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On the Cover
The Friends of the Lincoln Collection of Indiana, which supports the Lincoln Financial 
Foundation Collection, was awarded the Wendy Allen Award by the Lincoln Forum 
at its 2017 Symposium. The Friends received this framed, signed print of an original 
Lincoln portrait by acclaimed Gettysburg-based artist Wendy Allen. 
 

The Lincoln Forum
When was your group founded?
Officially, we launched in 1996, but had come 
up with the idea for the group a year earlier—
with the encouragement of Robert Maher of 
the Civil War Education Association (CWEA), 
Civil War tour impresario Pete Brown, and our 
late friends Chuck Platt, Maynard Schrock, and 
David Long.  The idea germinated during down 
time at a 1996 CWEA conference in Florida.  
Until then, there was no annual Lincoln con-
ference in the East, and no conference planned 
around the annual anniversary of the Gettys-
burg Address.  We calculated there was a void 
to be filled, but we must admit we never imag-
ined that from this germ of an idea we would 
be planning our 23rd consecutive symposium 
at Gettysburg with a current attendance of 300.

Do you have an official mission statement?  
Our mission is to educate, inform, and enlight-
en on the subject of Abraham Lincoln and the 
American Civil War.  From the start we estab-
lished our group to be a true forum, not just a 
scholarly symposium—so we could attract a 
“family” of Lincoln devotees not only interest-
ed in the subject, but eager for an annual expe-
rience of camaraderie and reunion.  What we 
offer is an experience based on a shared pas-

portrait constitutes the actual prize.  We also 
bestow annual Platt Family prizes for the best 
Lincoln essay by a college student.  And we wel-
come teachers and students each year under a 
generous scholarship program designed to en-
courage Lincoln study “for a vast future also.”

Do you maintain a website?
Our website is www.thelincolnforum.org, and we 
think  users   will f ind it both useful and informative.

Please include information about member-
ship. 
Annual membership is available at many lev-
els ($35 for individuals, $50 for families, and 
$10 for students.  Lifetime memberships are 
$500.)  Membership benefits include not only 
the opportunity to enroll at the annual sym-
posium, and enjoy the fellowship and schol-
arship it offers, but also a subscription to our 
biannual Bulletin.  We welcome new mem-
bers—and both new and returning sympo-
sium attendees.  They will find that the Fo-
rum is not just an organization—but a family.

sion for history, augmented by the opportu-
nity to forge new and sustained friendships.
What is your major annual event?
We meet for our conference in Gettysburg 
every November 16-18—and many of our at-
tendees stay in town an extra day to witness 
“Dedication Day,” the actual anniversary of 
Lincoln’s Gettysburg masterpiece on Novem-
ber 19.  We feature lectures by superb scholars 
and writers, breakout sessions for small groups, 
battlefield tours, panel discussions, a bookstore 
and a group book-signing. For years, our be-
loved longtime member, the late James Getty, 
recited Lincoln’s speech each year at the Sol-
diers National Cemetery.  Now that Jim is gone, 
another wonderful Forum member, George 
Buss, has become the “Gettysburg Lincoln”—
both at the Forum and at the historic site.

What are the awards/recognitions which are 
given by your organization?
For each of our 22 symposia, the Forum has 
bestowed its Richard Nelson Current Award 
of Achievement for a lifetime of major work.  
Honorees have ranged from Brian Lamb and 
Sam Waterston to historians James McPherson, 
David Herbert Donald, Doris Kearns Good-
win, Mark Neely, and most recently, Ron Cher-
now.  It is a great tradition—and we are proud 
that we named this coveted prize for the great 
Lincoln scholar Dick Current, whom we miss 
very much, but lives on in the award named 
for him.  In addition to honoring noteworthy 
individuals, we give the annual Wendy Al-
len Award to an institution that has advanced 
the study of Lincoln (honorees have included 
Ford’s Theatre, the Gettysburg Foundation, and 
the Friends of the Lincoln Collection of Indi-
ana.  The award is named for Gettysburg-based 
Lincoln artist Wendy Allen, and her Lincoln 

The 2017 Lincoln Forum

Harold Holzer at the Lincoln Forum

Frank Williams at the Lincoln Forum

(Editor’s note:  On occasion, we plan to pub-
lish information about various national Lin-
coln organizations and sites.  For more informa-
tion please contact me at sgabbard@acpl.info.)
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Sara Gabbard:  What is the history 
of Lincoln Memorial University?

Charles Hubbard:  Lincoln Memorial 
University enrolled its first students in 
1898. The University is located deep 
in the Cumberland Mountains at the 
approach to the historic Cumberland 
Gap. Retired Union Gen. Oliver Otis 
Howard was instrumental in founding 
the University. In 1896 Gen. Howard 
traveled to the Cumberland Gap 
at the invitation of his friends who 
operated the Harrow preparatory 
school for mountain children. During 
their conversation, Howard recalled 
a meeting with Abraham Lincoln in 
1863 in the president’s office. At that 
meeting, Lincoln expressed his con-
cern for the people of East Tennessee 
who had suffered for their loyalty to 
the Union during the war. Arthur A. 
Myers suggested to Howard that the 
mountaineers of southern Appalachia 
desperately needed an institution of 
higher education. Howard and Myers 
recognized the opportunity and made 
plans to create the institution of high-
er education that became Lincoln 
Memorial University. It was decided 
to enlarge the Harrow school, and 
Howard agreed to assist in raising the 
funds necessary to support future 
development.

It was obvious to the group that funds 
would have to come from sources 
beyond the isolated and impover-
ished region of southern Appalachia. 
The idea of connecting Lincoln to the 
emerging school was discussed. One 
idea was to raise money for a statue 
of Lincoln, but this would only hon-
or Lincoln. Eventually, the idea was 
put forward that the University could 
be “A Living Memorial to Abraham 
Lincoln.” Howard quickly adopted the 
idea and agreed to aggressively reach 
out to Lincoln devotees and admirers 
to raise funds for a “Living Memorial 
to the 16th President.”

As the school expanded and more 
students arrived, there was an obvi-

his friend Mark Twain to act as a mas-
ter of ceremonies for an annual fund-
raising event. For several years the an-
nual event was held at Carnegie Hall 
in New York City. Some of the most 
notable philanthropists of the age at-
tended the gala event.

Gen. Howard was a man of deep con-
victions and wanted to impart to the 
descendants of the loyal Union peo-
ple of Appalachia Christian values, 
hard work, education, service, and 
generosity. Howard associated all of 
these characteristics with Abraham 
Lincoln. To instill these values in a new 
generation of mountaineers would be 
a living Memorial to Abraham Lincoln.

SG:  What were the feelings of peo-
ple in Eastern Tennessee regarding 
Abraham Lincoln and the Civil War 
in the 1860s?

CH:  Most of the people living in East 
Tennessee in 1860 had previously 
supported the Whig party because 
of its opposition to the Jacksonian 
Democrats. When the Whig party 
collapsed in the early 1850s, the ma-
jority of East Tennesseans were left 
without an obvious political home. 
When Abraham Lincoln ran for pres-

ous need to expand the campus. An 
opportunity presented itself when 
the American Association, a group 
of British investors, declared bank-
ruptcy for the luxury hotel they had 
constructed on the Tennessee side 
of the Cumberland Gap. After bank-
ruptcy, the Association managed to 
maintain control of the property in 
the hotel. The hotel building was sold 
to a Chicago salvage company that 
dismantled most of the buildings and 
re-sold materials. The trustees of the 
University, with Howard’s encourage-
ment and support, acquired a large 
tract of land close to the Harrogate 
settlement adjacent to the Virginia 
state line with Tennessee. Over the 
years, the University acquired ad-

ditional property from a variety of 
sources until the campus grew to over 
800 pristine acres of mountain land 
that today is the University campus.

Gen. Howard played a significant role 
in arranging the financing and raising 
the funds to pay off the University’s 
debt associated with the acquisition. 
For the rest of his life Howard would 
organize fundraising events in ma-
jor cities like Chicago, New York and 
Philadelphia to benefit the University. 
The General enlisted the services of 

A N  I N T E RV I E W  W I T H  C H A R L E S  H U B B A R D

Lincoln 
Memorial 
University: 
An Interview 
with Charles 
Hubbard Statue of Oliver Otis Howard at Lincoln Memorial University, Photo: Charles Hubbard 
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ident in 1860, the few Republicans in 
East Tennessee found themselves in 
a minority. Most East Tennesseans 
voted with the rest of the state for 
John Bell and the Constitutional Union 
Party. Bell campaigned on a platform 
that was strongly pro-union and the 
belief that the Constitution was the 
supreme law of the land. Most East 
Tennesseans strongly favored the 
Union and the “Constitution as it is 
and slavery where it is.” Lincoln and 
the Republicans had little to offer 
these mountain people.

 After Lincoln’s election, the secession-
ist movement gained strength, partic-
ularly in Middle and West Tennessee. 
The people of upper East Tennessee 
were overwhelmingly opposed to se-
cession and voted against secession 
on two occasions. They were not par-
ticularly impressed with Lincoln but 
they agreed with his strong opposi-
tion to secession. The mountaineers 
of upper East Tennessee for years re-
sented the political control exercised 
by the wealthy, slave-owning, planter 
class in the state capital. After the or-
dinance of secession was approved, 
several political leaders meeting in 
Greenville, Tennessee, petitioned the 
state for permission to separate from 
the rest of the state and remain loyal 
to the Union. The petition was denied, 

would come under the control of 
Union armies.

SG:  What are their feelings today?

CH: Southern Appalachia, including 
East Tennessee, remained large-
ly rural and relatively isolated from 
the larger metropolitan cities after 
the war and during Reconstruction. 
Since the Civil War, East Tennessee 
has generally supported Republican 
candidates for political office. Most 
people in the region acknowledge 
and appreciate Lincoln’s accomplish-
ments of saving the Union and ending 
slavery. Ironically, after the Civil War 
and during Reconstruction popular 
opinion swayed toward the sentimen-
tal movement of the “Lost Cause.” 
Gradually over the last half-century 
the myth of the Lost Cause was real-
ized and enthusiasm for it diminished.  
The region has opened up to devel-
opment. Unquestionably, improved 
communication and large federal pro-
grams like TVA, investment in the Oak 
Ridge science complex, and federal 
support for education have contrib-
uted to a new appreciation of Lincoln 
and his leadership. Based upon the 
values and principles of Abraham 
Lincoln, Lincoln Memorial University 
has done its part to educate and 
empower the people of southern 
Appalachia. Over the last 100 years 
LMU has provided elementary and 
high school teachers and administra-
tors throughout the tri-state region. 
As a result, generations of the moun-
tain people whom Lincoln and later 
Gen. Howard wanted to help have 
benefited from the Lincoln legacy of 
ethical and principled leadership.

SG:  What is the geographic back-
ground of your students today?

CH:  Today’s LMU students come from 
all 50 states and several foreign coun-
tries. The student body is very diverse 
and the University’s undergraduate 

and the petitioners were accused of 
treason. In July 1861 Gov. Islam Harris 
ordered Confederate troops into East 
Tennessee to maintain order and sup-
press Union sympathizers.

Tennessee voted to join the 
Confederacy on June 8, 1861, de-
spite the overwhelming loyalist sen-
timent in the mountainous regions 
of the state. In the counties north of 
Knoxville toward the Cumberland 
Gap, it is estimated that less than 
20% of the people favored secession. 
Horace Maynard, a local politician, 
was elected to represent the district 
in the House of Representatives. 
Maynard went to Washington and im-
mediately began to press President 
Lincoln to send troops through the 
Cumberland Gap to protect the loyal 
people from Confederate reprisals. 
Lincoln acknowledged the need to 
protect the loyalists in East Tennessee 
and encouraged his generals to move 
through the Cumberland Gap and 
cut the railroad north of Knoxville. 
During the early stages of the war, 
Lincoln had little appreciation for 
the logistical difficulties of moving 
a large army through the narrow 
gaps in the Cumberland Mountains. 
Unfortunately for East Tennessee 
Unionists, it would be the fall of 1863 
before Knoxville and East Tennessee 

L I N C O L N  M E M O R I A L  U N I V E R S I T Y

Lincoln Memorial University, Photo: Charles Hubbard
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of African-Americans to the war effort. 
Very few documents, accounts, or corre-
spondence written by African-American 
soldiers have surfaced. These letters 
are not only legible and grammatically 

correct, but they 
are extraordi-
narily articulate 
and express the 
personal feelings 
of a well-educat-
ed, free African-
American. A brief 
preliminary inves-
tigation revealed 
that Benjamin 
Trail was killed at 
the Battle of the 
Crater in 1865. I 
first considered 
editing and pub-
lishing these let-
ters along with 
any other corre-
spondence I might 
be able to uncov-
er. My early in-

quiries revealed a tremendous amount 
of material and documentation not only 
about Benjamin Trail, but also about 
his two older brothers who served in 
the 28th Indiana, and more particular-
ly about Benjamin’s mother and father, 
William and Sarah Trail.

William Trail was a slave born in Maryland 
and sold as a young boy to a slave own-
er in South Carolina. In 1814 William ran 
away from his masters in South Carolina 
and traveled to the free territory and lat-
er the state of Indiana. William was pur-
sued by slave catchers and kidnappers 
the rest of his life. Despite this constant 
threat, William married Sarah McKown, 
a free African-American woman, and set-
tled on a farm in Henry County, Indiana. 
There they raised a family of seven sons 
and two daughters and established the 
African-American community known as 
“Trails Grove.” All of the Trail children 
were well educated and contributed 
substantially to the development of a 
civil society in Indiana, in the hope that 

curriculum includes courses that pre-
pare students to pursue a variety of 
professions. However, the University’s 
mission to serve the people of south-
ern Appalachia remains the core 
of its vision. LMU’s medical school 
continues to focus attention and of-
fers opportunities for primary care 
physicians to practice in the under-
served regions of Southern Kentucky, 
Western Virginia, and East Tennessee. 
The University continues to empha-
size instruction for professional edu-
cators in the school of education and 
offers advanced degrees.  It attracts 
students from throughout the South. 
The University has expanded from the 
original campus in Harrogate to in-
clude locations in Knoxville and other 
extended sites. The LMU law school 
is located in the historic pre-Civil War 
City Hall building in Knoxville. It is diffi-
cult to imagine a stronger foundation 
for a law school then the legacy pro-
vided by Abraham Lincoln. Although 
our students come from across the 
country and around the globe, a sig-
nificant number come from the geo-
graphical region that Gen. Howard 
and the founders intended to serve.

SG:  Can you make a general state-
ment about their feelings about 
Lincoln and the Civil War when 
they begin your course and when 
they finish?

CH:  The first question I ask students 
when they take my Lincoln class is: 
What did Lincoln accomplish that 
made him a great president? After a 
period of deafening silence, they will 
usually respond that he freed the 
slaves and won the Civil War. I then 
go on to explain that my objective is 
to help them understand what these 
two accomplishments have contrib-
uted to the American experience. If 
I’m successful, they will understand 
that Lincoln: saved the union and 
American democracy; redefined the 
presidency; set in motion changes to 

the Constitution; and possibly most 
importantly reshaped the federal sys-
tem. Another question I ask is, why 
do we study Lincoln? I hope that they 
leave my class with an understanding 
of Lincoln’s per-
sonal commit-
ment to make 
a difference 
for the greater 
good. Lincoln is 
an example of a 
person who val-
ues education, 
integrity, hones-
ty, loyalty, humil-
ity and above all 
self-confidence. 
All of these 
characteristics 
Lincoln acquired, 
d e v e l o p e d , 
and practiced 
throughout his 
life. If our stu-
dents can learn 
from Lincoln’s 
example, they will certainly contrib-
ute to a more inclusive, satisfying, and 
prosperous society.

SG:  Please tell our readers about 
your current book project.

CH:  My current book project does not 
focus directly on Abraham Lincoln or 
his presidency. The working title is, 
The Trail Family of Indiana: A Saga of 
Three Generations of African-Americans 
Struggling for Freedom and Equality in 
the 19th Century. I first came up with 
the idea when we discovered in our 
Lincoln collection 16 letters written by 
Sgt. Major Benjamin Trail of the 28th 
United States Colored Troops. These 
letters were written between 1863 
and early 1865. It was only after the 
Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 
that African-Americans were able to 
enlist in the Union Army. On several 
occasions, Lincoln spoke eloquently 
and candidly in addressing the value 

A N  I N T E RV I E W  W I T H  C H A R L E S  H U B B A R D

Statue of Lincoln the Lawyer, Photo: Charles Hubbard
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African-Americans would eventually 
be accepted as equals.

I hope that this book will inform and 
enrich our understanding of African-
American history and its contribu-
tions to the overall American experi-
ence. Certainly, this book will provide 
opportunities for future research 
into the experiences of free African-
Americans during the Civil War and 
Reconstruction decades. Of course, 
without Lincoln’s Emancipation 
Proclamation and his determina-
tion to pass the Thirteenth 
Amendment eliminating slav-
ery, the Trail story would cer-
tainly be different.

SG:  What is the greatest chal-
lenge today for those who are 
dedicated to the preserva-
tion of the legacy of Abraham 
Lincoln?

CH:  I think the greatest chal-
lenge that confronts Lincoln 
scholars and enthusiasts going 
forward is the same frustrating 
difficulty as in interesting stu-
dents in liberal arts education. I 
believe there are wonderful op-
portunities to explore Lincoln’s 
contributions to the emerging 
discipline of leadership theory 
and practice. Much more work 
is needed to relate and connect 
Lincoln’s presidency with the 
battlefield realities of the war. 
The ebb and flow of public opin-
ion, both in the loyal states and the 
rebellious states, provide interest-
ing opportunities. The challenge, of 
course, is first to identify and convince 
students to study history and the re-
lated fields of the social sciences. For 
those with a passion to understand 
and interpret the past for the benefit 
of contemporary society, Lincoln will 
always be a place to begin. 

Understandably, the students pursu-
ing higher education today are seek-

ing specific professional training. It is 
often difficult to convince them that 
the creation of both ideas and critical 
thinking are necessary components 
of one’s education. The overwhelm-
ing amount of information currently 
available because of advances in tech-
nology tends to limit the enjoyment of 
discovery. I often find people most in-
terested in Lincoln, American history, 
and civil society are those who have 
achieved their professional goals and 
now realize the importance of enrich-

ing their lives through the study of the 
past and its relevance to contempo-
rary society. I think the challenge for 
the future is to create an environment 
for the pursuit of liberal education 
that is accommodating and inclusive.

SG:  As a professor, author, and 
historian, do you see a chance for 
new emphasis on the Liberal Arts 
as schools at all level focus on STEM 
courses?

CH:  I absolutely do. The liberal arts 
are often overlooked in today’s aca-
demic climate that emphasizes the 
hard sciences and STEM. In recent 
conversations with several medical 
school faculty members who serve 
on the admissions committee here at 
Lincoln Memorial University, I discov-
ered that 20% of the 2017 freshman 
class had decided to major in the hu-
manities as undergraduates. Students 
pursuing a “professional path” and 
expecting to further their profession-

al training at the post graduate 
level benefit from a liberal edu-
cation. The skills that contribute 
to developing entrepreneurial 
instincts and innovation are at 
the core of the liberal arts.  The 
ability to synthesize complex 
ideas and analyze multi-dimen-
sional data complements tech-
nical competence by building 
connections and stimulating cre-
ativity.  Students learn to write, 
communicate effectively, and 
think critically. All of these skills 
are necessary to be successful at 
the highest level in any number 
of professions. The professional 
path begins at the undergradu-
ate level. University advisors and 
student mentors should contin-
ue to emphasize a balanced gen-
eral education curriculum that 
prepares students for advanced 
training. In the age of robots 
and artificial intelligence, future 
generations will still require so-
cial connectivity to lead and em-

brace positive change.

Charles Hubbard is professor of his-
tory and Lincoln Historian at Lincoln 
Memorial University.  For twelve years 
he served as Director of the University’s 
Abraham Lincoln Library and Museum.  
He is the author and/or editor of six 
books, including Lincoln Reshapes the 
Presidency and Lincoln, the Constitution, 
and Presidential Leadership. 

Lincoln Statues at LMU, Photo: Charles Hubbard
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An Interview with Lincoln  
      Artist, Wendy Allen
           Sara Gabbard

Lincoln 224, Wendy Allen, Oil on Canvas
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“Simply put, I am painting    
the exact location of America’s 

soul.”

Sara Gabbard: What first attracted  
you to Abraham Lincoln as a sub-
ject for your art?

Wendy Allen: The first question peo-
ple always ask me is, “Why do you 
paint Lincoln?”  It’s never easy to ex-
plain a passion. Simply put, I am paint-
ing the exact location of America’s 
soul. 

One of my favorite authors is the late 
Dr. Richard Selzer, a retired surgeon 
who taught and practiced at Yale-New 
Haven Hospital. He was a marvelous 
writer and poet. In his series of essays, 
The Exact Location of the Soul, he con-
cluded that the human soul resides 
in its wounds—and that the strength 
and character of that soul are shaped 
by the wounds it works to overcome. 

I believe that America’s soul, defined 
by the wounds of the Civil War, was 
born at the precise moment Lincoln 
concluded his address at 
Gettysburg on November 19, 
1863. The strength and charac-
ter of his words, shaped by the 
most horrific battle that has 
ever taken place on this con-
tinent, ennobled the nation’s 
sacrifices, made true our sa-
cred charters of freedom—the 
Declaration of Independence 
and the Constitution—and forever 
changed the course of American and 
world history. 

“Delicate durability” is another phrase 
Dr. Richard Selzer used to describe 
the human body in his book Mortal 
Lessons: Notes on the Art of Surgery. I 
read it many years ago, but the words 
still reverberate.

For many years my mother suffered 
from terminal cancer. She died while 
I was in college. It was sad, of course, 
but also oppressive to witness her 
decline with all of her anger and de-
pression. Her final years, and then 
her painful death, transformed my 
life forever. I had always known that 
I was delicate. But I also found I was 
durable. 

  During this time, my college biology 
professor, Dr. Michael Autuori, chal-
lenged the class to consider “What 
most distinguishes humans from 
other animals?” We offered up the 
common observations, such as hav-
ing a sense of morality.   But—like 
God himself—he dismissed them all. 
“Humans,” he said, “have a sense of 
history.” I loved that answer. It was 
then that I decided to learn as much 
as I could.  

In 1979, I moved from Connecticut to 
Northern California. It was a foreign 
land, and I felt liberated.   My earliest 
jobs exposed me to art. As my interest 
grew, I began visiting all the art mu-
seums in San Francisco and Oakland. 
I flew back to New York in 1980 just 
to see the monumental Picasso exhi-
bition at the Museum of Modern Art. 
It was at about that time that I decided 

to become an artist. I had no formal 
training, but I wanted to paint. 

My first paintings, naturally, were 
amateurish. But what bothered me 
the most was that I could not find a 
subject that interested me. Everything 
I painted felt unimportant. I read vo-
raciously about the masters, learning 
their secrets and experimenting with 
different techniques, straining to ig-
nite the canvas with originality. The 
problem was that I was trying to paint 
like the artists who inspired me.

Elaine de Kooning once wrote,” If [the 
artist] did not desire to change all art, 
he would never get past his love for 
the artists who first inspired him and 
be able to paint his own pictures.” 
That meant, to be original, I had to 

rebel against the great modern artists 
I loved. But the more I studied and 
learned, the more I grew frustrated. I 
still had not found a subject that in-
spired me. I certainly did not find it in 
the art I had grown to love. 

Finally, it hit me. Modern art con-
tained no history, the very subject I 
had grown to value most. Artists had 
turned their backs on history! How, I 
wondered, could they ignore the very 
thing that defines us as human? 

My life as an artist was defined. It was 
time for me to rebel. 

In the summer of 1983, I attended 
the very first conference of the Civil 
War Institute, founded at Gettysburg 
College by my now dear friend Dr. 
Gabor Boritt, one of the world’s great 
Lincoln scholars. That experience 
changed the course of my life. I re-

turned to California inspired and ea-
ger to paint. 

I was too poor to afford an easel, so 
I placed a blank canvas on the win-
dowsill in the tiny kitchen of my small 
apartment in Mountain View. The 
moment I started painting, I became 
completely absorbed. I worked all 
night and into the morning.

Completing that painting was an ex-
traordinary event in my life. For the 
first time, I had created something 
that had a life of its own. It was oil 
and spray paint and magic and my 
future. Finally, my heart and ambi-
tion had translated onto canvas. I had 
gone into Merlin’s cave and emerged 
with the secret of my universe. I had 
painted my first portrait of Abraham 
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Lincoln.

Looking back now, I wonder why 
Lincoln, the ultimate subject of my 
art, had eluded me for so long. I had 
carried him with me since childhood. 
I had loved him long before I under-
stood the power of his achievements. 
To me, he represented the best of 
humankind. I had found my passion. 
And, through my art, the world would 
take a new look at Abraham Lincoln—
the very best that history has to offer. 

SG: What aspect of Lincoln’s image 
do you find easiest to capture? The 
most difficult?

WA: Lincoln had a beautiful face. I 
love the daguerreotypes of him, es-
pecially the impeccably reproduced 
prints that show every fractaled flaw. 
The old portraits of Lincoln—the ones 
we admire today—are modest and 
rarely glamorized. Even in his most 
authoritative poses, he wears only a 
long black coat, a simple white shirt, 
and a twisted, uneven tie. On a good 
day, he might have combed his hair. 

Signature shadows define him. The 
length of the shadow under his nose 
betrays its substantial size. The dark 
sockets of his eyes sink beneath 
strong brows. Lines are carved into 
his forehead. Unusually high cheek-
bones cast downward slashes that ac-
centuate his sunken face. The creases 
between his eyebrows are so deep, 
so permanent, one would swear he 
had been born with them. His mouth 
is the most difficult to capture. There 
is barely an upper lip, except for the 
royal ‘M’ shape in the center. And his 
crazy bottom lip dips and sways, as if 
its designer did not have a chance to 
finish it.

SG: What led to your decision to 
move your studio to Gettysburg?

WA:  I began visiting Gettysburg while 
I was in college. My sister, Caroline 
Allen, was a student at Gettysburg 

College. I visited her often to enjoy 
her company and as an escape from 
increasingly difficult times at home; 
my mother was dying of cancer. 

I fell in love with Gettysburg and re-
mained a loyal visitor. By the mid-
1980s, I began painting and selling 
paintings part-time through a gallery 
owned and operated by Lois Starkey. 
She gave me the break of a lifetime 
deciding to sell my work at her down-
town Gettysburg gallery. During that 
time, I made many good friends in 
Gettysburg. In 2008, I quit my full-
time position as a creative director 
for a children’s publisher to open a 
studio and gallery in Gettysburg. I 
also had and continue to have the full 
support of my wife, Elaine. Her sister, 
Susan Florence 
H e n d e r s o n , 
the inventor 
of the Bobby 
baby pillow 
was/is a gener-
ous patron and 
business sup-
porter. My old-
er sister, Amy 
Woodis, has 
now relocated 
to the area and 
is a tremen-
dous supporter 
of my work and 
process.

There isn’t a 
day that pass-
es that I don’t look out my window 
at Baltimore Street and think about 
Lincoln passing by this building on 
his way to deliver the Gettysburg 
Address. I always find inspiration in 
this special place.

SG:  How do you begin a new piece 
of work? Do you use preliminary 
sketches?

WA: Each piece begins differently. 
Most paintings are impromptu and 

quickly sketched directly onto the 
canvas. And there are other paintings 
where I’ll develop a series of pencil 
sketches.  I usually do these sketches 
when I am concerned about negative 
space and effective cropping. The end 
goal is to have the painting appear 
fresh. Overthinking a painting can 
wreck that freshness.

SG: Do current events ever lead to 
a new portrayal of Lincoln?

WA: This is a great question. Every 
Lincoln painting I complete is direct-
ly coming from a place that includes 
my current status in the events of the 
day. I don’t consider myself an “illus-
trator” of Lincoln or a portrait painter. 

I am a post-modern 
artist of an incredi-
ble subject.

“Prejudices, it is 
well known, are 
most difficult to 
eradicate from the 
heart whose soil 
has never been 
loosened or fertil-
ized by education: 
they grow there, 
firm as weeds 
among stones,” 
Charlotte Brontë 
wrote in Jane Eyre.

America has a hard 
time admitting 

and dealing with its 
prejudices. But I remain an optimist. I 
believe in the American Dream. And I 
thank our Founders, who—as Lincoln 
famously wrote in his Gettysburg 
Address—“brought forth, upon this 
continent, a new nation, conceived in 
liberty, and dedicated to the proposi-
tion that all men are created equal.”

There has been much discussion 
lately about the Founders and slav-
ery. It’s a shockingly horrid chapter in 
our history, and we all hate thinking 
about it. It’s extremely difficult trying 

Lincoln 209, Wendy Allen, Oil on Canvas
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to make sense of the fact that the 
man who wrote the Declaration of 
Independence owned human beings. 
The nation had to wait almost a hun-
dred more years for Lincoln to eradi-
cate that horror.

America is a great democratic exper-
iment, and for me, this great experi-
ment based on new ideas, has been 
an expanding one. This idea, this prop-
osition, is not so much the American 
Dream but rather the American 
Promise—the implicit promise that all 
men are not just created equal but will 
be given an equal chance. 

True story—Not long ago, a good 
friend of mine told me she had been 
talking to a business acquaintance 
when the name of a female law en-
forcement officer came up. My friend 
started praising the woman, saying 
what a great officer she is and how 
dedicated she is to her work. Then the 
business acquaintance chimed in with 
the snide remark that she had heard 
the officer was a lesbian—so she was 
really only “half” a woman. Of course, 
when I heard the story, I gasped with 
a most uncomfortable response. This 
officer was only half a woman?!  I was 
shocked, but pretended to laugh it 
off.  

Then my friend said to me, “you must 
be used to that kind of comment.”  But 
NO!!! I will never NEVER get used to 
that sort of comment. NO NO NO! To 
so casually diminish someone and re-
duce her to a fraction of who shereally 
is, is eerily similar to the way people 
used to count slaves as three-fifths of 
a person.

The 60s and 70s were an interesting 
time for me growing up as a young 
gay girl. The Civil Rights Movement, 
the Women’s Rights Movement—
these were thrilling and dangerous 
times. But in addition to the gener-
al upheavals going on in the outside 
world, I lived with a confused feeling—
deep inside, you know you are differ-
ent from other people—but you don’t 

know how and you don’t know why. 

Back in the late 60s, no one ever 
dared talk to anyone about being gay, 
so there was nothing for me to do but 
adapt. Like others like me, I had no 
choice but to keep my true feelings to 
myself. The problem was—I began to 
lie, and pretty soon my whole life be-
came one big lie. And the older I got, 
the bigger the lies, which only magni-
fied my feelings of isolation.

One of the pivotal things that sep-
arates being gay from all other mi-
nority concerns is the potential loss 
of love and support from one’s own 
family, particularly from your parents. 
My father and I always had a strained 
relationship, but when I was young, 
my mother was always wonderful to 
me. She was brilliant and I loved her 
and respected her opinions. But by 
the time I reached high school, her 
attitude had hardened toward me. 
She didn’t know anything about my 
private thoughts, but one day, after 
a typical mother-daughter squabble 
about nothing, she accused me of be-
ing mentally ill. She said that she had 
suspected it for a long time. 

I had no idea how to handle that. After 
that, my relationship with her clearly 
changed, and I knew I would never 
be able to trust her or count on her 
again. She broke my heart. Sadly, it 
wasn’t long after that she was diag-
nosed with cancer and passed away. 

For years I tried to work through 
the depression and find something 
or someone in my life I could really 
count on. When I moved to California, 
I came out and began to live truthfully. 
It was only when I stopped the lying 
that I became free. 

It was in October 1983, 34 years ago, I 
painted my first Lincoln portrait. 

SG:  When customers walk into 
your studio, do they usually have 
something specific in mind, or do 

they just say, “I want something by 
Wendy?”

WA:  Someday I hope people “want 
something by Wendy.” I think that’s 
every painter’s dream. To be honest, 
I’m not sure what motivates people 
to buy my work. I guess you’d have to 
ask them.

SG: What is your preferred me-
dium? Which do you find most 
difficult?

WA: I love oil paint and most of my 
paintings are oil on canvas. I think the 
most difficult is watercolor. 

SG: Is some of your work done on 
consignment? Is that easier or 
more difficult than creating some-
thing entirely on your own?

WA:  It is very difficult for me to cre-
ate something on commission. I tense 
up and usually choke in the execution 
of the piece. It never measures up to 
what the buyer imagines, and I hate to 
disappoint.

SG: Please explain the use of 
Lincoln in your creation of educa-
tional posters.

WA: The idea of creating educational 
posters, using my paintings, was sug-
gested by a high-school teacher here 
in Pennsylvania. He felt that the paint-
ings combined with Lincoln’s words 
would be interesting to young adults. 
We worked hard to get a good cross 
section of paintings, representing 
different styles and matching them 
with valid quotes by Lincoln. We also 
worked very hard at reproducing 
them effectively so that we could sell 
them at a reasonable price.

Artist Wendy Allen can be reached at: 
lincolnintoart@gmail.com, or (717) 398 
2561.

AN INTERVIEW WITH LINCOLN ARTIST
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The Holy Bible with commentary by the Reverend Mr. 
Ostervald (1777). The Thomas Lincoln family owned and 

read the 1799 edition of this Bible MQ5215

Allen C. Guelzo

God

and

Mr. Lincoln
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ALLEN C. GUELZO

On the day in April 1837 that Abraham 
Lincoln rode into Springfield, Illinois, 
to set himself up professionally as a 
lawyer, the American republic was 
awash in religion. Lincoln, howev-
er, was neither swimming nor even 
bobbing in its current. “This thing of 
living in Springfield is rather a dull 
business after all, at least it is so to 
me,” the uprooted state legislator 
and commercially bankrupt Lincoln 
wrote to Mary Owens on May 7th. 
“I am quite as lonesome here as [I] 
ever was anywhere in my life,” and in 
particular, “I’ve never been to church 
yet, nor probably shall not be soon.” 
Lincoln blamed this on his own shy-
ness and lack of social grace: “I stay 
away because I am conscious I should 
not know how to behave myself.”1  

But awkwardness was not actually 
Lincoln’s principal reason for avoiding 
Springfield’s religious life; it was be-
cause he did not have much religious 
life of his own to speak of. His step-
mother, Sarah Bush Johnston Lincoln, 
would tell Lincoln’s biographer and 
law partner William Henry Herndon 
that “Abe had no particular religion” as 
a youth, and “didn’t think of that ques-
tion at that time, if he ever did,” or at 
least “never talked about it.” It was 
not from ignorance. The young Lin-
coln “would hear sermons preached, 
come home, take the children out, 
get on a stump or log, and almost re-
peat it word for word,” and do it so 
convincingly that he could make “the 
other children as well as the men quit 
their work” to listen to him. But it was 
all pure mimicry. Once Lincoln struck 
out on his own, he not only showed 
no interest in religion, but an actual 
aversion to it. During his brief years as 
clerk and storekeeper in New Salem, 
Illinois, Lincoln preferred the read-
ing of the most famous anti-religious 
skeptics of the day—“Voltaire, Paine 
&c”— and wrote a short essay which 
was so scandalous in its contempt 
for religion that his neighbors “mor-
ally compelled Mr Lincoln to burn 
the book, on account of its infamy.” 
Moving to Springfield did little to 
change Lincoln’s attitude. “I Knew 
Mr Lincoln as Early as 1834-37,” re-
called James Matheny, the best 
man at Lincoln’s wedding and the 
clerk of the Sangamon county 
court, and “Know he was an infidel.”

He...used to talk Infidelity in the Clerks 

office in this city about the years 1837-
40. Lincoln attacked the Bible & new 
Testament on two grounds1st From 
the inherent or apparent contradiction 
under its lids & 2dly From the grounds 
of Reason sometimes he ridiculed the 
Bible & New Testament sometimes 
seemed to Scoff it, though I shall not 
use that word in its full & literal sense 
never heard that Lincoln changed his 
views though his personal & political 
friend from 1834 to 1860Sometimes Lin-
coln bordered on absolute Atheism: he 
went far that way & often shocked me.2

What should have been shocking, 
however, was not Lincoln’s lack of 
religion, but the fact that Matheny 
should have found it shocking; or, to 
put it another way, the real surprise in 
Lincoln’s lack of religious profile was 
that the rest of the American repub-
lic had such an unusually large one.

Religion—and for all practical pur-
poses, this meant Protestant Chris-
tianity— permeated the life of early 
America, first because so many of 
the refugee colonies planted in Brit-
ish north America were the planned 
communities of fervent and perse-
cuted religious sects in England—Pu-
ritan independents, Quakers, Catho-
lics—and second because even those 
settlements which weren’t the direct 
offspring of sectarian zeal (New York, 
Virginia) still transferred the state 
sponsorship of the legally established 
Church of England to their shores. “In 
eighteenth-century America – in city, 
village, and countryside – the idiom of 
religion penetrated all discourse, un-
derlay all thought, marked all obser-
vances, gave meaning to every pub-
lic and private crisis,” wrote Patricia 
Bonomi. When the 18th-century evan-
gelical revivals reached America in the 
1740s as the “Great Awakening,” they 
had the impact (said Richard Bushman) 
of “the civil rights demonstrations, 
the campus disturbances, and the 
urban riots of the 1960s combined.”3 

But then, of course, came the Revolu-
tion, which overthrew more than mere-
ly crown rule in America. The Church 
of England was nearly erased, as close 
to half of its clergy fled into exile.4 But 
the other major religious alliances 
whose churches had dominated the 
pre-revolutionary landscape—Pres-
byterians, Baptists, Lutherans—also 
suffered, even though many of them 

had volunteered to support the Rev-
olutionary cause. “Perhaps no set of 
men, whose hearts were so thorough-
ly engaged in it, or who contributed 
in so great a degree to its success,” 
wrote Peter Thacher, a Massachusetts 
parson, in 1783, “have suffered more 
by it.” The Revolution not only disrupt-
ed the day-to-day habits of colonial 
society; it transformed governance 
into a new republican order based 
on hostility to authority and hierar-
chy.5 After the smoke of the Revolu-
tion had cleared, the Revolution’s first 
native-born historian, David Ramsay, 
was convinced that “This revolution 
has introduced so much anarchy that 
it will take half a century to eradicate 
the licentiousness of the people.”6

It did not help, either, that the Revo-
lutionary leadership was itself nota-
bly indifferent to religion. The men 
who founded the political order of the 
new republic had taken pages from 
the central political texts of the En-
lightenment, and many of them, not 
stopping at politics, had absorbed the 
Enlightenment’s distaste for religion 
as an explanation of the universe. 
“Boys that dressed flax in the barn,” 
recalled Lyman Beecher, “read Tom 
Paine [the author of The Age of Reason] 
and believed him”; his fellow-students 
at Yale “were infidels, and called each 
other Voltaire, Rousseau, D’Alembert, 
etc., etc.”7 Liberty, John Adams wrote 
in his NovAnglus essays in 1775, “can 
no more exist without virtue and inde-
pendence than the body can live and 
move without a soul.” But Adams’s 
own religion was a colorless Unitar-
ianism which reduced the Christian 
Trinity to a single personality, and 
an exceedingly remote one at that.8 

Thomas Jefferson frankly consid-
ered himself “an Epicurean,” which 
he defined as a belief that “the Uni-
verse” was “eternal” and composed 
of “Matter and Void alone.” He did 
not doubt that there was a Creator 
of sorts and appealed in the Decla-
ration of Independence to “Nature’s 
God.” But Nature’s God was not the 
Christian one. As late as 1822, he was 
serenely predicting that “there is not 
a young man now living in the United 
States who will not die an Unitarian.”9

Jefferson was, of course, wrong. Be-
tween the year Jefferson left the presi-
dency (which was also the year Lincoln 
was born) and the year Lincoln was 
elected president, the American reli-
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gious landscape heaved upwards in 
a volcanic eruption of religious reviv-
al known as the Second Great Awak-
ening. The results were even more 
remarkable than in colonial times. 
The total number of Christian congre-
gations in the United States swelled 
from 2500 in 1780 to 52,000 by 
1860—nearly three times the growth 
of the American population. And the 
more robustly evangelical their Prot-
estantism, the more the churches 
grew: Baptist congregations soared 
from 400 in 1780 to 12,150 in 1860; 
Methodists grew from 50 to 2500. 
Even the staid Episcopalians were bit-
ten by evangelical revival, sprouting 
evangelical dioceses, newspapers, 
magazines, and two theological sem-
inaries. In the four years preceding 
the Civil War alone, the Methodist, 
Baptist, Presbyterian and Episcopal 
churches netted increases of over 
446,000 members, and Richard Car-
wardine estimates that 40% of the 
American population identified itself 
as evangelical and Protestant, with 
perhaps another 20% falling within a 
circle of evangelical “hearers.” By the 
time he was inaugurated in 1861, 
Abraham Lincoln was on the verge 
of becoming an anachronism.10

Lincoln was not unconscious of 
how out-of-step he was with other 
Americans or of the political penalty 
he was liable to pay as a result. As 
a cocky twenty-something Spring-
field lawyer, Lincoln continued to 
draw inspiration from Sir Charles 
Lyell’s naturalistic Principles of Geol-
ogy (1830-33) and Robert Chambers’ 
proto-Darwinian Vestiges of the Nat-
ural History of Creation (1844). “Lin-
coln then had a smattering of Ge-
ology,” James Matheny recollected, 
and “was Enthusiastic in his infidelity.” 
But as the cultural climate changed 
and “he grew older, he grew more 
discrete—didn’t talk much before 
Strangers about his religion.” By the 
time he was in full mid-career stride 
in the 1850s, he had become so reluc-
tant to talk about religion that David 
Davis, the rotund presiding judge of 
the Eighth Judicial Circuit, could con-
clude that not only did he not “know 
anything about Lincoln’s Religion,” he 
could confidently state that he didn’t 
“think anybody Knew. The idea that 
Lincoln talked to a stranger about his 
religion or religious views or made 
such speeches, remarks &c about 

it as published is absurd to me.” 11

Lincoln had good reason for reticence: 
a man with political ambitions like Lin-
coln’s was doing himself no favors by 
talking-down religion. “It was every 
where contended that no Christian 
ought to go for me, because I belonged 
to no church,” Lincoln complained in 
1843, and this “levied a tax of a con-
siderable per cent. upon my strength 
throughout the religious community.” 
When he ran for Congress in 1846, his 
opponent was the celebrated Meth-
odist revival preacher, Peter Cart-
wright, who had no scruples about 
reminding voters in the 7th Congres-
sional District that a vote for Lincoln 
was a vote against God. Lincoln was 
not inclined to change his colors just 
for an election, but he did not mind 
obscuring them a little, either. The 
handbill he circulated to counteract 

Cartwright’s charges conceded that 
the charge “That I am not a member 
of any Christian Church, is true.” But 
the balance of the handbill shrewd-
ly concentrated on what Lincoln was 
not—“an open enemy of, and scoffer 
at, religion”— rather than what he 
was, which was a closeted scoffer.12  

Lincoln also knew better than to make 
unnecessary trouble for himself with-
in his own household and among 
his friends. His father, Thomas, and 
stepmother were lifelong adherents 
of a strict Baptist sect, the Separate 
Baptists, and when Lincoln received 

word that Thomas Lincoln was dying 
in 1851, he was careful to phrase his 
farewells in terms that would offer 
the old man no parting grief. “Tell 
him to remember to call upon, and 
confide in, our great, and good, and 
merciful Maker; who will not turn 
away from him in any extremity. He 
notes the fall of a sparrow, and num-
bers the hairs of our heads; and He 
will not forget the dying man, who 
puts his trust in Him.” Personally, 
Lincoln was not sure of any survival 
of consciousness beyond death and 
frankly told a New Salem neighbor 
that he could not believe in “any fu-
ture state.” For his father, however, 
he was gentler and more soothing: 
“he will soon have a joyous [meeting] 
with many loved ones gone before.” 13

For James Matheny, comments of 
this sort were evidence that “Lincoln 
played a sharp game here on the Re-
ligious world.” Wanting to “avoid the 
disgrace—odium and unpopularity” 
of the “Atheistic charge,” he encour-
aged the religious-minded to “Come 
and convert me.” After the death of 
his second son, Edward Baker Lin-
coln, in 1850, he held long discussions 
with the minister of Springfield’s First 
Presbyterian Church, James Smith 
(himself an adult convert from “infi-
delity” of the Tom Paine variety), read 
Smith’s The Christian’s Defence (1843), 
and allowed people to conclude that 
“I am now convinced of the truth of 
the Christian religion.” But even that 
statement was ambiguous: being con-
vinced was the result of logic, but it did 
not guarantee faith if the premises 
of that logic were in question.15 The 
“evidence of Christ’s divinity came to 
us in somewhat doubtful shape,” Lin-
coln cautioned Springfield postmaster 
James W. Keyes; what was more ob-
vious to Lincoln was that “the system 
of Christianity was an ingenious one, 
at least, and perhaps was calculated 
to do good.” So, the Christian religion 
could be more-or-less embraced be-
cause of its practical benefits even if its 
theological certainties were question-
able. And for a politician who respect-
ed public opinion as the factor which 
“settles every question here,” Lincoln 
had to admit that “the universal sense 
of mankind...in favor of the existence 
of an over-ruling Providence” was an 
argument “men ought not, in justice, 
to be denounced for yielding to...or 
for giving it up slowly.” One could still 
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profess “a simple faith in God” while 
remaining uncertain whether “the au-
thor of our being” ought to be “called 
God or Nature,” and for Lincoln, it 
actually “mattered little which.” 16

Leonard Swett, one of Lincoln’s clos-
est legal associates and himself a 
Presbyterian elder, was sure Lincoln 
“believed in God as much as the 
most approved Church member.” On 
the other hand, he also recognized 
that Lincoln defined God on his own 
terms: “he judged of Providence by 
the same system of great generaliza-
tion as of everything else.” It certain-
ly produced no remarkable changes 
in Lincoln’s behavior. “He had in my 
judgment very little faith in ceremoni-
als and forms,” Swett wrote, “Whether 
he went to Church once a month or 
once a year troubled him but very lit-
tle.” The minister of Springfield’s Sec-
ond Presbyterian Church agreed. “He 
makes no pretensions to piety. During 
the time I have known him, I never 
heard of his entering a place where 
God is worshiped.... He often goes 
to the railroad shop and spends the 
sabbath in reading Newspapers, and 
telling stories to the workmen, but 
not to the house of God.”17 Nor did 
Lincoln care to associate himself with 
reform movements that smacked too 
strongly of religious zeal. Lincoln’s ab-
horrence of alcohol only enlisted his 
sympathy with the secular Washing-
ton Temperance Society, which “many 

Christians” in Springfield “twisted up 
their noses at,” and his 1842 temper-
ance lecture for the Washingtonians 
scorned the efforts of “Preachers, 
Lawyers, and hired agents” who “have 
no sympathy of feeling or interest, 
with those persons whom it is their 
object to convince and persuade.”18

And yet, the overall geography of Lin-
coln’s mind was not entirely a map 
of logic, or even skepticism. Orville 
Hickman Browning thought that “Mr. 
Lincoln had a tolerably strong vein of 
superstition in his nature.” Herndon, 
too, noticed that Lincoln “believed 
more or less in dreams—consulted 
Negro oracles—had apparitions and 
tried to solve them” and “sought the 
advice of the spirits.” After his oldest 
son, Robert, was bitten by a dog Lin-
coln feared was rabid, he took the boy 
to Indiana to be cured by the applica-
tion of the Terre Haute “madstone.”19 
In June of 1863, he urgently wired 
Mary Todd Lincoln in Philadelphia 
to take away his youngest son Tad’s 
“pistol” because “I had an ugly dream 
about him” (and this is only part of 
a larger tapestry of fearful dreams 
Lincoln had about his own death, all 
of which became the stuff of legend 
after his assassination).20 And for a 
man who was otherwise indifferent 
to formal Christian theology, Lincoln 
had some very decided opinions 
about specific practices. “He thought 
baptism by immersion was the true 
meaning of the word; for John bap-
tized the Savior in the River Jordan 
because there was much water and 
they went down into it and came up 
out of it.” He considered the doctrine 
of the “endless punishment” of the 
wicked as contradictory, since “pun-
ishment was parental in its object, 
aim, and design, and intended for the 
good of the offender; hence it must 
cease when justice is satisfied.” 21

Above all, Lincoln retained the deep 
impress of the stark Calvinist predes-
tination taught by the Separate Bap-
tists. He naturalized this as fatalism, 
insisting that “every effect must have 
its cause...in the endless chain stretch-
ing from the finite to the infinite” and 
that each individual was “simply a sim-
ple tool, a cog, a part and parcel” of 
a Great Mechanism of necessity “that 
strikes and cuts, grinds and mash-
es, all things that resist it. “ Lincoln 
frequently invoked his “fatalism” as 

an explanation for why he deserved 
no particular credit or blame for the 
outcomes of events he was guiding. 
“I attempt no compliment to my own 
sagacity,” he candidly explained to Al-
bert Hodges and Archibald Dixon in 
1864, “I claim not to have controlled 
events, but confess plainly that events 
have controlled me.” But there was no 
mistaking the hidden hand of his an-
cestral Calvinism in such disclaimers. 
He admitted to Joseph Gillespie that 
“he could not avoid believing in pre-
destination” since he could “never...
reconcile the prescience of the Deity 
with the uncertainty of events.”22 Like 
Herman Melville, Lincoln despaired 
of the existence of a personal God; 
yet, he was sure that if a personal 
God existed, it would be the Calvinis-
tic one. In such a case, he explained 
to Aminda Rogers Rankin, “it is to be 
my lot to go on in a twilight, feeling 
and reasoning my way through life, as 
questioning, doubting Thomas did.”23

Lincoln might have been no more 
than one face in the crowd of tor-
mented Victorian unbelievers who 
found themselves stranded amid the 
high tide of evangelical Protestant 
revival, and who (again like Melville) 
could “neither believe nor be com-
fortable in his unbelief”—had it not 
been for the Civil War.24 Lincoln was 
saved from too much inquiry about 
religion during his 1858 Senate race 
against Stephen A. Douglas, or the 
subsequent presidential race against 
Douglas in 1860, largely because 
Douglas himself did not have much of 
a religious profile to tout. And in the 
early flush of his presidency, any com-
ments of Lincoln’s which touched on 
religion were purely boiler-plate. As 
he left Springfield for Washington, he 
begged his neighbors to pray for “the 
assistance of that Divine Being who 
ever attended” the Founders, since 
“with that assistance I cannot fail,” 
and along the route to Washington, 
he made brief allusions to “the suste-
nance of Divine Providence” and “trust 
in that Supreme Being who has never 
forsaken this favored land,” but with-
out attaching any more specific con-
tent. His inaugural address was de-
void of religious allusions, apart from 
a Shakespearean appeal to “the better 
angels of our nature.”25 In the Execu-
tive Mansion, Orville Hickman Brown-
ing recalled Lincoln spending Sundays 
“reading the bible a good deal.” But, 
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Browning told Isaac Arnold, he “nev-
er knew of his engaging in any other 
act of devotion. He did not invoke 
a blessing at table, nor did he have 
family prayers.” Even the Lincoln chil-
dren’s babysitter in the White House, 
Julia Taft Bayne, remarked that Lin-
coln “read the Bible,” but did it “quite 
as much for its literary style as he did 
for its religious or spiritual content. He 
read it in the relaxed, almost lazy atti-
tude of a man enjoying a good book.”26

But the ensuing war did not go well, 
and no one could miss how deeply 
Lincoln internalized the losses it in-
flicted. No one, he would later say, 
“expected for the war, the magnitude, 
or the duration, which it has already 
attained.” North and South alike 
“looked for an easier triumph, and a 
result less fundamental and astound-
ing.” He was deeply puzzled by what 
seemed to be the ease with which 
the Southern Confederacy resisted 
his efforts to subdue it, and the futil-
ity of Northern efforts to win the war 
without over-reaching into the slavery 
problem. He “believed in the progress 
of man and of nations,” but Confeder-
ate victories seemed to be nothing but 
the antithesis of progress.27 “If I had 
been allowed my way, this war would 
have ended before this,” he wrote in 
reply to Eliza Gurney; “if it had been 
left to us to determine it, we would 
have had no war,” he admitted to By-
ron Sunderland, the pastor of Wash-
ington’s First Presbyterian Church 
(and the chaplain of the Senate). In-
stead, the war had not only dragged 
onwards, generating one horrendous 
casualty list after another, but had 
corkscrewed in ways that looked like 
anything but a Great Mechanism. By 
the “summer or fall of 1861,” Lincoln 
was asking question that startled 
Browning: “Suppose God is against 
us in our view on the subject of slav-
ery in this country, and our method 
of dealing with it?” It was, Browning 
admitted, “the first time” he had ever 
had an inkling that Lincoln “was think-
ing deeply of what a higher power 
than man sought to bring about.” 28

Characteristically, the lawyer who 
attempted to teach himself logic 
through reading John Playfair’s edi-
tion of Euclid’s Elements of Geometry 
now attempted to plot his puzzlement 
as though it were a geometrical proof, 
starting with a practical axiom: The will 

of God prevails. This did not necessari-
ly dictate who or what God was, but it 
did acknowledge that whatever God’s 
shape, the will of that deity must pre-
vail, since that was in the nature of 
divine wills. The problem was discern-
ing the direction of that will. “In great 
contests each party claims to act in 
accordance with the will of God.” This 
was certainly true of the Civil War, and 
certainly true of an America whose 
culture was brimming with theolog-
ical energy. But now came the state-
ments: “Both may be, and one must 
be wrong,” the reason for this arising 
from the law of the excluded middle, 
that “God can not be for, and against 
the same thing at the same time.” 
There is, of course, a third alternative: 
“In the present civil war it is quite pos-
sible that God’s purpose is something 
different from the purpose of either 
party,” and the reason for this state-
ment is the sheer protractedness of 
the conflict. “By his mere quiet pow-
er, on the minds of the now contes-
tants, He could have either saved or 
destroyed the Union without a human 
contest. Yet the contest began. And 
having begun He could give the final 
victory to either side any day. Yet the 
contest proceeds.” Ergo: the will of 
God must point to a goal which can-
not be reached until the original goals 
of both sides – which each imagined, 
wrongly, to be God’s will – were ex-
hausted and the real purpose of the 
conflict made manifest. “I am almost 
ready to say that this is probably true,” 
Lincoln conceded, “that God wills this 
contest, and wills that it shall not end 
yet” – or at least not until God’s more 
sublime purpose became apparent.29

But if this was “probably true,” then 
its truth demanded a more person-
al, more lively, more directing, more 
purposeful and more unpredictable 
God – a God who ends wars at a word 
or gives victories in a day – than the 
mechanical Providence Lincoln had 
heretofore invoked. Just how person-
al and unpredictable, showed up in 
the explanation Lincoln offered for 
the action he finally decided was the 
“something different from the pur-
pose of either party,” the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation. Lincoln drafted a 
presidential emancipation proclama-
tion as early as June 1862, but did not 
discuss it in cabinet until July 22nd or 
issue it until September 22nd, five days 
after the battle of Antietam, based 

on the argument made by Secretary 
of State William Seward that such a 
proclamation needed to come in the 
wake of a Union victory if it was not 
to look like a counsel of desperation. 
Lincoln agreed to wait, as a matter of 
political calculation; but his reason-
ing for the proclamation’s eventual 
release two months later was like no 
other decision he had ever reached. 

When Robert E. Lee and the rebel 
Army of Northern Virginia invaded 
Maryland in the first week of Septem-
ber 1862 (he explained to his assem-
bled cabinet secretaries on September 
22nd), Lincoln “determined, as soon 
as it should be driven out of Maryland, 
to issue a Proclamation of Emancipa-
tion.” But he had done so, not as a po-
litical calculation, but on the strength 
of a “promise” he had made to “myself, 
and – (hesitating a little) – to my Mak-
er. The rebel army is now driven out, 
and I am going to fulfill that promise.” 
As Navy secretary Gideon Welles re-
corded in his diary, Lincoln explained 
that he “had made a vow, a covenant, 
that if God gave us the victory in the 
approaching battle, he would consid-
er it an indication of the Divine will, 
and that it was his duty to move for-
ward in the cause of emancipation.”  30

The astonishment which prevailed 
in that meeting at “the peculiar faith 
or trait here exhibited” was almost 
palpable. Lincoln acknowledged that 
rationales of this sort, especially in 
matters of high state policy, “might 
be thought strange,” an understate-
ment so colossal that Treasury sec-
retary Salmon Chase – beyond doubt 
the most committed evangelical 
Christian in the cabinet – “asked the 
President if he correctly understood 
him.” To the long-time political oper-
atives who populated his Cabinet, it 
was hard to know what was more un-
precedented: that a president would 
make monumental policy decisions 
on the basis of personal communica-
tions with the Almighty or that Lincoln 
would be the president to confess 
such communications. Either way, 
Lincoln simply repeated that “I made 
a solemn vow before God, that if Gen-
eral Lee was driven back from Pennsyl-
vania, I would crown the result by the 
declaration of freedom to the slaves.” 
So there it was: “God had decided this 
question in favor of the slaves. He 
was satisfied it was right” and “was 

G O D  A N D  M R .  L I N C O L N



19LINCOLN  LORE  .   NUMBER 1917

confirmed and strengthened in his 
action by the vow and the results.”31

 
William Herndon, who knew Lincoln 
nearly as well as anyone could, always 
insisted that Lincoln’s allusions to God 
were invariably presented with an eye 
for how they would please the Amer-
ican masses. Even in the presidency, 
Herndon suspected, Lincoln’s refer-
ences to God were all for effect. “If he 
could get the Christians to pray for 
him,” Herndon complained, “he could 
chain them to himself and throw 
them against disunion; he used the 
Christians, as it were, as tools.”32 But 
Herndon had some notorious axes 
of his own to grind on the subject of 
religion, and his intimacy with Lincoln 
did not extend to the presidential 
years. During those years, Lincoln’s 
invocations 
of a person-
al, directing 
God multi-
plied, and 
John Todd 
Stuart was 
c o n v i n c e d 
that Lincoln 
“had no pos-
sible motive 
for saying 
what he 
did” about 
religion “un-
less it came 
from a deep 
and settled 
conviction.” 
L i n c o l n 
told Noah 
Brooks (who 
had no particular 
incentive for misconstruing him) that 
“after he went to the White House he 
kept up the habit of daily prayer.” It 
was not extensive, confessional, de-
manding, or emotional. “Sometimes 
it was only ten words, but those ten 
words he had.” The kinds of respon-
sibilities which the presidency, espe-
cially in time of civil war, put on him 
persuaded Lincoln that he could not 
“hope to get along without the wis-
dom which comes from God and not 
from men.” And he told Brooks at one 
point that among “the many philo-
sophical books” he admired, he “par-
ticular liked [Joseph] Butler’s Analogy 
of Religion...and he always hoped to 
get at [Princeton’s] President [Jon-
athan] Edwards on the Will” – any-

thing but casual religious reading.33

Nor were these comments mere po-
litical throw-aways, distributed for po-
litical effect: in the case of the Second 
Inaugural, it was actually quite the op-
posite. His Second Inaugural is one of 
those rare documents in presidential 
history – a speech worth reading and 
parsing – for it constituted something 
close to a meditation on the nature 
of justice, and how God’s justice is a 
very different measure of things than 
human justice. “American Slavery,” he 
said, is an offence for which all Amer-
icans – North and South alike – must 
plead guilty, and for which the war 
scourges North and South alike. No 
one side has a monopoly on right or 
on wrong. It might not please many 
Northerners to hear that they were 
complicit in slavery, and that God 

has given “to both North and South, 
this terrible war, as the woe due to 
those by whom the offence came.” 

But, Lincoln replied, those who ran-
kled at this conclusion needed to 
argue with God, not him. In such a 
punishment as the Civil War had be-
come, “shall we discern therein any 
departure from those divine attri-
butes which the believers in a Living 
God always ascribe to Him?” The ti-
tanic, looming sense of God’s sover-
eignty and the pitifulness of human 
attempts to escape that sovereignty 
left only one appropriate response, 
to show malice toward none, charity 
for all, and do all which may achieve 
and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, 

among ourselves, and with all nations.  
Far from this tickling the political 
ears of the Northern electorate, Lin-
coln knew that they would not be 
“flattered by being shown that there 
has been a difference of purpose be-
tween the Almighty and them.” But 
to “deny it, however, in this case, is 
to deny that there is a God governing 
the world.” Not just creating, or pre-
siding at a distance, but governing.34

Still, it is important to heed Hern-
don’s caution in at least one respect: 
Lincoln’s God never seemed to have 
become the Protestant Christian God. 
Jesus remained, for the most part, in-
visible, and Lincoln’s only allusions to 
“the Saviour” as president came as part 
of two otherwise routine responses to 
the delegates of the American Baptist 

Home Mission Soci-
ety and to the pre-
sentation of a Bible 
by the “Loyal Colored 
People of Baltimore.” 
The letters and mem-
oirs of Lincoln’s White 
House staff are near-
ly blank of any reli-
gious utterances by 
Lincoln, apart from a 
brief “great good luck 
and God’s blessing go 
with you” to John Hay 
in 1864. John Nicolay 
assured Herndon in 
May 1865 that “Mr. 
Lincoln did not, to 
my knowledge, in 
any way change his 
religious ideas, opin-
ions or beliefs from 

the time he left Spring-
field to the day of his death.” Not that 
Nicolay could say what those “ideas” 
were, “never having heard him ex-
plain them in detail; but I am very 
sure he gave no outward indication 
of his mind having undergone any 
change in that regard while here.” 35

Despite the well-meaning efforts of 
over-eager witnesses to claim after 
Lincoln’s death that he had made spe-
cial confessions of faith, or planned to 
be baptized, or to join a church, there 
is no evidence at all of any such inten-
tions. “I have often wished that I was a 
more devout man than I am,” he told 
a delegation of Baltimore Presbyteri-
ans, but this was not a very persuasive 
marker of deep religious convictions. 
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It was enough for Lincoln to add, 
“Nevertheless, amid the greatest dif-
ficulties of my Administration, when 
I could not see any other resort, I 
would place my whole reliance in God, 
knowing that all would go well, and 
that He would decide for the right.” 36

It is as unwise to dispute the sincer-
ity of Lincoln’s response as it is to 
make too much of it. He was, in the 
end, a child of the Enlightenment, 
and the Enlightenment’s limited al-
lowance for religion described the 
boundaries he accepted for it, per-
sonally and otherwise. But he was 
also too curious a mind to allow those 
boundaries to remain fixed forev-
er, and too attuned to the shifts in 
American culture to remain utterly 
indifferent to them. As in so many 
other respects, he remains a mystery 
in American religion, but a tantaliz-
ing one – like Melville, neither a true 
believer, nor content in his unbelief.

Allen Guelzo is the Henry R. Luce III Pro-
fessor of the Civil War Era at Gettysburg 
College and the William L. Garwood Vis-
iting Professor for the James Madison 
Program in American Ideals and Institu-
tions at Princeton University (2017-18).

  Endnotes
1 “To Mary S. Owens” (May 7, 1837), in Collect-
ed Works of Abraham Lincoln (hereinafter 
CW), ed. Roy P. Basler (New Brunswick, NJ, 
1953), 1:78.
2 Herndon interview with Sarah Lincoln (Sep-
tember 8, 1865), John Hill to Herndon (June 27, 
1865), Hardin Bale to Herndon (May 29, 1865), 
and Herndon interview with James Matheny 
(March 2, 1870), in Herndon’s Informants: Let-
ters, Interviews, and Statements about Abra-
ham Lincoln, eds. Rodney O. Davis & Douglas 
L. Wilson (Urbana, 1997), 13, 62, 106-07, 576.
 3 Patricia U. Bonomi, Under the Cope of Heav-
en: Religion, Society, and Politics in Colonial 
America (New York, 1986), 3-6; Richard Bush-
man, ed., The Great Awakening: Documents on 
the Revival of Religion, 1740-1745 (New York, 
1970), xi.
4 Frederick V. Mills, Bishops by Ballot: An Eigh-
teenth Century Ecclesiastical Revolution (New 
York, 1978), 158; William Meade, Old Churches, 
Ministers and Families of Virginia (Philadel-
phia, 1900), 1:29-30
5 Mark David Hall, Roger Sherman and the 
Creation of the American Republic (New York, 
2013), 62; Peter Thatcher, Observations Upon 
the Present State of the Clergy of New-En-
gland: With Strictures Upon the Power of 
Dismissing Them, Usurped by Some Churches 
(Boston, 1783), 4.
 6 Ramsay, in Lester H. Cohen, “Foreword” to 
The History of the American Revolution, (India-
napolis,1990), 1:10
7 Charles Beecher, Autobiography, Correspon-
dence, Etc., of Lyman Beecher (New York, 
1864), 1:43.
8 Richard Vetterli and Gary C. Bryner, In Search 

of the Republic: Public Virtue and the Roots of 
American Government (Lanham, MD, 1996), 
77.
9 “To Samuel Kercheval” (January 19, 1810), 
“To William Short, with a Syllabus” (October 
31, 1819), “To John Adams” (August 15, 1820), 
and “To Thomas Cooper” (November 2, 1822) 
in Thomas Jefferson: Writings, ed. Merrill D. 
Peterson (New York, 1984), 1213-14, 1430, 
1433, 1443, 1464; Jefferson to Dr. Benjamin 
Waterhouse (June 26, 1822), in The Writings of 
Thomas Jefferson, ed. H.A. Washington (1854; 
Cambridge University press, 2011), 7:252-3.
10 Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith: Chris-
tianizing the American People (Cambridge, 
MA, 1990), 270; Kathryn Long, The Revival of 
1857-58: Interpreting an American Religious 
Awakening (New York, 1998), 150; Carwardine, 
Evangelicals and Politics in Antebellum Ameri-
ca (New Haven, 1993), 3-18.
11 Herndon interview with David Davis (Sep-
tember 20, 1866) and James Matheny (March 
2, 1870), in Herndon’s Informants, 348, 576.
12 “To Martin S. Morris” (March 26, 1843) and 
“Handbill Replying to Charges of Infidelity” (July 
31, 1846), in CW, 1:320, 382.
13 Parthena Hill, interview with Walter B. 
Stevens, in Stevens, A Reporter’s Lincoln, ed. 
Michael Burlingame (Lincoln, NE, 1998), 12; 
“To John D. Johnston” (January 12, 1851), in CW 
2:97.
14 Herndon to Ward Hill Lamon (March 6, 
1870), in Herndon on Lincoln: Letters, ed. 
Douglas L. Wilson & Rodney O. Davis (Urbana, 
2016), 103;
15 Ninian Edwards, in James A. Reed, “The Later 
Life and Religious Sentiments of Abraham Lin-
coln,” Century Magazine 6 (July 1873), 338-339.
16 Keyes, in Herndon & Jesse W. Weik, Hern-
don’s Lincoln, eds. Douglas L. Wilson & Rodney 
O. Davis (Urbana, 2006), 267; Ervin Chapman, 
Latest Light on Abraham Lincoln, and War-time 
Memories (New York, 1917), 506; “Temperance 
Address” (February 22, 1842) and “Speech at 
Hartford, Connecticut” (March 5, 1860), in CW, 
1:274, 4:9; John B. Alley, in Reminiscences of 
Abraham Lincoln by Distinguished Men of His 
Time, ed. Allen T. Rice (New York, 1886), 591.
17 Swett to Herndon (January 17, 1866), in 
Herndon’s Informants, 167; G.W. Pendleton, 
in An Oral History of Abraham Lincoln: John G. 
Nicolay’s Interviews and Essays, ed. Michael 
Burlingame (Carbondale, IL, 1996), 155.
18 Herndon, “To the Editor of The Truth Seeker” 
(December 4, 1882), in Herndon on Lincoln, 
144; “Temperance Address” (February 22, 
1842), in CW,1:272.
19 Herndon to Truman Bartlett (August 16, 
1887) and to Jesse W. Weik, in Herndon on 
Lincoln, 255, 259; “Conversation with O.H. 
Browning” (June 17, 1875), in An Oral History 
of Abraham Lincoln, 6; Max Ehrman, “Lincoln’s 
Visit to Terre Haute,” Indiana Magazine of 
History 32 (March 1936), 59-60.
20 “To Mary Todd Lincoln” (June 9, 1863), in CW, 
6:256. On his other dreams, see Henry J. Ray-
mond, The Life of Abraham Lincoln (New York, 
1865), 756, and Francis Carpenter, Six Months 
at the White House with Abraham Lincoln: The 
Story of a Picture (New York, 1866), 292.
21 Abner Y. Ellis, in Recollected Words of Abra-
ham Lincoln, eds. Don & Virginia Fehrenbacher 
(Stanford, CA, 1996), 151; Isaac Cogdal (April 
10, 1874), in B.F. Irwin, Lincoln’s Religious 
Belief: Original Reminiscence and Research 
(Springfield, 1919), 8.
22 Herndon to Joseph Fowler (February 18, 
1886), in Herndon on Lincoln: Letters, 209; “To 

Albert G. Hodges” (April 4, 1864), in CW, 7:282; 
Gillespie (December 1866), in Herndon’s Infor-
mants, 506; Joshua F. Speed, Reminiscences 
of Abraham Lincoln and Notes of a Visit to Cali-
fornia: Two Lectures (Louisville, KY, 1884), 3.
23 Aminda Rankin, in Henry B. Rankin, Personal 
Recollections of Abraham Lincoln (New York, 
1916), 324.
24 “Hawthorne’s Complete Account of Melville 
in Liverpool and Chester” (November 20, 
1856), in The Writings of Herman Melville: Jour-
nals, eds. Howard C. Horsford & Lynn Horth 
(Chicago, 1989), 628.
25 “Farewell Address at Springfield, Illinois” 
(February 11, 1861), “Speech at Buffalo, New 
York” (February 16, 1861), and “Remarks at 
Newark, New Jersey (February 21, 1861), in 
CW, 4:190, 220, 234.
26 Browning, in An Oral History of Abraham 
Lincoln, 5, 130; Bayne, Tad Lincoln’s Father 
(Boston 1931), 183-4.
27 Isaac Cogdal interview with Herndon (1865-
66), in Herndon’s Informants, 441.
28 “Reply to Eliza P. Gurney” (October 26, 1862) 
and “Second Inaugural Address” (March 4, 
1865),, in CW, 5:478, 8:332-3; Sunderland, in 
Reed, “The Later Life and Religious Sentiments 
of Abraham Lincoln,” 342-3; Browning, in An 
Oral History of Abraham Lincoln, 5.
29 “Meditation on the Divine Will” in CW, 5:403-
4; 8:332-3; see also John Hay, “The Heroic 
Age in Washington”, in At Lincoln’s Side: John 
Hay’s Civil War Correspondence and Selected 
Writings, ed. Michael Burlingame ((Carbondale, 
IL, 2000), 127.
30 Salmon Chase, diary entry for September 22, 
in Inside Lincoln’s Cabinet: The Civil War Dia-
ries of Salmon P. Chase, ed. David H. Donald 
(New York, 1954), 150; Gideon Welles, diary 
entry for September 22, 1862, in Diary of Gide-
on Welles, Secretary of the Navy under Lincoln 
and Johnson, ed. John T. Morse (Boston, 1911), 
1:143; William O. Stoddard, Inside the White 
House in War Times: Memoirs and Reports of 
Lincoln’s Secretary, ed. Michael Burlingame 
(Lincoln, NE, 2000), 95.
31 Francis B. Carpenter, Six Months at the 
White House with Abraham Lincoln: The Story 
of a Picture (New York, 1867), 90; Welles, diary 
entry for September 22, 1862, in Diary, 1:143; 
Welles, “The History of Emancipation,” in Civil 
War and Reconstruction: Selected Essays by 
Gideon Welles, ed. Albert Mordell (New York, 
1959), 248.
32 Herndon, “To the Editor of The Liberal Age” 
(December 4, 1882), in Herndon on Lincoln: 
Letters, 137.
33 Stuart, in An Oral History of Abraham Lin-
coln, 15; Brooks, in Reed, “The Later Life and 
Religious Sentiments of Abraham Lincoln,” 340, 
and “How the President Took the News” (No-
vember 11, 1864) and “Personal Recollections 
of Abraham Lincoln” in Lincoln Observed: Civil 
War Dispatches of Noah Brooks, ed. Michael 
Burlingame (Baltimore, 1998), 145, 219.
34 Lincoln, “Second Inaugural Address” (March 
4, 1865) and “To Thurlow Weed” (March 15, 
1865), in CW, 8:332, 356.
35 Hay, diary entry for January 13, 1864, in 
Inside Lincoln’s White House: The Complete 
Civil War Diary of John Hay, eds. Michael 
Burlingame & J.R.T. Ettlinger (Carbondale, IL, 
1997), 142; Nicolay to Herndon (May 27, 1865), 
in Herndon’s Informants, 6.
36 “Remarks to Baltimore Presbyterian Synod” 
(October 24, 1863), “To George B. Ide, James R. 
Doolittle, and A. Hubbell” (May 30, 1864), and 
“Reply to Loyal Colored People of Baltimore 
upon Presentation of a Bible” (September 7, 
1864), in CW, 6:535, 7:368, 542.

G O D  A N D  M R .  L I N C O L N



21LINCOLN  LORE  .   NUMBER 1917

S AVA N N A H  R O S E

In a one-hundred-year-old barn in 
Cornish, New Hampshire, Augustus 
Saint-Gaudens reshaped the mem-
ory of Abraham Lincoln in sculpture 
as he spent months turning blocks 
of clay into the 16th President of the 
United States. With his 1887 sculpture, 
Abraham Lincoln: The Man, common-
ly known simply as Standing Lincoln, 
Saint-Gaudens redirected the legacy 
of Abraham Lincoln in sculpture away 
from a romanticized Lincoln to a sim-
plistic and naturalistic statesman, pre-
paring to speak before an audience 
as he so often did. Immediately fol-
lowing the death of Lincoln, sculptors 
and patrons of the President sought 
to preserve his legacy in bronze and 
marble, beginning with many roman-
ticized images of the slain President. 
Using research and personal recol-
lections of Lincoln, Saint-Gaudens 
created a Lincoln recognizable by 
the public, not a hagiographic figure, 
as he relied on Lincoln biographies 
for artistic themes. Saint-Gaudens’s 
Abraham Lincoln: The Man redefined 
the interpretation of Abraham Lincoln 
in sculpture, influencing the memo-
ry and legacy of Lincoln in sculpture 
by reflecting numerous biograph-
ical themes of the 16th President.

It was in New York that Saint-Gaudens 
had his first encounters with the Amer-
ican Civil War and Abraham Lincoln. In 
his youth, Saint-Gaudens experienced 
the “great visions and great remem-
brances; the political meetings; the 
processions before the Presidential 
election, with carts bearing rail-fenc-
es in honor of ‘Honest Abe, the 
Rail-Splitter.’”1 He read newspapers 
of the great battles of the Civil War, 
and watched soldiers pass through 
the city, but one image stood in his 
mind above all others. Saint-Gaudens, 
years following the Civil War, wrote:

But, above all, what remains in my mind 
is seeing in a procession the figure of a 
tall and very dark man, seeming entirely 
out of proportion in his height with the 
carriage in which he was driven, bowing 
to the crowds on each side. This was on 
the corner of Twentieth or Twenty-first 
Street and Fifth Avenue, and the man was 
Abraham Lincoln on his way to Wash-
ington. Perhaps it is the flight of time 
that makes this and all the rest seem 
much more heroic and romantic than 
the extraordinary events of our age. 2

Augustus Saint-Gaudens’s Standing 
Lincoln: 

A Biographical Monument 
to Abraham Lincoln and its Legacy
      
     Savannah Rose

Standing Lincoln, Photo: Courtesy of Saint-Gaudens NHS, 
Cornish, NH
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In 1865, Augustus Saint-Gaudens 
received news of President Abra-
ham Lincoln’s assassination by 
John Wilkes Booth. In his Remi-
niscences, Saint-Gaudens recalls 
this period of his life by writing:

I recall father and mother weeping, as 
he read of [the assassination] to us the 
morning at breakfast, before starting 
for work. Later, after joining the inter-
minable line that formed somewhere 
down Chatham Street and led up by 
the bier at the head of the staircase, I 
saw Lincoln lying in state in the City Hall, 
and I went back to the end of the line 
to look at him again. This completed my 
vision of the big man, though the funer-
al, which I viewed from the roof of the 
old Wallack’s Theater on Broome Street, 
deepened the profound solemnity of 
my impression, as I noticed every one 
uncover while the funeral car went by.3 

Saint-Gaudens witnessed the funeral 
procession of the body of Abraham 
Lincoln on April 24, 1865, as the casket 
was paraded down the streets of New 
York. The young sculptor passed in si-
lence to view the slain President, view-
ing the body at a point on the funeral 
train where Lincoln no longer looked 
natural as many thought the body 
looked “grotesque, the skin discol-
ored, the eyes and cheeks sunken.” 4

On November 11, 1884, Augustus 
Saint-Gaudens signed a contract with 
the Lincoln Monument Fund, agree-
ing to “execute a full length statue of 

istics from these and using them for 
his work. In 1886, an aide and friend 
to Saint-Gaudens, Richard Watson 
Gilder, noticed an intriguing mask of 
Abraham Lincoln in New York City, 
taking note of the realistic portrayal 
of the President. When discovered to 
be the life mask taken by Volk, Gilder 
borrowed the pieces, giving them to 
Saint-Gaudens to use for his sculpture. 
Gilder recalled that Saint-Gaudens 
was “greatly helped by the Volk life-
mask in his modeling of the head of 
Lincoln.”10 Saint-Gaudens incorporat-
ed Lincoln’s high forehead, large ears, 
deep-set eyes, and facial structures 
into his sculpture, adding tousled 
hair, bushy eyebrows, and a trimmed 
beard to give Lincoln a familiar look.11 

In the final model of Standing Lincoln, 
Saint-Gaudens’s conception of Lincoln 
became one as an orator and a man 

fraught with worry. Saint-Gaudens 
had created a Lincoln who was a “he-
roic and noble figure, deep in thought, 
who appears to have just risen from 
the chair behind him to begin and 
address.”12 His final conception of 
Lincoln was innovative for the time, 
a motionless President standing in 
front of the Chair of State. Saint-

Abraham Lincoln former President 
of the United States” to stand on a 
granite pedestal.5 Saint-Gaudens 
accepted the commission, immedi-
ately beginning work on the piece, 
conceptualizing the personification 
of Lincoln he would put to bronze. In 
1885, to escape the heat and stress of 
New York City, Saint-Gaudens rented 
a home in Cornish, New Hampshire, 
which he would eventually purchase 
and live full-time. To convince the 
sculptor to move to New Hampshire, 
Saint-Gaudens’s friend Charles Bea-
man, promised “plenty of Lincoln 
shaped men” in the area, a claim that 
held true for when Saint-Gaudens 
began work on the Lincoln, he found 
it easy to find a model for his work.6

As he made his move to his new home 
and studio for the summer in Cornish, 
Saint-Gaudens looked for the per-
fect likeness and pose for his work. 
Saint-Gaudens no doubt consulted 
numerous photographs for the work, 
most likely taking the photographs of 
Mathew Brady with him to his sum-
mer home in New Hampshire along 
with his personal recollections and 
memories of Lincoln. Saint-Gaudens 
may have found the January 8, 1864 
photograph of Abraham Lincoln tak-
en by Brady useful, as it features the 
President standing with his left arm 
behind his back, a gesture added 
into Standing Lincoln.7 As for the “Lin-
coln shaped men” of New England, 
Saint-Gaudens found his “Lincoln” in 
Langdon Morse, who resided in Ver-
mont. The sculptor carefully studied 
the physique of Abraham Lincoln, 
searching for a model who closely 
corresponded with that of the Pres-
ident, using Morse as his model 
during the duration of the creation 
of Standing Lincoln.8 The sculptor had 
his model dress in a suit accurately 
tailored to replicate Lincoln’s, being 
so meticulous as to have Morse walk 
around the property of his Cornish 
home until the clothes acquired the 
correct wrinkles.9 Saint-Gaudens 
strove for perfection in all his statues, 
but given the coveted status of the 
Lincoln commission, he went to great 
lengths to ensure the statue was an 
accurate portrayal of the President.

Saint-Gaudens heavily relied on the 
life mask and casts of hands of Abra-
ham Lincoln done by Leonard Wells 
Volk in 1860, taking several character-
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Gaudens presented Lincoln “not as 
a man of action, but as a man in an 
intensely private, introspective mo-
ment, preparing to lift his head to ad-
dress his audience.” Standing Lincoln 
features an Abraham Lincoln whose 
left hand grasps the lapel of his frock 
coat while his right-hand rests behind 
his back, loosely clenched into a fist. 
Lincoln’s left foot projects off the 
granite pedestal, designed by Saint-
Gaudens’s friend Stanford White, 
into the realm of the audience.14

Augustus Saint-Gaudens devoted 
nearly three years of his life to the Lin-
coln statue as he embodied in bronze 
the “dignity and nobleness of the Pres-
ident’s character.”15 On October 20, 
1887, the bronze Abraham Lincoln 
was lifted into place on the gran-
ite pedestal in preparation of the 
dedication of the statue set to take 
place two days later. On October 
22, over six thousand spectators 
and lovers of Lincoln gathered at 
Lincoln Park in Chicago, Illinois, 
to see the dedication of Saint-
Gaudens’s monument.16 In atten-
dance was the sculptor, Lincoln’s 
son Robert Todd Lincoln and 
grandson Abraham Lincoln II.17

Saint-Gaudens placed great 
thought and diligence into the 
creation of Standing Lincoln, ulti-
mately creating the most realistic 
statue of Lincoln, according to 
many of Lincoln’s contemporar-
ies, including Lincoln’s son Rob-
ert. Lincoln simply stands be-
fore a chair, preparing himself 
to speak to an audience as he 
had done numerous times in 
life. Saint-Gaudens purposefully 
removed many of the biograph-
ical titles given to Lincoln, most 
prominently the “Great Emanci-
pator.” His statue features a lone 
Lincoln, draped in a “modern suit 
of clothes,” as he grasps the lapel 
of his long, unbuttoned frock coat 
and the other hand remains emp-
ty behind his back.18 Saint-Gaudens 
could have draped Lincoln in a toga 
or robe to romanticize the Presi-
dent, but instead opted to dress him 
in a suit to ensure that he remained 
a simplistic “man of the people.”19

Saint-Gaudens omitted any artificial 
sculptural devices in his Standing Lin-
coln, including items such as a scroll 

or parchment document, which many 
sculptors before him had included.20 

Lincoln stands thoughtful in front of 
his audience, pondering what he is 
to say next at which he would lift his 
head and “tell them, out of his greater 
knowledge of the conditions beset-
ting the Administration, all that he 
can safely publicize, and why he may 
not be able to grant all they ask.”21 
One of the few symbols that is pres-
ent in Standing Lincoln is the Chair of 
State that rests behind the standing 
figure, which reflects a strong na-
tional symbol. Saint-Gaudens inten-
tionally oversized the Chair of State 
to emphasize the power of the Pres-
ident as well as Lincoln’s presence as 
President during the American Civil 

War. This deliberate artistic choice 
highlights Saint-Gaudens’s praise 
of Lincoln, as the sculptor no doubt 
recalled his memories of Lincoln. 

Saint-Gaudens offered his audience 
one of the most realistic statues of 
Abraham Lincoln. It is important to 
note that Augustus Saint-Gaudens’s 
Standing Lincoln pushed against the 
typical narrative of the life of Abra-
ham Lincoln for the time it was cre-

ated. The monument was created 
during an era where Lincoln’s memo-
ry was that of a martyred President, 
soon to become a venerated and 
romanticized figure and statesman. 
Saint-Gaudens portrays Lincoln not 
as a romantic figure in American his-
tory, but of a solemn statesman of 
the people, preparing to speak before 
a group of people. He stands, con-
templatively thinking of his next line, 
prepared to address his audience. 
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Thomas Lincoln has been the subject 
of description and judgment since at 
least 1860 when a political biography 
of his son Abraham was written.  Since 
then, thousands of books have been 
written about Abraham with most 
having brief descriptions of Thomas.  
Those written shortly after Abraham’s 
death were assembled quickly to meet 
the demand for a record of Abraham’s 
life and accomplishments.  Some ele-
vated Abraham to Biblical heights.  
Indeed, he became Father Abraham.  
As Abraham rose to the heavens, 
Thomas was pushed into a hellish 
abyss.   From that postmortem peri-
od to present, most published critical 
judgments of Thomas conclude that 
he was a miserable failure both as a 
man and as a father.  That is today’s 
conventional wisdom among Lincoln 
historians.  It is time to take a fresh 
look at Thomas and reconsider those 
judgments and that wisdom.

There have been a few historians who 
differed with the conventional wis-
dom.  In 1942, Louis A. Warren wrote 
a critique clearly describing what he 
thought was the unfair demonization 
of Thomas Lincoln.

 Thomas Lincoln has been the scape-
goat for all who would make Lincoln 
a saint…  As one writer put it:  “Not a 
single one of Mr. Lincoln’s deifiers has 
had the audacity to claim anything su-
perior for Tom Lincoln.”   Folklore and 
tradition have made him one of the 
most despised characters in American 
history, and as long as he is portrayed 
as a vagabond, an idler, a tramp, a 
rover, and as poor white trash, lacking 
in energy, void of ambition, wanting in 
respectability, and a general failure in 
life, it will be impossible to trace any 
tendencies which the President may 
have inherited from his father.

Warren was not alone in his sympa-
thetic view of Thomas.  Some teach-
ers, historians, writers, historical so-
cieties, and Lincoln aficionados who 
lived in Indiana and Kentucky agreed 

Amen.

He also served in many civil positions 
in Hardin County, Kentucky.  He was a 
juror on many occasions, a jail guard, 
a member of the militia, a road com-
missioner and a tax payer.  He paid for 

the limited education of his children 
and stepchildren on every available 
occasion. He was not materialistic 
and was generous almost to a fault in 
assisting those in need.  By the stan-
dards of the burghers of any small 
community, Thomas was a respected 
member of his community.

Thomas left no letters or diaries, but 
he did leave a body of work as signif-
icant as any writer or artist.  His work 
is in the cabinets and cupboards that 
he created and left for us to see and 
enjoy.  The revisionists generously 
shared photographs of these pieces 
and information about Thomas’s abil-
ities as a cabinet maker.  And not just 

with Warren’s assessment of Thomas.  
Scholars distant from the Indiana-
Kentucky scene ignored and brushed 
aside the locals as provincial defend-
ers of their own and Thomas’s home 
turf.  The conventional wisdom that 
Thomas was a deplorable man 
and father survived and re-
mains alive and well today.

Until a few years ago, I accept-
ed the conventional wisdom 
and was among those who 
judged Thomas a worthless fail-
ure.  After all, these were the 
judgments made by several of 
my closest friends and preemi-
nent Lincoln biographers.  I was 
unaware of the small band of 
Indiana and Kentucky dissent-
ers, the Warren school, and 
I had no basis for accepting 
their judgments and rejecting 
those of my friends and Lincoln 
biographers.

Then I discovered a whole new 
Thomas Lincoln.  He was re-
vealed to me by Indiana and 
Kentucky friends of the Warren 
school who are part of a grow-
ing, somewhat silent, unorga-
nized, subculture of Thomas 
Lincoln revisionists.  Their voic-
es are quiet and unpretentious, 
but what they say resounded 
in my ears like a loud clap of sum-
mer thunder rolling across the Illinois 
prairie.

The revisionists strongly disagree 
with the conventional descriptions of 
Thomas Lincoln found in many con-
temporary biographies.   To support 
their position, they point to Thomas’s 
role in religious and civil affairs of 
the communities where he lived.  He 
was quite active in his Baptist church, 
where he served as a well-respect-
ed counselor and contributor to the 
building of a new church meeting 
place. Before every meal he asked a 
simple blessing.  Fit and prepare us for 
humble service.  We beg for Christ’s sake, 
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a rough cabinet maker, but a master, 
whose pieces are treasured by private 
collectors, museums, and universities.  
The State of Illinois owns two magnif-
icent pieces that unfortunately are in 
storage rather than on display.  

As I learned more about Thomas’s 
beautiful cabinets, I came to agree 
with the revisionists.  Thomas was tru-
ly a master craftsman with superior 
artistic and mathematical skills.  This 
became even more remarkable when 
I learned that Thomas was blind in 
one eye at least since he first moved 
to Indiana and that his eyesight con-
tinued to decline.  By the time 
of his death, he was most likely 
blind in the other eye.  In mod-
ern parlance, he was physically 
disabled and would have been 
eligible for public assistance.  All 
of this important information was 
new to me as well it might now be 
to those biographers who have 
judged Thomas harshly.

As I examined other aspects of 
Thomas’s life and character, I 
continued to discover a man un-
like the one I knew from Lincoln 
biographers.  He and his famous 
son were very different in their 
views of the world and their 
hoped-for positions in the future 
of that world.  Thomas’s view 
was simple.  It was a matter of 
fact, unconscious acceptance of 
a hard and unjust life consumed 
by a-day-to-day survival on the 
edge of the American frontier 
and spiritually dependent on a 
literal and judgmental Lord.  To 
the contrary, Abraham’s world-
view was cerebral.  He conscious-
ly and expansively examined life 
and its possibilities beyond the 
day-to-day grueling fight for surviv-
al.  Abraham’s world-view was a lux-
ury made possible by the preceding 
survival mentality of Thomas and the 
early pioneers.  Their struggles made 
possible the fresh world-view of the 
next generation.

Despite their fundamental differenc-
es in world-views, they remained re-
spectful and loving of one another.  
Their differences did not create ha-
tred or disgust.  In fact, their “differ-
ences” were nothing more than the 
age-old father-son rivalry and tension 
common to man since the beginning 
of time.

In analyzing and describing the re-
lationship between father and son, 
some historians have interpreted let-
ters and events to show Abraham’s 
disrespect for his father.  These inter-
pretations need to be reexamined.

One such interpretation is of let-
ter that Abraham wrote to his step-
brother, John D. Johnston, regarding 
Thomas Lincoln as he lay sick and 
dying.  The letter is dated January 12, 
1851, five days before Thomas died, 
and 22 days after Willie Lincoln’s birth, 

and was in response to a letter from 
John requesting that Abraham come 
visit his father.  Abraham’s response 
letter said he could not come because 
Mary had just had a baby and was 
sick-abed.  Some historians have of-
fered certain parts of Abraham’s let-
ter as evidence of his disdain for his 
father.  Here is Abraham’s letter.

Dear Brother [John D. Johnston]: 

Springfield, Jany. 12. 1851--

 On the day before yesterday I received a 
letter from Harriett, written at Greenup.  
She says she has just returned from your 

house; and that Father [is very] 
low, and will hardly recover.  She 
also s[ays] you have written me 
two letters; and that [although] 
you do not expect me to come 
now, yo[u wonder] that I do not 
write.  I received both your [letters, 
and] although I have not answered 
them, it is no[t because] I have for-
gotten them, or been uninterested 
about them---but because it ap-
peared to me I could write noth-
ing which could do any good. You 
already know I desire that neither 
Father or Mother shall be in want 
of any comfort either in health or 
sickness while they live; and I feel 
sure you have not failed to use my 
name, if necessary, to procure a 
doctor, or any thing else for Father 
in his present sickness.  My busi-
ness is such that I could hardly 
leave home now, if it were not, 
as it is, that my own wife is sick-
abed. (It is a case of baby-sickness, 
and I suppose is not dangerous.)  I 
sincerely hope Father may yet re-
cover his health; but at all events 
tell him to remember to call upon, 
and confide in, our great, and 

good, and merciful Maker; who will 
not turn away from him in any extrem-
ity. He notes the fall of a sparrow, and 
numbers the hairs of our heads; and He 
will not forget the dying man, who puts 
his trust in Him. Say to him that if we 
could meet now, it is doubtful whether 
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it would not be more painful than pleas-
ant; but that if it be his lot to go now, 
he will soon have a joyous [meeting] 
with many loved ones gone before; and 
where [the rest] of us, through the help 
of God, hope ere-long [to join] them.

 Write me again when you receive this. 

   
Affectionately, 

  A. LINCOLN

Abraham’s letter is beautifully poi-
gnant in its gentle words to be giv-
en to his father in his final illness.  It 
is the Lincoln of our better angels.  
However, some have interpreted the 
letter as acceptable evidence of the 
low regard with which Abraham con-
sidered his father. 

That interpretation, I believe, lies 
largely in Abraham’s use of the word 
“painful” as a description of the sor-
row he would feel if he were to see 
his father on his deathbed.  But the 
pain that he would experience and 
that he intended to convey was not a 
loathing or disdainful pain, but rather 
a sorrowful pain.  The loathing pain in-
terpretation would be totally contrary 
to Abraham’s nature, a nature that 
found it hard to harm an ant, turtle, 
turkey, or small animal, much less his 
father on his deathbed.

If the “loathing pain” interpretation 
were true, it would be Abraham and 
not Thomas who would and should 
suffer in repute.  What son would 
write such a cruel letter to his 73-year-
old father in his final moments of life?  
A dastardly, mean-spirited, and cru-
el son.  Abraham had none of those 
characteristics.

When the letter was received, Thomas 
was on his deathbed.  He was partially 
if not totally blind and very weak.  He 
was probably beyond the point of be-
ing capable of reading Abraham’s let-
ter, let alone being able to understand 
what it said.  His wife Sarah, however, 
was not.  It would have been Sarah, 

not Thomas, who would have been 
the recipient of Abraham’s cruel judg-
ment of Thomas.  Surely, Abraham 
would have realized this as he wrote 
the letter, and he would not have hurt 
his beloved stepmother in this way.

To support the “loathing pain” in-
terpretation, some point out that 
Abraham did not attend his father’s 
funeral that was held only a short 
time after the January letter.  Some 
suggest and some with great certitude 
assert that Abraham’s absence is clear 
evidence of his disdain for his father.

But, one must ask, who would suffer 
the shame of Abraham’s slight?  Not 
Thomas.  He was dead.  It would have 
been Sarah, and Abraham would not 
have punished poor Sarah in this 
manner.  Acts of intentional, harmful 
judgment were not something that 
were a part of Lincoln’s character.  It 
would be presumptuous to think that 
Abraham left us little clues of his ha-
tred of his father, clues that future 
historians might examine like tea 
leaves and discern the truth of that 
relationship.

Common sense is often the best 
method to determine the meaning of 
human activity or inactivity.  In 1851, 
communication and travel were slow.  
Burials were not.  By the time Abraham 
learned of his father’s death, arranged 
for the care of his Springfield family, 
and undertook a 100-mile journey 
across the January Illinois prairie to 
Coles County, the funeral would have 
been long over.

And if one accepts the premise that 
important deductions can be made 
about one’s feelings for another by 
failure to attend a funeral, then why 
no similar analysis and judgment 
about Mary and her father, Robert 
Todd?  Neither Mary nor Abraham 
Lincoln attended his funeral after his 
death at age 58, on July 17, 1849, in 
Lexington, Kentucky.

One cannot conclude that Abraham 

did not attend his father’s funeral be-
cause he disliked him or had extreme, 
unresolved issues with him.  I believe 
that it was the living, Mary and the 
new baby boy Willie, and their needs 
that Abraham chose to care for rath-
er than his father’s final illness and 
death.  To read more into Abraham’s 
failure to attend his father’s funeral 
defies common sense and is a real 
stretch.

I conclude that Thomas Lincoln was a 
man well suited for his place and time 
— on the edge of the 19th Century 
American western frontier with thou-
sands of other like men.  He moved 
into places where there was little or 
no semblance of western civilization 
and brought the rough, foundational 
elements of that civilization to those 
new places.  He did so by establishing 
a home, raising a family, providing for 
them through subsistence farming 
and masterful cabinet making, partici-
pating in the churches, the militia, and 
public institutions of the communities 
where he lived and fending off the last 
resistances of the American Indians.  
He rightfully and thankfully demand-
ed that his son assist in these tasks 
as he grew.  Without the vanguard of 
Thomas and his ilk, the subsequent 
flow of American settlers could not 
have occurred.  There would have 
been no Abraham Lincoln.

I respectfully urge Lincoln historians 
to take a fresh look at Thomas Lincoln 
and reconsider their judgments.  To 
do so will not only be a pursuit of 
truth, but will also answer the call of 
the better angels within us.

Richard E. Hart is Past President and 
current Board member of the Abraham 
Lincoln Association.  This article previ-
ously appeared in the Association’s For 
the People.
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