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George L., Cashman, February 16, 1972, Springfield, Illinois.
Brian Alexander, Interviewer,

Q: Before we begin with the other questions, I'd like to know a little
bit about your background.

A: Specifically what?

Q: When did you become custodian?

A: I'ma little bit deaf so you'll have to . . .

Q: When did you become curator?

A: In 1951,

Q: How many other custodians have there been?

A: Four,

Q: Four. And who have they been?

A

: There were Carrol Power, Major Edward Johnson, Herbert Wells Fay, and
for a short period Mr. Fay's son, and then myself.

Q: What exactly are the duties of the custodian?

A: Well, primarily it's a matter of supervision and instruction of the
guides in Lincoln history, particularly as it pertains to the tomb itself
and in other words general supervision.

Q: When visitors come each year, what question do they most often ask?

A: Well, to be a little facetious, I'll tell you the most, 'Where are
the restrooms?"

Q: Besides that?

A: Well, the question quote often is, 'Where and why isn't Robert Todd
Lincoln buried here?" And the answer to that is that Robert is buried at

the National Cemetery at Arlington, Virginia, at the request of his own
family--his own wife. And they frequently want to know what [Lincoln's]
children died of and, of course, the second child, Edward, died of black
diphtheria and the third child, William, died of pneumonia and the fourth
child, Thomas, or Tad as he was called, died of dropsy of the chest. And
Robert, the first child lived to be 83 years old and died of the complications
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of old age. In regard to the tomb itself, quite frequently they want [to
know] how much the structure cost. Well, the original construction cost
was about one-hundred eighty thousand dollars and they ask also how was
the money raised. Well, the money was raised by popular subscription
throughout the country, The association that was formed at the time of
Lincoln's death, known as the National Lincoln Monument Association, were
responsible for the actual construction of the tomb, They raised the
money and maintained the tomb until 1895, At that time, the former
govemor of the state of Illinois, Richard J. Oglesby, was the last
surviving member of the association, deeded the property to the state of
Illinois by means of a simple agreement,

Probably another question which has to deal with some of these other
things--for instance, what would I, in my opinion, say what made Lincoln
great? Well, I frequently say that you can sift through the tangibles

and the intangibles and you may determine many factors. But it is doubtful
if any complete answer can be resolved. We do know that Lincoln, the

name 'Lincoln', is forever linked with mankind's eternal struggle for
freedom, In the intensely dramatic character of the issue which confronted
Lincoln as President of the United States and his extraordinary presence
and personality of the man himself and his tragic death at the very hour
of fulfillment, all of these things contrived to give him unqualified
recognition which is not always the reward of even supreme statesmen.
Lincoln, I think today in the imagination of his countrymen is probably
[remembered] more vividly than any other great American. And the essential
reason is the old and simple one--he was a genuinely great man who rose

to meet a great crisis, It was a crisis which concerned the survival of
the nation and our republican fomm of govermment. Lincoln was a tragic
figure, and he had the misfortune to come upon the national scene at a

time of bloody hatreds and perhaps no man in our history has ever been
confronted with the most awescme situation that faced him upon his elevation
to the Presidency. I think all of those things taken into consideration
determine that Lincoln was a great man primarily through the processes of
his own personality.

Q: What are some of the most popular myths that surround the tomb here?

Q: Well, I frankly don't feel that there are any myths connected with
the tomb itself. Of course, there are untold myths concerning Lincoln,
But if you want to consider some of the things that have happened such as
the attempt to steal Lincoln's body which was no myth, It actually
happened. Then we get into an entirely different type of interest.
Visitors frequently request more information about, they have a general
knowledge perhaps but they don't know some of the details conceming

these things.

Of course, in the early days after Lincoln's death the myths that were
prevalent at that time was the fact that John Wilkes Booth, the assassin,
was never captured, that he lived to a ripe old age in the state of
Oklahoma under a false name. All of thse things have absolutely no basis
in fact., But after the attempt to steal the body was made public, it was
well-known, then these questions arise., Was Lincoln's body stolen? Was
it ever returned to the tomb? Or, who's buried here in the place of
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Lincoln? We hear those kinds of things--you don't hear them very often,
but nevertheless you hear them often enough. You realize that people
don't have too much positive information. It's always been my feeling
that if you can't document a statement, why don't make it. So, I've
always felt that it was my duty to some extent at least to try to put
people's minds at ease about some of these myths that have been prevalent

in their thinking.
And, of course, the most ridiculous one of all is the Ann Rutledge myth.

Ann Rutledge was a girl who lived at New Salem for a short period of time
at the same time that Lincoln lived there. And there was no doubt that
Lincoln was familiar and acquainted with Ann Rutledge. But there is
absolutely no question, at least in my mind, and in the mind of a great
many other historians that, he had no emotional inwolvement with the
girl, In all of his writings, in all of his letters, there is absolutely
no mention of Ann Rutledge although he frequently mentioned New Salem,

If it had not been for William Herndon who was Lincoln's law partner in
the last years of Lincoln's life in Springfield, this name Ann Rutledge
would never have been known.

Q: I've even heard the story that Lincoln's body was buried in a wood
shed for two years . . .

A: Oh, yes. People come here and tell me that they know that Lincoln

was buried at sea. (laughter) And another one was that his body had

been cremated. I don't know if they had cremation in those days or not,

but anyhow . . . I know the Indians, some Indians have cremated bodies,

but . . . So there's all kinds of things, and . . . I read one statement
made by a minister that he had baptized Lincoln in a creek near Springfield.

Q: There must be many stories you can relate that have happened around
here that people, the things they do . . .

A: Well, that's one of the questions that people have asked--they don't
seem to, haven't heard that for a long time, but nevertheless for a time
there, we heard the question, 'Is Abraham Lincoln's original body here?"
But some of the stories that are told . . . people come in and they tell
you stories. One old gentleman came in one day and he's standing there
in the rotunda. On his way out he turned around and he pointed at the
statue of Lincoln and he said, "I'm related to that man." And I said,
"What is your relationship to Mr. Lincoln." He said, "I'm the direct
descendant of Ann Rutledge." 1'm sure the Rutledge family would like to
know about that. Then one other gentleman came in one day and he said,
"You know," he says, "I've been a little bit curious about something."
He said, "I read somewhere in a book that Abraham Lincoln was buried with
his hat on," (laughter) I said, "I'd like to read that boock.'" Then a
lady stopped me one time out there in front and she said, '"I'd like to
ask you a question.'" I said, "why, certainly, I'd be glad to answer if I
can." 'Do you think that Abraham Lincoln would have been buried . . .
no, if Abraham Lincoln had not been buried here, would he have been
buried some other place?" Well, that left me stumped for a minute to
know just exactly how to answer that question. 'Lady," I said, "It's
just customary.'" And you know, I can think of some of these things
sometimes and sometimes they slip by me.
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One day I was out in the burial chamber lecturing a group of school kids.
When I got through, there was an old gentleman standing there. When I
got all through and the kids went out, and the old man went out with
them. Then all of a sudden back he came, He said, "I'd like to know why
you can stand up there," he said, 'with a straight face and lie to those
kids." 1I said, "Sir, I'm not aware of the fact that I had lied to the
kids, Where in my talk did I create a false impression?" He said, 'You
said that Mary Todd Lincoln was buried in the crypt, and I know better."
I said, "Well, that's interesting. Whére is she buried?" '"I don't know
where she's buried, but she's not buried here. She and Abe didn't get
along together, and she wouldn't be buried in the same place with him,"

I think one of the cutest things that happened was a little kid who came
in with another little boy about his size. I talked to them a little bit
out front there, just talked to them. The little boy started through the
corridor, and the other little boy ran back to me and he says, "He's my
cousin!" I said, '"Yes?" He said, "He's a rebel,'" he says, "but you
can't shoot him because the war's over." (laughter)

The question is '"'Has Lincoln's influence increased or decreased; does he
still remain a source of ingpiration?" I think the best answer to that
is that when I came here 21 years ago, the total attendance at the tomb
was about 330,000 for the year. Since that time, it's more than doubled.
I thirk that is because the people have a little more leisure perhaps
than they had years ago and are a little more inclined to visit various
historical spots. But the Lincoln shrines are a drawing card for those
people, some of whom may be dedicated to the Lincoln tradition. Others,
of course, are here just out of curiosity. But T thirk that in the
general sense, that Lincoln's inspiration to the people today is greater
than it's ever been.

Q: What do you mean when you say ''the Lincoln tradition?" What do you
mean by that exactly?

A: If you assume that the public has read enough history to get a reasonably
good picture of Lincoln's life, his principles, his statements, and his
actions, I think that you find that people are inclined to relate to

those principles. It is a well-known fact that in the political years,
especially the presidential election years, that all aspirants for public
office are very much inclined to quote Lincoln--Republican or Democrat or
Independent, for that matter. So, these people are perfomming in these
quotations that they're performing a service. They're making the people
aware of things that perhaps they'd never thought of before. And I think
that's important. We have never eulogized a man in this country more

than we have eulogized Lincoln. Of the two great men that were ever bom

on this continent, Washington and Lincoln, both of whom were bom under
extremely different circumstances--Lincoln [Washington] bom to luxury or
aristocratic luxury, I should say, while Lincoln was bom in the school

of hard knocks. Yet, they each had very much the same devotion to principles.
So that I would say that as I just mentioned that the two greatest men

born on this continent were Washington and Lincoln.

Q: Wiy do you think that Lincoln has probably overshadowed Washington
now?
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A: Well, one thing because of the distance in time, We're a great deal
closer to Lincoln and the Lincoln era than we are to Washington. However,
we perhaps are inclined to bte a little more concerned with Lincoln because
we are in this area which is Lincoln country. Now, in the East you'll
find a great many of the people there consider Washington to a greater
extent than they do Lincoln because they're in the area., I think that
other than the distance in time, that you'll find different areas of the
country have their own prominent, more prominent herces. And of course
in the East, New England especially and the Atlantic Coast, they have the
greatest tradition of any of the states. Far more history was written
there than it was in any other part of the country., So for that reason,

I think you'd find in New England, Virginia, and so forth that more
consideration, more thought is given to Washington than to Lincoln.

Q: Because there probably is less heritage here. In other words, we're
clinging to Lincoln because we do have Lincoln, we cling all the stronger
to Lincoln, :

A: Yes, to a great extent that's true,

Q: There is a very mysterious feeling when you come here or even go to
the home. And when people try to explain the feeling, they can't explain
the feeling.

A: No, I don't think they can., It's one of those things that's of
emotional substance, and it would be pretty difficult I think to put that
actual feeling into words. I know it would be for me. let me give you
an example of~--almost impossible to understand the situation. Last week,
or two weeks ago, I had a phone call from New Jersey from a man who told
me his wife had just died. Well, I knew the family, I knew the wife, and
she came ocut here last summer. She had no relatives, no commection
whatsoever with Springfield or the state of Illinois, and purchase two
burial lots over here in the cemetery. And she was to be buried there
when she died. Well, now as I said, they have no connection here in
Springfield at all. When he phoned me, he asked me to make the funeral
arrangements for him, which I did. And the body was flown out here and
buried right over here east of the tomb. That was her love for Lincoln.
Now, if you can analyze the situation, I can't.

Q: That is really strange.
A: So how would you explain people's attitudes? I don't know.

Q: When T. Harry Williams was here, he told me that this lady he knew
came out here to the tcmb . . .

A: Oh, she's been here,

Q: . . . and then she said when she came she cried., She didn't know
why she cried. She said she loved Lincoln, she said, but she didn't know
why., She can't explain it.

A: Well, I'll tell you another one that may surprise you even more. I
can't tell you what year it was, but anyhow, Sukamo, who ruled Indonesia
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came here. Came out from the burial chamber there and he bowed his head
in silent prayer for about two full minutes. When he turned there were
tears in his eyes. Now that was a remarkable thing for a man like Sukarmo
and what he represented.

Q: That's really amazing because Lincoln does have such world-wide
appeal .

A: Yes, But, of course, 1've never been in Europe so I don't know from
first hand. But many people have told me that visit Europe, they're
asked over there, "Where do you come from?" "From Springfield, Illinois."
'"'Oh, that's where Mr, Lincoln's home was." And I know that the foreigners
who come here seem to have a great deal more reverence--not all of them
but some. We've had some of the leaders of these new African republics
came to Springfield--and we must recognize the fact that Springfield is
out of the way of everything--and if they come here, they come here
because of Lincoln. Assuming they have a lot of business here.

Q: Why don't we take a break here.
End of Side One, Tape One

Q: What effect do you think commercialism has had on the Lincoln legend?

A: Well, I think we must recognize the fact that comrercialism of all
phases of this type is a way of life now. Of course, as far as the tomb
itself is concemed there naturally is no commercialism connected with

it. But that's quite a different story as far as the city of Springfield

is concemed. 1 think that we are much concerned with commercialism

which to some extent is necessary for the maintenance of historic sites,
Probably the greatest--at least that I have ever visited--place of
comercialism is Gettysburg, Pernsylvania, They exist on it. There's
practically nothing there but commercialism. To a lesser extent Williamsburg,
also. But I think that we must recognize the fact that many of these

places would not exist if commercialism was not permitted within a reasonable
distance of the particular historic momment or site,

Q: I think New Salem would be a good example of that, don't you think?

A: Yes, I think New Salem would be, It's the first thing to do when you
get up to the village is run into the commercial establishment even
before you have the opportunity to see the village.

Q: So it's really hard to get away from commercialism in really anything
actually.

A: Yes, that's right. I think to some extent it's necessary that we
have it. But I think that it should be governed. I think that what
they're doing at the Lincoln home to eliminate commercialism in that
particular area is a fine thing, and I hope they succeed in doing it,
which I'm sure they will. But that does not alter the fact that we've
spent hundreds of thousands of dollars every year to bring people here
because we expect a reverme from it.
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Q: I think it's taken in more than just the Lincoln shrines, too. If
you look in the paper you'll see advertisements, car advertisements that
if Lincoln were still living he'd be a car salesman and . . .

A: Yes, that's right, yes,

Q: I think that's a little extreme. I just wondered, how do you feel
about things like that--that's a little different . . .

A Walf. I think in some instances that the use of the name Lincoln for

a compercial establishment is perfectly all right depending on the character
of the establishment. I would hate to see somebody open a barroom and

call it '"Lincoln Saloon" or scmething like that. But I thirk that within
reasonable limits that the use of the name is perfectly all right,

Q: I'd like to know a little more about the attempt to steal Lincoln's
body just for the record so we know exactly what really did happen because
that is kind of a subject that no one seems to really know,

A; Well, the only physical attempt to steal Lincoln's body occurred on
Novembey 7, 1876, The culprits in the adventure were counterfeiters from
Chicago who had lost the use of their engraver because he was serving a
tem in the state penitentiary for making counterfeit plates, And these
two counterfeiters were rumning out of money, both good and bad., They
conceived the idea of coming to Springfield and stealing Lincoln's body
and conveying it to the sand dimes of Indiana where they were to hide it
in the shifting sands. But they would well mark the spot in some way so
that they would be able to find it again, And when the hue and cry died
down, they would take a third person as an immocent bystander who would
come to Springfield and say that he had been approached, that the body
would be returned upon the payment of $200,000 ransom and the release of
the engraver from prison.

They came here on the night of November 7--the two counterfeiters and a
third man whom they had taken into their confidence. The third man
happened to be deputized into the secret service for the purpose of
getting information as to their counterfeiting operations. And when this
proposition was put to him, he agreed to go along with it, And then he
immediately notified his superiors to the effect that this plan had been
made. So when they came here on the night of November 7--it was a dark
moonless night--they came out here at the tomb and opened the door in the
burial chamber, and had pried open the sarcophagus which held Lincoln's
body and moved the coffin ocut about eighteen inches. The third man was
then sent to the east gate of the cemetery where there was supposed to
have been a horse and wagon waiting. So he went down toward the east
gate, but actually circled around the hill and came up in front of the
tomb of the rotunda--at that time called Memorial Hall--and signaled to
the secret-service men who were waiting on the inside,

Now there was no way of going through the tamb at that time; you had to

go out around the outside of the tomb in order to go to the burial chamber.
So as soon as they were notified, they made their run around the tamb to
the burial chamber, and discovered it empty. That is as far as the
counterfeiters were concemed because the counterfeiters had gone a










