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Lincoln Online: New Treasures
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Honest Abe? Not according to Charles Hanks, Abraham Lincoln's cousin, who said Lincoln was famous for "rowdying," the 19th-century version of wilding. Charles wanted to set the record straight after reading a letter supporting Lincoln's presidential bid by Charles's own brother, John Hanks.

The two letters can be found at lincolnandthecivilwar.com, a new Web site that includes illustrated periodicals and presidential campaign newspapers from the 1860-1865 period. The Web site, scheduled to be online by the end of next month, is the brainchild of John Adler, who publishes HarpWeek, an electronic version of the 19th-century newspaper Harper's Weekly. His is just one of a flurry of new efforts to make original Lincoln and Civil War documents available online. 
The Library of Congress already has a large collection of Lincoln documents in its American Memory collection (memory.loc.gov/ammem/alhtml/malhome.html). On Tuesday, Lincoln's birthday, it made available an account of his assassination in the private diary of Horatio Nelson Taft, an examiner in the patent office. The account is the first new document relating to the assassination to be made public in 50 years, said John Sellers, who works in the library's manuscript division. 

The library is cooperating with another ambitious project, to put all of Lincoln's presidential papers online by the end of the decade.
In the three months since historians began sorting through papers in the National Archives, 192 new Lincoln documents have been found, says Charles Strozier, the project's director. Here are excerpts from some of the documents online. 
A Black Leader Asks a Favor, and It's Granted
Lincoln wrote Frederick Douglass, the black abolitionist, on Aug. 19, 1864, asking him to develop a strategy for encouraging slaves to escape across Union lines. In his response, dated Aug. 29, 1864, Douglass asked the president in a private postscript to discharge his son Charles from the army (www.abrahamlincoln.org). On the letter, Lincoln wrote, "Let this boy be discharged."
Now, Mr President — I hope I shall not presume to[o] much upon your kindness — but I have a very great favor to ask. . . . It is that you will cause my son Charles R. Douglass, 1st Sergeant of Company I, 5th Massachusetts dismounted cavalry — now stationed at "Point Lookout" to be discharged — He is now sick — He was the first colored volunteer from the State of New York — having enlisted with his Older Brother in the Mass — 54th partly to encourage enlistments — He was but 18 when he enlisted — and has been in the service 18 Months. If your Excellency can confer this favor — you will lay me under many obligations[.]

Again your Obedient Servant
Fredk. Douglass 

For John Hanks, Lincoln Really Was Honest Abe
On July 28, 1860, The Rail Splitter, a pro-Lincoln campaign newspaper, reprinted a letter from The Decatur Chronicle by John Hanks, Lincoln's cousin and former partner in the rail-splitting business. In it, he explains why he, a lifelong Democrat, is supporting Lincoln against Stephen A. Douglas. On that same day, The Campaign Plain Dealer, a pro- Douglas newspaper, published a response to John's letter by his brother Charles. It criticized Lincoln as a lazy, "harum-scarum" boy, and accused John of supporting Lincoln only to help his rail business. 

From my boyhood I have been a constant voter with the Democratic party in all essential elections; I have thought that party to be upright and straight-forward in all the principles it has really adopted. So late as 1858, I voted for Mr. Douglas and against my old friend, Mr. Lincoln. . . . 

Many are the days we have lugged the heavy oar on the Ohio, the Illinois and the Mississippi rivers together; many are the long cold days we have journeyed over the wild prairies and through the forest, with gun and axe, and though it is now pleasant to refer back to it, well do I remember when we set out together in the cold winter to cut and maul rails, on the Saugon River, in Macon County, 30 years ago, to enclose his father's little home, and from day to day kept at work until the whole was finished and the homestead fenced in; we often swapped work in this way, and yet during the many years we were connected together as laborers, sometimes flatboating, sometimes hog-driving, sometimes rail-making, and too, when it was nearly impossible to get books, he was a constant reader; I was a listener; he settled all disputes of all the young men in the neighborhood, and his decisions were always abided by. I never knew a man so honest under all circumstances, for his whole life. Thus associated with Mr. Lincoln, I learned to love him, and when in 1858 he was a candidate for the first time within my reach, against my feelings, and I may say against my convictions, my old party ties induced me to vote for Mr. Douglas. . . . 

My wife used to say to me that some day Abe would come out and be something; I thought so, too, but I could not exactly see how a man in the lower walks of life, a day laborer, and hopelessly poor, would ever stand much chance to get up very high in the world; at last one day at home, we heard that the Republican State Convention was to be held at Decatur, and that they were going for Abe for President. As soon as I found this out, I went into town and told a friend of Abe's that as great and honest merit was at last to be awarded in the person of my friend Mr. Lincoln, by the Republican party, I thought of the hard and trying struggles of his early days, and recollecting the rails we had made together, 30 years ago, made up my mind to present some of them to that Convention as a testimonial of the beginning of one of the greatest living men of the age, believing they would speak more in his praise than any orator could, and honor true labor more than the praise of men or the resolutions of Conventions. On our way to get the rails, I told this friend of old Abe that if Abe should be nominated for President I would vote for him; everybody knows he has been and I rejoice that I live to give this testimony to his goodness and honesty, and hope I shall live to vote for him for President.

Charles Hanks Was Definitely Not Impressed
John Hanks is my younger brother, and Abe Lincoln is my cousin. I have known both John and Abe from their earliest childhood.

Since brother John has committed himself to the Decatur politician, who is using him as a tool to speculate in certain old rails (that I know cousin Abe never made), I have great fears that brother John, like cousin Abe, has fallen into bad hands, and that a man by nature made for a good man, but who always needed protecting counselors, may be by his bad associations entirely ruined. . . . 

In John's letter published in The Decatur Chronicle, I find a long and pathetic allusion to cousin Abe's early and hard life. That may be poetical, but there is but little of it true. In Abe's younger days he was simply a wild harum-scarum boy, and jumping and wrestling were his only accomplishments. His laziness was the cause of many mortifications to me; for as I was an older boy than either Abe or John, I often had to do Abe's work at uncle's when the family were all sick with the ague from eating watermelons, and Abe would be rollicking around the country neglecting them. . . .

I have often felt ashamed of cousin Abe in seeing him a full-grown man, gadding around the country barefoot, with his toes outrageously spraddled out by the mud; and instead of reading his books as brother John, through the Decatur politician, so poetically tells us, he would be rowdying around with a pack of wild young men.

I well remember when he went courting one of Major Warnick's daughters in this county, his boots were so miserably bad that his feet were frostbitten and he had to lay up at Major Warnick's for two weeks, and have the old lady nurse and doctor his feet.

I am fully persuaded that brother John is taking the strange course he is now pursuing for the purpose of making money out of a rail speculation, and if I could for one moment think that the Decatur sharpers, in whose hands he has placed himself, would not cheat him out of every cent of the money, I would not spoil the speculation by telling the facts.

I think, and I am almost certain, that the rails that are now being worshiped all over the North as Lincoln [text is unclear] were made by poor Bill Strickland, who is now poor, blind, helpless and in the Macon County poor house. And if these philanthropic Republicans would allow me to make them one suggestion, it would be to help poor Bill Strickland, who really did make the rails, and who is as honest as Abe or anybody else that ever mauled a rail, instead of spending their money over his rails. . . .

If cousin Abe can honestly get a good office, I want to see him do so; but these abominable lies that are being told on him by politicians who pretend to be his friends, I repel as a family insult.

A Diarist Recalls the Assassination
The sons of Horatio Nelson Taft and Lincoln were regular playmates until Willie Lincoln died in 1862 from typhoid fever. The following is an excerpt from Taft's private diary, written two weeks after Lincoln's assassination (memory.loc.gov/ammem/tafthtml/tafthome.html).
April 30, 1865
When the shot was fired Mrs. Lincoln was sitting near her husband with her hand on his knee. She says she saw the flash and heard the report of the pistol, thinking it was in some way connected with the Play. She leaned forward to see what it was, and then looked to Mr. Lincoln to see where he was looking. He was sitting with his head drop[p]ed down and eyes shut. She was not alarmed at this, he sometimes held his head in that way when in deep thought, but she put her hand on his forehead and he not stirring she put it on the back of his head and feeling it wet she immediately withdrew it covered with blood. She then screamed and that is the last she remembered that took place in the Theatre. She says, as she put her hand on his head she recollects that something suddenly brushed past her and rubbing off her Shawl. It was Booth as he jumped from the Box. The President made no noise, nor attempted to speak, nor Stirred a limb after he was shot, nor was he conscious for one moment from that time until he died. When his skin was touched or his hand was taken, there was a slight quiver or tremor of the muscles, but that was all. . . .

For the last half hour before the death, the utmost stillness had prevailed in the room, not a word, not a whisper was heard. The President of the United States dying, surrounded by his Cabinet and many of the first men in the Nation standing like statues around the bed. . . . After the President died Dr. Gurley went to Mrs. L. and told her "the President is dead." O — why did you not let me know? Why did you not tell me? "Your friends thought it was not best. You must be resigned to the will of God. You must be calm and trust in God and in your friends." She soon after left, with Dr G for her Home. She was asked during the night if her son Tad (Thaddeus) (a boy about 12 years old) should be sent for. . . . When they reached the President's house Tad met them on the Portico. "Where is my Pa? Where is my Pa?" He kept repeating the question till they got into the room of Mrs. Lincoln. He had heard that his Pa had been shot but evidently expected him when his mother came. He was very much excited and alarmed but had not thought that his Pa could be dead. " 'Taddy' your Pa is dead," said Dr. Gurley. He was not prepared for this. He screamed in an agony of grief, "O what shall I do? What shall I do? My Brother is dead. My Father is dead. O what shall I do? What will become of me? O what shall I do? O mother you will not die will you? O don't you die Ma. You won't die will you, Mother? If you die I shall be all alone. O don't die Ma." Dr. Gurley said that up to that time he himself had not shed a tear, but he could not witness "Tad's" grief unmoved and the Tears flowed freely. 

A Looker He Wasn't, And His Opponents Let No One Forget It
This unsigned poem, making fun of Lincoln's ugliness, appeared in The Campaign Plain Dealer, a Democratic newspaper, on July 28, 1860, during the presidential race between Stephen A. Douglas, a Democrat, and Lincoln, a Republican. It was said to be written on "behalf of several leading Republicans."
Tell us of his fight with Douglas
How his spirit never quails, 
Tell us of his manly bearing. 
Of his skill in splitting rails. 
Say he's capable and honest, 
Loves his country's good alone
Never drank a drop of whiskey
Wouldn't know it from a stone. 
Tell again about the cord-wood. 
Seven cords or more per day: 
How each night he seeks his closet, 
There, alone, to kneel and pray. . . . 
Any lie you tell we'll swallow
Swallow any kind of mixture: 
But oh! don't, we beg and pray you
Don't, for God's sake, show his picture.

