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Congressman Abraham Lincoln Witnessed
The Death-Stroke of John Quiney Adams
February 21, 1848

As a member of Congress (30th Congress, 1st Session )
Abraham Lincaln witnessed, on February 21, 1848, the
death-stroke of the venerable John Quincy Adams in the
House of Representatives. The session that day had been
taken up with myriad legizslation pertaining to public
lands, patents, navigation, post roads, state boundaries
and military affairs. However, it was not until Lucien H.
Chase of Tennessee asked the consent of the House to
offer a rezolution extending the thanks of Congress to
nine military officers of the Mexican War that violent
partisan polities divided the Whigs and the Democrats.

Chase's resolution included the names of General D, E.
Twiges, Brevet Major General W. J. Worth, Brigadier
General James Shields, Major General John A, Quitmunn,
Brigadier Genernl Franklin Pierce, Major General G, J.
Pillow, Major Genernl K. Patterson, Brigadier General
Persifier F. Smith and Brigadier General George Coda-
wilnder, The fifth paragraph of the resolution follows:
“That these victories (enumerated in the first four para-
graphs), following each other in guick succession, and
wrung from the enemy under all circumstances, create a
doubt which to admire the most, the skill and gallantry
of the eommanders or the indomitable courage of the
soldiers, which prompted the band of heroes to press for-
ward into the heart of the enemy's country, overcoming
every obstacle, scattering the armies of Mexico like chaff
before the wind, until the most sipnal trivmphs are
erowned by the possession of the far-famed “Halls of the
Montezumas® ™.

The resolution further provided that pold medals be
struck with devices emblematical of the series of brilliant
vietories anchieved, and that one be presented to each of
the generals named in the resolution. Furthermore the
President of the United States would be requested to
communicate these resolutions to the generals who would
in turn issue orders that they be read before the several
eorps of the urmy.

When Mr, Chaze moved a suspension of the rules to
allow him to introduce the resalutions, there were 110
yens and 54 nays. Both Adams and Lincoln voted nay.
To the Whigs of the House these resolutions smacked of
partisan politics for the elevation and glorification of
certain Democratic heroes. Then, too, the Nationanl Whig
Party had never fully approved of the Mexican conflict.
“Mr. Polk's War” was the focal point of attack by those
who were opposed (o territorial expansion, who were
antagonistic to slavery and who harbored a resentment
over the President's opposition to internal improvements,
as well as by those who favored a high protective tariff,

As two-thirds of the members voted in the afirmative,
the rules were suspended. Thereupon the resolutions
were received and read for the first time. There next
ensued considerable bickering and the usual parlinment-
ary tactics either to pass or to defeat the bill.

'hen the query, "Shall the main question be now
put?"” was brought to a vote, there were 98 yvens and 86
nays. Agnin Adams and Lincoln voted nay. William H.
Seward in his Iriugl'llph}'. “The Life and Public Service of
John Quiney Adamas®™, stated that when Adams voted (he
was the first to anawer the ecall of hizs name) nay, he re-

plied in an “uncommonly emphatic tone of wvoice™ It
was the last vote he ever cast.

Then when certain parliamentary procedures were be-
ing carried out by the Speaker and the Clerk, several
gentlemen sprang from their seats to assist the member
from Massachusetts., Adams appeared to be in the ago-
nics of death and was sinking from his seat to the floor.
He was immediately borne to the rotunda of the Capitol
building for the benefit of purer air, and afterwards to
the Speaker's room. During this distressing scene, Mr.
Adams was assiduously attended by many members of
the House. Onee the eonfusion subsided, the House has-
tily adjourned.

The news of Adams’ stroke was quickly sent to the
members of the Senate, then in seasion, Mr, Thomas Hart
Benton of Missouri, with great feeling said: “I am called
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on to make a painful anncuncement to the Senate. I have
just been informed that the House of Representatives has
thiz instant adjourned under the most afflictive circum-

stances. A calamitous visitation has fallen on one of its
oldest and most valuable members — one who has been

President of the United States, and whosze character has
inspired the highest respect and esteem. Mr. Adams has
just sunk down in his chair, and has been earried into an
adjoining room, and may at this moment be passing from
the earth, under the roof that covers us, and nlmost in
our presence, In these eircumstances the whole Senate
will feel alike, and feel wholly unable to attend to any
business. I therefore move the immediate adjournment
of the Senate.” The Senate adjourned.

On Tuesday, February 22, 1848, the House convened ad
twelve o'clock, the usual hour. The proceedings were
muarked with deep solemnity and sadness. The RHeverend
Henry Slicer, the Congressional Chaplain, “performed
the duties of his office with unusuoal impressiveness and
tenderly and delicately attended to the venerable aage
who lay in an adjoining room, unconscious of all earthly
concern, on the verge of eternity™.

This wns Washington's birthday. Before Adams had
suffered his stroke, Congress had made elaborate plans
for a celebration of the First President’s birthday. Line.
oln of the House, and Stephen A. Douglas of the Senate
were named the lllinois members of a board of managers
for the staging of a “National Birth-night Ball®. This
wns re-scheduled for March 1st because of the Sixth
President’s illness.

During the course of the House session on February
22nd the Speaker “deemed it proper to state to the House
from the chair that his venerable colleague, John Quincy
Adams, was still in a state of unconsciousness in the
Speaker's room, and, in the opinion of his medical advis-
ers, wns rapidly sinking”. With a motion for adjourn-
ment Mr. Joshua R, Giddings of Ohio supgested that the
Journal of February 21st state the cause of its early nd-
journment, The Speaker was in agreement and directed
the Clerk to record the melancholy circumstances,

As Mr, Adams still lay within the walls of the Capitol
in a [utri[nu.-. condition, the Senate adjourned shortly
after it convened on Fehruary 22nd, but not before Mr.
John Davis of Massachusetts made a few felicitous re-
marks concerning the eminently distinguished Mr, Adama
whom he considered to be one of the illustrious men of
the country.

On Wednesday, February 23rd, after an appropriate
prayer by Chaplain Slicer, and the reading of the Journal
for February 22nd, the House adjourned on the motion
of Mr. Daniel M. Barringer of North Carolina (during
Linecoln's term in Congress he shared a desk with Bar-
ringer). The Senate, not being so deeply affected by Mr.
Adams® illness, condocted a conziderable amount of busi-
nNess.,

Adams died at 7:30 P.M. on Wednesday, February 23rd,
in the Speaker's room, and on the following day the
House conducted a memorial service in his honor. The
Speaker, Hon., Robert C, Winthrop, addreszed the House
and was followed by Mr, Charles Hudson of Massachu-
getts, Mr. Isane E. Holmes of South Carolina, Mr. James
MeDowell of Virginia, Mr. William A, Newell of New
Jersey, Mr. Frederick A. Talmadge of New York and Mr.
Samuel F, Vinton of Ohio. Mr. Hadzon, who followed the
Speaker in his eulogy of Adams, moved the following
riesolutions:

“Resolved, That, this House has heard with the
deepest sensibility of the death in this Capitol of
John Quiney Adams, a member of the House from
the State of Massachusetts.

“Resolved, That, as a testimony of respect for the
memory of this distinguished statesman, the officers
and members of the House will wear the usual badpe
of mourning, and attend the funeral in this Hall on
Saturday next, at twelve o'clock.

“Resolved, That & committees be appointed to super-
intend the funeral solemnities.

“Resolved, That the proceedings of this House in
relation to the death of John Quincy Adams be com-
municated to the family of the deceased by the Clerk.

"Resolved, That this House, az a further mark of
reapeet for the memory of the deceazed, do adjourn
to Saturday next, the day appointed for the funeral,”
Mr. Newell made the following additional resolution:
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“Resolved, That the seat in this Hall just vacated
by the death of the late John ({.uinry Adams, be un-
occupied for thirty days, and that it, together with
the Hall, remain clothed with the symbol of mourn-
ing during that time.”

Next, Mr. Talmadge made the following resolution:

“Resolved, That the Speaker appoint one member
of this House from each State and Territory as a
committee to escort the remains of our venerahble
friend, the honorable John Quiney Adams, to the
place designated by his friends for his interment.”

All of the above resolutions were unanimously agreed
to. The Speaker appointed the following, chosen without
rﬁg.lnl to political affiliation, to constitute a committee of
thirty:

Mr. Talmadge, of N. Y.
Mr. Wilson, of N. H.
Mr. Ashmun, of Mass,

Mr. Gentry, of Tenn.
Mr. Wentworth, of TIL
Mr. R. W. Johnson, of

Mr. J. A. Rockwell, of Ark.

Conn. Mr. Cabell, of Florida
Mr. Mellvaine, of Penn. Mr. W. Thompzon, of lowa
Mr. Ligon, of Md. Mr. Haommonz, of Me.

Mr. Barringer, of N. C. Mr. Collamer, of Vi.
Mr. Lumpkin, of Ga. Mr. Thurston, of K. L.

Mr. A. G. Brown, of Miss. Mr. Newell, of N, J.
Mr. Schenck, of Ohio Mr. J. W, Houston, of Del.

Mr. Meade, of Va. Mr. Holmes, of 8. C.

Mr. Hilliard, of Ala, Mr. Phelps, of Mo.

Mr. Morse, of La. Mr. C. E. Stuart, of Mich.
Mr. French, of Ky. Mr. Knufman, of Texas

Mr. C. B. Smith, of Ind. Mr. Tweedy, of W. T.
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Lincoln was appointed to a House committee to super-
intend the funeral solemnities. Thiz information is
rleaned from a letter dated June 1, 1848 which Lincoln
wrote to the Reverend Henry Slicer, a Methodist minis-
ter and the Chaplain of the Senate. He stated that “the
House ordered the raizing of two committees, one, of
Arrangements, number indefinite, the other, thirty in
number, to attend the remaing of Mr. Adams to Massa-
chuzgetts.” Lincoln was appointed to the Arranpements
Committee. However, by some mistake, “a committes of
thirty was appointed by the Speaker, as a Committee of
Arrangements.” At the first meeting the mistake was
discovered and the members being too numerous for con-
venience, the work was delegated to a subcommittee.
Lincoln was not a member of the subcommittee.

On Thuraday, February 24th, the Senate devoted a
considerable amount of time to business, but concluded
the session with eulogies on Adams by Mr., John Davis
of Massachusetts, and Mr. Thomas Hart Benton of Mis-
souri. Mr. Daviz introduced three resolutions that were
unanimouzly adopted:

“Resolved, That the Senate has received with deep
sensibility the message from the House of Repre-
zentatives announcing the death of the Honorahle
John Quincy Adams, a representative from the State
of Maszachuszetts.

“Resolved, That in to-
ken of respect for the
memory of the deceased,
the Senate will attend
his foneral at the hour
appointed by the House
of Representatives, and
will wear the wusual
badge of mourning for
thirty days.

“Resolved, That, as a
further mark of respect
for the memory of the
deceased, the Senate do
now adjourn until Sat-
urday next, to the time
appointed for the fu-
neral.”

The Subecommittee of Ar-
rangements made elaborate
preparations for the funeral
which was held on Saturday,
February 26, 1848. A report-
er for the Naotional Intelli-
geneer (The Congressioninl
Globe, March 1, 1848, page
389) provided the following
descriptive scene:

“At an early hour men in
uniform might be zeen has-
tening to their respective
places of parade, while nn-
merous groups of citizens
and strangers were flocking
from all directions toward
the Capitol.

“By a judicious arrange-
ment, the doors of that vast
building were thrown open to
the gathering multitudes,
while those of the Hall of the
House of Representatives,
where the funeral ceremonies
were to take place, were
closed to all but the mem-
bers and officers of the
House. The ladies® gallery
was rapidly filled up, all gen-
tlemen without istinetion
being peremptorily excluded.
A certain portion of the
semicircular gallery (usually
occupied throughout by pren-
tlemen only) was partitioned
off for the accommodation of
a very large choir of singers,
selected from those of the
several churches of the city.

Gemtennan
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“The Hall was shronded in black, and presented a very
solemn appearance. Thiz part of the arrangements was
executed with great taste and judgment by the officers of
the Housze, under the suggestion and kind supervision of
a distinguished lady. The firpure of History, especially,
{whose graceful form surmounts the clock, holding in her
hands a tablet and a pen,) was robed with consummate
taste and judgment, the black drapery covering her entire
person, with the exception of the arm holding the re-
corded pen, whose mlabaster whiteness, in strong con-
trast with the surrounding stole, had a fine effect; height-
ened as it was by the attitude of the head, which, turning
towards one side, happened to have its countenance in the
very direction where stood the vacant seat of Mr. Adams,
as if in the act of recording the solemn circumstances
of his death. That seat, by order of the House, was
draped in the deepest mourning, and, by the fact of its
vacancy, recalled every beholder to the blow which had
there fallen, like a thunderbolt from a ecloudless sky.
The portraits of Washington and of Lafavette, on either
hand of the chair, were covered over with thin erape,
casting a melancholy dimness over the features, without
entirely concealing them, the frames being covered with
a deeper black. The effect of this, too, was very fine,
most truly representing what would have been the feel-
ing of both these distinguished men, if alive to witnezs
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From the Lincoln Natiomal Life Foundation Collection

This original letter reveals that John Quiney Adams was in failing health in 1842. He suffered his first
stroke on MNovember 18, 1846 while walking on the streets of Boston. After a period of Tour months
he recovered sufficiently to take his seat in the House on February 16, 1847.
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Military escort of Cavalry nand Infantry, of Wash-
ingion and Alexundria.
Band.
The Chaplains of both ITanges of Congress.
Plhysicinns who attended the deceased .
Committee of Arrangements.

. . Pull-Bearers:
Hon. J.J. MeKay, N. U, [ Han. 'Truman 2mith, Con.
Hou. Linn Boyd, Ken. £ 1 Hon, Lo Ingersall, Venn.
{1 Hom B Callwoing, 30 C. | e g Howd T T Benton, Mo,
U Chief Justice [ B TPaoey, [ 27 Hon. Justies J, MeLonn,
| Genernd George Uibsion, Cone Clurdes Morris,
Hon. W. W. Svaton, | % LMo, Thes, H. Crawlord,

Mr. J. F. Harvey, Conductor of the Car.
; ~ The family and friends of the deceased.
The Senators and Representatives from the State
i of Massachusetls, as mourners.
i The Sergeant-at-Arms of the House.
| The House of Representatives of the United
| States, preceded by their Speaker and Clerk.
The other officers of the House of Representatives,
The Sergeant-at-Arms of the Senate.
The Senate, preceded by their President and
| Secretary.
|.- The other officers of the Senate.
i The President of the United States.
i The Heads of Departments.
| The Judges of the Supreme Court of the United
| States, and its officers. J
The Judges of the Circuit and District Courts of
| " the District of Columbia, and its officers.
- The Diplomatic Corps.
lg The Comptrollers, Auditors, and other Heads of
f| Bureaus ot the several Departments of the
{1 Government, with their officers.
| Officers of the Army and Navy at the seat of
! Government.
| Members of Maryland Legislature.
. The Corporations of Washington and Alexandria.
it The Columbia Typographical Sociery.
' Officers and students of Georgetown College.
| Officers and students of Columbia Collcge.
Literary Institutions. :
Fire Companies of the District.
Odd Fellows.
Citizens and Strangers,

|
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From The Congressional (dobe, March 1. 15,8
Order of the Adams funeral procession enroute o the Conoressional
Burying Ground, Washington, D, C.

the solemn scene: Tor Washington gpave the deceased his
first commission, and Lafayette embraced him in his arms
when taking hiz last adieu of America.

“The members gradually arrived and filled up their
seats in the Hall, & portion, however, being reserved for
the Senate.

“The space in the central area, in front of the Clerk’s
table was furnished with seats for the Judges, the Cabi-
net, the Diplomatic Corps, and the Committee of Ar-
rangements, consisting of one member from each State
of the Union: while, in its centre, stood a table, covered
with a black velvet pall, to support the corpse.

“Officers of the Army and Navy, as they entered the
Hall, had szeats assigned them next in the rear of the
Foreign Ministers. By an unfortunate omission, no seats
were rezerved for the Clergy; but as a number of them
arrived, not only from the city, but from Baltimore,
Alexandria, and several from Massachusetts, they were
Epnducted by the officers of the House to favorable posi-

ions.

“The members of the Diplomatic Body arrived sever-
ally, from time to time, and not in a body: some of them

manifested their respect for the solemn oceasion, and
for the presence of the assembled authorities of the na-
tion, by appearing in their full official dresses, with their
respective orders and decorations, while others zeem to
have deemed it more appropriate to appear in simple
black. The contrast +:vn:ml‘:ll-J not but strike the eye.”

On the day of the Adams funeral the House and Senate
met in joint sezsion. The day was set apart “for render-
ing to the remains of the deceased patriot and statesman,
the last human tribute.” The Congressional (flebe, March
1, 1848, page 389, provides a wivid word deseription of
the proceedings:

“The Speaker having taken the ehair, the Journal of
Thursday was read. Soon after, the Senate entered, pre-
ceded by their presiding officer. He took his seat on the
left of the Speaker. As the Senalorz passed up the centre
aisle and took their seats, the Speaker and members of
the House rose, and continved standing till they had tak-
en the seats assigned them. Soon after, the President of
the United Stateés entered the Hall, and was received by
all in like manner, while he took his seat on the right of
the Speaker. The members of the Cabinet occcupied seats
in front of the Senators, and opposite to the Foreign
Ministers. The Judges of the Supreme Court, preceded
by their officers, passed up to seats on the right of the
Clerk’s desk. The relatives of the deceased were next
conducted to a position reserved for them on the extreme
left. Mext entered the members of the Legislature of
Maryland, preceded by the officers and chaplain of that
body — the Legislature, sitting at Annapolis, having
passed resolutions to attend the funeral. Next entered
the corporate authorities of Washington, headed by their
respective officers, who were conducted to places by the
officers of the House. At length came the body, escorted
by the Committee of Arrangements, and followed by the
delegation of Massachusetts as mourners. The Speaker,
the President of the Senate, the officers of both Houses,
the members of the Committee of Arrangements, the pall
bearers, and attendant physicians wore white scarfs.
The whole assemblage being thus at length completed,
the deep silence of expectation pervaded the Hall. Not a
rude sound, and scarce a sound of any kind, was to be
heard among the waiting thousands who erowded the gal-
leries and lobbies in every spot where a human heing
could find room to stand.

*“The Chaplain of the House, the Rev. Mr. Gurley, then
rose and read an appropriate portion of Holy Writ, and
addressed the throne of Heavenly Grace in a meek and
devout prayer.

“He then read a hymn which had been selected for the
occazion, and which was sung with admirable skill and
impressive effect by the choir. As the wailing notes
swelled and =zank away in melancholy cadence, their
placid, stilling, and solemnizing effect was obvious to
the eye, in the countenances of the listeming auditory,
and prepared them for the address which followed, from
these words in Job, ‘And thine age shall be clearer than
the noonday; thou shalt shine forth, thou shalt be as the
morning: and thou shalt be secure, because there is hope.'
— (Chapter xi. 17.)

“The address was followad by a closing hymn and the
Apostolic benedietion, when the funeral procession be-
gan to be formed, the corpse was borne out of the Hall,
the several public bodies fell into their place, passing in
succezsion along the board aisle and through the north
door into the Rotundo. and so out on the eastern portico,
and down the great flight of steps to the open area in
front, where carriages were in waiting to receive them.

“The procession then moved in the following order
{see illustrative cut) to the Congressional Burying
Ground, where the body was deposited, but in a few
days is to be removed to Quincy:"

While the whole proceedings were conducted with de-
corum and dignity, there was one unfortunate omission.
No seats were reserved in the House Chamber for mem-
bers of the Clergy, a number of whom had come from
Baltimore, Alexandria and the State of Massachusetts.
Although favorable seats were provided for them by of-
ficers of the House, the awkward situation did not go
unnoticed.

On May 30th Lincoln received a letter from the Chap-
lain of the Senate taking him to task for his exelusion
from a part in the services.

{To be continued in the April, 1983, issue)
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