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JOHN PALMER USHER- INTERIOR DEPARTMENT 

Continuing the series of bulletins 
presenting brief chronicles and a few 
human interest comments about Lin­
coln's official family it seem3 appro­
priate in this installment to present 
John Palmer Usher, the successor of 
Caleb Smith, who occupied our atten­
tion last month. II Smith was the 
least known member of Lincoln's first 
cabinet the. portfolio was not enhanced 
as far as fame fa concerned by the 
appointment of Usher as he was not 
as well known as Smith. 

Both the Smith and Usher families 
originated in New England, Smith 
having been born in Boston and 
Usher's first American progenitor, a 
book dealer in Boston, was one of the 
founder's of Old South Church in 1669. 
Smith and Usher were both lawyers 
and also close friends. They resided 
at Terre Haute, Indiana at the time 
Lincoln was elected to the Presidency 
and both were ardent Whigs. Usher 
had been acquainted with Lincoln dur­
ing tho circuit riding days in Illinois 
and was acknowledged as a lawyer of 
repute. 

If it was Smith's ability as a log­
roller which allowed hin1 to force his 
way into the cabil>et, be bowed him­
self out in the same manner according 
to Nelson H. Loomis in his brief sketch 
of Usher. Mr. Loomis states that 
Usher reluctantly accepted the office 
of assistant secretary as he much pre­
ferred to have the &PJ,>Ointment as 
fede>-al judge for the d•strict of In­
diana. Upon learning later of the 
death of the incumbent, Judge Hunt­
ington, Usher wrote Smith about 
securing the appointment for him but 
by this time Smith was dissatisfied 
with the secretaryship of the Interior 
Department and secured for himself 
the appointment of District Judge for 
Indiana. 

A letter written on Jan. 20, 1862, 
written by Usher to Richard W. 
Thompson, also of Terre Haute, re· 
veals the reactions of Usher, then 
assistant secretary of the Interior, to 
the anticipated vacancy in the de­
pal'tment: 

"The Interior Department I design 
shall continue to be filled by an In­
dianian and as C<>Jfax and his friends 
made so strong a fight for him, Lin­
coln I suspect will first turn to him 
... r would like to have you have the 
place if you incline to it and will be 
glad to aid you ... Some of my very 
partial friends here have suggested 
that 1 should stand in for the position 
but I assure you I have no ambition 
that way and recoil from the conflict 

which if successful must be aecom· 
panicd with many most tryin~ inci· 
dents but J have agreed that if you 
detern1ine to decline to make an effort 
for the position for yourself, and think 
after careful reflection of the whole 
subject that it is proper and important 
in any respect that l should try to get 
it, I will with your aid try for it. It 
appears to me quite preposterous to 
engage in such an undertaking on my 
own account, but when I reftect that 
I may, without arrogance, believe that 
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I am as competent as some of the 
incumbents, and that it is not possible 
to be more dishonest, J feel the less 
delicacy in the undertaking . . . U 
you consent to have your name used 
in connection with the position; write 
to me and I will do all 1 can to set 
you afloat to the best advantage, in 
which event I think you had better 
come. on and do what you can for 
yourself." 

While it would seem logical for the 
J>resident to appoint another Hoosier; 
to replace Caleb Smith, the fact that 

Usher was already at work in the In· 
terior Department as Assistant Sec­
retary probably would offer a more 
important consideration for his ad· 
vancement to the position than any 
other consideration even the urgent 
recommendation of Smith. 

With the election of 1864 over there 
was a general feeling in the Cabinet 
thnt it would be reorgani1..ed. On Dec. 
2, 1864, Usher wrote another letter 
to Thompson in which he says in part: 

111 write now about a matter con­
cerning myself. You may see, daily1 in the papers I am to be nppoinwa 
Judge, etc. There is no truth or reason 
in these reports. The question is, can 
I stay here in my present position? 
There are reports of various gentle­
men being promoted to the position, 
but there is no prospect for any of 
them. 'there is, however, on foot1 a 
project to put Gov. Wright in the 
place. It is expected that this will be 
backed UJ,> by certain peculiar and 
powerful mftuences. I do not (know) 
that there is anything to this, but it 
is to be apprehended. I do not enter­
tain any resentment or spirit of re­
s istance to this .... I would suggest 
for your consideration the idea of the 
Electorial College expressing the sat­
isfaction of the people of the state 
with the present arrangement and 
also expressing in n delicate way that 
Indiana expected to be near the Presi­
dent in the Cabinet." 

A week and a half Inter Ushe1· seems 
much more confident about retaining 
his position and so advises Thompson 
on Dee. 13 as foJiows: 

Dec. 18, 1864 
"I don't now believe that I shall be 

disturbed. The fact that the aspirants 
for the office are so numerous and as 
the President is disposed I believe to 
give our state. a Cabinet appointment 
he will 1 think incline to let me alone 
believing that by doing so he will 
give as much satisfaction as by at· 
tempting a change. I feel tolerably 
secure. . . . I hope you will keep an 
eye upon the moveme.nt in our state 
and advise me of any ambitious 
schemes for my overthrow . ... " 

Upon the appointment of Hugh Mc­
Culloch as Secretary of Treasury who 
was also from Indiana, SI!Cretary 
Usher voluntarily resigned so as not 
to embarrass the President by having 
two Hoosiers in his cabinet. As his 
resignation did not take effect until 
May 16, 1865, he was still holding 
office at the time of the President's 
death. 


