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My interest in Abraham Lincoln and a Washington baseball club has occupied most of my 
life.  In the 1950s, an elementary school project on Lincoln and a Cub Scout trip to Griffith Stadi-
um in D.C., home of the hapless Washington Senators until 1961, coincided nearly perfectly. 
From that point on, I was hooked on both of them. 

To no one’s surprise, Lincoln proved more loyal and reliable to me. The Senators moved 
once in 1961 but were replaced by an expansion team which was not great, but acceptable. They 
moved again in 1971, this time leaving me without a baseball team for thirty-four years before 
the appearance of the Washington Nationals who, incidentally won the World Series in 2019 
after a drought of ninety-five years. Anyone who has ever attended a Nationals game knows that 
one of the promotions is the racing presidents in the middle of the fourth inning of every game. 
Lincoln, Jefferson, Washington, and Teddy Roosevelt all race around the park to the entertain-
ment of all who watch. At limited times Taft, Coolidge, and Hoover joined the mix, but were 
eventually phased out in favor of the Mt. Rushmore four.  Lincoln, again to no one’s surprise, and 
to my delight, has won more races than of his fellow presidents.  To me, it is only fitting. 
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Racing Presidents at Nationals’ Stadium, Washington D.C. 



What few people know, however, and what has been largely neglected in the great pan-

theon of Lincoln literature, is that the real Abraham Lincoln was a baseball fan and, according to 

eyewitnesses, played the game, or a derivation thereof, quite competently. 

Some historians have claimed that Lincoln played baseball and watched baseball near 

the White House while President as the game grew in popularity during the Civil War.  The White 

House history website reports that “The president and son Tad watched a baseball game be-

tween the Quartermaster’s Department and the Commissary Department” in the summer of 

1862 “from a spot along the first base line, cheering their fellow fans and also receiving an ova-

tion from the crowd.” 

As detractors denounced baseball in the nineteenth century for drunkenness, gambling, 

and bad behavior, there were numerous attempts to link the game to Abraham Lincoln. These 

stories, many of which were apocryphal, linking the martyred President to baseball helped con-

tribute to its acceptance and popularity. 

But, the connections were more invention than fact. In A.G. Spalding’s 1911 book, Amer-

ica’s National Game, he tells the story that a delegation of Republicans who arrived in Springfield, 

Illinois to inform Abraham Lincoln that the party had nominated him for president found Lincoln 

“engaged in a game of Base Ball.” When told about his visitors, Lincoln allegedly said, “I am glad 

to hear of their coming, but they will have to wait a few minutes till I get my turn at bat.” 

 

 

(Homer C. Davenport) 

 

 

 

 

 

Stories that Lincoln mentioned baseball on his death bed; as well as the 1914 claim by 

Rachel Billington, an alleged former neighbor of Lincoln, that he played baseball regularly and 

“Could hit the ball every time it was pitched to him” have been thoroughly discredited. 

Lincoln and baseball have been joined since an 1860 Currier and Ives political cartoon 

showed the newly elected president, with ball in hand, standing on home plate as his three de-

feated rivals looked on. 

“You must have a good bat and strike a fair ball to make a clean score and homerun,” 

the Lincoln figure said, On Lincoln’s “bat” were the words “Equal rights and free territory.”  
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Nearly 90 years later, Branch Rickey made sure a portrait of Lincoln loomed overhead 

when he signed Jackie Robinson to a professional contract with the Brooklyn Dodgers. 

Lincoln’s actual connection to the sport ranges from credible accounts of him watching 

games and even playing baseball to the preposterous tale of the dying president giving the fast-

growing game his blessing. 

Radio sportscaster Bill Stern used to regale listeners with the story of Lincoln rallying 

from his deathbed to tell Abner Doubleday: “Keep baseball going; the country needs it.” Lincoln, 

of course, never regained consciousness after being shot at Ford’s Theatre on April 14, 1865. 

Doubleday, meanwhile, was nowhere in the theater. 

Historian Jules Tygiel, who has written frequently about baseball, says he had heard sto-

ries of Lincoln arriving in his carriage with his son Tad to see a game in 1862.  Another time, Ty-

giel said, Lincoln supposedly joined a group of boys for a game in Silver Spring, Maryland. 

Much as we would like to picture Lincoln setting aside the monumental burdens of the 

Civil War to catch up on some baseball news, there are no contemporary accounts connecting 

the president to the sport.  Lincoln never mentioned baseball in his letters or his speeches. 

Nevertheless, it is highly likely that Lincoln would look south from the windows of the 

White House and distract himself from the dismal news he regularly received from the battle-

fields by watching the original Washington Nationals run the bases. The newly formed baseball 

team played on what is now the South Ellipse, then called the White Lot, which appropriately 

enough, was enclosed with a whitewashed fence. 
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Because he knew the team’s founder Edmund F. French quite well, Lincoln was almost 

certainly a Nationals fan. When Lincoln served his only Congressional term in the House of Repre-

sentatives from 1847 to 1849, he lived in a boardinghouse facing the Capitol on the current site 

of the Library of Congress.  It was known as “Abolition House” for being a center of antislavery 

activists in Washington. Among Lincoln’s daily dinner companions were Rep. Joshua Giddings of 

Ohio, the leading abolitionist in the House, who helped Lincoln write a bill for emancipation in 

the District of Columbia, along with a variety of Whig members and federal employees. 

French, a clerk at the Treasury Department, lived in the house with Lincoln and regularly 

joined Lincoln for meals. In 1859, while still working at Treasury, French wrote the Constitution 

and bylaws of the National Base-ball Club of Washington, D.C.  It was the founding document of 

the Washington Nationals and therein laid down the rules for sportsmanlike conduct as well as 

the charge for monthly dues. Dated November 27, 1859, it specified that only gentlemen could 

join, and they had to be sponsored by another member.  The initiation fee was 50 cents, and the 

monthly dues were 25 cents. Most of the rules concerned fines of 10 cents to 25 cents for such 

ungentlemanly acts as cursing, disputing the umpire and missing practice. 

French was also a player on the team composed of other government clerks who suited 

up in the late afternoons in uniforms consisting of pantaloons and high-collared shirts. The leath-

er-covered ball with a center of India rubber wound with yarn could not weigh more than six 

ounces or measure more than 10 inches in circumference. The wooden bat could be of any 

length but no thicker than 2 1/2 inches.   

In 1862, he became the Nationals’ first president. And President Lincoln invited Presi-

dent French to various White House social occasions. French’s brother, Benjamin Brown French, 

appointed the superintendent of public buildings by Lincoln, planned Lincoln’s inaugurations and 

later his trip to dedicate the cemetery at Gettysburg. 

Lincoln loved baseball. He had played a primitive and popular version of the game called 

“town ball” as a young man and lawyer in Springfield, Illinois. There are several accounts of him 

playing there and in towns throughout the Eighth Judicial Circuit of Illinois where he traveled as a 

lawyer during the 1850s. “Here Abraham Lincoln and his friends played town ball,” reads a mark-

er placed before the Postville Park, Ill., courthouse by the Illinois Historical Society in 1965. 

Historian Judge Lawrence Stringer described Lincoln’s social activities at Postville Park:  

Lincoln was always a leader in athletics and played ball and various games with 
the boys. Scores of old residents can remember seeing him out in the Postville Park, after 
court had adjourned, indulging in a game of ‘town ball’—baseball had not then been in-
vented. He was also quite fond of throwing the maul and frequently entered into a con-
test of this kind with John Allison.  Allison always claimed that he could throw the maul 
two feet farther than could Lincoln, but John Mann of Lake Fork, came into the game one 
day and threw the maul farther than either Lincoln or Allison. 
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During the 1860 presidential campaign, a widely circulated political cartoon depicted 

Lincoln as a baseball player triumphing over his opponents.  “You must have a good bat and 

strike a fair ball to make a clean score and homerun,” the Lincoln figure says. On the long bat in 

his hands are inscribed with the words “Equal rights and free territory.” 

Lincoln liked playing town ball even as president, especially with the boys. He took long 

rides out to the Maryland home of Francis Preston Blair, called Silver Spring, to consult with the 

venerable political guru, who had been a member of Andrew Jackson’s Kitchen Cabinet and 

helped found the Republican  Party and to cavort in games of town ball. Lincoln had appointed 

Blair’s son, Montgomery, to his cabinet as Postmaster General. 

One of the Blair grandchildren, Frank B. Blair, recalled how a group of the children ea-

gerly awaited his visit: “We boys, for hours at a time, played ‘town ball’ on the vast lawn, and Mr. 

Lincoln would join ardently in the sport. I remember vividly how he ran with the children; how 

long were his strides, and how far his coat-tails stuck out behind, and how we tried to hit him 

with the ball, as he ran the bases. He entered into the spirit of the play as completely as any of 

us, and we invariably hailed his coming with delight.” 
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During the Civil War, Union soldiers in their camps played the newly regularized game of 

baseball. In Washington, organized teams like the Nationals played in the White Lot. But less for-

mal teams of federal employees also played. Winfield Scott Lamer, a journalist for the Indianapo-

lis Journal and later a clerk in the United States Customs Office in St. Louis, observed Lincoln at a 

baseball game and wrote one of the few detailed accounts of Lincoln, the loyal and enthusiastic 

fan: 

It was at Sixth and K streets. The quartermaster’s department was playing the 
commissary department….This lot was an old circus grounds. The game was progressing 
merrily. There were no stands. Ropes kept the cord back. 

The well-known black carriage drawn by two black horses came along. I saw the 
president get out of the conveyance and, taking his little son, Tad, by the hand, walked 
over to see the game. This was before the days when cavalry escorts accompanied Mr. 
Lincoln wherever he went. 

There was no enclosed stand, not even a seat. Unobtrusively and unseen by the 
crowd, Mr. Lincoln sat down in the sawdust left by the circus back of first base, crossed 
his feet, and sat his little son up on them, between his knees. 

He arrived when the game was young and stayed to the finish. It was the cus-
tom then for teams to give three cheers for each other after the game was finished. The 
custom was observed on this occasion. 

Lincoln took off his hat and joined in the cheering. Then someone saw him and 
called for “Three cheers for Old Abe.” Needless to say, they were very heartily given. 

The President thanked the crowd, saying, “Boys is was a very good game and I 
enjoyed it very much.” He took little Tad by the hand and walked back to the carriage. 

I have heard that Mr. Lincoln played a good first base...President Lincoln did like 
baseball. 

Lincoln was surrounded by men who followed baseball. The journalist to whom he was 

closest, Noah Brooks, whom he planned to appoint as his private secretary in his second term, 

went on to write the first novel about baseball, Our Base Ball Club and How It Won the Champi-

onship which was the first novel devoted entirely to baseball. Throughout the story, intense town 

rivalry forces the Catalpa, Illinois, community and its ball club to confront game-throwing players 

and to enter the debate about amateur versus professional teams. In his introduction to the 

book, A.G. Spalding champions Brooks’ vivid portrayal of the ups and downs, the trials and the 

triumphs of a baseball club, concluding “that while nothing is really needed to popularize the 

game, I am sure the story will commend itself to every lover of pure and wholesome literature.” 

“That’s beautiful: the hurrah game!,” wrote Walt Whitman, “well—it’s our game: that’s 

the chief fact in connection with it: America’s game: has the snap, go, fling, of the American at-

mosphere—belongs as much to our institutions, fits into them as significantly, as our constitu-

tions, laws: is just as important in the sum of our historic life.” Whitman spent many mornings 

waiting outside the White House to see Lincoln coming and going. No writer since has exceeded 
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these extravagant and fervent claims for the game. Whitman’s baseball credo could only have 

been spoken by a man who grew up with the sport and saw it develop from its slower, more se-

date forms into a demanding game of hardball with “snap and go.” 

And yet, it was perhaps a scandal involving a minor league player that became Lincoln’s 

most direct and familial link to the national pastime.  There is no doubt that Warren Wallace 

Beckwith led an interesting life. Born in Mount Pleasant, Iowa, in 1874, his father was a wealthy 

railroad executive and Beckwith was said to have inherited a fortune upon his father’s death in 

1905. He played college football at Iowa Wesleyan and played baseball and football professional-

ly, and served in the Spanish-American War and World War I. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Warren Wallace Beckwith 

But, his life literally became a captivating national news story in 1897 when he eloped 

with Jesse Lincoln, granddaughter of the late President. Her father Robert Todd Lincoln, former 

Secretary of War was quoted as calling Beckwith a “Baseball Buffoon.” 

The Beckwith-Lincoln marriage played out like a soap opera in the newspapers for the 

next decade. Beckwith spent most of 1897 playing in the Texas League with Dallas, Paris and 

Denison/Sherman/Waco teams. The New York Times reported that Beckwith’s nicknames in Tex-

as were “The Dude” and “Lady Killer,” and that “He would never go into a game to pitch without 

first combing or brushing his hair faultlessly.” 

Beckwith made headlines again when he enlisted in the military service when war was 

declared with Spain. When he returned from Cuba, and after the birth of the couple’s first child, a 

daughter, he joined Sacramento in the California League, which resulted in another round of sto-

ries about Robert Todd Lincoln’s disapproval of his son-in-law’s profession. According to  
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contemporary news reports, neither Robert Todd Lincoln nor his wife, Mary Eunice Harlan Lin-

coln, daughter of former United States Senator from Iowa, James Harlan, ever accepted the mar-

riage. 

News stories announcing the couple’s divorce in 1900 turned out to be premature and 

they had a second child, Robert Todd Lincoln Beckwith, who upon his death in 1985 was the final 

direct descendent of President Lincoln. 

Beckwith and Lincoln did divorce in 1907. Beckwith never played professionally after 

1899, but played extensively on semi-professional teams in Illinois and Iowa. Beckwith’s final ap-

pearance in organized ball was as the manager of Oshkosh in the Wisconsin State League for part 

of the 1905 season.  After serving in France in World War I Beckwith settled in La Jolla, California. 

He died in La Jolla in 1955 and is buried at the Forest Home Cemetery in Mount Pleasant. 

On the anniversary of his birth in 1920, the Ottawa (Ill.) Herald marked the occasion with 

a front-page story recalling different aspects of his life. 

“Play baseball, yes Lincoln played baseball,” the newspaper said. “He would leave his 

[Springfield law] office any time of the day and it used [to be said about] him that he left the 

courtroom during court to engage in a game of ball. He could play too.” 

But it was Andrew Johnson, Lincoln’s successor, who would become the first president 

to invite a baseball team inside the White House and also the first president on record to call 

baseball “our national game.” 

But it is Abraham Lincoln whom strong evidence suggests deserves to be called the first 

“baseball president.” Indeed, on Dec. 13, 1865, eight months after Ford’s Theatre, when a record 

ninety-one baseball clubs gathered in New York for the National Association of Baseball Players 

convention, that the players raised a glass to the late president who enjoyed their sport and who 

many consider might have been a pretty fair player himself. 

__________________ 

Jason H. Silverman is the Ellison Capers Palmer, Jr. Professor of History Emeritus, Winthrop University. His latest 
book is When America Welcomed Immigrants: The Short and Tortured History of Abraham Lincoln’s Act to Encour-
age Immigration (2020).  His current book project is Lincoln’s Magician: The Untold Story of Abraham Lincoln and 
Horatio G. “Harry” Cooke. 
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On a spring evening in 1841, Major Ethan A. Hitchcock, enjoying the rare privilege of 

spending a night alone in a “small neat house”  overlooking Tampa bay, rather than encamped  in 

the East Florida wilderness, opened a trunk containing his flute and some sheet music and pro-

ceeded to play a few pieces. Pausing for a moment, he put his instrument down and walked over 

to an open window where he “sat in the light of the moon.”  As the air blew gently, Hitchcock 

was overcome by a rush of felling, “I could have wept,” he confided to his diary, “but for no im-

mediate cause, not even the definite memory of one—but I felt in the midst of an eternity pass-

ing on forever  & forever.”  Such an epiphany was not uncommon for this deeply philosophical  
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General Ethan Allen Hitchcock 

(Public Domain) 



 

 

and influential officer; worldly strife and “the contemplation of Nations at War 

 often became inconsequential and even “pitiable” by comparison. 

As his first and middle names suggest, Hitchcock was a descendant of the Revolutionary 

hero, General Ethan Allen. As Allen’s grandson, as well as the son of a leading Vermont jurist, 

Hitchcock was among the early nineteenth-century’s privileged ranks. Born and raised in Ver-

gennes, Vermont, the teenaged Hitchcock, endowed with a precocious intellect, was described 

by an adult contemporary as “well bred,” conversant in Latin, and “extremely correct in his moral 

habits.”  Hitchcock had no difficulty entering the United States Military Academy at West Point at 

the age of sixteen. After graduation and a lieutenancy, Hitchcock served for a time under Lieuten-

ant Colonel Zachary Taylor as adjutant of the Eighth infantry and was also employed in recruit-

ment. 

To Hitchcock’s satisfaction, he was eventually ordered to return to the Academy, the 

first of two tours of duty at his alma mater. His initial faculty appointment was as an instructor of 

Infantry Tactics an, after promotion to captain, Hitchcock followed Major William J. Worth as 

commandant of the corps of cadets and also continued teaching.  

The new commandant was cerebral by nature and in addition to his grasp of military tac-

tics and strategy he studied challenging philosophical texts. Much later, he authored a variety of 

books on a full range of esoteric subjects, from Swedenborg to the ancient alchemists. According 

to literary scholars, Hitchcock was an important “Hermetic” thinker who had close ties with Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Edgar Allen Poe, who was Hitchcock’s former West 

Point pupil. In 1851, when Hitchcock went to California to assume command of the Pacific Divi-

sion, his library of some 2,500 volumes “cost him $200 for carriage, whereas it had only cost him 

$400 to transport himself to California.” 

Hitchcock’s most striking characteristic was that of self-sufficiency. He was a loner. He 

seemed not to need the company of others. Hitchcock was a lifelong scholar who constantly read 

and spent most of his time alone. As a young soldier he read in his tent or in the woods while his 

fellow officers drank or gambled. His reading and constant notetaking were focused primarily on 

philosophy and mysticism. Hitchcock read from the works of Goethe, Kant, Hobbes, Hegel, Spino-

za, Aristotle, Zeno, Epicurus, the Kabbala (a Jewish mystical work), and Hindu literature such as 

the Bhagavad-Gita, writings from spiritualism and alchemy and Hermeticism. He even studied 

while participating in a war against the Indians in Florida in 1840. Hitchcock wrote about such 

topics as the limit of knowledge and nature of the soul and the meaning of life. By 1867 he had 

six volumes on sale most of which were of a mystical content. These interests cut him off from 

most of the army officers.  
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Some believe that his insistence on interpreting alchemical works symbolically rather 

than literally presaged modern analytical psychiatry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   (Transmutation Publishing) 

Nevertheless, the more mundane rules and obligations of military life did not escape Hitchcock’s 

full attention; at the Academy this practical side often included duty as a firm disciplinarian. This 

last obligation set the stage for a heated conflict between Hitchcock and President Andrew Jack-

son. 

Jackson repeatedly interfered in West Point’s internal disciplinary regimen by continual-

ly reinstating his own appointees who had been dismissed due to a variety of infractions. This did 

not set very well with Hitchcock and after his meeting with Jackson at the White House failed to 

deter future meddling, the thirty-five-year-old captain joined with the Academy’s renowned su-

perintendent, Colonel Sylvanus Thayer (“the Father of West Point”) and both resigned in protest. 

The resignation further alienated Hitchcock from presidential favor; in fact, his promo-

tion to major was countermanded by Jackson not long afterward. The commanding General of 

the Army, Major General Alexander Macomb, assigned Hitchcock to recruiting duty in Boston and 

shortly thereafter suggested that he accept the position of governor of Liberia. This African colo-

ny was intended as a haven for former slaves and was under the control of the American Coloni-

zation Society, a prestigious organization then headed by James Madison. Hitchcock declined the 

position, despite much flattery and praise, a year’s leave of absence from the army, and a posi-

tion where he could have exercised near monarchical authority. 

But Hitchcock did not remain in the Army very long thereafter. He resigned from the ar-

my in 1855 in protest against the promotion of a brutal officer who had exterminated the Brule 

Indian tribe.  With the army behind him, Hitchcock then contemplated a future civilian life of 
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philosophical studies. But Abraham Lincoln wouldn’t allow Hitchcock’s military career to end.   

Hitchcock, then sixty-three years old, was invited out of retirement to serve in Washing-

ton in the critical spring of 1862. The invitation to serve came from the newly appointed  Secre-

tary of War, Edwin Stanton, and President Lincoln himself. Hitchcock’s critics suggested that he 

returned to Washington as an ineffectual advisor in the War Department, where he did nothing 

more than perform routine administrative duties in prisoner exchanges and courts martial until 

his second retirement on October 1, 1867. 

Yet, Hitchcock’s journals and correspondence, particularly his memorandum to Presi-

dent Lincoln of March 30, 1862 (reproduced below), suggest a richer and more complex tale. The 

memo shows that Hitchcock offered Lincoln and Stanton advice which, had they taken it, might 

have changed the course of the Civil War. Having believed that, Lincoln brought him back to 

Washington for the value of his advice only to disregard it, Hitchcock soon resigned himself to 

ordinary administrative details. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Having his tactical recommendations ignored was difficult to accept for an officer of al-

most forty years, who had not only taught tactics at West Point, commanded the model third 

regiment at Jefferson Barracks in Missouri, and served with distinction with General Winfield 

Scott in Mexico, but had also earned a well-deserved reputation among his fellow officers as a 

military scholar and a tactician. Scott, one of the United States’ most respected tacticians, 

thought Hitchcock was an excellent officer whose services would significantly aid the Union War 

effort and had personally lobbied Lincoln for Hitchcock’s return to service. 

Hitchcock had been extremely reluctant to return to military service. He had forcefully 

declined the command of a “regiment of Green Mountain boys” from his native Vermont offered 
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him by John N. Pomeroy of Burlington in September of 1861. “I have thought younger men than 

myself more fitted to render service…,” he replied to the Pomeroy invitation. And he continued 

throughout 1861 and early 1862 to resist all such appeals. Hitchcock had always been something 

of a  reluctant soldier, and as he admitted to his diary, he had “no heart in this horrible war;” 

moreover, his retirement in St. Louis, which he had devoted to scholarship remained a happy 

one. Throughout his military career Hitchcock had read, taken notes on, and speculated about 

philosophy, literature, and religion. In retirement he had written books on alchemy, the ideas of 

Spinoza and Swedenborg, and had recently completed a book entitled, Christ the Spirit, on the 

spiritual meaning of Jesus’ life. He genuinely regarded scholarship as his true calling. 

Despite his considerable reluctance, in March of 1862 Hitchcock agreed to return to mili-

tary service as a result of Lincoln’s urging and changes the president made to the War Depart-

ment. Two months prior to Hitchcock’s return, Lincoln had requested the resignation of Secretary 

of War, Simon J. Cameron. Cameron and Hitchcock had been enemies since 1837 when Hitch-

cock, on duty as a disbursing agent to the Winnebago Indians in the Northwest Territory, had un-

covered fraud and corruption in Cameron’s dealings with the Indians. Hitchcock believed Camer-

on was “a disgracefully corrupt man,” and he informed Lincoln that there was no possibility of his 

serving the Union cause in Washington under Cameron’s direction. Cameron’s departure from 

Washington for the American mission in Russia opened the door for Hitchcock’s return to military 

service. 

But Lincoln knew when he requested that Hitchcock return to service that the General 

was no sycophant.  Hitchcock’s journals show a growing concern for the way the Lincoln admin-

istration was conducting the war; in particular, Hitchcock was aghast at the Union defeat at Ma-

nassas which he found both predictable and stupid. 

Hitchcock was also extremely displeased with Lincoln’s policies in Missouri which, in his 

eyes, had led to the “dark prospect” that the Confederacy would prevail. Hitchcock worked with 

Generals William S. Harney and Henry W. Halleck, in charge of the Department of Missouri, to 

prevent secessionists from gaining control of the state. As part of that effort he authored a pro-

test which denounced the military bill passed by the Missouri Legislature in 1861 as “an indirect 

secession ordinance.” 

Besides the President, many of his fellow officers, including Harney, Halleck, and Scott 

urged Hitchcock both privately and publicly to return to arms. The Reverend William G. Elliot, 

Hitchcock’s friend for more than twenty years, wrote “Accept the appointment,...you will have 

done a great good and a Patriot’s duty….”  His friends argued that since Hitchcock was already 

committed to the Union cause, he should take up military service. 

Cameron’s departure, the unfavorable course of the war, and the encouragement of his 

friends forced Hitchcock to entertain serious thought to going back to military duty. Neverthe-

less, he worried about his health and, convinced that he was too old, he continued to resist. As 
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 late as February 11, 1862, he wrote to General Halleck, who had sought Hitchcock’s services, 

that “My better judgment is not convinced…. I am at liberty to sacrifice myself, but I do not feel 

at liberty to jeopardize the public interest.” 

As Hitchcock candidly revealed in his journal a few days after this letter to Halleck, “I 

know the terrible responsibility, what if I should suffer physical collapse while at the head of any 

army?”  Indeed, Hitchcock had not enjoyed good health since the Mexican War. Specifically, he 

was worried about an “incipient paralysis” about which a doctor had warned him as early as 

1849. 

Ultimately, what persuaded Hitchcock to return to military duty was the result of a se-

ries of interviews with the new Secretary of War Edwin Stanton and President Lincoln which con-

vinced the old soldier that he was desperately needed. On Friday March 7, 1862, Hitchcock re-

ceived a telegram from Stanton demanding an immediate “personal conference.” 

Hitchcock took the first train out of St. Louis and arrived in Washington on Monday, 

March 10th, exhausted, dusty, and suffering from a severe nosebleed. He went directly to the 

War Department where Stanton told him that “he and the President wanted the benefit of my 

experience.” Hitchcock was then taken to the White House where both Lincoln and Stanton put 

full court pressure on him and assured him that his voice would be heard in the War Department. 

This pressure to serve resulted in Hitchcock relenting and agreeing to offer his experi-

ence and counsel. Although Hitchcock agreed to serve, he still harbored serious doubts because, 

as he recorded in his journal, “I am almost afraid that the secretary hardly knows what he wants 

himself.” Nevertheless, Stanton and Lincoln had made Hitchcock an offer that his sense of duty 

and patriotism would not permit him to refuse. The following day, on March 11, Hitchcock in-

formed Stanton that he would return to duty. In his letter accepting the appointment, however, 

he specifically declined any command position and asked that he be assigned to the War Depart-

ment with orders to report to Stanton himself. 

Stanton immediately ordered Hitchcock back to Washington and over the next few days 

attempted to change Hitchcock’s mind about accepting a field command, if not general of the 

entire army. This behavior clearly indicates that Stanton and Lincoln himself had not been entire-

ly candid with Hitchcock about the role they expected him to play. Stanton’s seeming harassment 

of Hitchcock peaked on March 17, when, according to Hitchcock’s journal, the Secretary made 

serious allegations about General George McClellan’s competence and patriotism. Although 

Hitchcock did not record the specific charges, he noted that he “felt positively sick” upon hearing 

them. Hitchcock also told the Secretary that he would not “improvise a campaign having . . . To 

do with the army in the field.” 

It was in this atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust that Hitchcock began work in the 

War Department. In mid-March, Lincoln relieved McClellan of overall command of the Union 

forces and confined his command to the Army of the Potomac. As the pressure mounted on  
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Lincoln and the Union Army to secure a victory, two major offensives against the forces of the 

Confederacy were planned. One was against Corinth in northeastern Mississippi in the West and 

the other against Richmond, the Confederate capital, in the East. These plans had been formulat-

ed over the winter months and seemed fully developed by the time of Hitchcock’s arrival. How-

ever, on March 23, Stonewall Jackson disrupted Union plans with an ill-advised attack on the 

forces of General James Shields at Kernstown in the Shenandoah Valley. The battle itself was in-

consequential; Jackson was seriously outnumbered, and his forces were roundly defeated. Yet 

the effects of this skirmish were profound indeed. 

Kernstown, in fact, enabled Jackson to wage his successful diversionary campaign in the 

Shenandoah Valley during the spring and summer of 1862. Jackson’s ploy aroused renewed fears 

about the defense of Washington and set off a series of readjustments in the deployment of 

northern forces which, in turn, undermined General McClellan’s unrealistic peninsula campaign 

against Richmond. Most significantly, General Irwin McDowell’s forces of approximately 30,000 

men were retained for the defense of the capital. An additional 11,000 troops, commanded by 

Brigadier General Louis Blenker, were ordered from the Shenandoah to join the newly created 

Mountain Command of General John C. Fremont.  Hitchcock was brought into the planning of 

these adjustments, and he found some of the plans dubious at best. To address his concerns he 

sent the following advice to Lincoln and Stanton. 

[To succeed in this two pronged offensive] it is necessary to break the line of 
communication between Richmond and Corinth. 

This may be done by [Don Carlos] Buell; and if he should occupy the Cumber-
land Gap, near the R[ailroad] this object will be sufficiently accomplished. 

If some point East of the Gap be also made an object, it will require a large 
force to reach and maintain it, or that force might be destroyed by the Enemy. 

Instead therefore of employing a force necessary for seizing a point East of 
the Gap, (as proposed by the President,) it might be better to employ a less[er] force in 
the protection of the Bal[timore] and Ohio r[ail r[oad], (the duty assigned to Gen[eral] 
Fremont.). 

From present indications it might be better, instead of sending the Mountain 
Department of all of the forces desired by its commander, to divide that force, one part 
to go to him for the protection of the B[altimore] and O[hio] and the country immediate-
ly south of it, and the other part, to strengthen McClellan’s Right now occupied by 
Shields; the route from Richmond being opened to the enemy, who, though not likely to 
take it, might be invited by its weakness to make some desperate attempt, similar to one 
already made by Jackson upon Shields [at Kernstown]. 

A movement by McClellan’s Left is known to the enemy; hence nothing is 
more natural than a blow on McClellan’s Right. Nothing has intervened since that made 
a few days (by Jackson) to prevent a repetition of it with a larger force. 
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If McClellan should fail, not likely to happen, but if he should fail, what would be 
the movement of the enemy? 

This should be guarded against by a part of the force called for by Fremont, in-
stead of sending that force to cut the Richmond and Knoxville R[ailroad], the success of 
which might even aid in forcing the enemy to make a desperate attempt on the right of 
Washington. 

Hitchcock’s advice chiefly concerned the deployment of troops in the Shenandoah Val-

ley. Specifically, he sought to persuade President Lincoln not to assign the 11,000 men, under the 

command of Blenker, under Fremont’s command and thereby weaken Union defenses in the 

Shenandoah Valley. 

Hitchcock’s strategic concerns were obvious. As McClellan’s army proceeded up the 

peninsula towards Richmond, Confederate forces led by General Robert E. Lee would have to 

seek some means of striking back to relieve the pressure. One area in which Union forces might 

be vulnerable was on McClellan’s right in the Shenandoah. In fact, Jackson’s attack on Shields at 

Kernstown had, in Hitchcock’s eyes, advertised the South’s intentions of doing just that. The fail-

ure to keep adequate numbers of men in the Shenandoah Valley weakened Banks’ and Shields’ 

forces and made them very likely to be successfully  attacked. 

Furthermore, the weakness of the Union defense in the Shenandoah meant that more 

men had to be kept available for the defense of  Washington and the White House.  McDowell’s 

army would not be available to assist in McClellan’s campaign. Had McDowell’s forces been avail-

able to McClellan, as he had believed they would be and as originally planned, McClellan might 

have been able to take Richmond which, in turn, might have brought the Civil War to an earlier 

end. 

Much that Hitchcock had warned Lincoln about happened. Stonewall Jackson’s success 

in driving Banks out the Shenandoah and across the Potomac, which effectively immobilized 

McDowell’s army, was a critical part of Lee’s strategy for defending the Confederacy. By gather-

ing his forces to attack at strategic points and using these attacks to keep Union forces dispersed 

and unable to concentrate against him, Lee and the Confederacy managed to turn back McClel-

lan’s army. Hitchcock privately advised General Winfield Scott that Banks’ defeat had “been a dis-

aster” and made it very clear that he had warned Lincoln and Stanton against such an eventuality 

on several occasions. 

The failure of Lincoln and Stanton to take his advice persuaded Hitchcock that his ser-

vices as a military adviser were no longer necessary. He submitted his resignation because, as 

Hitchcock confided to his journal, “It might well be supposed (if my resignation should be publicly 

announced) that I had left Washington in disgust.” As indeed he had. 

Hitchcock left Washington in late May after offering Stanton his resignation. He spent 

the summer visiting friends and relatives in New York and New England. Stanton refused to  
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accept his resignation and instead offered him an indefinite leave. By fall Hitchcock was back in 

what he saw as his “quarantine” in the War Department. Although he was convinced that Lincoln 

had erred by giving Fremont a command and by not heeding his advice about Jackson in the 

Shenandoah, Hitchcock had no desire to create political controversy. As he confided in General 

Scott, “I have not the slightest idea of charging upon anyone faults of design.” 

He remained politically loyal to Lincoln and Stanton. In the War Department, Hitchcock 

supervised court martial procedures and attempted to regularize prisoner exchanges; he also 

continued to read and write about Shakespeare, Dante and his beloved philosophers. After the 

spring of 1862 he never again sought the role of military advisor to the President. 

But Hitchcock did not remain an administrative functionary for long. Although Lincoln 

disregarded Hitchcock’s advice on military strategy when it was offered, Lincoln still thought 

highly enough of the old soldier to appoint him to head the commission that ultimately produced 

the Lieber Code which was the first formal codification of behavior for the Army of the United 

States of America. This directive, formally titled Instructions for the Government of Armies of the 

United States in the Field, General Order No. 100, outlined the Federal army code of conduct dur-

ing war, as well as the institution of Martial Law. It would later become the basis for all interna-

tional treaties, including the Hague Conventions in 1907 and the Geneva Accords of 1954. 

Named for the German-American philosopher Francis Lieber, a highly esteemed profes-

sor at Columbia University who had been commissioned by the president, the Lieber Code pre-

sented policies for four major aspects of war: martial law, military jurisdiction, punishment of 

spies/deserters and the treatment of prisoners of war. Hitchcock and Lieber spent over a year 

working on the procedure while researching military procedures of the past, analyzing the cur-

rent wartime climate and conferring with an array of experts, including soldiers and politicians. 

Lincoln was impressed with the work by Lieber and Hitchcock, and considered an official 

code of conduct to be an absolute necessity to maintain order and a sense of decency among the 

ranks. On April 24, 1863, the Lieber Code was formally issued. For this historic occasion, Lincoln 

gathered together pertinent members of his cabinet and the military. This forever changed not 

only how the American military behaved, but how militaries around the world would behave for 

generations to come. 
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(author included a picture of Lincoln, Hitchcock and Stanton.  I could not find this picture anywhere on the internet 
and could not use the one in the article as it was too dark to copy). 

 

Would Hitchcock’s advice have altered the course of the war? Could the war have ended 

earlier? Might there have been fewer casualties? Any attempt to answer these questions would 

be an exercise in futility. Surely, Ethan Allen Hitchcock had the intelligence and experience to 

offer sound military counsel to Lincoln and Stanton. And indeed, Lincoln was justified in bringing 

Hitchcock back from retirement. Perhaps Hitchcock’s deference to Lincoln and Stanton prevent-

ed him from pursuing the issue once his advice had been rejected. Or, perhaps a man who had 

spent much of his life reading philosophers from Plato to Kant and Swedenborg readily accepted 

the futility of individual effort in history. Because the President appointed Hitchcock head of the 

commission to write the Lieber Code, it is doubtful that Lincoln and Stanton had only wanted the 

services of the grandson of Ethan Allen, hero of the Battle of Ticonderoga, for political purposes 

of their own. Although Hitchcock, a reluctant warrior in the first place, failed in his single attempt 

to alter the military history of the Civil War, he nevertheless contributed in his own inimitable 

way to alter the conduct of military history for generations to come. 

____________________ 
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