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ABRAHAH LINCOLN REVISITS V1ASID1JGT01' 

February 11, 1951 

If Abraham Lincoln were to revisit Washington, the capital of the United States , 

today, I believe that his heart would be gladdened by the sight of the beautiful city 

which, since his day, has become one of the most magnificent capitals of the v:orld. 

He would have been pleased greatly with its architectural grandeur and with all that 

it betokened of wealth and the progress of the nation which he loved so dearly. His 

heart would have been gladdened , too , by observing that the Union which he died to 

preserve has endured. It would now be more than four score years since the battle 

banners of the Civil War were furled, almost as many years as the Union endured from 

its inception until the time of the Civil rrar . And now in 1951 Abraham Lincoln would 

have found that Union stronger than ever before, in spite of all the strains and the 

tensio11s and the sectional conflicts of the succeeding years since the Civil war , and 

in spitB of the searching and the testing of three wars - tvro forld Wars - since that 

day. That Union 1"£hich he died to preserve ·ms never again endangered. His heart would 

have been gladdened by the fact that so nany other states have joined that Union, that 

from a population of some 31, 000.,000 in his day, the United states today· had a popula­

tion of over 150 , 000 ,000 . 

'I'he heart of the great emancipator vrould have been gladdened, I am sure , by the 

fact that the bitter memories of that Civil ~rar which rent his country apart in frat­

ricidal strife have been, in not completely erased, certainly they have faded. The 

American people today is cemented as one people , one United States of America . That 

which he had hoped for and prayed for had come to pass . You vi 11 recall the remark­

able words which he spoke at the close of the first inaugural address , March 4, 1861: 

I run loath to close . V{e are not enemies ., but friends . We must 
not be enemies . Though passion may have strained, it must not 
break, our bonds of affection . The mystic chords of memory, 
stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to evecy 
living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet 
swell the chorus of the Union when a gain touc ed ., as surely they 
will be , by the better angels.of our nature . 
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His prophesy has come true . The better nature of the Ai~erican people prevailed. 

Abraham Lincoln, in revisiting a8hinJton in 19.5'1, -rrould have been glad to note 

that the emancipation of the Negro which he initiateJ has steadily advanced in maey 

other fields . He had emaPcipated the Negro fron serfdom; he had given them polit.:.cal 

freedom. He mu.:,+, have ktiovfi., I am sure , th::.t wl1at he was doing v1as onl~,. the beginn:ing 

of their liberation. No people passes .from total slavery to total freedom overnight 

and by an edict of emancipation. He knew his Bible; he kraw the story cf the emanci­

pation of the Hebrevr slaves at the hands of Hoses . They did not pass .from slavery to 

f'reecb m overnight . The bad to pass through many scorching yea of wandering in a 

·wilderness, and the whole eeneration of t.he emancipated slaves had to perish in the 

wilderness, before the peoplewas ready for freedor.i . 

Long and hard is the road, with many retreats and many detours . He must have 

l .. nown , I am sure , that. even the political l'reedo which he granted to the rregro vro ld 

be resisted aftar the way, and that ways vrould b sou ht and found to get a:::-ound their 

legal en.fr(:\nchisenent , even though it was officially procla:L";led and rrit+en into an 

ar.1endment in the Constitution of the United States . 

But while their a vance to total freedom has suffered many checks and retarda­

tions , it has been steady and continuous through the years , and that wold have grati­

fied the heart of Abraham Lincoln . The Negro in the united states has made remarkable 

advances in education, in the rise of their standard of living, in industrial oppor­

tunities , in the professions , in government , and more and more the members of this race 

are forging to the very forefront in the arts , in the sciences and in government . 

Abraham Lincoln in 1951 vould kn that his work was not yet complete~ by any 

means and that there were some very d&rk areas on the continent . He would have been 

grieved to learn that measures at their complete civil rights and against discr:imina­

tion in employment are still being frustrated in the Congress of the United States . 

And yet the penetrating eye of Lincoln - for his eye was th.at of a prophet - could not 

fail to see the steady and irresistible fo vard march of the race .for ·-:hich he sacri­

ficed so much , ad that that race 10 ld ultimately achieve its complete emancipation. 



And his pat ient spirit v ould not be cast do~ n, t erefore , by the evidences of the im.­

erfection and the incorapletion of his task. He vrould l:,e satisfied that the spi it of 

his America was still in the ascendency. 

I think 1bra am Lincoln, too , in revisitin drnr capital in 1951 , -rrould have been 

pleased w:i th the fact that the spirit of know- nothingism which vra.s so ranpant in . is 

day and ravaged 1is country, while it has not entirely disappeared and cccasio•ally 

fl~res up here and there , has not succeeded in kindlinc any- vtltlespread conflacra tion 

in our country; that bigotry ::ind intolerance find no serious and certainly no perman­

ent lodgenent either in the Con.3ress of the United States or ir, its courts , in its 

legislative or in it.s executive branches . Hovr mightily he fought t e spirit of knm7-

nothingism in his day, which expressed itself then a~ainst foreigners and against cath-

olics . He kI!eW i,•rhat a violation all that was of the spirit a 1d the eenius of 

and hovr much it endanJered our free institutions. He declared in 1855: 

I am not a Know- nothing; that is cert i • How could I be? Hovr cnn 
anyone who abhors the oppression of Pe roes be in favor of de ad-
ing classes of white people? our progress in degeneracy arpears t 
m.e to be pretty rapid. As a natio~ we began by declaring th~t "all 
men are creA.ted equal . " We nm·r practically read it 11 -9.ll men are 
created equal , except egroesn . fuen the Know- nothings get control, 
it will read nall men are crec1ted equal except TeE;rot:s and foreicners 
and Catholics . " Vhen it cor-Bs to this , I shall pre.rer emigrating to 
some count -:, vrhere they nake no pretense of loving liberty - to 
Russia , for instance , ,r ere des otism c~.n be taken pure , and ·rithout 
the b~se alloy of hypocrisy. 

erica , 

think Abr ham Lincoln , if he revisi ted ·:rasld neton t 1is :rear , ,1011ld h ~ been 

troubled a bit by tha ev~dences of too much government all ctroundhin, by the mazing 

bureaucracy at has been built up . I think he wo ·ld have be . f:cightened by it , for 

like all true democrats , he was apprehensive of excessive eovernment as ultima eJ.y in-

vadin the fre .. , •.1. · t !U O.i. : _ v S CJ. ize - . 1 h.:. t, end towards government i,muld nave fright-

ened him , just as in his day the armies of o.rfice seekers who descended on /ashin en 

di sconce te him and frightened h • mJ people -;ho w nted government to maintaL. them, 

to give them a comfortable berth for lie - that •s what governIJBnt ras for . 



_,_ 

In one of is num~rous tories of vr .1.ich he vras s11ch a master Lincoln told of a 

kine vrho set out one day on a hunt with a 1 arge entourace , !lL Lefore set tin out he 

in uired of his astroloeer what kihd o~ wea Lher it 1r~.mld be , and the astrologer ns-

sured hiM thr t it nould be a ver-~ f:.ne , sunshiny day, and it wns nll rigl t o so a:1e& 

on t ~e unt . He .set out, c:t.nc. on the way he encountered a famer ridine on a donkey, 

and in eood spirit he greeted the far. er and said, "How do rou c.o , fa .. er , n and the 

farr..er said , 11 H()1;1 do you b , king , 0 and the a1 .er said, "Oh ~ci. g , ;y-ou and your foll01v­

ing here are eo • g to be ve-r-yvet before the day is o e.:- . There • s a terrible thunder­

storn coming . , But the king , having received his assurance fr n his aft:rologer , didn 1t 

bother about the informa.t,ion which the farmer gave him , and went on , and of course , in 

the afternoon a thunder storm rolce and .1e and his following vrere just drenched to the 

bone . On his return to the palace , he ordered the head of the astrologer to be cut off , 

naturally, and sunnoreJ the fanner in order to a point hi@ as the astrolo~er. And the 

farmer said, 111 o , oh king, I rm not the one vrho 6 ve o t.1isinformation . Hy donkey 

1. d J. • 

~ion . 11 

Any time there is a storm coming, the ears of 1ay donkey assume a t:ncci 1 pos::.-

And so the king ordered t e donkey to oe appointetl D.S the court astrologer , aT1d 

that , t½.e king said , was the ,:re test nistake he eve_ ade in his career . And then 

Abrahan Lincoln paused, in tellinb the story, and the pecple listenine to him said, 

11 Why? Didn rt the clonlcey ccrtini.:.c to ive hi, the r·. ·ht ~ nform tion?11 11 0h , 11 said 

Abraham Li11coln , "by all neans, he cli , but ever after every do ey i1l the country 

cc1.me iD the palace and asked for a job . 11 

I believe that Abra 1al1l Lincoln vrould have been greatly tro11 led by the ectic 

preparation for war that he would be seeing all around him in 1ashing to in 1951. He 

.rould knov~ ti1ere had been no secession, no rebellion, no invasio of our shores , no 

one has declared vrar en the United states , and yet a state of national emergenc: has 

been preclaimed, American citizens are being drafted into the ar:ny , the life of the 

nation ic, being .feverishly :tegi..rnented for war - he ·muld have been troubled by all 

that . He would have he--rd all about him cries of war on Communism - abolish Commun­

ism by vrar t - ju.st as in his day he heard voices , abolisl slav r: by wcr l Now, Abrahan 
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Li coln vm ld have hated Corununism quite as nuch as he hated slavery. He uas a great 

e y,as opposed to rrar on pri-

vate property. Address·ng a Corunittee fron the ·ror~·n .en's A~wocja-

tj on of re~·.,- York , r:arch 21 ., 186L. , Abrahan Lincoln said: 

The strongest bond of hu.~an sympathy, outside of the family rela­
tion, should be one uniting all workine people , of all natiors , 
anri tongur;s ar.cl kindreds . nor should this lead to a war upon 
property, o the o mers of property. Property is the fruit of 
labor; property is desirable; it is a positive good in the world . 
1hat sorr.e sho 'ld be rich sho ·rs that others may bee.. ne rich ., and 
hence , is just encouragement to industry and enterprise . Let 
not him vrho is houseless pull down the house of another , but let 
him Jabor diligently and build one for hi~self , thus by example , 
assuring that his mm shall be safe from violence when built . 

He would especially have hated Cor.munism because of its character o dictator­

ship, suppressin the rights of the i1:1 ividual , but . e never \70·1ld have urged a cru-

sane a~ainst Cor.imunism any more than he ever ged ;:i crusade a P,ainst slavery. ·e 

hated slavery violently. "Slavery, " he said ., 11 as a foul lie that co1 d never be 

consecrated i_nto God 1s ha.lloved truth. 11 He v,ante ~ al men 1- be free , and yet , he made 

it clear time and time age.in , before he becane esident of the Unl tcd st-ites an "ir .1ile 

he as Presi e11t , that trie paramount objective of the nation ·rra. to sAve t e Union and 

not either to s avt or to destroy slavery. He .ra.s l repared to let slavery e .. d.st in those 

stat.es vrherc it di exist , hoping that tine and procress ·rould brine bcut, its inevit­

able destruction , asit had in other countries and rlthout war . "It is in the course 

of ultiJri~te extinction, " he said. It was a foul lie that co .. ldnot pernanently er.dure . 

He vrc..s opposed to the extension of slavery into the territories . He wanted to arrest 

its further spread and that is why he vigorously denounced the Dred Scott Decision, 

which denied Congress the right to prohibit slavery in the territories . But he refused 

to make the estructioi.l of slavery the paramount objective of national policy. Slavery 

was morally rrong, but Coneresshad no right to in erfere Yri th it -rhere it existed. 

And I doubt , therefore , whether braham Li coln ,·rould have hur:ri?d his nation into 

a crusade aeainst Communism 11 over the globe , as President Truman has aadeavored to 

do . He vrould have 7orked for t e strengthening of the ion, of the u..11:Lon of r~a tions , 



of t.he united trations , as the paramount issue in int rnational life to0ay. He ncrn.l 

have accepted the existence of the Conrnmist state as a fact , unpalatable but inevit­

able . • e hA.d recogni zed the right of these states to eY..ist ni1en ·,e j0 • ned ·ri th them in 

the United Iations •• 

Believing, as he did, in the eternal truth and the inevitable victory of liberty 

all over the world, he would have had confidence in the ultimate extinction of any ar.d 

every form of dictatorship . Practical man that he was , he vrould armed his nation - he 

wou d have sought to make it strong - but , he vrould not have sent his nation forth , I 

believe, as an international Don Quixote to tilt w"ith all the vdndr.lills of hated and 

frig 1tening ideologies in the world . He did not provoke 7ar with the South; it vas the 

South vrhich f ~rst attacked; it was the South which seceded. He did not incite ,1ar 

against it just because it was slave- holding , Rnd unto t~e last he pleaded for under­

standing A.nd unity. He vra3 prepc1red to make greRt concessim .. s to r:iainta·n unity , hav-
th :t 

ing t.~1a larger vision ~ the ul ti:nate would show co. pl te freedom . He vras not rr.uch 

concerned about '.'.)restiarre or face- savi.Pg , (rn hi i'runous debates 11ith Douglas tir.:e ~nd 

cain he stated: 

Think nothing of me - take no thought for the political fate O.L any 
man whomsoe~1er - but come back to t.he truths that are in the 1Jcclar-
a t ion of Independence . You may do anything lrith me you choose , if 
you will but heed these sacred principles . you may not onJy defeat 
me for the senate , but you may take me and put me to death . lhile 
pretending no indifference to earth)¥ honors , I do clair:1 to be actu­
ated in this contest by something higher than an ar~'O_ety for office . 
I charge you to drop every paltry and insignificant tho ~ht for any 
man •s success . It is nothing; I am nothing; Judge Dour;las is nothing . 
But do not destroy that immortal e111blem 0.r I-{tllllRni ty - the DeclaratioJ.1 
of American IndepePdence . 

He failed . The South was determ.j ned upon the e"'ctension of slavery and the bloody 

Civil War followed , the greatest tragcqy in N·1erican histoxv , for tre slaves could have 

been ernancip ted ·rithout a civil war . It ras not m cessary for hundreds of tl ousands 

of American citize s to be butchered and for hBlf of a country to e laid waste in ru-

ins . 
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Now, .re may fail in 1951 to preserve the Union of r:a tions, the United Ta tions . 

The Smriet Union may push on to extend the borders of Cornr.nmism, and so , rovoke the 

Third World var . But su~ely, Abraham Lincoln's advice to those responsi le for the 

fate of our country in 1951 would be what it nas in the days before the C:Lvil ar: 

"Do noth:i.r1e to provoke rar; seize every op ortunity for conference and necotiation., 

for compromise and concessions , but no ,·rar ! And do not r:1a ~e the destruction o.i. Co, -

munism the basic national policy of the United states. " The 3logan of the nation 

should be 1Fnion11 - the Union of humc=i.ni ty, one world, just as in his day it was the 

Union of the States . / 

I think Abraham Lincoln wouldhave been disturbed today in .7ashi ngton by the hys­

te_ ia propaganda which is going on, by the noise and the shouting and the ranting , the 

denunciations . He was opposed to that type of propaganda , of inciting people . Hewes 

fond of telling the story of a traveller who lost his way in an inhospitable region, 

and a terrific thunderstorm c ar.ie up to add to his trou les . He floundered along for a 

time until his horse gave out, and then the lightning afforded h:i..11 the onl .. clue on 

his way, but the peals of thuncter were frighteninc and one bolt particllarly brought 

him to his knees . He was not a praying man, and accordingly, his 11etition ~·ras very 

short and to the point. 11 0h , Lord, " he prayed, 11 if it 1s e.11 the sarie to ou, give us 

a little more light and a little less noise . " ) 

Light - more light , less noise . ) He did not like in his day to hear people saying 

that the "Lord is on our side" . Ve are the saints ; they were the sinners . We were 

all white; theyW3re all oack i.vi th si • If you read his amazing second inaugural rhich 

reads like a par,e f'rom the Bible , after years of bloody war; vou are amazad to find 

that he is still speaking of one people , all sharing alike in the responsibility for 

what has taken place , all equally guilty - North and South alike - and vrhen he heard 

one day a minister proclaim that 11 the Lord is on our side", he said to him, 11I am not 

at allconcerned with that . God is al ays on the side of :hhe right . \ihat I am concerred 

about is that vre sho:ild be on the side of God. tt That • s a narvelous spirit to have in 
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days such as those in '\7hlch v e live today. -, 

He wold have been troubled, too , I believe by the abs3nce of a certain Gtrength 

of character on t e part of 1is nation which enab]e s it to say publicly in the face of 

the whole vrorld occasj 0nally 'It 1s my sin . I an ilty. I nade the 

mistake . " He did that . He did that in amazing situations - in the fanous 'rr1.;nt af­

fair . I vran-t to read you a paragraph or two out of a vecy fine book written by one 

of our friends here in Cl.eve land on "Lavzyer Lincolr.11 - Albert A. V{aldrnan. .!r . aldman 

tells the story of the Trent affair, and i ~ is illustrative of the greatness of this 

mfln, of a quality and greatness of vrhich we are so desperately in need today. 

Former senators James r.r . ,fason of Virginia and John Slidell of Louisi­
ana had boarded the British mail-steamer Trent at Havana, en route to 
England and France , there to act as emissaries of the Southern Confed­
eracy. watchful Captail Charles Wilkes of the United States Navy 
seized the Trent , forcibly removed Mason and Slidell and the:u- secre­
taries , and permitted the vessel to proceed on \tar way. 

The north rent vrild .:.th joy at the capture of t'1e Confederate envoys , 
and Secretary of the 1avy lles even tele . a.hed his concratulations 
to the indiscreet naval officer , praisin him for the ereat public ser­
vice he had rendered . Secretary of iar t nton applau ed the exploit , 
And Congress passed a resolution of thanks t.o Capt&~n ~'iil ,<es . rever 
had the hostility tovr8rds EnGland become more violent an demonstrative . 

But in England an uncontrollable ,·rave of indignation £.wept ove1 t!'le is­
lanr kingdom. The Rri ti.sh Cabinet nas hastily sum:- oned, and amid creat 
exci tenent denounced CaptB.in :1ilke s t s exploit as a violation of inter­
national laws of neutr lity and an affront to the ritis1 flag . The 
immediate release of t!10 Confederate enissaries and eparations ,;rere 
demanded in no uncertain terms . Refusal to comply i.Tith these lenands 
ma ·e vrar inevitable . 

The controversy placed President Lincoln in a most difficult position, 
one ~ n which a less resolute leader would surely have fai.led. I-Iis 
legal trainine enabled hL1 at once to comprehend the grave and inde­
fensible aspect of tl e ai'J.air . He was quick to see that C ptain Wilkes • 
act constituted a fla~Tant reversal of the very principles and prac­
tices for wliich the United States had always contended, and that it was 
more like the former British practice of extracting seamen out of neu­
tral vessels upon the high seas . Novr Great Britain was demandine a 
a right which for more than a haJ.f a century she lud arrogantly denied 
otherq , and for the defense of which the United states had fought the 
war of 1812 . 

In international law there is no process by which a nation my extract 
from a neutral ship on the hich seas a hootile ambassador or person~ 

hargecl with treason or ruzy- other crir:e . If Captain .t.i.lkes had fol­
lmved the procedure of bringing the Trent into a Northern ort , and 
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there ha.vi.Pg a prize court edjudge Mason and Slidell tote the bearers 
of enemy ispatches , he , ul.d have been dthin the lavr. '.Chen the re­
bel envoys , being citizens charge ,·rith treason , Trould have been ar.ien­
e.ble to the lavrs of the United States . The An1erican naval O.J.ficer ' s 
conduct , hm1ever , cle!:lely violated well- catablished internation~l usage 
and subjected his Goverment , althoueh it ru:.d not authorized the act , 
to thew 11- founded protests of the offended British nation . 

Shortly 3.fter thH news of the stoppinc of the Tre t ha.d been broucht 
to President Lincoln I s attent~m , he walked into tne office of .. ttorney­
General Bates , and ••• said: 11 t an not gettinc muc-h sleep out. of that 
exploit of ~· ilkes ts , a. nd I sup ose ne nust look un the la•; of the case . 
I am not much of ct prize lar er , ut it seens tone .. ret y ~le~r t t 
i.: '1ilke s saw fit to na.~e that capture on the high seas , pe had no right 
to turn his quarterdeck =: nto a pri'7.e court . 11 

on the other han . , the current political difficulties, the tc1aper of 
public sentil11ent , ~ d the injudicious advice 01' norc th,qn o e :aenbe!' of 
Lincoln ' s cabinet nade ... eremptory conpliance with the J3ritish dern.and::.i 
most difficult. 

But the wary LaJyer- esi ent w~s not carried a1ay by the publi cl;:unor . 
As a lawyer he had learned that there are tv,o sides to every controversy 
of merit , both of which have to be YJl01111 to understand ei t er. tie h:~.d 
learned to se,ndy his adversary • s case as v;ell as his own , and recognized 
the strength as vrell as the weakness of he opposition. In his ~tudy of 
the Tren affair he came to t,he conclusio that internatinn?l lavr and 
justice ere on ,he si e of the British. 

11 re must stick to Americari principles concerning the rights of' neutr~ls , " 
?resident Lincoln eclared. " e fought Great Britain or insisting, by 
theory and practice , on the r::.r;ht to o precisely r at Cap tai1 iilkes 
has done . If Great Birtain shall now protest against the act and demand 
t 1eir release , vre must rive then up , pclogize for the act as a violat1io 
of our doctrines , and thus forever bind her over to keep the peace in 
relation to neutralo , an so acknowledge thrtt. s. e has been vrrong for 60 
years . " 

Breast~ng public sentinent , the Pres~~ent joined ·Ii.th ~cc etarJ Serar£ in 
orcer .ir.g the release of :a3on a d Slidell. 

Novr that 1 s Arierica 2t its best an a t its greatest . 

Vie 11, good 1riends , there is so nuch nore that one could speak about of Abraham 

Lincoln, his amazing personality, one oi' t J.e 6 re .. ,. est in hu.."!lan hist ry - so ~ .... facets 

to his charq_cter , so :1.uch vrisdom that emanates fron his Ii.re and his teachi gs . rt 

vere good for all men to turn to h.imJ as someone said , 11 In h • . ras vindicated the 

greatness of real goodness , and the goodness of real • eatness. n ericaneeds i:1 19.51 

the type of a nan -rl10 uld say in the midst of the blood and the muck of the Civil lar , 

"1' i th malice toward none and tl th charity for allJ" a nan 'Who was able to say a all 
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t • es, 11 to do aJ.:_ which !1 y achieve an l cherish a just an lastin5 reace among our­

selves and with all nations . 11 

our prayer is that the spirit of braham Lincoln may guide the destinies of our 

natio11 in the tr·o 1bJe d days ahead , as it guided our natioll through its most dangerous 

and esperate hour, the hour when brother in blindness and in bitter ess turned against 

brot~er . ,le must not make the same mistake on a orl ~ scale . 




