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LINCOLN’S LAST PUBLIC SPEECH

The suddenness with which Abraham Lincoln was
snatched from his official capacity as chief executive of
the nation by a planned and premedisted assassination
plot caused most of the events which occurred within
three or four days of the dastardly act, to be over-
shadowed by it. These incidents have never been given the
attention which they deserved. This is especially true with
reference to the President's last public speech. While it
was one of Lincoln's most important messages, it is little
known and certainly not appreciated.

The speech was delivered from the portico of the White
Housze to a vast erowd which had gathered to celebrate
the surrender of the principal insurgent army which
gave prospects of immediate peace, The address of Lin-
coln 'was read from a manuseript and it dealt exclusively
with the problems of reconstruction on which the Fresi-
dent was already at work. Such excerpis are made from
it here as will allow one to draw his own conclusions about
the attitude of mind Lincoln was taking towards the task
of establishing national authority.

"We meet this evening not in sorrow, but in gladness of
heart, The evacuation of Petersburg and Richmond, and
the surrender of the prineipal insurgent army, give hope
of a righteous and speedy peace, whose joyous expression
cannot be restrained. In the midst of this, however, He
from whom all blessing flow must not be forgotten. A call
for a national thanksgiving is being prepared, and will be
duly promulgated. Nor must those whose harder part
give us the cause of rejoicing be overlooked. Their honors
must not be parceled out with others. I myself was near
the front, and had the high pleasure of transmitting much
of the good news to you; but no part of the honor for plan
or execution is mine. To General Grant, his skillful offi-
cers and brave men, all belongs. The gallant navy stood
ready, but was not in reach to take active part.

“By these recent successes, the reinauguration of the
national authority—reconstruction—which has had a
large share of thought from the first, is pressed much
more closely upon our attention. It is fraught with great
difficulty. Unlike a case of war between independent na-
tions, there is no authorized organ for us to treat with—
no one man has authority to give up the rebellion for any
other man. We simply must begin with and mold from
disorganized and discordant elemients. Nor is it 2 small
additional embarrassment that we, the loyal people, differ
among ourselves as to the mode, manner, and measure of
reconstruction. As a general rule, T abstain from reading
the reports of attacks upon myself, wishing not to be
provoked by that to which I cannot properly offer
an answer. In spite of this precaution, however, it comes
to my knowledge that I am much censured for some sup-
posed agency in setting up and seeking to sustain the new
State government of Louisiana.

“In this I have done just so much as, and no more than,
the public knows. In the annual message of December,
1863, and in the accompanying proclamation, I prezented a
plan of reconstruction, as the phrase groes, which I prom-
ised, if adopted by any state, should be acceptable to and
sustained by the executive government of the nation. I dis-

tinctly stated that this was not the only plan which might
possibly be acceptable, and I also distinetl pmtuatumt
the executive claimed no right to say when or whether
members should be admitted to seats in Congress from
such States. This plan was in advance submitted to the
ﬂ%Hirl: Cabinet, and distinetly approved by every member
o s

“General Banks wrote me that he was confident that
the people, with his military co-operation, would recon-
struct substantially on that plan. I wrote to him and
some of them to try it. They tried it, and the result is
known. Such has been my only agency in getting up the
Louisiana government,

“As to sustaining it, my promise is out, as before stated.
But as bad promises are better broken than kept, I shall
treat this as a bad promise, and break it whenever I shall
be convinced that keeping it is adverse to the public
interest; but 1 have not yet been so convinced. 1 have
been shown a letter on this subject, supposed to be an
able one, in which the writer expresses regret that my
mind has not seemed to be definitely fixed on the question
whether the seceded States, so called, are in the Union
or out of it. It would perhaps add astonishment to his
regret were he to learn that since 1 have found professed
Union men endeavoring to make that question, I have
purposely forborne any publie expression upon it. As ap-
pears to me, that question has not been, mor yet is, a
practically material one, and that any discussion of it,
while it thus remains practically immaterial, could have
no effect other than the mischievous one of dividing our
friends. As yet, whatever it may hereafter become, that
question is bad as the basis of a controversy and good for
nothing at all—a merely pernicious abstraction.

“We all agree that the seceded States, so called, are out
of their proper, practical relation with the Union, and that
the sole object of the government, civil and military, in
regard to those States, iz to again get them into that
proper practical relation. I believe that it is not only pos-
sible, but in fact easier, to do this without deciding or even
considering whether these States have ever been out of
the Union, than with it. Finding themselves safely at
home, it would be utterly immaterial whether they had
ever been abroad. Let us all join in doing the acts neces-
sary to restoring the proper practical relations between
these States and the Union . .,

“*8till, the question is not whether the Louisiana govern-
ment, as it stands, is quite all that is desirable, The ques-
tion iz, will it be wiser to take it as it is and hE‘l;p to
improve it, or to reject and disperse it? ...

“Concede that the new ﬁ::lwemmem of Louisiana is onl
to what it should be, as the egg is to the fowl, we shall
:‘iﬂﬂl‘t‘i‘r have the fowl by hatching the egg than by smash-
ing 1

“What has been said of Louisiana will apply generally
to other States. And yet so great peculiarities pertain to
each State, and such important and sudden changes oceur
in the same State, and withal so new and unprecedented
iz the whole case that no exclusive and inﬂeﬂﬁe plan can
safely be prescribed as to details and collaterals. Such an
exclusive and inflexible plan would surely become a new
entanglement., Important principles may and must be in-
flexible. In the present situation, as the phrase , it
may be my duty to make some new a.nnoumemeni!: to the
people of the South. I am considering, and shall not fail
to act when satisfied that action will ie proper.”



