by himself that were meant to be heard.1

[image: ]

IT MAY SURPRISE modern readers, many of whom have been instilled from childhood with the aura of the Lincoln myth, that Lincoln’s artistry with words was not fully appreciated at the beginning of his presidency. J. G. Randall, the first academic historian to turn his full attention to Lincoln, observed, “For Americans of a later day it is interesting to note that Lincoln was not then regarded as a master of style.”2 Stump speaking, so people said, was not the same thing as the kind of communication Lincoln would be asked to do as president. Debates lasting more than three hours with Douglas, however popular they may have been in Illinois, did not prepare him for the kind of debates that would take place in Washington. His little speeches on the train trip from Springfield to Washington in February 1861 had not inspired but rather diminished expectations of Lincoln as a speaker.

How did Lincoln develop his rhetorical skills? Lincoln, the active politician, said little about his development as a speaker. I believe he did leave some rough drafts of a map, however, with some roads and intersections sketched in, which we will attempt to follow. Friends and colleagues have also left their observations tucked away in letters and diaries. To get at this question is to spend time with the private Lincoln who shut himself away to write and rewrite his most important speeches.
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ACROSS THE YEARS Aristotle’s Treatise on Rhetoric has continued to define the elements of excellent speaking. The ancient Greek philosopher characterized rhetoric as the art of persuasion: “A faculty of considering all the possible means of persuasion on every subject.” He goes on to describe three modes of persuasion “furnished by the spoken word.” First, “persuasion is achieved by means of moral character, when the speech shall have been spoken in such a way as to render the speaker worthy of confidence.” Aristotle argued that ethos (ηθος), or credibility, was the most powerful means of persuasion. Personal character and the spoken word are inseparable. Second, “persuasion may come through the hearers, when they have been brought to a state of excitement under the influence of the speech.” Aristotle, in his explanation of this principle, points to the effective speaker’s ability to understand the thoughts and feelings of the audience to whom he is speaking. Third, “persuasion is effected through the speech itself when we have proved a truth or an apparent truth by means of persuasive arguments suitable to the case in question.” This last principle focuses on the kinds of arguments the speaker brings to his speech.3

I do not think that Lincoln read Aristotle, but I have come to believe that Lincoln’s rhetoric embodies the principles of the ancient Greek philosopher. I have found Aristotle’s definitions helpful in analyzing Lincoln’s rhetorical artistry. The narrative of Lincoln’s eloquence is the stirring story of his increasing ability to employ “all the possible means of persuasion on every subject.”

Each chapter in this book is a story of Lincoln’s response to challenges and opportunities to state his political vision for a nation in the midst of Civil War. Some of Lincoln’s statements are set pieces—two inaugural addresses, two messages to Congress. One is a hastily written public letter to Horace Greeley, quixotic New York newspaper editor, who challenged Lincoln’s leadership on the war and the evils of slavery. Another is a speech Lincoln wanted to give in person to a huge Republican rally in his hometown of Springfield but that he sent instead to a close friend with an accompanying telegram: “Read it slowly.” I have included a private musing, written for his eyes only, which was found only after his death but is a key to his last and greatest speech.

[image: ]

EVERY GENERATION has produced new editions of anthologies of Lincoln’s speeches and writings. I have used several Lincoln anthologies in teaching Lincoln and the Civil War. These collections are valuable, but because of the brief introductions to the various speeches and letters, I found myself taking time in class to place the particular Lincoln speech in a broader historical context that would help students understand Lincoln’s intentions more fully.

This portrait of Lincoln focuses on an even more fundamental but overlooked question: what are the relationships among Lincoln’s speeches? Biographers and historians have asked about Lincoln’s sources—Theodore Parker, Daniel Webster, Henry Clay—but by and large have not asked about Lincoln on Lincoln. In tracking Lincoln’s rhetorical journey, I have discovered how closely interconnected his speeches are.

These speeches are like a string of pearls, each with its own size and coloration. Some are well-known gems. Other speeches, known in their own day, have receded from memory in our day, and are presented and interpreted here as important signposts both of Lincoln’s political vision and of his rhetorical artistry. The contention that underlies this book is that Lincoln’s speeches can be appreciated best not in splendid isolation from one another, but when they are seen together in all their shimmering beauty.

[image: ]

LINCOLN WROTE for the ear. Most politicians and academics write for the eye. Lincoln often spoke or whispered out loud before putting his Faber pencil to paper. He was fascinated by the sound of words. I contend that even his written communications, such as the conclusions of his annual messages to Congress, even when he knew they were to be read by clerks, contained the marks of his best oratory.

Lincoln’s pattern was to speak or read his addresses slowly. The average person speaks at about 150 or 160 words per minute. Lincoln spoke 105 to 110 words per minute.4 His slower speed was an aid to hearers, especially in an outdoor environment without the aid of the technology of loudspeakers.

Before starting this journey, may I suggest taking the time to hear the selection of Lincoln’s words from each speech at the beginning of each chapter. Speak them aloud. Do so slowly, as Lincoln would have done. This simple exercise will be helpful preparation to enter more fully into a portrait of Lincoln’s eloquence.
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This is the last photograph of Lincoln in Springfield. The photograph, by C. S. German, was taken on February 9, 1861, just two days before his departure for Washington. The new, heavy beard made the features of his face softer.
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CHAPTER ONE

“WITH A TASK BEFORE ME GREATER
THAN … WASHINGTON”

FAREWELL ADDRESS AT SPRINGFIELD
FEBRUARY 11, 1861


My friends.

No one, not in my situation, can appreciate my feeling of sadness at this parting. To this place, and the kindness of these people, I owe every thing. Here I have been a quarter of a century, and have passed from a young to an old man. Here my children have been born, and one is buried. I now leave, not knowing when, or whether ever, I may return, with a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington. Without the assistance of that Divine Being, who ever attended him, I cannot succeed. With that assistance I cannot fail. Trusting in Him, who can go with me, and remain with you and be every where for good, let us confidently hope that all will yet be well. To His care commending you, as I hope in your prayers you will commend me, I bid you an affectionate farewell.



ABRAHAM LINCOLN ARRIVED at the small brick Great Western Railway station in Springfield on February 11, 1861, prepared to travel to Washington and his inauguration as the sixteenth president of the United States. The day dawned cold and miserable, with intermittent rain dripping from the low-hanging clouds. Parked at the station was the Presidential Special, a train consisting of only two cars, an ordinary passenger coach and a baggage car, standing by to receive the president and his party. Both cars were painted a bright yellow. The grand locomotive—the L. M. Wiley, brasswork gleaming, with its huge balloon stack—hissed at the ready.

Lincoln had decided beforehand that he would offer no remarks, and the press had been so informed. After the many farewells of recent days, Lincoln believed there was no need for any more words. Newspaperman Henry Villard, a twenty-five-year-old German immigrant posted to Springfield in November by the New York Herald to report on Lincoln’s daily activities after his election as president, captured a remarkable scene. “The President elect took his station in the waiting-room, and allowed his friends to pass by him and take his hand for the last time.” Villard observed that Lincoln’s “face was pale, and quivered with emotion so deep as to render him almost unable to utter a single word.”1

The ringing of the engine bell alerted Lincoln that it was time to board the train. Mary Lincoln and the two younger boys, Willie and Tad, had originally planned not to depart for several days. However, Gen. Winfield Scott, general-in-chief of the U.S. Army, had suggested to Lincoln that Mary and the boys leave that evening and meet Lincoln in Indianapolis. General Scott, concerned for the president-elect’s security, thought it would be safer for Lincoln if he was surrounded by his family. Robert, the Lincolns’ oldest son, would travel with his father from Springfield.

As Lincoln stepped out onto the platform, he found himself surrounded by a crowd of about one thousand of his fellow citizens. Friends and neighbors crowded the platform and each side of the festively decorated train. These friends and fellow townspeople had come to say their good-byes. Despite his publicly announced intention not to speak, the crowd thronging around the rear platform encouraged their neighbor to offer some remarks.

Responding to these requests, Lincoln, after entering the second of the two cars, appeared on the rear platform of the train. He removed his beaver hat and asked for silence. He paused, struggling to contain his feelings, gathering himself to give a speech he had not intended to give.

[image: ]

BEFORE LEAVING SPRINGFIELD, Abraham Lincoln had already resolved to confine his speaking as president to a few major occasions when he would have adequate time to prepare. In the three months since his election, as the storm clouds of war darkened, he had excused himself again and again from speaking about any of his positions or future policies. He did not want to say something that could be misinterpreted by foe or friend.
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Lincoln arrived at the Great Western Railway station on February 11, 1861. Met by a crowd of one thousand Springfield residents, Lincoln offered farewell remarks.

ABRAHAM LINCOLN PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARY

But how could he keep silent on this morning? Caught off guard, Lincoln spoke briefly in an uncharacteristically personal manner to friends and neighbors. Some who were present had known him for twenty years or more. Lincoln would speak only 152 words, but his words touched his audience in Springfield profoundly. In the poignancy of this moment—leaving the place where he had lived for half his life—Lincoln bared his spirit in deeply emotive language.

His farewell words at Springfield did not remain in Springfield. His remarks were printed in newspapers the next day and in Harper’s Weekly Magazine. Citizens in Albany, Fort Wayne, Dover, Trenton, Providence, and countless small cities and towns were eager to know more about this gangly rail splitter from the West who was about to become their president.
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ABRAHAM LINCOLN had been saying his farewells to family and friends over the past weeks. As the time for their departure drew nearer, Mary Lincoln invited groups of friends to their home. These gatherings included a children’s party. She wrote out the invitations to the children, cards that would be cherished by their recipients well into the twentieth century.2

On January 30, Lincoln slipped away from the persistent stream of reporters and office seekers to offer a special good-bye. He traveled by train and by horse and buggy to Farmington, a small remote community in Coles County, in southern Illinois. He wanted to see his aging stepmother, Sarah Bush Lincoln.

Lincoln’s mother, Nancy Hanks Lincoln, had died in 1818. Sarah, a widow, had come from Kentucky as Thomas Lincoln’s new wife. Her great gift was to bring nurture and order to the whole family. She gave to young Abraham, a boy of ten, love and encouragement. Sarah, now seventy-three, when hearing of her stepson’s nomination, feared that if he was elected, something awful would happen to him.3

As he retraced his route to Springfield, Lincoln’s stepmother traveled with him as far as Charleston. (In March 1830, a young Lincoln had driven a yoke of oxen pulling one of the wagons in the family move from Spencer County, Indiana, to this area of Illinois.) At an evening reception on January 31, everyone was eager to hear Lincoln speak, but he declined the invitation. Lincoln did join in with reminiscence and stories of his simpler days with folk who had known him since he was barely twenty-one.

[image: ]

RETURNING TO SPRINGFIELD, Lincoln requested privacy. A notice appeared each day that week in the Illinois State Journal: “The present week being the last that Mr. Lincoln remains at Springfield, and it being indispensable that he should have a portion of time to himself, he will see visitors only at his office, No. 4, Johnson building, from 3½ to 5 o’clock, P.M., each day.”4

Lincoln had to conclude many personal and family matters. He had rented the family home at the northeast corner of Eighth and Jackson Streets to Lucian Tilton, the retired owner of the Wabash Railroad, for $350 a year. The Lincolns sold much of their furniture. They gave their dog, Fido, to a neighbor. Mary burned heaps of old letters and papers in the rear alley.
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A MAJOR TASK was the preparation of his inaugural address. Gov. John Wood had offered Lincoln offices on the second floor in the Illinois State House, in the center of the public square. The governor did not need the offices, as the Illinois state legislature was not in session. Lincoln accepted gladly. He set up an office in the State House and established John G. Nicolay, a former journalist and clerk to the Illinois secretary of state, as his secretary and one-man transition committee. Lincoln knew his dingy law offices would not do as a place to work on his address or to greet visitors.

Lincoln began his research for his inaugural address shortly after his election. He wanted plenty of time for research, writing, and rewriting. On November 13, only one week to the day after his election, Lincoln borrowed from the Illinois State Library the Statesman’s Manual of the Constitution of the United States, volumes I and II. Lincoln refreshed his memory about the nullification controversy of 1832 and President Andrew Jackson’s proclamation against nullification. Lincoln was looking for precedents or patterns. He returned the books on December 29.5

Late in December, with the impending convening of the Illinois state legislature on January 7, it became necessary to give up the second-floor space on the southeast corner of the State House. Joel Johnson, owner of an office building, offered Lincoln two offices on the second floor of Johnson’s Building, across the street from the Chenery House.

By January the torrent of old friends, advisers, newspaper reporters, and office seekers pouring into Springfield became relentless. Lincoln could discover no privacy by day or night.

He next accepted an offer from Clark Moulton Smith, his brother-in-law, to use a room on the third floor of his store as his writing space. Lincoln found the privacy he was seeking, as the room could be entered only through the private office of Smith, in the rear of his storeroom. Here Lincoln closeted himself for the serious work of writing. Day after day he wrote and revised at an old merchant’s desk with a slanting front and plenty of pigeonholes.6

Later in January, Lincoln asked William H. Herndon, his law partner, to supply him with copies of two speeches he much admired. Lincoln had first read Daniel Webster’s “Reply to Robert Hayne” when he was a young man living in New Salem. In 1830, after Senator Hayne of South Carolina had defended the right of nullification on the floor of the Senate, Senator Webster of Massachusetts replied to him, closing with the memorable words “Liberty and Union, now and forever, one and inseparable.” Lincoln also asked for a copy of Sen. Henry Clay’s speech in support of the Compromise of 1850, an affirmation at the end of Clay’s life of his love of the Union. Clay of Kentucky was, in the words of Lincoln’s eulogy of “the Great Compromiser,” delivered on July 6, 1852, “my beau ideal of a statesman.” Lincoln said that “Mr. Clay’s eloquence” proceeded “from great sincerity and a thorough conviction, in the speaker of the justice and importance of his cause.” The man from Springfield could have been describing his own eloquence nearly ten years later.7
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A FOURTH VENUE for writing developed as an unexpected consequence of the arrival of a visiting artist. Sculptor Thomas D. Jones arrived in Springfield from Cincinnati on Christmas Day at 6 P.M. Jones, having already executed busts of Henry Clay, Gen. Zachary Taylor, and Gen. Winfield Scott, came with letters of commendation from two of his most recent subjects, Salmon P. Chase and Thomas Ewing. On December 26, Lincoln met Jones at 9 A.M. and agreed to pose for a bust.

Within a couple of days Jones set up his modeling stand and clay in a temporary studio on the top floor of the St. Nicholas Hotel. Jones was seeking a place with the best light and as far removed as possible from the increasing noise of the comings and goings of preinaugural Springfield. Lincoln agreed to come each morning for a series of one-hour sittings.8

Lincoln used this time to read his growing daily mail and to write the speeches for his journey to Washington. Jones described Lincoln as writing while sitting with his legs crossed, “using one knee as a writing table.” Lincoln wrote with a small portfolio and ample amounts of writing paper. Jones delighted in sharpening Lincoln’s Fabers, an excellent brand of pencil that Lincoln used for his writing and rewriting. Jones observed that Lincoln always had copies of his own published speeches next to him for ready reference. From time to time Lincoln would ask the sculptor if he could read the latest version to him. Lincoln said he believed he could edit best by both hearing and reading a speech. He was intensely interested in the sound of the words.

Jones, who would remain in Springfield until the summer to complete his work, thought the emerging bust a great achievement. Lincoln joked that Jones was producing his “mud head.” Jones believed that photographs of Lincoln always failed to portray “the ideas of the man.” As the day for Lincoln’s departure approached, Jones asked his subject for “the kindness to tell what you think of the result thus far.” Lincoln laid down his writing materials, examined the bust for a considerable time, and finally replied, “I think it looks very much like the critter.”9
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ON WEDNESDAY, February 6, the Lincolns said farewell in a formal levee, or reception, in the first-floor parlors of their home. An invitation was printed in the Illinois State Journal on Tuesday and Wednesday, stating, “Mr. Lincoln will be pleased to receive his friends on Wednesday evening, at his residence.”10 Lincoln did not restrict the reception to special associates or political allies, but extended an open invitation to “his friends.” Over seven hundred guests, many of them waiting twenty to thirty minutes to get to the front door, joined an evening of mixed merriment and sadness that lasted until midnight.

Anna Ridgely, a nineteen-year-old girl who attended the reception, recorded her varied reactions to Lincoln in her diary. She was the daughter of Nicholas H. Ridgely, a prominent banker and one of the wealthiest persons in Springfield. Ridgely was a former Whig who became a Democrat. He did not vote for Lincoln in the presidential election. After Lincoln’s election, Anna confided to her diary, “We were disappointed, for we had hoped that such a man as he, without the great knowledge of state affairs, without any polish of manners, would not be sent to be the representative of this great nation.”11

Now, three months later, she and her family came to the Lincoln home for the farewell reception. Having earlier expressed her displeasure with Lincoln’s election, she now wrote in her diary her impressions of Lincoln. “Mr. L really looked handsome to me his whiskers are a great improvement and he has such a pleasant smile I could not but admire him.”12
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ON HIS FINAL DAY in Springfield, Sunday, February 10, Abraham Lincoln wandered down to his law office, at 105 South Fifth Street, to meet Herndon. Entering their second-floor office, Lincoln threw himself down on the old sofa one last time. After reminiscing about old times and talking about how to complete unfinished legal business, Lincoln made a request that the signboard that swung on rusty hinges at the foot of the stairway should stay. He said to Billy, “Let it hang there undisturbed.” Lincoln added, “If I live I’m coming back some time, and then we’ll go right on practicing law as if nothing had ever happened.”13

Lincoln and Herndon went out into the narrow hallway and down the stairs. Lincoln lingered for a last look at the old quarters. Then, as Herndon related it, Lincoln told him that “the sorrow of parting from his old associations was deeper than most persons would imagine.” He told his law partner that he was experiencing of late a “feeling which had become irrepressible that he would never return alive.”14
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ON SUNDAY EVENING Lincoln roped the family trunks at the Chenery House, on the northeast corner of Fourth and Washington. He took some Chenery House cards, turned them over, and wrote, A. LINCOLN, EXECUTIVE MANSION, WASHINGTON. The luggage was now ready for transportation to the train station the next morning, to be placed on the special train for the trip to Washington.

Lincoln had asked his friend William H. Bailhache, one of the owners of the Illinois State Journal, to print copies secretly of his inaugural address. This first draft, upon which Lincoln wrote “First Edition” at the top of the first page, numbered eight pages. Lincoln had multiple copies printed because he had decided to seek the criticism and suggestions of some old friends and a new colleague. He placed the copies of his inaugural address, plus the speeches he intended to give on the trip to Washington, in a black oilcloth handbag. He gave the bag to his son Robert, entrusting the speeches to his son’s safekeeping on the train and during visits to the various cities in the days ahead.

Rising early the next morning, Lincoln left the Chenery House at 7:30 A.M. Abraham, Mary, and their three boys traveled the few blocks by carriage to the Great Western station located at Tenth and Monroe Streets.
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ABRAHAM LINCOLN began his farewell by giving voice to his feelings:


My friends—No one, not in my situation, can appreciate my feeling of sadness at this parting.



Lincoln, whose personality usually prompted him to conceal rather than to reveal his emotions, now spoke openly of his feelings as he prepared to leave this place and these people. The sadness etched in his face was now voiced in his words. In thirteen succinct words, Lincoln offered heartfelt appreciation to a city and to his neighbors and friends.


To this place, and the kindness of these people, I owe every thing.



Lincoln had lived and worked for twenty-four years in Springfield. Some in the crowd surely reflected on the contrast between Lincoln’s arrival in the spring of 1837 and his departure now in the winter of 1861. It would not be surprising if Lincoln remembered his coming, even as he spoke of his going.
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IN THE WINTER of 1837, a joint session of the state legislature had voted to relocate the state capital from the southern Illinois town of Vandalia to the more central location of Springfield. Lincoln had been part of the campaign for that change. He intended to make the new capital his home.

Lincoln hardly looked the part of a conquering hero when he arrived in Springfield on a borrowed horse on April 15, 1837. He was barely twenty-eight when he entered the general store of A. Y. Ellis & Company on the town square. Inquiring of one of the proprietors, Joshua Speed, about the cost of a mattress and bedding, Lincoln confessed that he did not have the money for the purchase. Speed offered to share his bed with Lincoln in the upstairs bedroom. Lincoln brought in all his worldly possessions, which were contained in two saddlebags. As he came back down the winding stairs, Lincoln announced, “Well, Speed, I’m moved.”15

Springfield in 1837 was an unprepossessing town of twelve or thirteen hundred inhabitants. Most people lived in small frame houses. There was an occasional commanding new house, just as there remained a plain cabin here and there built by early settlers. Small stores lined the central square.

The day that Lincoln arrived, the Illinois State Journal announced that “J. T. Stuart and A. Lincoln, Attorneys and Counsellors at Law, will practice, conjointly, in the Courts of this Judicial Circuit. Office No. 4 Hoffman’s Row, upstairs.”16 The young lawyer, from the beginning, was fortunate to be associated with Stuart, one of the most successful lawyers in Springfield. From day one Lincoln was the beneficiary of a full practice.
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LINCOLN ELABORATED BRIEFLY on what he meant by every thing. He had lived in Springfield a quarter of a century. This was half a lifetime in the middle of the nineteenth century. Although one day shy of fifty-two, in what we would call middle age, Lincoln described himself as one who had


passed from a young to an old man



He recognized his family by invoking the images of birth and death.


Here my children have been born, and one is buried.



He did not name the members of his family. Eleven years earlier, he and Mary had buried their son Edward. He had traveled a long way in terms of family and friends from the awkward bachelor who rode into town in 1837.

Lincoln moved from past to present with the words I now leave. He added to an already emotion-laden moment heartfelt words that spoke to the immensity of the task that lay ahead.


not knowing when, or whether ever, I may return



Why did Lincoln offer these words? What do they mean? After Lincoln’s assassination, people would look back on these words and ask whether Lincoln had a premonition of his own death. Since his election he had been receiving death threats. The words do seem sad, if not morose. He had expressed something of the same sentiment to Herndon.
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with a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington



This phrase leapt out of Lincoln’s remarks. So far he had steadfastly refrained from speaking about the task that lay ahead. He had determined to speak about those responsibilities only after he had delivered his inaugural address in Washington. Now, in the midst of spontaneous remarks about community and family, he inserted what could sound like an overconfident comment about his own understanding of his task.

Lincoln, as a young boy, had developed a reverence for George Washington, encouraged by reading Parson Weems’s Life of George Washington. Now he compared his task to that of the renowned Father of His Country. The audience may have wanted to hear more. But Lincoln left his comparison to Washington right there.
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WE CANNOT LEAVE it there. In contemplating Lincoln’s last speech in Springfield, we are compelled to return to Abraham Lincoln’s first speech in Springfield. We do so to sense the full impact of Lincoln’s claim,


with a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington



As Lincoln was settling into his new hometown in the summer and fall of 1837, he was invited to speak to the Young Men’s Lyceum in Springfield in January 1838. The Young Men’s Lyceum was organized in 1833, and by 1836 had become a prominent cultural presence in the community. A central opportunity offered by the Young Men’s Lyceum was for young men to exhibit their rhetorical skills.

Lincoln rose to the occasion with grand but sometimes long-winded oratory. The twenty-eight-year-old Lincoln, in an address called “The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions,” offered his best thoughts and rhetoric on the past, present, and future of the experiment in republican government. This address has been endlessly interpreted for clues about Lincoln’s understanding of himself as an aspiring young leader.17 In the light of the farewell remarks in February 1861, we do well to listen to parts of the speech delivered twenty-three years earlier.

Lincoln began by praising the Founders with rhetorical flourish. He evoked the heritage handed down to his generation.


We find ourselves under the government of a system of political institutions, conducing more essentially to the ends of civil and religious liberty, than any of which the history of former times tells us. We, when mounting the stage of existence, found ourselves the legal inheritors of these fundamental blessings. We toiled not in the acquirement or establishment of them—they are a legacy bequeathed to us, by a once hardy, brave, and patriotic, but now lamented and departed race of ancestors.18



If we hear the idealism of the young Lincoln, his soaring rhetoric often contained more words than were necessary. Thus, than any of which the history of former times tells us. Instead of the spare, clean, one-syllable words that became a hallmark of the mature Lincoln, in the address to his fellow young men of the Lyceum, he offered: We, when mounting the stage of existence.

Lincoln’s point in sketching the establishment of the nation’s political institutions was to emphasize the contrast between the quite different tasks separating the founding generation from the present generation, who were the heirs of the noble work and sacrifice of Washington and Jefferson and their cohorts.


Their’s was the task (and nobly they performed it) to possess themselves, and through themselves us, of this goodly land; and to uprear upon its hills and its valleys, a political edifice of liberty and equal rights.19



If a major theme was all praise to the Founders, an accompanying idea was the role of Lincoln and his generation just now coming into their maturity. Their task was much more limited compared to the Founders’.


… ’tis ours only, to transmit these, the former, unprofaned by the foot of the invader; the latter, undecayed by the lapse of time, and untorn by usurpation—to the latest generation that fate shall permit the world to know.20



Tucked away inside Lincoln’s soaring language we can hear a plaintive sadness. Speaking in 1838, fifty years after the election of George Washington as the first president of the new nation, Lincoln believed that nearly all of the great work of nation building had already been accomplished. Rather than builders, Lincoln and his generation were given the subsidiary role of transmitters.

Lincoln did recognize that there remained the task of defending these hard-won liberties. An immediate context for Lincoln’s remarks was an outbreak of mob violence that had pervaded the country, from New England to Louisiana. Thus the danger, Lincoln said, would not come from some transatlantic military giant, but rather from foes and forces that must spring up amongst us. In words that have been remembered down through the years, Lincoln exclaimed, If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide.21

Lincoln concluded with melancholy and hope. His fascination with both history and memory taught him that nearly every adult male had been a participator in some of the scenes of the American Revolution. Consequently, in the first decades of the nineteenth century a living history was to be found in every family. Now, by 1838, Lincoln observed, those histories are gone. Employing the figure that those courageous forebears were a fortress of strength, Lincoln declared that what invading foemen could never do, the silent artillery of time has done; the leveling of its walls.22

The recollection of Lincoln’s first address in Springfield helps place his last words in Springfield in broader context. At twenty-eight, Lincoln had spoken of the lesser role of his own generation in relation to the giants of the revolutionary generation, of whom George Washington stood in the lead. As a young man he knew he was standing at the end of the revolutionary generation now being carried away by the silent artillery of time. Now, by his own reckoning an old man as he offered his farewell remarks at Springfield in 1861, by some unsearchable fate or providence he was being summoned to a task … greater than … Washington. We can now see that these words were not boastful or audacious. Lincoln offered them with a sense of an appointment with destiny.
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EVEN THOUGH LINCOLN was speaking extemporaneously, he organized his thoughts in sentences with parallel structures.



	To this place,
	and the kindness of these people …



	Here I have been a quarter of a century,
	and have passed from a young to an old man.



	Here my children have been born,
	and one is buried.



	To His care commending you,
	as I hope in your prayers you will commend me …




For Lincoln the speaker, parallel sentences became a way that he arranged his ideas. For the audience, they provided a structure both to hear and to remember. But their purpose was far more than functional. In Lincoln’s hands and voice they became a pattern that was coupled with an almost metered cadence. They were a mostly invisible symmetry that provided a musical rhythm to Lincoln’s words.
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LINCOLN CONCLUDED his remarks by invoking the ubiquity of God.


Without the assistance of that Divine Being, who ever attended him, I cannot succeed. With that assistance I cannot fail. Trusting in Him, who can go with me, and remain with you and be every where for good, let us confidently hope that all will yet be well. To His care commending you, as I hope in your prayers you will commend me …



He devoted 63 of his 152 words to sketching in the omnipresence of God.

Many politicians, especially those on a national stage, quickly adapt to the roles they must play in a fast-paced political life. Central to their roles are the numerous speeches and remarks they are asked to give. Today it has become commonplace for politicians across the political spectrum to invoke religion by concluding addresses with “God bless America.” Many commentators have noted Lincoln’s religious language, but have usually accounted for it by assigning it to the role of a politician speaking in an era when Christian faith was pervasive. Religious sensibilities were central to the Whig tradition and party, in which Lincoln grew to political manhood. Any carefully prepared speech often tapped into those sensibilities in an attempt to connect with a largely Protestant audience.

But this speech was not prepared. This fact heightens our curiosity about the prominent place Lincoln gives both to the presence of God and the practice of prayer. Even in these brief remarks Lincoln goes deeper and broader than any invocation of “God bless America” at the end of a modern speech.

The God that Lincoln appealed to was a God who acts in history. This God, who attended George Washington in the past, is able to go with Abraham Lincoln to Washington in the present, and can remain with Lincoln’s friends in Springfield in the future. This God was more than the creative force invoked by Thomas Jefferson.

If God was present in history, Lincoln affirmed all these interactions through the practice of prayer.


To His care commending you, as I hope in your prayers you will commend me …



In terms of style, this marvelous phrase was an example of Lincoln’s penchant for parallel structures. Lincoln reached for prayer as the invisible connective tissue that would bind him to those he was about to leave. His words about prayer were not passive platitudes but instead a call to action in his time of need.
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LINCOLN’S REMARKABLE ABILITY to bond with his audience was captured in their response. Villard, in his description, reported, “Towards the conclusion of his remarks himself and the audience were moved to tears.” His exhortation to pray elicited choked exclamations of “We will do it, we will do it.” As Lincoln turned to reenter the cars, three cheers were given, and a few seconds afterward the train moved slowly out of sight of the silent gathering.23
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Shortly after Lincoln’s departure from Springfield, he began to write out his farewell remarks.

Struggling to write on a moving train, at the beginning of the fifth sentence Lincoln handed the paper to his secretary, John G. Nicolay, and dictated the rest of his address.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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AS LINCOLN TOOK his seat in the flat-roofed passenger car, he was beset immediately by newspaper correspondents—Villard; Edward L. Baker, editor and co-owner of the Illinois State Journal in Springfield; and Henry M. Smith of the Chicago Tribune—who wanted to ask him questions about the speech, which had come as a complete surprise to all three. In response, Lincoln sat down in a coach seat and attempted to write down what he had said. The effects of a moving train, and perhaps a hand swollen by countless handshakes, made the task difficult. His handwriting became less legible as the train picked up speed. At the beginning of the fifth sentence, immediately after the words I now, Lincoln handed the paper to his young secretary, Nicolay, who took up the task of writing. Lincoln dictated what he remembered saying.

Meanwhile, unbeknownst to Lincoln, a reporter for the Illinois State Journal, not expecting a speech, had hurriedly written down his words of farewell. This version was printed the next day, February 12, 1861.24 (See Appendix 1.)

Villard, the only Eastern correspondent on the train as it departed Springfield, said that he “prevailed on Mr. Lincoln, immediately after starting to write it out for me on a ‘pad.’ ” The newspaper correspondent sent this version “over the wires from the first telegraph station.” Though he was employed by the New York Herald (whose editor, James Gordon Bennett, was antagonistic to Lincoln), Villard’s stories about Lincoln, by prior agreement, would be circulated by the Associated Press to many newspapers throughout the country.

Villard did not publish until 1904 his account of his conversation with Lincoln and how he came to get the transcript of the address. It seems unlikely that Lincoln would have written down the address a second time. Villard said that he once had the penciled version of the address in his possession but lost it during the Civil War.25
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AS HE SAID good-bye, Lincoln combined sad reminiscence with confident hope. He built on a rhetorical structure of parallelisms that came to life in moving, metered cadence. The rational lawyer here revealed rather than concealed a fuller range of his emotions as he spoke of family and community. The onetime skeptic here spontaneously invoked the omnipresence of God in language that would foreshadow Lincoln’s deepening religious faith as president.
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The backdrop for the statue that honors Abraham Lincoln in the Washington National Cathedral is the complete text of his Farewell Address at Springfield.

DONOVAN MARKS/WASHINGTON NATIONAL CATHEDRAL

Lincoln’s neighbor and good friend James C. Conkling captured some of the feeling of the audience’s response to Lincoln’s farewell remarks. The next day Conkling wrote to his son Clinton, a good friend of Robert Lincoln. Conkling described the emotions both of “Mr. Lincoln” and of the crowd. Of the crowd, the elder Conkling wrote, “Many eyes were filled to overflowing.” Of Mr. Lincoln, his “breast heaved with emotion and he could scarcely command his feelings sufficiently to commence.”26

The Illinois State Journal, a supporter of Lincoln through the years, wrote of the special quality of Lincoln’s remarks. Edward Baker, editor of the Journal, was a personal and political friend of Lincoln who was invited to accompany the president-elect on the presidential train. In the next day’s issue, the Journal opined, “We have known Mr. Lincoln for many years; we have heard him speak upon a hundred different occasions; but we never saw him so profoundly affected, nor did he ever utter an address which seemed to us so full of simple and touching eloquence.”27
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ABRAHAM LINCOLN’S FAREWELL ADDRESS at Springfield prefigures his developing and expanding eloquence as president. Delivered extemporaneously, these words reveal Lincoln’s power with words at a pivotal, transitional moment in his life. Lincoln’s impromptu words while still president-elect are the first signpost of a journey pointing to an expanding eloquence that would serve to advance Lincoln’s leadership in his presidency.

Lincoln’s eloquence was quickly to be tested in the twelve-day journey from Springfield to Washington. He had spoken to friends in Springfield; he would be speaking to strangers in Indianapolis and Pittsburgh and New York and Philadelphia. In the days that lay ahead eager eyes and ears would be anxious to take the measure of the president-elect. What would he say about the impending crisis of civil war and his vision for America? And how would he say it?
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