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Nobody was more upset about the troubles in Kansas than Absaham Lincoln. For him
and his Republican colleagues, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the Kansas civil war, and the
Dred Scott decision were all part of an insidious design to spread slavery across the West
and ultimately to nationalize that hated institution. From 1854 on, Lincoln was in the
thick of the strugple (o block slavery expansion, to keep the peculiar institution out of the
territories by the force of national law. The first half of the next essay describes Lincoln’s
battles against both Stephen A. Douglas and proslavery southerners and discusses Lin-
coln’s own solution to slavery before the Civil War, which was a modification of Jeffer-
son’s and Clay’s plans. You will not only meet an eloquent public Lincoln with a vision
of America’s historic mission in the world but a private Lincoln troubled by doubts and
insecurities, romantic difficulties, and an obsession with death. That same Lincoln, how-
ever, was as ambitious as he was deeply principled. He built up a remarkably successful
law career, fought Douglas for his seat in the United States Senate, and carried the ban-
ner of slave containment all the way to the White House.

The second half of the essay traces Lincoln’s evolving emancipation policy during the
Civil War. Throughout the first year and a half of the conflict, Lincoln insisted that the
North was fighting strictly to save the Union, not to free the slaves. But a combination
of problems and pressures caused him to change his mind, and in September 1862, he
issued the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, to take effect on January 1, 1863.
The prodamation anvounced that, after that date, Union military forces would liberate
the slaves in the rebellious states.

How Lincoln approached the problem of slavery—and what he did about it—is one
of the most written about and least understood facets of his presidency. Indeed, the sub-
Jject has made Lincoln far more controversial than Andrew Jackson. Ever since he issued
his proclamation, legends have flourished about Lincoln as the Great Emancipator—a
man who dedicated himself to liberty and equality for all. On the other hand, counter-
legends of Lincoln as a Great Racist eventually emerged among white segregationists and
among many modern African Americans as well. Which view is correct? Should Lincoln
be applauded as a great humanitarian, or was he just another white bigot, as one black
historian vecently contended? Oy, as some of his contemporaries charged, was he an un-
scrupulous opportunist who sought to eradicate slavery merely for political and military
expediency?

Drawing on modern scholarship about Lincoln’s life and the times in which he lived,
the author of this essay tries to answer the enduring questions about Lincoln and emanci-

pation and to present a realistic portrait of one of the most mythologized human beings
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in American history, The author concludes that Lincoln truly hated slavery—“If slavery

is not wrong,” Lincoln thundered “rothing is wrong™—and that he attacked the pecu-

liar institution in part because of deeply held moral principles. In the end, it was this tall

and melancholy man who found in a terrible dvil war the means of removing the para-

dox of slavery in “the land of the free.”

GLOSSARY
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CHANDLER, ZACHARIAH One of three
Republican senators who pressed Lincoln to free the
slaves.

CONFISCATION ACT (SECOND) Provided for
the scizure and liberation of all slaves of people who
supported or participated in the rebellion; the
measure exempted slaveholders in the Confederacy
who were loyal to the Union; most slaves would be
freed only after case-by-case litigation in the federal
courts.

DOUGLASS, FREDERICK Eminent black
abolitionist and editor who pressured Lincoln to free
the slaves and enlist black soldiers.

EMANCIPATION PROCLAMATION
(JANUARY 1, 1863) Freed the slaves in the rebel
states except for occupied Tennessee and certain
areas in Virginia and Louisiana behind Union lines;
announced that henceforth Lincoln’s military forces
would accept black men.

GEORGIA PEN Slave-trading pen in Washington,
D.C., that offended Lincoln.

LINCOLN, MARY TODD Lincoln’s wife and
mother of four Lincoln boys, one of whom died in
childhood and a second of whom (Willie) died
during the Civil War.

REFUGEE SYSTEM Installed by Lincoln’s

* adjutant general in the Mississippi Valley in 1863;
the adjutant enrolled all able-bodied black men in
the army and put others to work as laborers in the
military or on confiscated farms and plantations for
wages.
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SPEED, JOSHUA Lincoln’s intimate friend in
whom he confided his romantic fears in the 1840s.

SUMNER, CHARLES A personal friend of
Lincoln’s and a major Lincoln adviser on foreign
affairs; one of three Republican senators who
pressed Lincoln to free the slaves.

THIRTEENTH AMENDMENT Ratified in
December 1865, it guaranteed the permanency of
Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation by abolishing
slavery everywhere in the country.
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e comes to us in the mists of legend as a

kind of homespun Socrates, brimming

with prairie wit and folk wisdom. He 1s as
honest, upright, God-fearing, generous, and patn-
otic an American as the Almighty ever created. Im-
pervious to material rewards and social station, the
Lincoln of mythology is the Great Commoner, a
saintly Rail Splitter who spoke in a deep, fatherly
voice about the genius of the plain folk. He comes
to us, too, as the Great Emancipator who led the
North off to Civil War to free the slaves and after-
ward offered his fellow Southerners a tender and
forgiving hand.

There is a counterlegend of Lincoln—one shared
ironically enough by many white Southerners and
certain black Americans of our time. This is the leg-
end of Lincoln as bigot, as a white racist who cham-
pioned segregation, opposed civil and political rights
for black people, wanted them all thrown out of the
country. This Lincoln is the great ancestor of racist
James K. Vardaman of Mississippi, of “Bull” Connor
of Birmingham, of the white citizens’ councils, of
the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.

Neither of these views, of course, reveals much
about the man who really lived—legends and politi-
cized interpretations seldom do. The real Lincoln
was not a saintly emancipator, and he was not an
unswerving racist either. To understand him and the
liberationt of the slaves, one must eschew artificial,
arbitrary categories and focus on the man as he lived,
on the flesh-and-blood Lincoln, on that flawed and
fatalistic individual who struggled with himself and
his countrymen over the profound moral paradox of
slavery in a nation based on the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. Only by viewing Lincoln scrupulously in

Reprinted from Our Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln, john Brown, and
the Civil War Era, by Stephen B. Oates, copyright © 1978 by the
University of Massachusetts Press.
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the context of his own time can one understand the
painful, ironic, and troubled journey that led him to
the FEmancipation Proclamation and to the Thir-

teenth Amendment that made it permanent.

2

As a man, Lincoln was complex, many-sided, and
richly human. He was almost entirely self-educated,
with a talent for expression that in another time and
place might have led him into a literary career. He

poetry
Byron, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, attracted espe-

wrote himself and studied Shakespeare,
cially to writings with tragic and melancholy themes.
He examined the way celebrated orators turned a
phrase or employed a figure of speech, admirng
great truths greatly told. Though never much at im-
promptu oratory, he could hold an audience of
15,000 spelibound when reading from a written
speech, singing out in a shrill, high-pitched voice
that became his trademark.

He was an intense, brooding person, plagued with
chronic depression most of his life. “I am now the
most miserable man living,” he said on one occasion
in 1841. “If what 1 feel were equally distributed to
the whole human family, there would not be one
cheerful face on the earth.” He added, “To remain
as I am is impossible; I must die or be better.”

At the time he said this, Lincoln had fears of sex-
ual inadequacy, doubting his ability to please or even
care for a wife. In 1842 he confided in his closest
friend, Joshua Speed, about his troubles, and both
confessed that they had fears of “nervous debility™
with women. Speed went ahead and married anyway
and then wrote Lincoln that their anxieties were
groundless. Lincoln rejoiced, “1 tell you, Speed, our
forebodings, for which you and 1 are rather peculiar,
are all the worst sort of nonsense.” Encouraged by
Speed’s success, Lincoln finally wedded Mary Todd;
and she obviously helped him overcome his doubts,
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for they developed a strong and lasting physical love
for one another.

Sdll, Lincoln remained a moody, melancholy
man, given to long introspections about things like
death and mortality. In truth, death was a lifelong
obsession with him. His poetry, speeches, and letters
are studded with allusions to it. He spoke of the
transitory nature of human life, spoke of how all
people in this world are fated to die in the end—all
are fated to die. He saw himself as only a passing
moment in a rushing river of time.

Preoccupied with death, he was also afraid of in-
sanity, afraid {as he phrased it) of “the pangs that kill
the mind.” In his late thirties, he wrote and rewrote
a poem about a boyhood friend, one Matthew Gen-
try, who became deranged and was locked “in men-
tal night,” condemned to a living death, spinning
out of control in some inner void. Lincoln retained a
morbid fascination with Gentry’s condition, writing
about how Gentry was more an object of dread than
death itself: “A human form with reason fled, while
wretched life remains.” Yet, Lincoln was fascinated
with madness, troubled by it, afraid that what had
happened to Gentry could also happen to him—his
own reason destroyed, Linceln spinning in mindless
night without the power to know.

Lincoln was a teetotaler because liquor left him
“flabby and undone,” blurring his mind and threat-
ening his self-control. And he dreaded and avoided
anything which threatened that. In one memorable
speech, he heralded some great and distant day when
all passions would be subdued, when reason would
triumph and “mind, all conquering mind,” would
rule the earth.

One side of Lincoln was always supremely logical
and analytical. He was intrigued with the clarity of
mathematics; and as an attorney he could command
a mass of technical data. Yet he was also extremely
superstitious, believed in signs and visions, con-
tended that dreams were auguries of approaching tri-
umph or calamity. He was skeptical of organized re-
ligion and never joined a church; yet he argued that
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all human destinies were controlled by an omnipo~
tent God.

It is true that Lincoln told folksy anecdotes to il-
lustrate a point. But humor was also tremendous
therapy for his depressions—a device “to whistle
down sadness,” as a friend put it. Lincoln liked all
kinds of jokes, from bawdy tales to pungent rib-tick-
lers like “Bass-Ackwards,” a story he wrote down
and handed a bailiff one day. Filled with hilarious
spoonerisms, “Bass-Ackwards” is about a fellow who
gets thrown from his horse and lands in “a great tow-
curd,” which gives him a “sick of fitness.” About “bray
dake,” he comes to and dashes home to find “the
door sick abed, and his wife standing open. But thank
goodness,” the punch line goes, “she is getting right
hat and farty again.”

Contrary to legend, Lincoln was anything but a
common man. In point of fact, he was one of the
most ambitious human beings his friends had ever
seen, with an aspiration for high statdon in life that
burned in him like a furnace. Instead of reading with
an accomplished attorney, as was customary in those
days, he taught himself the law entirely on his own.
He was literally a self~made lawyer. Moreover, he
entered the Illinois legislature at the age of twenty-
five and became a leader of the state Whig party, a
tireless party campaigner, and a regular candidate for
public office.

As a self~-made man, Lincoln felt embarrassed
about his log-cabin origins and never liked to talk
about them. He seldom discussed his parents either
and became permanently estranged from his father,
who was all but illiterate. In truth, Lincoln had con-
siderable hostility for his father’s intellectual limita-
tions, once remarking that Thomas “never did more
in the way of writing than to bunglingly sign his
own name.” When his father died in a nearby Illi-
nois county in 1851, Lincoln did not attend the fu-
neral.

By the 1850s, Lincoln was one of the most
sought-after attorneys in [llinois, with a reputation as
a lawyer’s lawyer—a knowledgeable jurist who ar-
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gued appeal cases for other attorneys. He did his
most influental legal work in the Supreme Court of
Ilinois, where he participated in 243 cases and won
most of them. He commanded the respect of his col-
leagues, all of whom called him “Mr. Lincoln” or
just “Lincoln.” Nobody called him Abe-—at least not
to his face——because he loathed the nickname. It did
not befit a respected professional who'd struggled
hard to overcome the limitations of his frontier
background. Frankly, Lincoln enjoyed his status as a
lawyer and politician, and he liked money, oo, and
used it to measure his worth. By the mid-1850s,
thanks to a combination of talent and sheer hard
work, Lincoln was a man of substantial wealth. He
had an annual income of around $5,000—the equiv-
alent of many times that today-—and large financial
and real-estate investments.

Though a man of status and influence, Lincoln
was as honest in real life as in the legend. Even his
enemnies conceded that he was incorruptible. More-
over, he possessed broad humanitarian views, some
of them in advance of his time. Even though he was
a teetotaler, he was extremely tolerant of alcoholics,
regarding them not as criminals—the way most tem-
perance people did—but as unfortunates who de-
served understanding, not vilification. He noted that
some of the world’s most gifted artists had suc-
cumbed to alcoholism, because they were too sensi-
tive to cope with their insights into the human con-~
dition. He believed that women, like men, should
vote so long as they all paid taxes. And he had no
ethnic prejudices. His law partner William Herndon,
who cursed the Irish with a flourish, reported that
Lincoln was not at all prejudiced against “the foreign
element, tolerating—as I never could—even the
Inish.”

Politically, Lincoln was always a nationalist in out-
look, an outlook that began when he was an Indiana
farm boy tilling his father’s mundane wheat field.
While the plow horse was getting its breath at the
end of a furrow, Lincoln would study Parson

Weems’s eulogistic biography of George Washing-
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ton, and he would daydream about the Revolution
and the origins of the Republic, daydream about
Washington and Jefferson as great national statesmen
who shaped the course of history. By the time he
became a politician, Lincoln idolized the Founding
Fathers as apostles of liberty (never mind for now
that many of these apostles were also Southern slave-
owners). Young Lincoln extolled the founders for
beginning an experiment in popular government on
this continent, to show a doubting Europe that peo-
ple could govern themselves without hereditary
monarchs and aristocracies. And the foundation of
the American experiment was the Declaration of In-
dependence, which in Lincoln’s view contained the
highest political truths in history: that all men are
created equal and are entitled to freedom and the
pursuit of happiness. Which for Lincoln meant that
men like him were not chained to the condition of
their births, that they could better their station in life
and harvest the fruits of their own talents and indus-
try. Thus he had a deep, personal reverence for the
Declaration and insisted that all his political senti-

ment flowed from that document.

Which brings us to the problem and paradox of slav-
ery in America. Lincoln maintained that he had al-
ways hated human bondage, as much as any aboli-
tionist. His family had opposed the peculiar
institution, and Lincoln had grown up and entered
Ihnois politics thinking it wrong. But before 1854
(and the significance of that date will become clear)
Lincoln generally kept his own counsel about slavery
and abolition. After all, slavery was the most inflam-
mable issue of his generation, and Lincoln observed
early on what violent passions Negro bondage—and
the question of race that underlay it—could arouse
in white Americans. In his day, as I have said, slavery
was a tried and tested means of race control in a

South absolutely dedicated to white supremacy.
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Moreover, the North was also a white supremacist
region, where the vast majority of whites opposed
emancipation lest it result in a flood of Southern
blacks into the free states. And Hlinois was no excep-
tion, as most whites there were against abolition and
were anti-Negro to the core. Lincoln, who had
clected ro work within the system, was not going to
ruin his career by espousing an extremely unpopular
cause. To be branded as an abolitionist in central 1lli-
. nois—Hhis constituency as a legislator and a U.S, con-
gressman—would have been certain political suicide.
At the same time, attorney Lincoln conceded that
Southern slavery had become a thoroughly en-
trenched institution, that bondage where it already
existed was protected by the Constitution and could
not be molested by the national government.

Sell, slavery distressed him. He realized how
wrong it was that slavery should exist at all in a self-
proclaimed free and enlightened Republic. He who
cherished the Declaration of Independence under-
stood only too well how bondage mocked and con-
tradicted that noble document. Too, he thought
slavery a blight on the American experiment in pop-
ular government. It was, he believed, the one retro-
grade institution that robbed the Republic of its just
example in the world, robbed the United States of

, the hope it should hold out to oppressed people
everywhere.

He opposed slavery, too, because he had wit-
nessed some of its evils firsthand. In 1841, on a
steamboat journey down the Ohio River, he saw a
group of manacled slaves on their way to the cruel
'cotton plantations of the Deep South. Lincoln was
appalled at the sight of those chained Negroes. Four-
teen years later he wrote that the spectacle “was a
continual torment to me” and that he saw something
like it every time he touched a slave border. Slavery,
e said, “had the power of making me miserable.”

Again, while serving in Congress from 1847 to
1849, he passed slave auction blocks in Washington,
D.C. In fact, from the windows of the Capitol, he
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could observe the infamous “Georgia pen”—"a sort
of Negro livery stable,” as he described it, “where
droves of negroes were collected, temporarily kept,
and finally taken to Southern markets, precisely like
droves of horses.” The spectacle offended him. He
agreed with a Whig colleague that the buying and
selling of human beings in the United States capital
was a national disgrace. Accordingly Lincoln drafted
a gradual abolition bill for the District of Columbia.
But powerful Southern politicians howled in protest,
and his own Whig support fell away. At that, Lin-
coln dropped his bill and sat in glum silence as Con-
gress rocked with debates—with drunken fights and
rumbles of disunion—over the status of slavery out
in the territories. Shocked at the behavior of his col-
leagues, Lincoln confessed that slavery was the one
issue that threatened the stability of the Union.

What could be done? Slavery as an institution
could not be removed, and yet it should not remain
cither. Trapped in what seemed an impossible
dilemma, Lincoln persuaded himself that if slavery
were confined to the South and left alone there,
time would somehow solve the problem and slavery
would ultimately die out. And he told himself that
the Founding Fathers had felt the same way, that
they too had expected slavery to perish some day. In
Lincoln’s interpretation, they had tolerated slavery as
a necessary evil, agreeing that it could not be eradi-
cated where it already flourished without causing
wide-scale wreckage. But in his view they had taken
steps to restrict its growth (had excluded slavery
from the old Northwest territories, had outlawed the
international slave trade) and so had placed the insti-
tution on the road to extinction.

So went Lincoln’s argument before 1854. The so-~
lution was to bide one’s time, trust the future to get
nd of slavery and square America with her own
ideals. And he convinced himself that when slavery
was no longer workable, Southern whites would
gradually lberate the blacks on their own. They
would do so voluntarily.
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To solve the ensuing problem of racial adjust-
ment, Lincoln insisted that the federal government
should colonize all blacks 1 Africa, an idea he got
from his political idol, Whig national leader Henry
Clay. Said Lincoln in 1852: if the Republic could
remove the danger of slavery and restore “a captive
people to their long-lost fatherland,” and do both so
gradually “that neither races nor individuals shall
have suffered by the change,” then “it will indeed be

a glorious consummation.”

4

Then came 1854 and the momentous Kansas-Ne-
braska Act, brainchild of Lincoln’s archrival Stephen
A. Douglas. The act overturned the old Missouri
Compromise line, which excluded slavery from the
vast northern area of the old Louisiana Purchase ter-
ritory. The act then established a new formula for
dealing with slavery in the national lands: now
Congress would stay out of the matter, and the
people of each territory would decide whether to
retain or outlaw the institution. Unal such time as
the citizens of a territory voted on the issue, South-
erners were free to take slavery into most western
territories, ncluding the new ones of Kansas and
Nebraska. These were earved out of the northern
section of the old Louisiana Purchase territory.
Thanks to the Kansas-INebraska Act, a northern do-
main once preserved for freedom now seemed open
to proslavery invasion.

At once a storm of free-soil protest broke across
the North, and scores of political leaders branded the
Kansas-Nebraska Act as part of a sinister Southern
plot to extend slave territory and augment Southern

_political power in Washington. There followed a se-

ries of political upheavals. A civil war blazed up in
Kansas, as proslavery and free-soil pioneers came
into bloody collisions on the prairie there—proof

that slavery was far too volatile ever to be solved as a
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purely local matter. At the same time, the old Whig
party disintegrated. In s place emerged the all-
Northern Republican party, dedicated to blocking
slavery extension and to saving the cherished frontier
for free white labor. Then in 1857 came the infa-
mous Dred Scott decision, handed down by the pro-
Southern Supreme Court, which ruled that neither
Congress nor a territorial government could outlaw
slavery, because that would violate Southern prop-
erty rights. As Lincoln and many others observed,
the net eflect of the decision was to legalize slavery
in all federal territories from Canada to Mexico.

The train of ominous events from Kansas-Ne-
braska to Dred Scott shook Lincoln to his founda-
tions. In his view, the Southermn-controlled Demo-
cratic party——the party that dominated the Senate,
the Supreme Court, and the presidency—had insti-
tuted a revolt against the Founding Fathers and the
entire course of the Republic so far as slavery was
concerned. Now human bondage was not going to
die out. Now it was going to expand and grow and
continue indefinitely, as Southerners dragged mana-
cled Negroes across the West, adapting slave labor to
whatever conditions they found there, putting the
blacks to work in mines and on farms. Now South-
erners would create new slave states in the West and
make slavery powerful and permanent in° America.
Now the Republic would never remove the cancer
that infected its political system, would never re-
move the one institution that marred its global
image, would never remove a “cruel wrong” that
mocked the Declaration of Independence.

Lincoln waded into the middle of the antiexten-
sion fight. He campaigned for the national Senate.
He joined the Republican party. He thundered
against the evil designs of the “Slave Power.” He
spoke with an urgent sense of mission that gave his
speeches a searching eloquence—a mission to save
the Republic’s noblest ideals, turn back the tide of
slavery expansion, restrict the peculiar institution
once agan to the South, and place it back on the -
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The Kansas—Nebraska Act of 1854 exacerbated sectional tension
over slavery in the teritories. The measure nullified the Missouri
Compromise line, which had prohibited slavery in the old
Louisiana Purchase above the latitude of 36° 30°. Two new ter-

road to extinction, as Lincoln believed the Founding
Fathers had so placed it.

By 1858, Lincoln, like a lot of other Republicans,
began to see a gnm proslavery conspiracy at work in
the United States. The first stage was to betray the
founders and send slavery flooding all over the West.
At the same time, proslavery theorists were out to
undermine the Declaration of Independence, to dis-
credit its equality doctrine as “a self-evident lie” (as
many Southern spokesmen were actually saying),
and to replace the Declaration with the principles of
inequality and human servitude.

The next step in the conspiracy would be to na-
tionalize slavery: the Taney Court, Lincoln feared,
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MINNESOTA
TERRITORY

ritories were now carved out of that northern region, and southern-
ers were free to extend slavery there until such time as the residents

voted to outlaw it.

would hand down another decision, one declaning
that states could not prohibit slavery either. Then the
institution would sweep into lllinois, sweep into In-
diana and Ohio, sweep into Pennsylvania and New
York, sweep into Massachusetts and New England,
sweep all over the Northern states, until at last slav-
ery would be nationalized and America would end
up a slave house. At that, as George Fitzhugh advo-
cated, the conspirators would enslave all American
workers regardless of color. The Northern free-labor
system would be expunged, the Declaration of Inde-
pendence overthrown, sclf-government abolished,
and the conspirators would restore despotism with
class rule and an entrenched aristocracy. All the work
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Dred Scott in 1858, a year after the Supreme Court decision that
bore his name. Originally called Sam, Dred Scott, a slave, sought
his freedom on the grounds that he had lived for a time in a free
state and a free tervitory. Mis case led to one of the most infamous
Supreme Court decisions in American judicial history. Bought
and freed by a white benefactor in 1857, Scott became a porter at
a St. Louis hotel and died in 1858. (Missouri Historical Society)

since the Revolution of 1776 would be obliterated.
The world’s best hope—America’s experiment in
popular government—would be destroyed, and
mankind would spin backward into feudalism.

For Lincoln and his Republican colleagues, it was
imperative that the conspiracy be blocked in its ini-
tial stage—the expansion of slavery into the West. In
1858 Lincoln set out after Douglas’s Senate seat, in-
veighing against the Little Giant for his part in the
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proslivery plot and warning Hinois——and Northern-
ers beyond-—that only the Republicans could save
their free-labor system and their free government,
Now Lincoln openly and fiercely declaimed his anti-
slavery sentiments. He hated the institution. He
hated slavery because it degraded blacks and whites
alike. Because it prevented the Negro from “cating
the bread which his own liand earns.” Because it not
only contradicted the Declaration, but violated the
principles of free labor, self help, social mobility, and
economic independence, all of which lay at the cen-
ter of Republican ideology, of Lincoln’s idcolog)‘l.
Yet, while branding slavery as an evil and doing all
they could to contain it in the South, Republicans
would not, could not, molest the institution in those
states where it already existed.

Douglas, fighting for his political life in free-soil
Hlinots, lashed back at Lincoln with unadulterated
race-baiting.  Throughout the Great Debates of
1858, Douglas smeared Lincoln and his party as
Black Republicans, as a gang of radical abolitionists
out to hiberate all Southern slaves and bring them
stampeding into Hlinois and the rest of the North,
where they would take away white jobs and copu-
late with white daughters. Again and again, Douglas
accused Lincoln of desiring intermarriage and racial
mongrelization.

Lincoln protested emphatically that race was not
the issue between him and Douglas. The issue was
whether slavery would ultimately triumph or ulti-
mately perish in the United States. But Douglas un-
derstood the depth of anti-Negro feeling in linois,
and he hoped to whip Lincoln by playing on white
racial fears.

Forced to take a stand lest Douglas ruin him with
his allegations, Lincoln conceded that he was not
for Negro political or social equality. He was not
for enfranchising Negroes, was not for intermar-
riage. There was, he said, “a physical difference”
between blacks and whites that would “probably”
always prevent them from living together in perfect
equality. Having confessed his racial views, Lincoln
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then qualified them: if Negroes were not the equal
of Lincoln and Douglas in moral or intellectual en-
dowment, they were equal to Lincoln, Douglas, and
“cvery living man” in their right to Liberty, equality
of opportunity, and the fruits of their own labor.
(Later he insisted that it was bondage that had
“clouded” the slaves’ intellects and that Negroes
were capable of thinking like whites)) Moreover,

Lincoln rejected “the counterfeit argument” that

- just because he did not want a black woman for a

slave, he necessarily wanted her for a wife. He
could just let her alone. He could let her alone so
that she could also enjoy her freedom and “her nat-
ural right to eat the bread she earns with her own
hands.” k

Exasperated with Douglas and white Negrophobia
in general, Lincoln begged American whites “to dis-
card all this quibbling about this man and the other
man—this race and that race and the other race as
being inferior,” begged them to unite as one people
and defend the ideals of the Declaration and its
promise of liberty and opportunity for all.

Lincoln lost the 1858 Senate contest to Douglas.
But in 1860 he won the Republican nomination for
president and stood before the American electorate
on the free-soil, free-labor principles of the Republi-
cant party. As the Republican standard bearer, Lin-
coln was uncompromising in his determination to
prohibit slavery in the territodes by national law and
to save the Republic (as he put it) from returning to
“class, caste, and despotism.” He exhorted his fellow

Republicans to stand firm in their duty: to brand

» slavery as an evil, contain it in the South, look to the

future for slavery to die a gradual death, and promise
colonization to solve the question of race. Some day,
somehow, the American hiouse must be free of slav-

ery. That was the Republican vision, the distant

horizon Lincoln saw.

Yet, for the benefit of Southerners, he repeated that
lie and his party would not harm slavery in the South-
ern states. The federal government had no constitu-

'
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tional authority in peace time to tamper with a state
institution like slavery.

But Southerners refused to believe anything Lin-
coln said. In Dixie, orators and editors alike castigated
him as a black-hearted radical, a “sooty and scoun-

E

drelly” abolitionist who wanted to free the slaves at
once and mix the races. In Southern eyes, Lincoln was
another John Brown, a mobocrat, a Southern hater, a
chimpanzee, a lunatic, the “biggest ass in the United
States,” the evil chief of the North’s “Black Republi-
can, free love, free Nigger” party, whose victory
would ring the bells of doom for the white man’s
South. Even if Southerners had to drench the Union
in blood, cried an Atlanta man, “the South, the loyal
South, the Constitution South, would never submit
to such humiliation and degradation as the inaugura-
tion of Abraham Lincoln.”

After Lincoln’s victory and the secession of the
seven states of the Deep South, Lincoln beseeched
Southerners to understand the Republican position
on slavery. In his Inaugural Address of 1861, he as-
sured them once again that the federal government
would not free the slaves in the South, that it had no
legal right to do so. He even gave his blessings to the
original Thirteenth Amendment, just passed by
Congress, that would have guaranteed slavery in the
Southern states for as long as whites there wanted it.
the
thought it consistent with Republican ideology.

Lincoln endorsed amendment because he
Ironically, Southern secession and the outbreak of
war prevented that amendment from ever being rati-
fied.

When the rebels opened fire on Fort Sumter, the
nation plunged into civil war, a conflict that began as
a ninety~day skirmish for both sides, but that swelled
instead into a vast and terrible carnage with conse-
quences beyond calculation for those swept up in its
flames. Lincoln, falling into a depression that would
plague him through his embattled presidency, re-
marked that the war was the supreme irony of his

life: that he who sickened at the sight of blood, who
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abhorred strideney and physical violence, was caught
in a national holocaust, a tormado of blood and

wreckage with Lincoln himself whirling in its center.

5

At the outset of the war, Lincoln strove to be consis-
tent with all that he and his party had said about
slavery: s purpose in the straggle was strictly to
save the Union; it was not to free the slaves. He
would crush the rebellion with his armies and restore
the national authority in the South with slavery in-
tact. Then Lincoln and his party would resume and
‘implement their policy of slave containment.

There were other reasons for Lincoln’s hands-off

policy about slavery. Four slave states—Delaware,

Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri—remained in
the Umon. Should he try to free the slaves, Lincoln
feared it would send the crucial border spiraling into
the Confederacy, something that would be cata-
‘strophic for the Union. A Confederate Maryland
would create an impossible situation for Washing-
ton, D.C. And a Confederate Missouri and Ken-
tucky would give the rebels potential bases from
which to invade lllinois, Indiana, and Ohio. So Lin-
coln rejected emancipation in part to appease the
loyal border.

He was also waging a bipartisan war effort, with
Northern Democrats and Republicans alike enlisting
in his armies to save the Union. Lincoln encouraged

"this because he insisted that it would take a united
North to win the war. An emancipation policy, he
feared, would alienate Northern Democrats, ignite a
racial powder keg in the Northern states, and possi-
bly cause a civil war in the rear. Then the Union re-
ally would be lost.

- But the pressures and problems of civil war
caused Lincoln to change his mind, caused him to
abandon his hands-off policy and hurl an executive
fist at slavery in the rebel states, thus making eman-
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cipation a Union war objective. The pressures op-
erating on Lincoln were complex and merit careful
discussion.

First, from the summer of 1861 on, several e~
publican senators—chief among them, Charles Surmn-
ner of Massachusetts, Ben Wade of Ohio, and
Zacharah - Chandler  of  Michigan—sequestered
themselves with Lincoln and implored and b;uilgcred'
him to free the slaves." Sumner, as Lincoln’s personal
friend and one of his chief foreign policy advisers,
was especially persistent. Before secession, of course,
Sumner and his colleagues had all adhered to the
Republican position on slavery in the South. But
civil war had now removed their constitutional scru-
ples about the peculiar institution. After all, they told
Lincoln, the Southern people were in rebellion
against the national government; they could not re-
sist that government and yet enjoy the protection of
its laws. Now the senators argued that the national
government could eradicate slavery by the War
Power, and they wanted Lincoln to do it in his ca-
pacity as commander-in-chief. If he emancipated the
slaves, it would maim and cripple the Confederacy
and hasten an end to the rebellion.

Second, they pointed out that slavery had caused
the war, was the reason why the Southern states had
seceded, and was now the cornerstone of the con-
federacy. It was absurd, the senators contended, to
fight a war without removing the thing that had
brought it about. Should the South return to the
Union with slavery intact, as Lincoln desired, South-
erners would just start another war over slavery,
whenever they thought it threatened again, so that
the present struggle would have accomplished noth-

"These “more advanced Republicans,” as the Detroit Post and Trib-
une referred to Sumner and his associates, belonged to a powerful
minority faction of the party inaccurately categorized as “radicals,”
a misnomer that has persisted through the years. For a discussion
of this point, see my article, “The Slaves Freed,” American Heritage
(December 1980), 74-83.
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ing, nothing at all. If Lincoln really wanted to save
the Union, he must tear slavery out root and branch
and smash the South’s planter class—-that mischie-
vous class the senators thought had masterminded se-
cession and fomented war.

Sumner, as a major Lincoln adviser on foreign at-
fairs, also linked emancipation to foreign policy. On
several occasions in 1861 and 1862, Britain seemed
on the verge of recognizing the Confederacy as an
independent nation—a move that would be calami-
tous for the Union. As a member of the family of
nations, the Confederacy could form alliances and
seck mediation and perhaps armed interventon in
the American conflict. But, Sumner argued, if Lin-
coln made the obliteration of slavery a Union war
aim, Britain would balk at recognition and interven-
tion. Why so? Because she was proud of her antislav-
ery tradition, Sumner contended, and would refrain
from helping the South protect human bondage
from Lincoln's armies. And whatever powerful
Britain did, the rest of Europe was sure to follow.

Also, as Sumner kept reminding everyone, eman-
cipation would break the chains of several million
oppressed human beings and right America at last
with her own ideals. Lincoln could no longer wait
for the future to remove slavery. He must do it. The
war, monstrous and terrible though it was, had given
Lincoln the opportunity to do it.

Black and white abolitionists belabored that point
too. They wrote Lincoln, petitioned him, and ad-
dressed him from the stump and in their newspapers.
Foremost in that effort was Frederick Douglass, the
most eminent African American of his generation, a
handsome, eloquent man who had escaped from
slavery in Maryland and become a self-made man
like Lincoln, raising himself to prominence as an edi-
tor and reformer. From the outset, Douglass saw the
end of slavery in this war, and he mounted a one-
man crusade to win Lincoln to that idea. In his
newspaper and on the platform, Douglass thundered
at the man in the White House, playing on his per-
sonal feelings about slavery, rehearsing the same ar-
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- guments that Sumner and his colleagues were giving

Lincoln in person. You fight the rebels with only
one hand, Douglass said. The mission of this war is
the destruction of bondage as well as the salvation of
the Union. “The very stomach of this rebellion is
the negro in the condition of a slave. Arrest that hoe
in the hands in the negro, and you smite rebellion in
the very seat of its life,” he said. “The Negro is the
key of the situation—the pivot upon which the
whole rebellion turns,” he said. “Teach the rebels
and traitors that the price they are to pay for the at-
tempt to abolish this Government must be the aboli-
tion of slavery,” he said. “Hence forth let the war
cry be down with treason, and down with slavery,
the cause of treason.”

The pressure on Lincoln to strike at slavery was
unrelenting. In between abolitionist  delegations
came Sumner and his stern colleagues again, with
Vice-President Hannibal Hamlin and Congressman
Owen Lovejoy often with them. As the war pro-
gressed, they raised still another argument for eman-
cipation, an argument Douglass and members of
Lincoln's own Cabinet were also making. In 1862,
his armies suffered from manpower shortages on
every front. Thanks to repeated Union military fail-
ures and to a growing war weariness across the
North, volunteering had fallen off sharply; and
Union generals bombarded Washington with shrill
complaints, insisting that they faced an overwhelm-
ing southern foe and must have reinforcements be-
fore they could win battles or even fight. While
Union commanders often exaggerated rebel
strength, Union forces did need reinforcements to
carry out a successful offensive war. As Sumner re-
minded Lincoln, the slaves were an untapped reser-
voir of strength. “You need more men,” Sumner
said, “not only at the North, but at the South. You
need the slaves.” If Lincoln freed them, he could re-
cruit black men into his armed forces, thus helping
to solve his manpower woes.

On that score, the slaves themselves were con-

tributing to the pressures on Lincoln to emancipate
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them. Far from being passive recipients of freedom,
as Vincent Harding has rightly reminded us, the
slaves were engaged in self-liberation, abandoning
rebel farms and plintations and escaping to Union
lines by the thousands. This in turn created a tangled
legal problem that bedeviled the Lincoln administra-
tion. What was the status of such “contraband of
war,” as Union General Benjamin F. Butler (lt‘fﬁig«
nated them? Were they still slaves? Were they free?
Were they somewhere in between? The administra-
tion tended to follow a look-the-other-way policy,
allowing field commanders to solve the contraband
problem any way they wished. Some officers sent
the fugitives back to the Confederacy, others turned
them over to refugee camps, where benevolent or-
ganizations attempted to care for them. But with
more and more slaves streaming into Union lines,
Sumner, several of Lincoln’s Cabinet members,
Douglass, and many others urged him to grant them
freedom and enlist the able-bodicd men in the army.
“Let the slaves and free colored people be called into
service and formed into a liberating army,” Douglass
exhorted the President, “to march into the South
and raise the banner of Emancipation among the
slaves.™

Lincoln, however, stubbornly rejected a presiden-
tial move against slavery. It was “too big a lick,” he
asserted. ““l think Sumner and the rest of you would
upset our applecart altogether if you had your way,”
he told some aggressive Republicans one day. “We
didn’t go into the war to put down slavery, but to
put the flag back; and to act differently at this mo-
ment would, I have no doubt, not only weaken our
cause, but smack of bad faith. . . . This thunderbolt
will keep.”

Nevertheless, Lincoln was sympathetic to the en-
tire range of arguments Sumner and his associates re~
hearsed for him. Personally, Lincoln hated slavery as
much as they did, and many of their points had al-
ready occurred to him. In fact, as early as November
and December 1861, Lincoln began wavering in his
hands-off policy about slavery, began searching
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about for some compromise-—something short of a
sweeping emancipation decree. Again he seemed
caught in an impossible dilemma: how to remove
the cause of the war, keep Britain out of the conflict,
cripple the Confederacy and suppress the rebellion,
and yet retain the allegiance of Northern Democrats
and the critical border?

In March 1862, he proposed a plan to Congress
he thought might work: a gradual, compensated
emancipation program to commence in the loyal
border states. According to Lincoln’s plan, the bor-
der states would gradually abolish slavery themselves
over the next thirty years, and the federal govern-
ment would compensate slaveowners for their loss.
The whole program was to be voluntary; the states
would adopt their own emancipation laws without
federal coercion.

At the same time, the federal government would
sponsor a colonization program, which was also to
be entirely voluntary. Without a promise of colo-
nization, Lincoln understood only too well, most
Northern whites would never accept emancipation,
even if it were carried out by the states. From now
on, every timne he contemplated some new antslav-
ery move, he made a great fuss about colonization:
he embarked on a colonization project in central
America and another in Haiti, and he held an inter-
view about colonization with Washington’s black,
leaders, an interview he published in the press. In
part, the ritual of colonization was designed to calm
white racial fears.

If his gradual, state-guided plan were adopted,
Lincoln contended that a presidential decree—feder-
ally enforced emancipation—would never be neces-
sary. Abolition would begin on the local level in the
loyal border and then be extended into the rebel
states as they were conquered. Thus by a slow and
salubrious process would the cause of the rebellion
be removed and the future of the Union guaranteed.

The plan failed. It failed because the border states
refused to act. Lincoln couldn’t even persuade
Delaware, with its small and relatively harmless slave
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population, to adopt his program. In desperation,
Lincoln on three different occasions—in the spring
and summer of 1862~—pleaded with border-state
congressmen to endorse his program. In their third
meeting, held in the White House on July 12, Lin-
coln warned the border representatives that it was
impossible now to restore the Union with slavery
preserved. Slavery was doomed. They could not be
blind to the signs, blind to the fact that his plan was
the only alternative to a more drastic move against
slavery, one that would cause tremendous destruc-
tion in the South. Please, he sad, commend my
gradual plan to your people.

But most of the border men turned him down.
They thought his plan would cost too much, would
only whip the flames of rebellion, would cause dan-
gerous discontent in their own states. Their intransi-
gence was a sober lesson to Lincoln. It was proof in-
deed that slaveowners—even loyal slaveowners—
were too tied up in the slave system ever to free their
own Negroes and voluntarily transform their way of
life. If abolition must come, it must begin in the rebel
South and then be extended into the loyal border later
on. Which meant that the president must eradicate
slavery himself. He could no longer avoid the respon-
sibility. By mid-July 1862, the pressures of the war
had forced him to abandon his hands-off policy and
lay a “strong hand on the colored element.”

On July 13, the day after his last talk with the bor-
der men, Lincoln took a carriage ride with a couple
of his cabinet secretaries. His conversation, when re-
counted in full, reveals a tougher Lincoln than the
lenient and compromising president of the legend-
building biographies. Lincoln said he was convinced
that the war could no longer be won through for-
bearance toward Southern rebels, that it was “a duty
on our part to liberate the slaves.” The time had
come to take a bold new path and hurl Union armies
at “the heart of the rebellion,” using the military to
destroy the very institution that caused and now sus-
tained the insurrection. Southerners could not throw

off the Constitution and at the same time invoke it
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to protect slavery. They had started the war and
must now face its consequences.

He had given this a lot of grave and painful
thought, he said, and had concluded that a presiden-
tial declaration of emancipation was the last alterna-
tive, that it was “a mulitary necessity absolutely es-
sential to the preservation of the Union.” Because
the slaves were a tremendous source of strength for
the rebellion, Lincoln must invite them to desert and
“come to us and uniting with us they must be made
free from rebel authority and rebel masters.” His in-
terview with the border men yesterday, he said, “had
forced him slowly but he believed correctly to this
conclusion.”

On July 22, 1862, Lincoln summoned his cabinet
members and read them a draft of a preliminary
Emancipation Proclamation. Come January 1, 1863,
in his capacity as commander-in-chief of the armed
forces in time of war, Lincoln would free all the
slaves everywhere in the rebel states. He would thus
make it a Union objective to annihilate slavery as an
institution in the Confederate South.

Contrary to what many historians have said, Lin-
coln’s projected Proclamation went further than any-
thing Congress had done. True, Congress had just en-
acted (and Lincoln had just signed) the second
confiscation act, which provided for the seizure and
liberation of all slaves of people who supported or par-
ticipated in the rebellion. Still, most slaves would be
freed only after protracted case-by-case litigation in
the federal courts. Another section of the act did liber-
ate certain categories of slaves without court action,
but the bill exempted loyal slaveowners in the rebel
South, allowing them to keep their slaves and other
property. Lincoln’s Proclamation, on the other hand,
was a sweeping blow against bondage as an institution
in the rebel states, a blow that would free all the slaves
there—those of secessionists and loyalists alike. Thus
Lincoln would handle emancipation himself, avoid
judicial red tape, and use the military to vanquish the
comerstone of the Confederacy. Again, he justified

this as a military necessity to save the Union.
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But Seward and other cabinet secretaries dissuaded
Lincoln from issuing his Proclamation in July. Se-
ward argued that the Union had won no clear mili-
tary victories, particularly in the showcase Eastern
theater. As a consequence, Europe would miscon-
strue the Proclamation as “our last shrick on the re-
treat,” as a wild and reckless attempt to compensate
for Union military ineptitude by provoking a slave
insurrection behind rebel lines. If Lincoln must give
an emancipation order, Seward warned, he must
wait until the Union won a military victory.

Lincoln finally agreed to wait, but he was not
happy about it: the way George B. McClellan and
his other generals had been fighting in the Eastern
theater, Lincoln had no idea when he would ever
have a victory.

One of the great ironies of the war was that Mc-
Clellan presented Lincoln with the triumph he
needed. A Democrat who sympathized with South-
ern slavery and opposed wartime emancipation with
a passion, McClellan outfought Robert E. Lee at
Antietam Creek in September 1862, and forced the
rebel army to withdraw. Thereupon Lincoln issued
his preliminary Proclamation, with its warning that if
the rebellion did not cease by January 1, 1863, the
executive branch, including the army and the navy,
would destroy slavery in the rebel states.

As it turned out, the preliminary Proclamation ig-
nited racial discontent in much of the lower North,
especially the Midwest, and led to significant Demo-
cratic gains in the off~year elections of 1862. Many
Northern Democrats were already upset with Lin-
coln’s harsh war measures, especially his use of mar-
tial law and military arrests. But Negro emancipation
was more than they could stand, and they stumped
the Northern states that fall, beating the drums of
Negrophobia, warning of massive influxes of South-
ern blacks into the North once emancipation came.
When the 1862 ballots were counted, the Democrats
had picked up thirty-four congressional seats, won
two governorships, and gained control of three state
legislatures. While the Republicans retained control
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of Congress, the future looked bleak indeed if the
war ground on into 1864,

Republican analysts—and Lincoln himself—con-
ceded that the preliminary Proclamation was a major
factor in the Republican losses. But Lincoln told a
delegation from Kentucky that he would rather die
than retract a single word in his Proclamation.

As the New Year approached, conservative Re-
publicans begged Lincoln to abandon his “reckless”
emancipation scheme lest he shatter their demoral-
ized party and wreck what remained of their coun-
try. But Lincoln stood firm. On New Year’s day,
1863, he officially signed the final Emancipation
Proclamation in the White House. His hand trem-
bled badly, not because he was nervous, but because
he had shaken hands all morning in a White House
reception. He assured everyone present that he was
never more certain of what he was doing. “If my
name ever goes into history,” he said, “it will be for
this act.” Then slowly and deliberately he wrote out
his full name.

In the final Proclamation, Lincoln temporarily ex-
empted occupied Tennessee and certain occupied
places in Louisiana and Virginia. (Later, in recon-
structing those states, he withdrew the exemptions
and made emancipation a mandatory part of his re-
construction program.) He also excluded the loyal
slave states because they were not in rebellion and he
lacked the legal authority to uproot slavery there. He
would, however, keep goading them to obliterate
slavery themselves—and would later push a constitu-
tional amendment that liberated their slaves as well.
With the exception of the loyal border and certain
occupied areas, the final Proclamation declared that
as of this day, all slaves in the rebellious states were
“forever free.” The document also asserted that black
men—~Southern and Northern alike—would now be
enlisted in Union military forces.

Out the Proclamation went to an anxious and dis~
sident nation. Later in the day an interracial crowd
gathered on the White House lawn, and Lincoln
greeted the people from an open window. The
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blacks cheered and sang, “Glory, Jubilee has come,”
and told Lincoln that if he would “come out of that
palace, they would hog him to death.” A black
preacher named Henry M. Turner exclaimed that “it
is indeed a time of times,” that “nothing like it will

cver be seen again in this life.”

§

Lincoln’s Proclamation was the most revolutionary
measure ever to come from an American president
up to that time. As Union armics punched into rebel
territory, they would rip out slavery as an institution,
automatically freeing all slaves in the arcas and states
they conquered. In this respect (as Lincoln said), the
war brought on changes more vast, more fundamen-
tal and profound, than either side had expected
when the struggle began. Now slavery would perish
as the Confederacy perished, would die by degrees
with every Union advance, every Union victory.

Moreover, word of the Proclamation hummed
across the slave grapevine in the Confederacy; and as
Union armies drew near, more slaves than ever
abandoned rebel farms and plantations and (as one
said) “demonstrated with their feet” their desire for
freedom.

The Proclamation also opened the army to black
volunteers, and Northern free Negroes and Southern
ex-slaves now enlisted as Union soldiers. As Lincoln
said, “the colored population is the great available
and yet unavailed of, force for restoring the Union.”
And he now availed himself of that force. In all,
some 180,000 Negro fighting men-—most of them
emancipated slaves—served in Union forces on
every major battlefront, helping to liberate their
brothers and sisters in bondage and to save the
Union. As Lincoln observed, the blacks added enor-
mous and indispensable strength to the Union war
machine. ’

Unhappily, the blacks fought in segregated units
under white officers, and until late in the war re-
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Men of the Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts (Colored) Infantry Regi-
ment. Organized after the Emancipation Proclamation, the Fifiy-
Fourth became the most famous black fighting unit in the Union
Army. All the men in the regiment were volunteers, and nearly
all were free blacks from the North. They enlisted for various rea-
sons: to help free their brothers and sisters from bondage, to prove
that black men were not inferior, and to help save the Union. The
subject of the brilliant motion picture Glory (1989), the Fifty-
Fourth led the federal assault on Fort Wagner in Charleston Har-
bor, losing its white officer and almost half its men. Although the
attack was repulsed, the men of the Fifty-Fourth proved that black
soldiers could fight as well as white soldiers. All told, some
186,000 blacks served in the Union Army: they fought in 450
engagements and won twenty-one Congressional Medals of
Honor. (Luis F. Emilio, A Brave Black Regiment)
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ceived less pay than whites did. In 1864 Lincoln told
Negro leader Frederick Douglass that he disliked the
practice of unequal pay, but that the povernment
had to make some concessions to white prejudices,
noting that a great many Northern whites opposed
the use of black soldiers altogether. But he promised
that they would eventually get equal pay—and they
did. Morcover, Lincoln was proud of the perform-
ance of his black soldiers: he publicly praised them
for fighting “with clenched teeth, and steady eye,
and well poised bayonet” to save the Union, while
certain whites strove “with malignant heart” to hin-
der it

After the Proclamation, Lincoln had to confront
the problem of race adjustment, of what to do with
all the blacks liberated in the South. By the spring of
1863, he had pretty well written off colonization as
unworkable. His colonization schemes all floun-
dered, m part because the white promoters were dis-
honest or incompetent. But the main reason colo-
nization failed was because most blacks adamantly
refused to participate in Lincoln’s voluntary pro-
gram. Across the North, free Negroes denounced
Lincoln’s colonization efforts—this was their country
too! they c¢ried—and they petitioned him to deport
slaveholders instead.

As a consequence, Lincoln had just about con-
cluded that whites and liberated blacks must some-
how learn how to live together in this country.
Still, he needed some device for now, some pro-
gram that would pacify white Northerners and con-
vince them that Southern freedmen would not flock
mto therr communities, but would remain in the
South instead. What Lincoln worked out was a
refugee system, installed by his adjutant general in
the occupied Mississippi Valley, which mobilized
Southern blacks in the South, utilizing them in mil-
itary and civilian pursuits there. According to the
system, the adjutant general enrolled all able-bodied
freedmen in the army, employed other ex-slaves as
military laborers, and hired still others to work on

farms and plantations for wages set by the govern-
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ment. While there were many faults with the sys-
tem, it was predicated on sound Republican dogrma;
it kept Southern Negroes out of the North, and it
got them jobs as wage earners, thus helping them to
help themselves and preparing them for life in a free
socicty.

Even so, emancipation remained the most explo-
sive and unpopular act of Lincoln’s presidency. By
mid—-1863, thousands of Democrats were in open re-
volt against his administration, denouncing Lincoln
as an abolitionist dictator who had surrendered to
radicalism. In the Midwest, dissident Democrats
launched a peace movement to throw “the shrieking
abolitionist faction” out of office and negotiate a
peace with the Confederacy that would somehow
restore the Union with slavery unharmed. There
were large antiwar rallies against Lincoln’s war for
slave liberation. Race and draft riots flared in several
Northern cities.

With all the public unrest behind the lines, con-
servative Republicans beseeched Lincoln to abandon
emancipation and rescue his country “from the brink
of ruin.” But Lincoln seemed intractable. He had
made up his mind to smash the slave society of the
rebel South and eliminate “the cruel wrong” of
Negro bondage, and no amount of public discon-
tent, he indicated, was going to change his mind.
“To use a coarse, but an expressive figure,” he wrote
one aggravated Democrat, “broken eggs cannot be
mended. I have issued the Proclamation, and T can-
not retract it.” . Congressman Owen Lovejoy ap-
plauded Lincoln’s stand. “His mind acts slowly,”
Lovejoy said, “but when he moves, it is forward.”

He wavered once—in August 1864, a time of un-
relenting gloom for Lincoln when his popularity had
sunk to an all-time low and it seemed he could not
be reelected. He confessed that maybe the country
would no longer sustain a war for slave emancipa-
tion, that maybe he shouldn’t pull the nation down a
road it did not want to travel. On August 24 he de-
cided to offer Confederate President Jefferson Davis

peace terms that excluded emancipation as a condi-
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tion, vaguely suggesting that slavery would be ad-

justed later “by peaceful means.” But the next day

Lincoln changed his mind. With awakened resolu-
tion, he vowed to fight the war through to uncondi-
tional surrender and to stick by emancipation come
what may. He had made his promise of freedom to
the slaves, and he meant to keep it so long as he was
in ofhce.

When he won the election of 1864, Lincoln in-
terpreted it as a popular mandate for him and his
ermancipation policy. But in reality the election pro-
vided no clear referendum on slavery, since Repub-
lican campaigners had played down emancipation
and concentrated on the peace plank in the Demo-
cratic platform. Nevertheless, Lincoln used his re-
election to promote a constitutional amendment
that would guarantee the freedom of all slaves, those
in the loyal border as well as those in the rebel
South. Since issuing his Proclamation, Lincoln had
worried that it might be nullified in the courts or
thrown out by a later Congress or a subsequent ad-
ministration. Consequently he wanted a constitu-
tional amendment that would safeguard his Procla-
mation and prevent emancipation from ever being
overturned.

As it happened, the Senate in May of 1864 had al-
ready passed an emancipation amendment—the pres-
ent Thirteenth Amendment—but the House had

failed to approve it. After that Lincoln had insisted

‘that the Republican platform endorse the measure.

And now, over the winter of 1864 and 1865, he put
tremendous pressure on the House to endorse the
amendment, using all his powers of persuasion and
patronage to get it through. He buttonholed conser-
vative Republicans and opposition Democrats and

exhorted them to support the amendment. He sin-

gled out “sinners” among the Democrats who were

“on praying ground,” and informed them that they

had a lot better chance for the federal jobs they de-
sired if they voted for the measure. Soon two Dem-

ocrats swung over in favor of it. With the outcome
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still in doubt, Lincoln participated in secret negota-
tions never made public—negotiations that allegedly
involved the patronage, a2 New Jersey railroad mo-
nopoly, and the release of rebels related to Congres-
sional Democrats—to  bring wavering opponents
into line. “The greatest measure of the nineteenth
century,” congressman Thaddeus Stevens claimed,
“was passed by corruption aided and abetted by the
purest man in America.” On January 31, 1865, the
House adopted the present Thirteenth Amendment
by just three votes more than the required two-
thirds majority. At once a storm of cheers broke over
House Republicans, who danced around, embraced
one another, and waved their hats and canes over-
head. “It seemed to me [ had been born with a new
life,” one Republican recalled, “and that the world

was overflowing with beauty and joy.”

Lincoln, too, pronounced the amendment “a
great moral victory” and “a King’s cure” for the evils
of slavery. When ratified by the states, the amend-
ment would end human bondage everywhere in

America. Lincoln pointed across the Potomac. “If

“the people over the river had behaved themselves, 1

could not have done what I have.”

7

Lincoln conceded, though, that he had not con-
trolled the events of the war, but that events had
controlled him instead, that God had controlled him.
He thought about this a great deal, especially at night
when he couldn’t sleep, trying to understand the
meaning of the war, to understand why it had begun
and grown into such a massive revolutionary strug-
gle, consuming hundreds of thousands of lives (the
final casualties would come to 620,000 on both
sides). By his second inaugural, he had reached an
apocalyptic conclusion about the nature of the

war—had come to see it as a divine punishment for
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The strain of war: At left, Abraham Lincoln in Springficld, 1lii-
nois, on June 3, 1860. At right, after four years of war, Lincoln
posed for photographer Alexander Gardner in Washington, Apnl

the “great offense” of slavery, as a terrible retribution
God had visited on a guilty people, in North as well
as South. Lincoln’s vision was close to that of old
John Brown, who had prophesied on the day he was
hanged, on that balmy December day back in 1859,
that the crime of slavery could not be purged away
from this guilty land cxcept by blood. Now, in his
second Inaugural Address, Lincoln too contended
that God perhaps had willed this “mighty scourge of
War” on the United States, “until all the wealth
piled by the bondman’s two hundred and fifty years
of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop
of blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by an-
other drawn from the sword.”

In the last paragraph of his address, Lincoln said he

would bind the nation’s wounds “with malice to-
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10, 1865. (Photo on lefi: Chicago Historical Society, photo on
night: Brown University, McClennan Lincoln Collection)

ward none” and “chanty for all.” Yet that did
not mean he would be so gentle and forgiving in re-
construction as most biographers have contended. He
would be magnanimous in the sense that he wouldn’t
resort to mass executions or cven mass Imprisonment
of Southern “traitors,” as he repeatedly called them.
He would not even have the leaders tried and jailed,
though he said he would like to “frighten them out
of the country.” Nevertheless, still preoccupied with
the war as a grim purgation which would cleanse
and regencrate his country, Lincoln endorsed a fairly
tough policy toward the conquered South. After Lee
surrendered in April 1865, Lincoln publicly endorsed
limited suffrage for Southern blacks, announcing that
the intelligent ex-slaves and especially those who had
served in Union military forces should have the
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vote. This put him in advance of most Northern

whites. And it put him ahead of most Republicans as

well—including many of the so-called radicals—
who in April 1865 shrank from Negro suflrage out
of fear of their own white constituents. True, Sum-
ner, Salmon Chase, and a few of their colleagues
now demanded that all Southern black men be en-
franchised in order to protect their freedom. But
Lincoln was not far from their position. In a line in
his Last political speech, April 11, 1865, he granted
that the Southern black man deserved the vote,
though Lincoln was not quite ready to make that
mandatory. But it seems clear in what direction he
was heading. '

Moreover, in a cabinet meeting on Good Friday,
1865, Lincoln and all his Secretaries endorsed the
military approach to reconstruction and conceded
that an army of occupation might be necessary to
control the rebellious white majority in the con-
quered South. During the war, Lincoln had always
thought the military indispensable in restoring civil-
ian rule in the South. Without the army, he feared
that the rebellious Southern majority would over-
whelm  the small Unionist minornty there—and
maybe even reenslave the blacks. And he was not
about to let the latter happen. The army had liber-
ated the blacks in the war, and the army might
well have to safeguard their freedom in recon-

struction.

He had come a long distance from the young Lin-
coln who entered politics, quiet on slavery lest he be
branded an abolitionist, opposed to Negro political
rights lest his political career be jeopardizcd, con-
vinced that only the future could remove slavery in
America. He had come a long way indeed. Frederick
Douglass, who interviewed Lincoln in the White

House in 1863, said he was “the first great man that 1
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talked with in the United States freely who in no
single instance reminded me of the difference be-
tween himself and myself, of the difference of
color.” Douglass, reflecting back on Lincoln’s presi-
dency, recalled how in the first year and a half of the
war, Lincoln “was ready and willing” to sacrifice
black people for the benefit and welfare of whites.
But since the preliminary Emancipation Proclama-
tion, Douglass said, American blacks had taken Lin-
coln’s measure and had come to admire and some to
lave this enigmatic man. Though Lincoln had taxed
Negroes to the limit, they had decided, in the roll
and tumble of events, that “the how and the man of
our redemption had somehow met in the person of
Abraham Lincoln.”

But perhaps it was Lincoln himself who best
summed up his journey to emancipation—his own
as well as that of the slaves. In December 1862, after
the calamitous by-elections of that year, in the midst
of rising racial protest against his emancipation pol-
icy, Lincoln asked Congress—and Northern whites
beyond—or their support. “The dogmas of the
quiet past,” he reminded them, “are inadequate to
the stormy present. The occasion is piled high with
difficulty, and we must rise with the occasion. As
our case Is new, so we must think anew, and act
anew. We must disenthrall our selves, and then we
shall save our country.

“Fellow-citizens, we cannot escape history. . .
The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us
down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation.
. .. In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom
to the free—honorable alike in what we give, and
what we preserve. We shall nobly save, or meanly

lose, the last best, hope of earth.”

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDE

P e A T
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1 Most of us are familiar with the story of “Honest
Abe” Lincoln, the unambitious rail-splitting man of

2
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the people. How does Oates’s biographical portrait
of Lincoln reveal the complex human being behind
this mythical image?

2 How was Lincoln able to reconcile his reverence
for the founders and the Constitution with the moral
paradox of slavery in a free society? How did Lin-
coln hope to solve the problems of slavery and racial
adjustment in America?

3 What was the so-called slave power conspiracy

that Lincoln and many other Republicans feared by

LINCOLN'S JOURNEY TO EMANCIPATION

the late 185057 How had the events of that crucial
decade scemed to confinm their fears?

4 Oates says that the pressures and problems of
fighting a civil war finally caused Lincoln to hurl an
executive fist at slavery. What were the forces that
led Lincoln to issue his Emancipation Proclamation?
5 Many of Lincoln’s contemporaries as well as later
scholars accused Lincoln of having made an empty
gesture with the Emancipation Procdamation. How

does Oates answer these accusations?
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