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“MORTALITY"—LINCOLN’S FAVORITE POEM

Lineoln, on one oceasion wrote that
he would give all he was worth to be
able to compose so fine a poem as
“Mortality.” He sent & copy of it to
an acquaintance by the name of John-
ston, who concluded that Lincoln was
the author and so indicated in ae-
knowledging the receipt of it. To this
suggestion Lincoln re-acted as follows:

Fremont, April 18, 1846,

Friend Johnston:

« s+ | have not your letter now be-.
fore me; but, from memory, | think you
ask me who is the author of the piece
| gent you, and that you do =0 ask as
to indicate a slight suspicion that 1
mysell am the author. Beyond all ques-
tion, | am not the author, | would give
all | am worth, and go in debt, to be
able to write so fine n plece as [ think
that is, Nelther do 1 know who is the
author, I met it in a straggling form in
a newspaper Inst summer, and | re-
member to have seen il once hefore,
about fifteen years ago, and this is
all | know about it.

Yours Tlr.

The m wns so often associated
with Lincoln, who on many occasions
recited it from memory that after he
became President it appeared in print
throughout the country attributed to
him. T‘hi; ;Irm.t:tdﬂ Linti;ht to t;lh! t:l'lf.-
cessity o sCOve . If possible,
real :nthnr and ]‘:E. ed to his
friends to assist him in this quest. Ap-

rently it wis James Grant Wilson,
who informed Mr. Lincoln that the
author of the poem was Willlam Knox.

William Knox

W‘fllinm Knox wnas born in F;irth,
Seotland, on August 17, 1789, oldest
son of Thomas and Barbara Turnbull
Knox, He had a grammar school edu-
eation and in anrlyh outh hifm to
write poems. One blographer says,
“He waa short in stature, but hand-
somely formed, his complexion fair,
and his hair of a light color. He was
a great favorite in mﬂ?’
an inexhaustable fund o ‘hnmur.
was an excellent story teller, and re-
peated and his own songs with
t beauty.” He at.uud away when
Eamhut thirty-six years of age. On
his Lumtb:tmn ill'l in'tfr ears, there was
CNETay e insc on, “The
entitled “Mortality” by William m
is engraved in letters n‘!&gu!d on the
walls of the Imperial ace at St
Petersburg, It was, also, the favorite
poem of Abraham Lineoln, who re-
pnnhdwrmnfitnnthn&a:.rnfhh
assassination,”

In Edinburg, Scotland, where Knox
died there atandas the first heroie
bronze statue of Abraham Lincoln
erected on foreign woll. It is the work

of Thomas Bissell and was dedicated
on August 21, 1893.

Early Editions—1B818, 1824, 1825
The first edition of Knox's Poems
was published in 1818, under the cap-
tion of *“The Lonely Hearth and Other
Poems." Whether or not this compila-
tion contained “Mortality”™ we are not
advised.
The second edition of his poems was
blished in 1824, and was ealled “The
of Israel.” It was a two volume,
12 mo, edition and contained the fa-
mous poemn “Mortality."
An edition appeared in 1825, just
a year later than the earlier pl:l’nl‘.l
under the caption “The Harp of Zion.
Whether or not, "Mortality" was re-
printed we do not know.

Almanae Copy—1831

It would appear from the letter to
Johnston that it was about 1831, when
Lincoln firat observed the poem. It is
gaid to have been called to his atten-
tion by Dr. Jason Duncan of New Sa-
lem, Ilinols, who discovered it with
no authors name attached in an al-
manas. As far as we know the name
of the almanac in which the poem was
printed has not been discovered.

Newspaper Copy—1845
It was the year before the corres-
with Johnston, in the sum-
mer uff It%:ﬁ' that ll.imin obuwedul
COpy O poem in a newspaper. He
uf:i' it appeared in “a straggling
form.” A :nfly of the poem appeared in
The Louisville Evening Post about the
time mentioned by Lincoln and it was
in “straggling form,"” starting with
the seventh stania and concluding
with the mixth,

Johnatone Edition—1847

Beaieht totaes Y ke, plibe
£t r e T,
John J uhnTm? of lmndmp?n 134'?:
under the eaption “The Lonely Hearth
The Songs of Israel, Harp of Zion and
Other Poema™ by William Knox.

Sheet Musie—1865

After Lincoln's tragic death the
theme of the poem encouraged its use
n}ur; widel::rdtnd mt'thmﬁ pieces
of sheel musie ap in , CON-
taining the words of “Mortality.”

The Pearson Copy was published by
Oliver Ditson an Gompnwng. Boston
under the caption, “Oh Why Should
the Spirit of Morial be Proud, poem
hi Abraham Lincoln, later President
of the Un.itzd States, music by George

C e Bodgwick titled
"Mdiﬁfﬂcﬂnﬂ:&hﬂm'
with music by A. Sed It also
gave a brief account the reciting

of the poem by Lincoln as ed down
by Carpenter. It was published by
;Jar::*. A. Pond and Company, New

The Everest Cug.r was also called
“President Lincoln’s Favorite Poem™
and stated that it was “copied by F.
B. Carpenter while our lamented chief
was reciting it." Thizs number was
adapted to music by C. Everest and
ﬁ ished by Lee and Walker, Phila-

Hours at Home Magazine—1865

One of the earliest monthly maga-
zines to feature the poem was “"Hours
at Home" for September, 1865, edited
by J. M. Sherwood, who wideml‘y
wrote the article on “Mr. Lincoln's
Favorite Poem, and Its Author." Be-
sides giving an interesting biographi-
eal sketeh of Knox, it printed the en-
tire fourteen stanzas of the poem.

Humphrey's [llustrated Book—1877
A separately J:rinted brochure bear-
ing the title “Oh Why Should the
Spirit of Mortal Be Proud?” was pub-
lished in 1877, by Lee and Shepard,
Boston. The illustrations, one for each
stanza were Miss L. B,
Humrhr! . The name of Lincoln is not
mntonej and it is Smpqur eredi
to William Knox, er separately
mted coples of the poem have since
printed.

The Houser Brochure—1915

The most exhaustive study of Knox's
poem “"Mortality” as it has become
sssocinted with Abraham Lincoln, has
appeared in a brochure p red by
Ll:: L. Hauser and was published in
1935, by Edward W, Meredith of
Peoria, Ilinois. It is entitled “Abra-
ham Linmln': Favorita Poem, Its Au-
thor and His Book." The muhugrlph
also appears in “The Lincoln Group
Papers” published by The Black Cat
Press, Chiengo,

The first and last verses of the
fourteen stanzas of the immortal
poem follow,

Oh, why should the spirit of mortal
’

be proud T

Like a swift-fleeting meteor, a fast-
flying eloud

A flash of the iighl:nl'nz. a break of
the wave,

Man passes from life to his rest in the
grave.

"Tis the wink of an eye, 'tis the
draught of a breath,

Fmpal',:ab& 'ninnfl.smt:! health to the

ness of death,

From the gilded saloon to the bier and
the shroud:

Oh, why should the spirit of mortal
be proud ?



