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CLEMENCY FOR SLEEPERS

The reaction of Abraham Lincoln te violations of mili-
tary regulations which cecurred at the beginning of the
war contributed much towardz establishing precedents
with respect to the punishment of subsequent offendors.
One of the most frequently broken statutes which called
for the death penalty was “sleeping at the post."” William
Seott, n Vermont volunteer was one of the first men sen-
tenced on this charge which came to the notice of the
President.

The case of “The Sleeping Sentinel™ deserves much
more attention than it has been accorded by historians
as it set the pattern for the adjustment of an antiquated
military code enacted for the purpose of controlling mer-
cenary troops. Disciplinary measures for a volunteer
army composed of many young boys from the rural dis-
tricts n drastic revisions and the Commander in
Chief wos one of the first officers to see the injustice of
muny laws ealling for capital punishment.

The story of Scott although widely publicised at the
time hag had much difficulty in gaining acceptance, Dr,
W. E, Barton at one time believed it to be largely leg-
ondta‘.’léy and in his Life of Lincoln published in 19256 he
sta with reference to the Scott incident, “There is no
evidence that Lincoln ever knew of the case.” In the
files of the Lincoln National Life Foundation there is a
letter written by a New York lawyer dated as late as
September 18, 1939, which states: “In number 544 of
Lincoln Lore | note the story of William Scott. The
whole story is just a myth.,"”

Walter F. Glover prepared an argument in 1938 under
the title Abraham Lincoln and the Sleeping Sentinel of
Vermont which was published by the Vermont Historical
Society. It is by far the most authentie discussion on the
Scott episode. He not only supports with documentary
evidenee the story of the %ro of the case against
Scott but r-el:.rint upon exhibits consisting of contem-
porary writings builds a st case for the historieal
accuracy of certain incidents that heretofore had been
considered traditional,

Willinm Scott enlisted on July 10, 1861, at Montpelier
as a private in Company K, Third Vermont Regiment.
He arvived with hiz company in Washington on July
26 and on the following day was gquartered at Camp
Logan near Chain Bridge which crozsed the Potomne
about six miles above Washington.

Omn the night of :,‘E:Etembar 3 the brigade of which Scott
was a member moved from the Washington end of Chain
Bridge mcross the Potomae to a point one mile from
the Virginia end of the bridge. The new encampment was
called Camp Advance,

The files in the War Department at Washington reveal
that Seott “did go to sl n his post, thus at the hour
between three and four . on the 31st day of .Ll.i.lt'l.u'tnl
1861, while on picket guard, near Camp Lyon, D. C.
and that he was found guilty and sentenced to “be shot
to death on Monday the 9th of September, 1861, at such
hour and place as the Brl*flde Commander may deter-
mine.” The sentence was “approved by Major General
MeClellan” and the death warrant dated September 4
gent to Brig, Gen, W, F. Smith, commanding officer at
Chain Bridge.

On September 7, three days after the sentence, officers
and privates in the Srd Regiment sent a petition to Gen-
Eralthﬁmlt.h l;.h:t ""'“".!“.}.h :ft%l “now dwersuaun;: %f

eath may be spared. e following ,» September

the day before the date set for the execution, Genera
H¢Clﬂl¥llld wrote a letter to his wife in which he said,
“Mr. Lincoln eame thizs morning to ask me to pardon a

man that 1 had ordered to be shot."” Later on the same
day MeClelland signed a reprieve for Seott because of the
earnest a lz of the soldiers, Scott's good character,
and also for the reason that “The Prosident of the United
Stales has expressed a wish that as this is the first con-
demnation to death in this army for this crime, mercy
may be extended to the criminal.™

Contemporary news articles, soldiers letters and Seott
family reminiscences are unanimous in the conclusion
that the infloence of Abraham Lincoln was chiefly re-
sponsible for saving the life of Scott,

One rl:a.sa of the episode which has been treated ms
fictional is the tradition that President Lineoln himself
carried the reprieve out to the camp six miles from
Washington to make sure that the exeeution did not
take place and there seems to be evidence both for and
against this Sﬂrﬂdﬂl] initiative on the part of the Presi-
dent of the United States, This whole question has been
reopened again during these September days in 1947
beeause some added evidence has come from the testi-
;l;'uny of an eye witness who observed Mr, Lincoln at
@ camp,

Thih}.inm]n Nnil:::nul Life Fﬁiurtldlﬁfcrit‘ Eﬂlhiﬁfmﬂ?
acquired a rare eig go pamphiet w -
phers seem to have mj':l:ed. t Ispznl:itlﬁd A Soldier's Rec-
ollection of Abraham Lincoln James S, Botsford and
Eeh!iuhad in 1904. Mr. Botsford recalls incidents which

abserved during the five different times he saw
Abraham Lincoln during the war and the one of special
interest he sets forth in these words:

“The next time I saw Mr. Lincoln was in the following
September (1861). We had marched across the Potomac
into Virginia, and were camped about a mile northwest
of Chain Bridge, just above Old Georgetown, Our regi-
ment had received the post of honor in the brigade com-
manded by General Hancock. The second brigade in our
division was composed of five regiments from the State
of Vermont. In one of those regiments was a soldier by
the name of Scott, who one night went to sl on his
post while on the picket guard, and who was Sgarwudn
court-martialed and sentenced to b shot, His Tamily and
kindred and friends in Vermont intereeded with President
Lincoln in his behalf, and the result was that the Presi-
dent commuted his sentence to a reprimand in front of
his regiment. This commutation, however, did not reach
the division until the day before the execution was to
take place. On the ﬁﬂ{;ﬂ the ﬁuutinn was to take

our brigade ermonters were engaged in
E\I:IH forts; and our immediate command was en-
gaged I:rmhl’tnx Fort Marcy, which stood on the side
of the rike gO north from Chain Bridge to Drains-
ville, Virginia. While we were thus engaged in building
that fort, there came ..;lg during the afternoon from Chain

aca as the carriage approached the
fort that we were building it was seen that in it were
President Lincoln and his Private Secretary, President
gmmllp had come out with the commutation for young

it.

We have General McClellan's own statement that the
President visited him on the morning of September 8
to reﬂuant a pardon for a condemned goldier, The same
day MeClellan signed the reprieve for Seott and it would
he characteristic of Lincaln to follow through with this
first important commutation for sleeping at the post by
dﬂllvar%h':'ith his own hand this precedent making docu-
ment. ohservation by Private Botsford who claimed
to have seen the President on this important mission is
at least worthy of consideration.



