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  It must have been an odd sight. In an era when the average height was well below six 

feet, to see such a tall, angular man in a stove pipe hat surely turned a few heads as he shuffled 

up the Capitol’s steps into the Old Senate Chamber, which then served as the Supreme Court of 

the United States. He was so remarkable, in fact, a passerby on the street who witnessed the 

man speaking to a family outside, recorded his poignant observations of that day in his journal. 

That day I saw a tall, remarkable-looking man walking up the steps. He was stopped and thus 
listened with fixed attention and his countenance expressed such genuine interest that he was 
asked that he might be willing to say something to the children. He accepted the invitation with 
evident pleasure, and began a simple address, which at once fascinated every little hearer and 
hushed them into silence. His language was strikingly beautiful, and his tones musical with intense 
feeling. The little faces would droop into sad conviction when he uttered sentences of warning, 
and would brighten into sunshine as he spoke cheerful words of promise. Once or twice he 
attempted to close his remarks, but the imperative shout of, `Go on! Oh, do go on!’ would compel 
him to resume. As I looked upon the gaunt and sinewy frame of the stranger, and marked his 
powerful head and determined features, now touched into softness by the impressions of the 
moment, I felt an irrepressible curiosity to learn something more about him, and while he entered 
the Capitol Building. I begged to know his name. He courteously replied: `It is Abraham Lincoln, 
from Illinois.’ 

  On that unseasonably warm Washington day in March 1849, Abraham Lincoln argued a 

case for the first and only time before the United States Supreme Court. The relatively obscure 

congressman whose single term was about to end could never imagine that in eleven years he 

would return to those very steps to take the oath that would make him the nation’s sixteenth 

president. His words before the Court, long obscured in the pages of Benjamin C. Howard’s 

Reports of the Supreme Court of the U.S. Jan. Term 1849 (1884), were made available and 

accessible by the Law Practice of Abraham Lincoln Project (2nd edition). 

  The case, (Wm Lewis, for the use of N. Longworth against Thomas Lewis, Administrator 

de bonis non of the Estate of Moses Broadwell, dec’d), or simply put Lewis v. Lewis, was to 

resolve litigation regarding property ownership that had come to the Court because two justices 

assigned to the Midwest Circuit had disagreed. It was a federal matter because it involved the 

statute of limitations in an Illinois law affecting non-residents: the property originally at issue 

was in Ohio. At first glance it was a dry-as-dust case about the interpretation of an 1827 Illinois 

law that regulated the amount of time a potential litigant had to initiate  lawsuit. Beneath the 

surface, though, were the larger and very significant issues that would ultimately intensify the 

sectional crisis that resulted in Civil War. 
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Mr. Lincoln Goes to the Supreme Court: 

An Overlooked yet Significantly Portentous Case 

by 

Jason H. Silverman 



  In 1819 Mathew Broadwell, who was an Illinois resident and whose estate Lincoln 

represented, sold William Lewis a parcel of land in Ohio. It turned out that Broadwell was not 

the rightful owner. The rightful owner legally ejected Lewis in 1825. In 1827, the Illinois 

legislature passed a statute stating that a suit for damages of the sort that Lewis had suffered 

had to begin within sixteen years of the cause of action. Non-Illinois residents, though, were 

exempt from the limitation, but in 1837 the legislature repealed that exemption. In December 

1843, Lewis sued Broadwell’s estate for $3000 in damages. The question then was did Lewis, at 

this late date, still have the right to sue? Both parties and the court agreed that the starting date 

for the sixteen-year exemption was either 1827 or 1837. If 1827, then Lewis did not have the 

ability to sue since he had missed the sixteen-year exemption by some months. If 1837, then he 

did. 

  Lincoln was quite familiar with such issues since many cases he had argued in Illinois 

were about property rights, the ownership of the land, and the imperative necessity to establish 

legitimate title. Lincoln’s familiarity was not just professional. Personally the case was 

reminiscent of Lincoln’s youth when his father, Thomas Lincoln, experienced ongoing problems 

with the complexities of title legitimacy in Kentucky. Besides Lincoln’s family troubles with the 

questionable practices of land titles, this issue significantly affected the nation’s continued 

westward expansion. Lincoln had witnessed this first-hand in the Black Hawk War in which he 

had fought in 1832: the problem of contested territory and the need to legally settle conflicting 

claims about land ownership. But, Lincoln also believed that underlying this legal case was the 

question of what rights American citizens had in the newly opened western territories, including 

whether the right of a South Carolina resident to own human property, authorized by the 

Constitution and the laws of his state, was valid in Federal territories. 

  On the surface, the issue was a technical one. Both the pro-slavery Chief Justice, Roger 

B. Taney, who was to rule for the majority and against Lincoln’s client, and Justice John McLean, 

an antislavery evangelical Christian from Ohio, who was to dissent, agreed that the technical 

issue should be resolved by an appeal to precedent. 

  Taney argued that the Court’s decision in Ross et al. v. Duval et al (1839) had stated 

that “limitations would not begin to run until the time of the repeal” unless the law specifically 

indicated otherwise. But his argument in this case disregarded the precise language of the 

precedent and some of its major points, as if they did not exist. Citing the same precedent, 

McLean claimed the opposite. Closely examining its language, he argued that the words in the 

precedent actually said that “if [statutes] made no exceptions...the courts can make none. And 

when the exceptions of a statute are repealed, the act stands as though it had been originally 

passed without them.” Precedent, in other words, determined that exemptions or exceptions in 

a law that had been repealed were determined by the date of the original law, except when 

there was an obvious unfairness. And, McLean stressed, the six years that Lewis had waited  
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between the repeal in 1837 and the inception of his suit in 1843 had been ample time to meet 

the test of fairness. With three additional precedents, Jackson ex dem. Hart v. Lamphire (1830); 

Luckett v. Dunn and Bass (1823); and Matthewson v. Satterlee (1829), McLean interpreted the 

language and arguments of earlier rulings in favor of Lincoln’s client. 

  A Democratic politician, Taney had been appointed Chief Justice in 1836 by Andrew 

Jackson to succeed the Federalist John Marshall. Like many of his opinions defining the authority 

of the Court, the Chief Justice’s decision in Lewis v. Lewis strengthened the Court’s power in 

relation to state legislatures and Congress in order to protect Southern interests. As the arbiter 

of constitutionality, the Supreme Court represented for Taney the ultimate defense against 

legislative attempts to interfere with property rights, a crucial concern for the Southern-born 

Chief Justice.  

  Eight years later, the Dred Scott decision made it clear that Taney, as an advocate of 

increasing the Court’s power over legislatures, had intended his tenure to create a Court 

sympathetic to Southern interests. This, of course, would allow the Court to perpetuate the 

institution of slavery in the Southern states and perhaps even facilitate its expansion into the 

western territories. As long as the Court was controlled by justices like him (and five of his 

colleagues were Southern partisans), Taney believed that the more power the Court had over 

legislatures with regard to property issues by the highest court in the land needed to be decided 

in strict contractual terms, without regard for fairness or morality. A contract was a contract, its 

terms not to be mitigated by intangible issues that were not explicitly a part of the contract.  

  Doubtless, in 1849, Lincoln had no clear sense of the Chief Justice’s pro-Southern 

agenda. In fact, he agreed with Taney that the Constitution guaranteed the right of a state to 

legislate in favor of slavery by protecting and extending property rights. Lincoln and Taney each 

accepted the guiding principle that both the courts and the executive must defer to a state 

legislature’s precise language unless that language was incompatible with the Constitution. 

Although Taney espoused this deference to legislative authority in principle, in practice he 

created exceptions whenever it conflicted with his rigid ideology. Like McLean, Lincoln believed 

that the relevant precedents in this case supported his client’s defense, and he concisely 

presented the prevailing citations and references. But then, characteristically of the man who 

would rise to the presidency, he evoked what he believed should be the basis of his argument, 

namely the supporting moral, philosophical, and political guidelines of a pragmatic society.  

  In short, Lincoln believed that a realistic view of human nature needed to be a factor in 

judicial decision-making; that common sense and rationality were the best direction to fair 

thought and action; that clear and simple language were the fundamental tools of civilized 

discourse; that prudence and restraint should dominate government; and that the balance of 

power established in the Constitution between the branches of government, and especially the  
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role of the people’s  voice in their legislatures and in Congress, were sacrosanct. 

  Lincoln’s only oral argument before the highest court in his legal career was succinct, 

carefully phrased, and extremely precise and it was an impressive appeal to judicial common 

sense as the road to higher principles, “In this [case] the court seems not only to have left, in 

fact, its own appropriate work of expounding and construing the law according to its terms,” 

Lincoln stated, “but to have undertaken, in effect, the work of the Legislature and made a 

limitation of only six years, by giving the repealing act a retrospective operation of ten years. This 

intention must have been inferred from the naked circumstance of the repeal having been made 

so soon after the decision of the Supreme Court in regard to the replication, as there is no other 

evidence of their intention.” 

  The argument was vintage Lincoln: informed, rational, and possessed of necessary 

literary skill to carefully frame an oral presentation. “The dictate of common sense,” he argued, 

“which seems to be the perfection of reason, would be that the law should only operate from its 

passage, as its terms import, and if the legislature had intended otherwise, they were 

competent, and it was their duty to say so. Which would be most pernicious in such cases, 

legislative exposition or judicial discretion, is not for me to determine; but 

in my judgment, each would leave the impress of mischief in its path-way, and therefore neither should be 
tolerated. —The question is not whether the legislature is competent to make a law of Limitations of six 
years; but whether the Court has discretionary powers over the subject, to make the law long or short at its 
pleasure. And besides, different Courts would exercise various discretionary powers and the decisions would 
be dissimilar and perhaps capricious according to the standards of discretion. To avoid such a state of things, 
should be the object of every honest mind; but nothing can prevent such a result, except adhering to the 
statute as passed. Hence the conclusion seems to follow, that it is most prudent so to construe statutes as to 
give them effect from their date or otherwise, according to their terms, without any metaphysical or hair 
splitting distinctions in order to make them operate retroactively. 

  To Lincoln, then, the issue was did any court have the right to manufacture legislative 

intent out of thin air or substitute judicial judgment or preference for legislative fact? If the 

Court could, in effect, rewrite legislation, then Lincoln feared that it could assume the authority 

to rewrite the Founding Fathers’ language and intent of the Constitution, a document, along with 

the Declaration of Independence, that Lincoln so revered. If the Court did so, the political 

ideologies and sectional loyalties of the justices would thus determine what statutes meant, 

without regard for their actual language. 

  As a Whig, and an individual deeply respectful of the power of language as an 

instrument of change and a force of empowerment, Lincoln desired no judicial tampering with 

the sacred texts. He likewise had the highest respect for the voice of the people as reflected in 

their legislatures. To determine the meaning of laws, Lincoln believed the formula was simple, 

exercise common sense, reason, rational analysis, and objectivity. In arguing his case, he 

believed that precedent, language, and principle were on his side. And as a Democrat and an 

adherent of legislative popular sovereignty, Chief Justice Taney shared Lincoln’s respect for the  
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exact language of legislation unless significant Southern interests such as slavery were at stake. 

Unlike Taney, however, Lincoln found moral considerations to always be relevant. Thus, his legal 

argument was presented in humane and unpretentious terms, giving priority to an honest use of 

language without ulterior motive such as that of Taney. 

  In the end, neither Taney nor McLean paid any attention to Lincoln’s moral and precise 

arguments in their written opinions. Each argued narrowly on the basis of his interpretation of 

the precedent. McLean for the 1827 date, Taney for the 1837 date. Lewis had a right to sue, the 

Court decided. The Chief Justice followed his Court’s general preference for the amoral 

enforcement of contracts, a principle from which McLean often dissented. To augment his 

written majority opinion and sectional bias in this case. Taney read into the legislation provisions 

that were not there. The convergence of common law interpretation and political ideology 

paradoxically resulted in McLean, the antislavery judge from Ohio, dissenting in favor of Lincoln’s 

strict language. Overall, though, Taney’s decision in this seemingly unimportant case ultimately 

strengthened the ability of the Southern majority on the court to protect slavery, providing a 

potential precedent for Taney’s famous, or infamous, decision almost a decade later in the Dred 

Scott case. 

  Soon after the Court’s adverse decision, former congressman Lincoln returned to the 

relative obscurity of his Springfield life, resuming his duties at the firm of Lincoln and Herndon 

and believing his political life was over. Within six years however, his philosophical and moral 

principles and his rhetorical skills were to be put to the test of national prominence. Lincoln 

would come off of the political sidelines and take the opportunity to argue before huge audiences 

and the national press the issues that had been implicit in the apparently unimportant case that 

he had lost in 1849. Once again, a Taney decision in Dred Scott had opened the door to the 

expansion of slavery into the western territories and Lincoln would have none of it. 

  And yet in supreme irony, on a very cold and stormy March day, the proslavery Chief 

Justice who wrote the decision against him and who stood for much of what Lincoln opposed 

would administer the oath of office in 1861 as the nation’s sixteenth president. History has 

shown us that two concurrent Civil Wars were provoked that day that would last four years, one 

between the states of the Union and another between the two protagonists who stood on the 

East Portico of the Capitol facing one another on that inauguration day. 

__________________________ 

Jason H. Silverman is the Ellison Capers Palmer Jr. Professor of History Emeritus, Winthrop University 
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  Using magicians as spies is nothing new. Throughout history, conjurors have engaged in 

espionage, police, and detective work. It was quite practical for intelligence agencies in the time 

of war to be using entertainers for covert activities. The French magician Jean Eugène Robert-

Houdini, whose name the young Ehrich Weiss invoked when he renamed himself Harry Houdini, 

worked as an envoy in Algeria and helped quell an uprising.  Houdini himself, as a performer 

moving freely worldwide, became a perfect recruit to spy for the Americans and British against 

the Germans and Russians leading up to World War I. During World War II, the illusionist Joseph 

Dunninger advised the U.S. Armed Forces on camouflage techniques while magician John Scarne 

worked for the American Army during the war showing traveling soldiers how not to be cheated 

at craps, gambling, and cards. In the 1950s, the Central Intelligence Agency hired the magician 

John Mulholland to write a pamphlet on sleight-of-hand techniques to help operatives administer 

substances clandestinely. 

  But the name Horatio Green “Harry” Cooke is not one usually included in the list of 

illustrious magicians who spied for their country; though perhaps it should be. Nor is his name 

brandied about when speaking of Abraham Lincoln and the Civil War. Indeed, you might be hard 

pressed to find him mentioned in any of the 17,000 and counting volumes in the great pantheon 

of Lincoln literature. And yet his saga is a remarkable one and his relationship with Lincoln an 

untold story of bravery, dedication, prestidigitation and escape artistry. In the end, Cooke would 

become “Lincoln’s Magician,” a title he wore proudly throughout his long life. 

  Lincoln was no stranger to magic, having as a youth entertained with rudimentary magic 

tricks anyone who would watch him. His fascination with magic continued into adulthood as he 

matured into a successful attorney and politician. Whenever he could slip away Lincoln would 

frequent magic shows. In fact, he liked magic so much that he returned four times to see the 

famous American-born conjuror “Wyman the Wizard,” (whose real name was John Wyman) 

perform at the Odd Fellows Hall located almost exactly halfway between the Capitol and the 

White House. 

  Lincoln also saw the British magician Antonio Van Zandt, whose stage name was “Signor 

Blitz,” perform several times. Taking a break from the burdens of war, Lincoln and his son Tad 

watched Blitz perform at a rehearsal for a July 4th parade near the Cottage on the grounds of the 

Old Soldier’s Home that Lincoln often used during the summer months to escape the brutal  
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Foggy Bottom heat of the Executive Mansion. While marching, Blitz pulled a bird from the hair of 

one of the girls on the parade route. This impromptu act stopped everyone in their tracks. So 

Blitz continued several dazzling slight-of-hand tricks, including whisking an egg from the mouth 

of ten-year-old Tad Lincoln. 

  A gentleman from the crowd formally introduced the President to the magician. Lincoln 

replied, “Why, of course, it’s Signor Blitz, one of the most famous men in America.”  So 

impressed was Lincoln that he invited Blitz to visit the White House. There the magician made a 

bird appear in Lincoln’s famous stovepipe hat. The bird had a note attached to its wing that read 

“Victory, General Grant,” referring to the Battle of Vicksburg that Grant would soon win. Awed 

by this performance, Lincoln reportedly asked Blitz how many children he had made happy in his 

career. “Thousands and tens of thousands,” Blitz replied. “I fear that I have made thousands and 

tens of thousands unhappy,” Lincoln morosely responded. “But it is for each of us to do our duty 

in the world and I am trying to do mine.” What neither knew at the time was that the Union 

would soon win twin victories at Vicksburg and Gettysburg which would turn the tide of the war. 

  Thus it is not surprising that when Lincoln learned of young Horatio Cooke’s formidable 

skills as a magician the President was determined to meet him if for no other reason than to be 

entertained. Entertained he was; however, so much more would come from the relationship 

between the two. 

  Cooke had been a precocious child, both studious and entertaining. Harry, as his friends 

knew him, quickly excelled in his studies despite the family moving around several times from 

Connecticut to Illinois before they landed in Iowa on the eve of the Civil War. Due to his excellent 

grasp of the English language, as well as his comfort in speaking before groups, the then seven-

teen-year-old Harry was hired as a teacher for a small rural school and planned on continuing his 

career in education. But events were about to occur that would forever change Harry’s life. 

  As the threads of the Union were finally torn asunder and secession drew lines in the 

sand from which one must decide their loyalties, Harry found himself swept up in the drama. 

Once he turned eighteen in early 1862, Harry Cooke, now legally an adult, enlisted in the 28th 

Iowa Volunteer Infantry in nearby Marengo, Iowa along with his brother, Nathan W. Cooke. Eight 

of his students followed Private Cooke and his brother into the army as well. 

  As his diary, letters, and scrapbook attest. Harry Cooke had learned to write in beautiful 

Spencerian cursive handwriting. This ability, coupled with his expert marksmanship with a rifle, 

soon caught the attention of his superior officers. “Typewriters were not in general use at this 

time,” Cooke recalled, “so my skill in penmanship was in great demand.” So, too, was his ability 

with a rifle as he was quickly named an infantry sharp shooter. 
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  But that certainly didn’t keep Harry out of trouble. Civil War or not, Harry Cooke loved 

magic and escaping from camp and going AWOL just to see if he could get away with it. “Among 

my comrades I had the reputation of being clever in performing a number of `tricks,’ among 

which was rope tying feats, the knowledge of which was a strong factor later on in saving my life 

and [several] of my comrades,” Harry proudly wrote. So it wasn’t long after enlisting that Cooke 

found himself with his thumbs tied over a limb of a tree as punishment for yet again leaving 

camp unauthorized. No sooner had the soldier who had secured him turned his back, however, 

when suddenly, Harry performed what would be the first of a lifetime of magic tricks for an 

audience.  “In a flash [I] had freed [my] thumb,” Cooke recounted, “and made a mocking gesture 

at the back of the retiring officer,” much to the amusement of all who observed. Harry Cooke’s 

life-long career as an escape artist had begun. 

  The following spring, Cooke’s Iowa regiment was sent first to Mississippi where he took 

part in Grant’s siege of Vicksburg and then on to the beginning of the Red River campaign with 

General Nathaniel P. Banks. Cooke’s job was to perform scouting assignments, skirmishing out 

ahead of the Union Army as an advance agent or spy. 

  It was at this time that Cooke, because of his penmanship and knowledge of the English 

language, was requested to do some correspondence work for General Ulysses Grant. “I first did 

the private correspondence for Gen. B.M. [Benjamin Mayberry] Prentiss at Helena, Ark.,” Cooke 

wrote in his diary, “My writing being mostly on official documents, [and it] created a good deal 

of comment and inquiry as to who was the writer, until I became quite well known at the 

Executive Headquarters in Washington.” In fact, later Cooke would also write correspondence 

for Generals Rosecrans, Sherman, and Sheridan. 

  But it was at escaping that young Private Cooke seemed truly to excel. Frequently he 

would prove to his superior officers that, as hard as they might try to restrain him, he would 

inevitably shock them by quickly freeing himself. Soon, the youngster began expanding his 

repertoire. He added a number of magic tricks,  studied rope tying, and other skills, and quickly 

established a reputation as quite the escape artist in his regiment. It wasn’t long before his 

reputation spread much further than that. 

  In 1864, Cooke was transferred to the battlefront in the Shenandoah Valley to serve 

under General Phillip Sheridan. While en route, he was summoned to the office of the Secretary 

of War Edwin Stanton in Washington, D.C.  When Cooke entered the room, he met Generals 

William T. Sherman and Winfield S. Hancock, Secretary of War Stanton, the noted attorney and 

orator Robert Green Ingersoll, Senator Isham Harris of Tennessee, and much to Cooke’s shock, 

President Lincoln himself. In Cooke’s diary, the stunned soldier wrote that Lincoln walked over to 

him, firmly shook his hand, and said, “Well lad, I am informed that you are rather tricky.” Cooke 

replied that he was not aware that he had been “guilty of doing mean tricks.” The President  
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responded, “Well, I thought we would make an investigation.” They had heard of the young 

man’s unusual ability to free himself from restraints and were curious to see him demonstrate 

his abilities. 

  Cooke was then tied up with fifty feet of rope by two generals and one senator and 

recounted what happened next in his diary. “When all was ready I asked Lincoln to walk ten feet 

away. Then I asked Lincoln to walk towards me. While Lincoln was walking the ten feet, I 

liberated myself and stood up, shaking hands with Lincoln when he was close enough.” The 

President was both entertained and amazed, as were the others. Cooke continued, “Taking a 

[$2] `greenback’ of the first issue of Federal currency from his pocket, Lincoln gave it to me [and 

put me] strictly in charge to keep it always, and also told me that he was going to keep an eye on 

me for something better as I grew older. `Here my boy, keep this to remember Uncle Abe by. The 

Johnnies would have to go some to hold you if you should fall into their hands.’”  Cooke later 

said that that “remark seemed rather prophetic, and it was fulfilled afterwards.” Harry kept that 

$2 bill his entire life. 

  According to Cooke, at this point Lincoln immediately sat down and personally 

handwrote a letter appointing him on the spot a Federal Scout whose very dangerous job it was 

to penetrate the Confederate lines incognito and send back intelligence reports. After the 

appointment, he was detached from his enlistment with the Army, officially given the brevet-

rank of Captain, and designated as “Chief of the Lincoln Scouts.” Cooke then handpicked six 

associate scouts, who affectionately went one better than Lincoln and always referred to him as 

“Major” Cooke. When he wore his military uniform, over his heart proudly resided a medal 

which stipulated “Lincoln Scout.” Many of the Lincoln Special Scouts would later go on to 

become the first United States Secret Servicemen or Pinkerton agents. 

  Cooke was now part of an amorphous prestigious group where he and his fellow 

Federal Scouts used the words “spies” and “scouts” interchangeably. And, a clear and definite 

distinction between the two is indeed difficult to make. By far the greater number of persons 

described as spies in any account of the war would be classified as scouts by the military. In 

practice, military leaders communicated with their spies by means of the scouts who took 

messages back and forth. The real spies seldom revealed themselves. Scouts were organized 

under a chief in the War Department who directed their movements. Their duties were various 

such as delivering dispatches, locating the enemy and obtaining precise information about roads, 

bridges, and fords that would facilitate the march of the army. Thus many opportunities for 

genuine spy work came to the scout and hence the confusion in the use of the terms which was 

increased by the fact that an arrested scout was usually referred to as a spy. 

  Writing in 1899, former Confederate cavalryman John Opie described his experience 

with the Lincoln Scouts after the first-hand experience. The “Scout was a Federal soldier, dressed 
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and armed a la Rebel,” wrote Opie. “When a Rebel was captured, his furlough or pass was taken 

from him, and also his outer garments. A soldier was then found who resembled him in size, age, 

and general appearance. The Rebel’s uniform, from hat to boots, was put upon this man, who 

assumed the name of the prisoner, and the Federal left the camp, a soldier of the 

Confederacy….These Scouts generally preceded the advance of the army, and they frequently 

picked up a great many prisoners, without creating any alarm. I made the acquaintance of many 

of them, and found them bold, dashing, reckless, good fellows. [I] found [them] eminently fitted 

for outpost duty and border warfare.” 

  Cooke’s group of scouts accompanied General Sheridan on his Shenandoah campaign in 

the second week of September 1864. “There was a good deal of skirmishing during the next four 

weeks,” Cooke recorded, “and my scouting party was kept very busy, but no regular battle was 

engaged again until the 19th day of October, when at Cedar Creek the enemy surprised our 

`pickets’ before daylight and got inside our `lines’ before we were aware of it.” 

  The Confederate forces had overwhelmed the Federal lines there, compelling them to 

retreat in great disorder. Cooke was with Sheridan at Winchester when word arrived of the rout. 

Immediately Sheridan mounted his horse and made his famous ride down the Shenandoah 

Valley “Hell bent for leather,” as Cooke described, from Winchester to Cedar Creek to stop the 

retreat and rally the Union forces. Harry Cooke and his six fellow scouts mounted up and started 

with him, but, according to Cooke, they were unable to keep up with the General’s furious pace. 

Cooke lamented that he fell behind because his primary purpose as one of Lincoln’s Scouts was 

to operate out of uniform and spy on the Confederate troops in advance of Sheridan’s Cavalry. 

  Cooke records in his diary that because they couldn’t keep up with Sheridan, “We were 

determined to take to the foothills; this was our undoing, for we ran into an ambush of 

[Confederate] guerillas, 12 of them [from John Singleton Mosby’s famed Rangers].” “Before we 

could realize our situation,” wrote Cooke, “we were surrounded and there was no alternative; 

we were in their power and threatened to be shot if we made any resistance.” The great escape 

artist had become a POW and his skills would soon be put to the test. Unfortunately for Cooke 

and his men at this time, Mosby was engaged in a savage take-no-prisoners personal war with 

Union General George Armstrong Custer. In the fall of 1864 word had spread that both generals 

were executing POWs on the spot. 

  And indeed that was so. Sheridan had positioned his army where Mosby and his famed 

Rangers had been creating havoc for the Union Army for over eighteen months carrying out 

successful raids and guerilla operations. Sheridan’s new position prompted Mosby to 

immediately begin attacking supply trains, cavalry detachments, and anything else Mosby 

determined was of value. The Union Army expended considerable energy trying to stop Mosby 

and his Rangers and soon the conflict took an extraordinarily vicious turn. 
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  Sheridan’s relentless pursuit of Mosby resulted in the taking of Confederate prisoners. 

In the process, Lieutenant Charles McMaster of the 2nd U.S. Cavalry was fatally shot in the head 

by a Mosby Ranger. The McMaster casualty report curiously read: “Many wounds through 

body.” There were also varying reports of how McMaster was shot, but before dying, he told his 

men that he was shot while surrendering. McMaster’s First Sergeant Conrad Schmidt wrote that 

“Lt. McMaster, myself, and three other enlisted men were captured, robbed, and shot by the 

robbing, murderous gang of Col. Mosby’s.” The shooting of McMaster in this fashion was nothing  

short of murder in the eyes of his comrades, yet there was more fuel to the fire. There were 

claims that wounded Union soldiers in ambulances were attacked and robbed. The men of the 

2nd U.S. Cavalry were livid with rage at these murders and they wanted revenge. 

  Captain Robert Smith, Commander of the 2nd Cavalry claimed that McMaster was first 

robbed, and then gunned down. “The circumstances of this dastardly murder were such to 

justify, in the opinion of his comrades, the severest reprisal. To a short shrift and a strong rope 

were the cruel bandits justly entitled.” 

  Word quickly spread through the Union ranks that McMaster had been killed after he 

had surrendered. One of McMaster’s superior officers, General Wesley Merritt, immediately 

ordered the execution of six Confederate prisoners taken during the chase. Though many, 

including Mosby himself, would blame Custer for the executions, it was Merritt who gave the 

order. 

  Three of the Confederate POWs were executed immediately. The mother of another 

prisoner, seventeen-year-old Henry Rhodes, literally begged for her son’s life, but to no avail. In 

perhaps one of the cruelest events of the day, one of Custer’s cavalrymen shot Rhodes to death 

in his mother’s presence. Two other prisoners were interrogated and promised, that in exchange 

for information about Mosby, their lives would be spared, but they refused to talk. 

Consequently, they were executed by hanging. A sign was placed on one of the victims declaring, 

“Such is the fate of all of Mosby’s men.” 

  When Mosby heard about the executions he was furious and determined to retaliate. 

He proposed to General Robert E. Lee that he would execute an equal number of Custer’s men 

for those Rangers executed by the Union. Lee and Confederate Secretary of War James Sedden 

approved the proposal. 

  Mosby then ordered the execution of Union prisoners in retaliation. Three were hanged 

and two were shot, but not fatally. A note was left on one of the hanged men that stated: “These 

men have been hung in retaliation for [the execution] of Colonel Mosby’s men, hung by order of 

General Custer at Front Royal. Measure for measure.” 

Page 13                                       The Lincolnator 



  Thus Cooke had good cause to be worried. In his diary, Cooke writes that Mosby’s men 

took all of their money, all their possessions, and anything that looked of value; and, they were 

then forced to change clothes with their captors. “They took all our letters from our 

sweethearts,” wrote Cooke, “read them and commented on the contents. They took, also my 

most prized possession, President Lincoln’s letter appointing me a scout. I begged them to let me 

keep it but they only laughed, and said I was a healthy looking scout and asked me when I was 

going to raise some whiskers.” 

  For the next twenty-four hours Cooke and his fellow soldiers were marched up the 

Potomac River by Mosby’s Rangers. “One of the gang, about 18,” Cooke remembered, “rode up 

behind me and began cursing me. I told him he had me at a disadvantage and that he would 

dare not call me such names if we were on equal footing.” This enraged the Confederate who 

shouted back at Harry, “D—n you? I’ll show you.” He then raised his gun and aimed at Harry 

firing three shots. “Fortunately he missed me,” Cooke recounted, “I wanted to taunt him about 

his poor marksmanship but realized it would probably cost me my life if I did, so I remained 

silent.” 

  Eventually they reached a farmhouse where Cooke learned that this was the home of 

the young Confederate who had fired in him earlier in the day. “We were sitting on a wood pile 

near the gate to the yard when [an] old man came out to look us over,” Harry remembered. “I 

asked him if he thought he would know us if he saw us again.  At that he struck me on the mouth 

and said, `I’ll never see you again, the boys will take care of you all right.’ As our lives were in the 

hands of bandits I dared not fight back so I had to content myself by telling him that we might 

meet again someday—and we did.” 

  Soon after the incident occurred, Cooke and his fellow scouts were taken further up 

river where they camped for the night. “I learned,” Cooke recalled, “that the guerillas expected 

to be joined the next day by more Mosby Raiders carrying additional prisoners.” Cooke feared 

that all of the POWs would then be hanged or shot as spies in retaliation for the execution of 

Confederate POWs by General Merritt. 

  “They tied us to trees and camped in a half circle around us from bank to bank, leaving 

one of their number in the middle to guard us,” Cooke recorded in his diary.  “It was now up to 

me to get busy figuring out some means of escape. My being tied cut no figure with me, but for 

others it was different. The guard was seated with his back against the tree about four feet from 

me. I had no chance to do anything before midnight and at that hour he roused another man to 

take his place and went to sleep himself.” 

  Cooke correctly speculated that the new guard, still groggy from being awakened, was 

not fully aware yet of his surroundings. So he waited patiently and as the guard dozed back to  
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sleep, the escape artist extraordinaire easily freed himself from his bindings and took the guard ’s 

rifle without even awakening him. “It was my plan to get his six shooters also,” said Cooke, 

“which would give us 19 shots—as the carbine was good for seven—clean up the rest of the 

guerillas, siege their horses and escape.” 

  Once he freed his companions, Cooke unsuccessfully tried to convince all of them to 

escape by way of the Potomac River. But half of them couldn’t swim and they chose to escape by 

land from Mosby’s Rangers and certain execution. “Nothing remained [for the rest of us] but to 

swim the Potomac to safety on the Maryland side,” Cooke concluded. They removed all of their 

clothes, “tied [their] trousers around [their] necks and plunged into the river leaving the rest of 

our clothing behind.” 

  Swimming in the river proved formidable as the currents were particularly strong. 

Fatigued from their river journey, Cooke and his men found that they still had the Harpers Ferry 

Canal to cross. The depth of the water proved fatal for one of Cooke’s severely exhausted men 

who drowned attempting to navigate the deep canal. The loss of a comrade weighed heavily on 

Cooke who was now desperate to get back to Union lines. 

  Down to three men including himself, Cooke led the weary band through the woods 

which were crawling with guerilla fighters from Elijah V. White’s 35th Battalion of Virginia 

Cavalry. “White’s Guerillas,” as they were called, concerned Cooke immensely since they were 

“reputed to be even worse than Mosby’s men, as they generally killed their prisoners as soon as 

they got them.” Cooke’s harrowing description details the three men’s difficulties.  “We 

wandered in the woods four days with no clothing except our trousers and nothing to eat except 

birch bark. The fourth day as we were helping ourselves to corn in a field, six armed horsemen 

rode up and suddenly captured us. We thought they were guerillas as they were dressed in a 

sort of mixed uniform such as many guerillas wore and they believed us to be guerillas because 

we were wearing the trousers that Mosby’s men had forced us to put on in place of our own.” 

  Cooke and his men, however, were informed that they were now the prisoners of a 

band of Federal Scouts!  Shocked by this revelation, Cooke tried to explain that he was 

appointed Head of the Federal Scouts by the commander-in-chief himself. The leader of the 

group called Cooke a liar and Cooke said that he really “couldn’t blame him, knowing that he was 

judging [us] from appearances.” When Cooke asked him who his commanding officer was, he 

replied it was Major Sage Gallup of the 7th Illinois Cavalry who, as stunning coincidence would 

have it, happened to be a cousin of Cooke’s whom he hadn’t seen since childhood. At that 

revelation, Cooke and his men were taken before Major Gallup who confirmed Cooke’s identity, 

who then, in turn, vouched for his men. They were then given food and new clothing, now 

twelve days after being initially captured, and they relaxed a bit until they were informed that 

they had been listed as killed in action. But Cooke spent no time dwelling on that morbid fact;  
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too concerned about his men who had chosen to flee by land, Cooke requested of Major Gallup 

that they form a search party for them, which they proceeded to do with the help of thirty-three 

fresh troops provided by the Federal Scouts. 

  It wasn’t long before Cooke and his colleagues came upon the farmhouse where he was 

slapped. Now facing a sizeable number of Federal troops in uniform, Cooke included, the farmer 

claimed he didn’t recognize the soldiers he had abused just a few days before. Cooke 

interrogated him about his disloyal activities and those of his son in Mosby’s Rangers, but the 

farmer denied everything. No longer being able to control his anger, Cooke slapped him and 

later wrote that “I gave him the scare of his life by having him tied to a post and telling him we 

were going to put some Yankee bullets through him which I really did not intend to do of course. 

Shooting [you is] too big [for] a coward to be shot like a soldier,” Cooke told him. “But we did 

give him twenty minutes to remove his most valued possessions and then we burned the house 

so that it could no longer be a rendezvous for guerillas.“  “Tell your son,” Cooke said, that “when 

he comes home, what a nice bunch of Yankees we are.” 

  From there Cooke’s rescue mission took a tragic turn when they sadly discovered his 

companions who had chosen to escape by land rather than swimming the Potomac River. “We 

found their bodies hanging from trees,” Cooke lamented, “riddled with bullets and their faces 

mutilated by birds. We cut them down, buried them and vowed vengeance upon their slayers.” 

  Setting out on a reign of anger-fueled revenge through the Confederate ranks, Cooke 

and his fellow scouts vowed to one other that they would never divulge to anyone what 

transpired on their ride, or the number of casualties that they inflicted. And true to his word, 

Cooke gave no details in his diary save for the fact that they confiscated many guns, horses, 

arms, and ammunition, and turned them in to the Quartermaster upon their return. 

  Returning to Major Gallup’s camp near Staunton, Virginia, weary and emotionally spent 

by what he had undergone during the previous weeks, Cooke learned in early 1865 that he was 

to be reassigned as a military clerk in Alexandria, Virginia, a position he readily and 

enthusiastically accepted. Because Mosby’s Rangers had confiscated Lincoln’s hand-written 

letter of commission, it was now Cooke’s intention to use his proximity to the White House to 

see Lincoln and request a new letter from him. Fate, however, intervened and had something 

else in store for Harry Cooke. 

  With war’s end in sight, Cooke figured he would be able to see Lincoln with perhaps a 

bit less difficulty than had the war been raging. He chose what he considered to be an opportune 

time to visit Lincoln; five days after Lee surrendered to Grant at Appomattox. Even if the war was 

over, Cooke had been heartbroken to have lost the letter written by Lincoln appointing him 

“Head of the Lincoln Federal Scouts” and he wanted to share with Lincoln stories of his perilous 

exploits as well as asking to have the letter replaced. On the cool spring evening of April 14,  
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Cooke went to the White House, but, as his diary records, was informed that the President had 

gone to Ford’s Theatre to see the British comedy, “Our American Cousin” starring Laura Keene. 

Cooke hurried to the theatre, purchased his ticket, grabbed a program as he entered, and stood 

in the back so as not to disturb the audience. 

  What happened next was sadly described by Cooke in his diary. “About twenty minutes 

after I entered I heard a pistol shot, at the same moment a man (whom I soon learned was J. 

Wilkes Booth) jumped from the President’s box to the stage; he fell but got up again, and 

shouting some Latin phrase, ran through the scenery and out the backstage door. At first the 

audience seemed to think the incident was part of the play, but someone shouted from the 

stage, “The President has been shot!’  I think it was Miss Keene who cried out. At that, the whole 

audience rose from their seats; many rushing to the President’s box. Some started after Booth 

who had mounted a horse in the alley and fled….These events cannot be fully comprehended 

from reading a bare statement.” 

  Cooke followed the crowd across the street to the Peterson Boarding House where they 

took the mortally wounded president. “I remained around the place all night with many others,” 

Cooke wrote, “and begged that I might be admitted, but that could not be. In the morning 

[Secretary of War] Stanton came to the door and seeing me, took me into the room where the 

President lay. He removed the covering from his face, a face that was so physically homely yet so 

grand and peaceful. But his spirit had passed on to the `Great Beyond.’ I did not obtain that for 

which I sought, for `The Master’s Word was lost.’”  For the rest of his life Cooke retained the 

April 14, 1865 Ford’s Theatre program from that fateful night and the $2 bill that Lincoln had 

given him seemingly so many years ago. 

  With the close of the war, Cooke returned to his home in Iowa, but his adventures over 

the previous three years made it seemingly impossible to be content with life in a small rural 

town. Restless, he moved frequently (Ohio, Illinois, then New York City) before eventually ending 

up in Los Angeles where he lived the remainder of his life. 

  Cooke made and invented all the effects used in his very popular magic act. Besides 

perfecting his magic skills, Cooke, like many people in the late nineteenth century, became 

fascinated with spiritualism. The glad tidings of spiritualism—that the dearly departed were ever 

present to offer comfort and advice to the living—were powerfully appealing in the nineteenth 

century, and the movement’s influence soared with the suffering produced by the Civil War. 

Spiritualist newspapers proclaimed the faith, and circles of believers established themselves in 

the leading cities. 

  Although an extremely clever and gifted magician, Cooke devoted most of his time to 

exposing fake spiritualism and in fact sold out the Standard Theater in New York for four 

consecutive months in 1880 doing exactly that. Skeptical of spiritualism from the start,   
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Cooke spent night after night debunking mediums and spiritualists as charlatans long before the 

man who would become his protégé, Harry Houdini, took up the cause. 

  For some true believers, though, doubting the legitimacy of communicating with the 

netherworld was blasphemy and heresy; a crime for which punishment must be meted out. 

Indeed, Cooke provided all sorts of demonstrations, letters, and broadsides published to debunk 

the debunker. In 1873 outside the jewelry store he opened in Belleview, Ohio, to supplement his 

income as a professional magician, Cooke confronted one John Weaver, the author of an anti-

Cooke diatribe. 

  Having escaped serious injury during the war, ironically Cooke was shot at point blank 

range by Weaver who took issue with Cooke’s refusal to accept spiritualism. Cooke fully 

recovered from his injury and continued to discredit what had become the lucrative industry of 

allegedly communicating with the great beyond. After fleeing the scene, Weaver was soon 

apprehended. Apparently Weaver claimed he was only defending himself against Cooke’s attack 

and maintained it was only in self-defense that he fired the shot. He was convicted and 

sentenced to one year for assault with the intent to kill. 

  Weaver’s lawyers appealed the verdict and the case went all the way to the Ohio State 

Supreme Court. According to Ohio Supreme Court records the appeal reads in part that, “The 

parties were engaged in an altercation at the time of the alleged offense. The defendant 

[Weaver] had gone into the store and was near the door. Cook[e] was outside of the sidewalk. 

The parties were near together, but were not engaged in actual conflict, nor had they come in 

contact. During the altercation the defendant fired the shot for which he was on trial. The 

defendant was examined as a witness, and admitted the shooting of Cook[e]; but claimed it was 

in self-defense.” In the case of Weaver v. The State of Ohio, an oft-cited one defining the act of 

self-defense, the state’s highest court denied the appeal and upheld the verdict of the lower 

court. 

  For the next quarter of a century or so, Cooke was back on the road with his 

professional magic and spiritualism debunking show. On May 1, 1924, at the age of eighty, Harry 

Cooke duplicated his feat of escaping from fifty feet of rope just like he had done for Lincoln 

some six decades earlier. During this performance, Cooke wore his blue Union Army uniform 

with the Head of the Lincoln Scouts badge over his heart just as he had done during the Civil 

War. The result was the same as when President Lincoln observed it; Cooke escaped to the 

amazement of his audience. It was a poetic and fitting denouement to an exciting and dangerous 

life. It would be the last time Cooke wore his uniform. Six weeks later Harry Cooke passed away 

peacefully in his sleep having been billed as “America’s Oldest Living Magician.” 
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  That title, however, simply seems quite inadequate in describing the amazing, if not 

historically significant, life of Horatio G. “Harry” Cooke. Perhaps, then, a more fitting title would 

have been “Lincoln’s Magician.” Certainly, “Uncle Abe”, the Great Emancipator, would have 

heartily approved.     

_____________________ 

Jason H. Silverman is the Ellison Capers Palmer, Jr. Professor of History Emeritus at Winthrop University. His latest 

book is Lincoln and the Immigrant (Southern Illinois University Press, 2015). 

 

*The author wishes to express his deep gratitude and appreciation to professional magicians par excellence, Dean 

Carnegie and Mark Cooke for their crucial assistance with this article. They generously provided me with some very 

important primary sources and much needed materials for this article. 
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  Religion and politics intersect in a singular way in 2017. It is not only the year that marks 

the 500th anniversary of Protestant Reformation in Europe sparked by Martin Luther, but also 

the year that American George Saunders won the Man Booker Prize, roughly the British 

equivalent of the Nobel Prize in Literature. Saunders’ debut novel, perhaps the first great work 

of fiction about Lincoln, suggests that Great Britain’s former upstart colonies not only produce 

natives who know how to craft powerful fiction, but also that the West has come to appreciate 

non-Western theology. Thematically, Lincoln in the Bardo shows how one of the greatest 

democratic leaders in world history, despite his trials, remained a human being rather than 

devolve into a neurotic fixated on power alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Separated by centuries but united by their passion for humanity, Luther, through 

religion, and Lincoln, through politics, fundamentally changed the world. It is not overstatement 

to call Luther the grandsire of modern political revolutions, for he freed former serfs to become 

human beings without reliance on the Roman Catholic clergy. Similarly, Lincoln challenged the 

institution of slavery, freeing slaves—and an entire nation—to pursue the humanitarian ideal of 

an individual democratic destiny. 

  Saunders views the Great Emancipator, not as a political stereotype but as a grieving 

father who is struggling personally with the loss of his favorite son while also struggling as the 

titular head of the United States to save the Union during the bloody American Civil War, a  
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revolution that the South barely lost. To lose a child at any age or time is tragic for a parent, but 

the timing of the Lincolns’ deep personal tragedy was overlaid on the great national tragedy of 

Civil War, which was not going well for Lincoln. These personal and presidential burdens 

constituted a double whammy for Lincoln. He responded by dealing with religion as he did 

philosophy, politics, and the profound national human losses. He responded in a very human 

way. 

  As non-humanities scholars—though political philosophy is the oldest branch of political 

science and considered “the master science” by Aristotle—we intend to consider Lincoln in the 

Bardo from the duel perspectives of social science and political fiction. For purposes of analysis 

and discussion, the paper is divided into five sections: 

  1. Lincoln’s education, 

  2. Lincoln’s philosophical/religious views, 

  3. Lincoln’s treatment of others both before holding elective office and while in 

   office, 

  4. Whether Lincoln was sad, a “manic-depressive” suffering from “bipolarity,” or 

   happy, and 

  5. Conclusions that suggest, as in Plato’s allegory of the cave, that Lincoln both 

   freed himself from “the cave” and as a “good person” went back to educate 

   others rather than lead a hedonistic life or drown in his sorrow. 

Lincoln’s Formal and Experiential Education 

  For those who have not read Lincoln in the Bardo, here’s a synopsis and the context of 

the story. Having unexpectedly clinched the Republican nomination for the United States 

presidency in 1860, Lincoln won the office with only a plurality of the vote. Abraham and Mary 

Todd Lincoln  arrived in Washington with their three surviving sons. Their second-born son had 

died in Springfield while still a toddler, not uncommon in the mid-nineteenth century when 

medical knowledge was limited. With the outbreak of the Civil War, Lincoln became consumed 

with trying to save the Union while Mary Todd began transforming the White House into a 

symbol for the world’s great experiment in democratic government. 

  In early 1862, while the war was going badly for the Union forces, the Lincolns held a 

major social event at the White House and discharged their duties as hosts downstairs while 

upstairs their beloved eleven-year-old son, Willie, was seriously ill. Although the attending 

physician had assured them that Willie was improving, they intermittently left the function to 

check on him. Sadly, by the next morning Willie was dead. 

 

 

Page 21                                       The Lincolnator 



  Both Abraham and Mary were devastated by the death of their favorite and brightest 

son. Bereft, Mary Todd retreated to her bed and did not attend the funeral for Willie held in the 

White House. She was so grief-stricken that she was largely unable to function for a year, then 

gradually resumed her role as First Lady. In contrast, Lincoln drew on his reservoir of inner 

strength, not only attending the funeral service but also continuing to fulfill his role as 

commander-in-chief and other presidential duties. The nation was deep in the throes of the Civil 

War and Lincoln accepted the offer from a government employee to temporarily keep Willie’s 

body in a vault in a cemetery located in Georgetown, about three miles from the White House. 

Late at night on at least two occasions, Lincoln rode his horse to the cemetery to visit his son’s 

body. 

  The fictional portion of Saunder’s award-winning story involves three who are in “the 

Bardo”—a Tibetan Buddhist after-life state comparable to purgatory for Catholics where the 

deceased await their final fates in heaven or in hell. The voices of the three are juxtaposed with a 

large, Greek-like chorus of others who also are waiting. The cemetery chorus agrees that a child 

of Willie’s age deserves immediate release from the Bardo, in a sense reflecting Lincoln’s sadness 

over the loss of Willie. Yet, the voices in the chorus, save one character, do not understand they 

are dead, just as they perhaps did not understand what it meant to be alive. 

  Lincoln’s life and Willie’s death indirectly raise the issue of education. Lincoln had less 

than one year of formal elementary education, yet he applied his fine mind to learning. He 

eventually became a lawyer with considerable “experiential education” in the practice of law, 

informed, in part by his travels from Kentucky to Indiana and Illinois as well as two crucial 

flatboat trips down the Mississippi River to New Orleans, the most cosmopolitan city in the 

South. He reinforced his life experiences by constantly reading books and newspapers. 

  Mary Todd, his wife and political partner, in contrast, was exceptionally well educated 

for a female of her time. During her years of formal schooling, she became fluent in French nd 

performed in school plays. When they met as adults, the unlikely pair discovered shared 

fondness for reading literature, attending plays and reciting as well as writing poetry. Lincoln 

remains the only American president whose poetry was published in his lifetime. His 

autodidactic achievements enabled Lincoln to free himself from his frontier agrarian life to live in 

an existential world of being. 

  Except for Mary’s determination at an early age that she would become involved in 

politics, she was quite conventional for her time, especially in terms of religion and politics. She 

was unconventional in her ability to plan and take steps that would further her aspiration for 

political involvement. She astutely spotted Abraham Lincoln’s kindred ambition and used her 

greater social skills to help refine him into presidential candidate material. Mary Todd succeeded 

in fulfilling her unconventional goal of forming a political partnership with her spouse, and then  
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realized her more conventional maternal desire to see her firstborn son, Robert, attend and 

graduate from Harvard. The son of America’s greatest president, Robert Lincoln settled for 

conventional aspirations and achieved them. 

  In achieving his political ambitions, Abraham Lincoln left an indelible democratic imprint 

on the American presidency that still resonates today around the globe. He changed political 

parties to facilitate his goals and he never joined a church although he frequently quoted the 

Bible. As president, he signed into law a series of landmark Republican measures that greatly 

expanded the middle class: 

  • The Land Grant College Act that made higher education accessible to those 

   unable to afford private colleges sponsored by churches, 

  • The Homestead Act that enabled more individuals to own a farm, 

  • The Railway Act that led to the transcontinental railroad connecting the East and 

   West coasts and opening up the great American heartland to settlers, 

  • The Encouragement of Immigration Act, the only one in U.S. history, and, of 

   course, 

  • The Emancipation Proclamation. 

  But back to the novel, where we find Lincoln alone in his son’s temporary resting place, 

the loaned crypt. As in so much of his life, Lincoln learned to think independently—today we’d 

say “outside the box”—even during his suffering. He reveals his human dimension. 

Lincoln’s Philosophical/Religious Views 

  Lincoln lacked formal education, not imagination. He showed his capacity for abstract 

thinking his entire life. Rejecting the life of backbreaking physical work that was the traditional 

frontier hick birthright, Lincoln read books, learned to write and imagined a better future. In his 

early years, he wrote a pamphlet that rejected the divinity of Jesus, an endeavor his friends 

made sure did not become known to the public. Lincoln was reared a primitive Baptist but never 

joined a church, although he would accompany Mary Todd to church. He listened to preachers 

but remained probably closest to a Thomas Jefferson or Benjamin Franklin deist. 

  His leadership reflected a similar absence of ideological conformity. Lincoln was a 

moderate conservative lawyer who could still push efforts for economic development as he 

sought to emancipate everyone, giving the right to “rise in society” to the maximum extent 

possible. Lincoln occasionally lost his temper. He even suspended the writ of habeas corpus, but 

that lapse was a temporary wartime measure. Lincoln never doubted that both Congress and the 

Supreme Court would provide the intended constitutional checks on his presidential power. 
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And he was never a demagogue, unlike his adversary Stephen Douglas was during the Lincoln-

Douglas debates. The less-educated but analytical Lincoln saw through the Sophist argument of 

“popular sovereignty.” 

  In his Second Inaugural Address, delivered during the brutal Civil War, Lincoln summed 

up his political philosophy—and practice—as “with malice toward none.” And Lincoln would 

eventually outwit Roger B. Taney, touted by legal scholars as one of the dozen greatest Supreme 

Court justices in U.S. history, by biding his time until he could name his own justices to the 

nation’s court in a constitutional manner. 

  Lincoln’s unique leadership defines the abstract concept of character that the Federalist 

Papers described as being essential to guard against the inevitable rise of demagogues in the 

young democracy. During the worst crisis in American history, Lincoln’s character guided his 

independent consideration of what was best for the nation. 

  As counterpoint to Lincoln’s independent thinking, the novel introduces the Rev. Everly 

Thomas. Thomas, the only character in the novel who realizes that he is actually dead, fails to 

understand that he has been damned in the afterlife because he can only unquestioningly and 

forever espouse his conventional religious dogma. 

Lincoln’s Relations with Others 

  A persistent theme throughout Lincoln’s life was that he liked people and they 

reciprocated. He never forgot his first taste of peer approval. After Lincoln joined the militia 

during the Black Hawk War in Illinois, his fellow recruits chose him as their captain. Lincoln 

basked in that approval, but did not allow it to define him. When an old Native American 

stumbled into their camp and the men wanted to beat him, Captain Lincoln made it clear to his 

men that he would not allow that to happen. His men obeyed. 

  Throughout his life, Lincoln enjoyed a reputation for honesty and modesty. In the White 

House he made time for people and he responded to them on an equal basis rather than 

ideologically or judgmentally. His inherent decency is also reflected in his treatment of animals. 

Lincoln rejected the hunting culture ingrained in frontier life. His almost Gandhian approach 

manifested itself from the beginning to the end of his presidency. 

  For example, when young Sioux warriors began an uprising in western Minnesota in the 

late summer of 1862 that quickly degenerated into the genocide of old men, women, and 

babies, Lincoln was forced to deploy Union soldiers, badly needed for the Civil War, to quash it. 

The locals quickly put some three hundred Sioux on trial and immediately found all of them 

guilty. Lincoln, trying to preserve the nation, could easily have deemed the Minnesota situation a 

state matter, but he interviewed. Lincoln went through the trial records and based on his review, 

he limited the mass hanging to thirty-seven Sioux that he believed were the ringleaders. It was 

not a decision that made Lincoln popular among locals in that region. 
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And, of course, Lincoln’s quintessential magnanimity—the expression of his “with malice toward 

none” philosophy—was demonstrated repeatedly in terms of issuing pardons and amnesties 

during the Civil War. He issued the second largest number of amnesties in American history, 

unpopular with the public, which tends to regard the use of such presidential power as “short-

circuiting” the judicial process. 

  The sixteenth President of the United States, Lincoln was the first president to leave a 

legacy in international law. He set the precedent that ultimately led to the Geneva Conventions 

for the protection of prisoners of war and civilians during periods of armed conflict. Western 

European nations quickly emulated Lincoln’s example immediately after the American Civil War. 

Sad or Happy 

  Saunders’ Lincoln is an unusually sad individual, and there is evidence to support that 

view. The loss of his natural mother at a young age is considered to have cast a lifelong shadow 

over Lincoln, and he is generally thought likely to have been a “manic depressive.” However, his 

“angel” stepmother doubtlessly helped young Abraham cope with his loss. Throughout his life, 

Lincoln continued experience losses through death of those close to him. His only sister died 

when he was still a teenager and as an adult, he and Mary Todd lost two sons. 

  There is additional evidence that Lincoln may even have been suicidal following the 

failed romance that preceded his marriage to Mary Todd. Despite struggles that he almost 

certainly had with depression, Lincoln refused to let it define him. He relied on humor and his 

friends to keep him going, and he occupied his mind with politics and policy. 

  Despite sad episodes documented in his life, Lincoln eventually found exactly what he 

most enjoyed doing in life. It was not his profession of practicing law, per se, but using the law as 

his entry into the political arena, which had been denied to him when he ran for an elected office 

before becoming an attorney. Once Lincoln determined that he wanted a career in elected 

politics, he spent the rest of his life in office or seeking office. Multiple election defeats did not 

dissuade or define him. He enjoyed working on public policy issues and was good at it. He 

learned that timing and resilience were essential for political success. Once he decided the path 

to achieve what Maslow called “self-actualization,” Lincoln’s life fell into order and he rapidly 

ascended to the leadership of the Whigs in the Illinois Assembly. 

  Unlike Lincoln, two fictional characters in the novel never found themselves or self-

actualized. One of them, Hans Vollman, a printer, died accidentally at the age of 46. The other, 

Roger Bevins III, committed suicide when he failed to live up to the legacy that the suffix of the 

name required. 

  Lincoln had the stamina and agility to deal with the depths of sadness and the pinnacles 

of happiness that marked his life, understanding that both are inevitable aspects of the human  
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experience. Ironically, however, the other characters had not yet realized such truths even in the 

bardo. Lincoln’s spirit contrasts with theirs, showing more emotion and reason. Early in the 

twentieth century, Calvin Coolidge offered a great contrast to the nineteenth century Lincoln. 

Coolidge, who lost one of his two sons while serving his single presidential term, was 

immobilized by the ensuing depression that changed him from an activist president to one who 

gave up on his public job. Lincoln, however, continued to perform his job, although for a year he 

reserved Thursdays to grieve Willie’s death. 

Conclusions 

  While Lincoln lived, he was not hailed as a saint. The public collectively conferred 

sainthood on Lincoln following his assassination. In his early political career in the Illinois 

Assembly, Lincoln had been dubbed “the Slasher” because of his ability to easily cut through the 

sophistry of his opponents. On one occasion he used his considerable writing ability to mock a 

political opponent, prompting the opponent to challenge Lincoln to a duel. He was also known to 

use pejorative slang toward foreigners, particularly Latinos as a group. However, once he met 

them he curtailed that practice, a holdover from his Illinois days. Lincoln grew as a human both 

in and out of office and admitted embarrassment over some previous behaviors. 

  In the novel, Lincoln’s time near the bardo suggests that he perhaps fits best as the 

prisoner who broke free from Plato’s allegorical cave, first by reading books and then by twice 

traveling down the Mississippi River to the cosmopolitan city at its mouth. Those journeys 

opened his eyes and may have helped inspire Mark Twain’s Huck Finn character. Lincoln chose 

not to head West to make his fortune. He chose instead to go East to emancipate himself, the 

South and the nation. As a result, Abraham Lincoln is the best-known American president 

outside of the United States. More than 150 years after his death, Lincoln is revered around the 

globe for defining democratic government as “of the people, by the people, for the people,” for 

modeling democratic leadership through his magnanimous actions, and for elevating humanity 

through his personal democratic revolution. 

_________________________________ 

William D. Pederson is Professor of Political Science, American Studies Endowed Chair and Director, International 
Lincoln Center at Louisiana State University Shreveport. 

Sunil Kumar Sarangi is on the Faculty of XLRI Xavier School of Management, Jamshedpur, India.  

 

 

 

 

Page 26                                       The Lincolnator 



THE LINCOLNATOR 
Did you know? 

...that The Lincolnator is the best Lincoln bargain on the market? 

...is the oldest Lincoln publication from the Deep South? 

...keeps you informed of special events sponsored by the 

Louisiana Lincoln Group, International Lincoln Center at LSU in 

Shreveport, and the International Lincoln Association? 

 

 

If you cannot get enough of all things Lincoln, please check out 

our new website: https://

internationallincolnassociation.wordpress.com 

 

To renew your subscription and not miss an issue, send $5.00 for 

a year of The Lincolnator to: 

 

The Lincolnator 

One University Place 

Bronson Hall 321 

Shreveport, LA 71115-2301 


