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WILLIAM PITT FESSENDEN, SECRETARY OF THE TREASURY

Willinm Pitt Fessenden, usually ad-
dressed by his friends as “Pitt,”
visited Springfleld, 1llinois on June
19, 1837, in company with Daniel
Webster and his party. A largely at-
tended barbecue was prepared by the
Whigs of central Illinois at Porter's
Grove in homor of the illustrious
Webster, Inasmuch as Abraham Lin-
coln was living in Springfield at this
time and an influential Whig member
of the Legislature, there can be no
doubt but what it was here that he
first met Mr., Fessenden. Inm fact it
would appear as if this future Sec-
retary of the Treasury was presented
to Abraham Lincoln earlier than any
other member who was later taken
into his eabinet,

There is no evidence that Fessenden
remembered meeting Lincoln at
Springfield and possibly Lincoln may
not have had any distinet memory of
mecting Fessenden because of the
greater importance of Webster. It was
an eventful trip for Fessenden. After
the wvisit to Clay in Kentucky, the
Webster party stopped at Cincinnati
and here Fessenden made the ac-
quaintance of a young man named
Salmon P, Chase, whom he was to
succeed twenty-seven years later in
the Lineoln eabinet,

Fessenden was a member of an
influentinl New England family, his
father, Samuel, having been very
early affilinted with the anti-slavery
party in Maine and for forty yvears the
head of the bar in that state, William
became an ardent follower of his
father with reference to the slavery
question and as early as 1840 spon-
sored anti-slavery legislature as a
member of Congress and became one
of the leading Whigs opposed to
“property in men” As a senator in
1854 he made a speech on the Kansas-
Nebraska bill which was widely aec-
claimed,

As early as 1864 Fessenden was
advocating and helping to promote
what he termed an “anti-extension
party" but with the formation of the
Republiean group he became an ardent
supporter of its principles. The newly
organized party in Maine sent him to

the Senate in 18569. He would have
been a favorite son candidate for the
Presidency in 1860 if he had allowed
his name to be presented by the dele-
gation from his state., Regardless of
hia unwillingneas to become & can-
didate, James G. Blain wrote to him
from Chicago on Monday, May 16,
1860, during the Republican conven-
tion a letter containing this advice,
“The game lies belween Lineoln and
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yourself.” On the following day Fes-
senden wrote a letter to his family,
“Linecoln seems to be in the ascend-
ent.” Dennison was another possible
nominee for the presidency in 1860
who eventually found his way into the
successful enndidate’s cabinet,

As soon ns Lineoln was elected
Fessenden became n strong advocate
for the appointment of Chase as head
of the Treasury department which he
felt to be the most important post in
view of the poasibility of a war
Senator Fessenden himself was chair-
man of the committee on Finance, On

May 29, 1861, he received at his home
in Maine a note from Chase stating
that the President desired his pres-
ence in Washington and from then
on Fessenden was more responsible
than any oneé else for the measures
pazsed in Congress which gave con-
gressional financial support to the war
enterprise.

Ome of the most drastic movements
in the early part of the war came
when a committes from the Senate
attempted to foree Lincoln to re-
organize his cabinet for the primary
purpose of getting rid of Seward.
Fessenden took a leading part in the
procedure and in the meetings with
the President which followed was very
outspoken in his eriticisms: g0 much
a0 that when his name was proposed
as a successor to Seward he remarked,
“You know very well that the part 1
have taken in this movement would
effectually exclude me from a cabinet
appointment if there were no other
reason.”

However the time came when Mr.
Fessenden learned that Mr, Linecoln
would not allow personal differences
to stand between him and an appoint-
ment that should be made for the
good of the nation. Upon Mr. Chase's
withdrawal from the eabinet Mr, Fes-
senden was almost commanded by the
President to mceapt the portfolio. This
he consented to do purely from the
sense of duty and on no desire of his
own. There was also an understanding
that just as soon as the emergency
was over he would be relieved and
with thiz promise from the Chief
Executive he was appointed.

The very eflicient serviee Mr, Fes-
senden rendered the country at the
time of one of its most dificult finan-
cial crises was much appreciated by
Mr. Linecoln and for eight months
Fesgenden directed the affairs of the
department mcceptably. With the
senatorial elections coming up and
some movement taking form in Maine
to nominate another for Fessenden’s
former seat in the Senate, his resig-
nation to take effect on March 3, 1865
was handed to the President.



