Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by Brian Alexander for the Oral History Office in the spring of 1972,

R, Gerald McMurtry, director of the Lincoln National Life Foundation at
Fort Wayne, Indiana, edits a monthly bulletin called Lincoln Lore, gives
speaking tours, and searches for new Lincoln material, He discusses
Lincoln, his greatness, the myths, his qualities, and his impact on the
South and the black man.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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R. Gerald McMurtry, Spring 1972, Fort Wayne, Indiana.
Brian 'Alexander, Intexviewer.

Q: First of all, I'm interested in knowing what the purpose of the
Lincoln National Life Foundation is, and secondly, what your function as
director is.

A: This company was founded in 1909, and when the company decided upon
the name of the '"Lincoln National Life Insurance Company' they felt as if
they would like to have a photograph of Lincoln for their letterhead.
They wrote Robert Lincoln in 1905, and asked him if he would send us a

- photograph of his father for this purpose. He complied and wrote a nice
letter saying that any company that was chartered along the lines that
this company had been chartered he felt deserved to use the name of
Lincoln. Consequently, he was sending us what he considered to be his
father's best photograph. And this, in a sense, became the mucleus of
our collection. We had this cherished item and we didn't have it
adequately to display it., Consequently, it became the center of the
Lincoln display which we gradually built up.

We started btuilding this collection in 1928, and every day we get some
new for the collection. It's a growing coliection and we think that it's
a case where a large corporation can serve the public. We do receive, of
course, some publicity from it and some prestige. But we render cur
services free of charge. We distribute literature all over the country.
In fact, this company has published more literature about Lincoln than
has ever been published about any other historical character. And we
think we've made a great contribution. Incidentally, if we've made some
friends for the company, so much the better,

Now you've asked me about what is the duty of the director. My duties
consist of many things. I edit a monthly bulletin called Lincoln Lore

and this bulletin goes ocut to about 7,000 people largely collectors,
libraries--high school and college and public libraries--newspaper editors,
writers, historians and anyone who might have an interest in the subject.
So every month I must come up with something relatively new or something
different about Abraham Lincoln. And I find the publication of this
bulletin a very fulfilling thing. I thought it would be a burden, tut I
find it rather interesting and delightful to edit this bulletin,

And then, of course, I go on speaking tours all over the United States
and I usually devote the months of January and February to this particular
activity., Speaking sometime to as many as five groups a day, perhaps

some of those may be television interviews or radio interviews.
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And then of course I spend a lot of time searching for new material,
visiting antique shops and going to auctions and looking around for
material about Lincoln which we do not have. Also, I have to study
catalogues. By looking through what we call ''sleepers' that is get
purchases of things that we don't have and we can buy at a reasonable
price.

And then I do a great deal of work in helping people do research. We
have a lot of people come here to do research, and I help them find
materials which they need even though sometimes I may not even agree with
their project.

And 1, of course, meet a great deal of people who come here to visit the
museum, I take groups through the collection. Giving them a kind of a
tour pointing out the materials that we have and how they fit into the
general story. And my work is quite varied. It doesn't get monotonous
because I am constantly doing a different type of work every month or so.

Q: Obviously, you have devoted a major portion of your life to the study
of Lincoln. How did you happen to become interested in Lincoln?

A: Well, it's an interesting thing., I really had no choice when I lock
back on it, I grew up in a family that was very much history oriented
and a family that liked antiques and liked collecting. And I was born
within twelve miles of Lincoln's birthplace and my boyhood hame stood on
the very same lot where Lincoln's stepmother once lived. I used to visit
my grandmother who lived on the Thomas Lincoln Knob Creek Fam where
young Abe lived from the age of two until seven. And I knew a lot of
people in Kentucky, in Hardin County, Kentucky, whose ancestors had been
residents of this county and who had been neighbors of Thomas Lincoln.

I liked history, I like local history and Lincoln loomed large in my
local picture. And I wrote some articles that attracted some attention
and the first thing you know 1 was working here at the libraries of the
Lincoln National Life Foundation.

And then after being here about four years, one day I met the president
of Lincoln Memorial University at Harrogate, Tennessee, a small mountain
college, a very beautiful campus. And I was instructed to do about the
same type of work that I'd been doing here at the foundation. So I spent
about twenty years there and was able to huild a fabulous collection
largely because I got the support of a great number of trustees and
wealthy people who were willing to give to the university some rare
letter or document or artifact that they had, pertaining to Lincoln. So
building a collection there was a great deal of pleasure.

After being there about twenty years, this opening here developed and I
was offered a position. It was a new challenge so I came here to Fort
Wayne to take over the directorship of the collection. I had been working
in this field since 1931, 1In fact, I have practically devoted my entire
life to the study of Abraham Lincoln.

Q: 7In your opinion, what were the factors that made Lincoln such a great
man?
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A: Well, I think Lincoln served as a president and he had certain projects
to accomplish; namely, the freedom of the slaves and saving the union and
I think he achieved this goal of his. He also had a very good domestic
program during his administration and certain laws were passed such as

the Homestead Act and the Land Grant College Act and the establishment of
the National Banking System and the Morall Tariff which was supposed to

be a very good program for its time. And it seems to me that his
administration was a successful administration. Of course, it was a
dramatic one in that he was assassinated which made him a martyr president.
So I think that's probably one of the factors of his greatness.

I think another great factor was the fact that he was a literary genius
and he had a way of expressing himself that was different from the way
other people expressed themselves, He consequently, due to the fact that
his mode of expression is different and due to the fact that there is an
art form in this unique mode of expression, his words have lived.

Ancther thing, he used basic English and basic English lends itself to
translation., And Europeans and Asiatics and people all over the world
take a great interest in Lincoln because what he said has a great deal of
meaning for them,

I think we could name probably forty factors if we were to go into it.
Lincoln's height, his unique appearance, his humor, his role as a lawyer.
Many people admire Lincoln for different things. Even military men
admire him for certain imnovations such as the Hack command which he
instituted during his administration, not necessarily for his career as a
soldier in the Blackhawk War. But as I say there are many, many reasons
why Lincoln is popular., People admire him for many different reasons.
Even the Lincoln National Life Insurance Company perhaps might be one of
the factors because of the great amount of literature which we have
published and sent out all over the world,

Q: I noticed you say his appearance, how does that . . .

A: Well, he was quite tall and in fact, he's still the tallest of all
our presidents. But in Lincoln's day, height was unusual. Most men were
much shorter than six-foot-four and that made Lincoln stand out in a
crowd. Today Lincoln wouldn't stand out in a crowd for his great height.
But he did in the 1860s. And, of course, his great height was accentuated
by his lean figure and his tall hat, his stovepipe hat.

Q: One of the things you said was that he was a great man because of his
freeing the slaves and the emancipation. I was just wondering if that
has not been a little misconceived?

A: I don't think it has. Now you're thinking in termms of the Emancipation
Proclamation probably. I don't think the Emancipation Proclamation was a
very successful proclamation from the standpoint of its actual achievement. -
Only 200,000 slaves were freed under the Emancipation Proclamation. As
late as February of 1865 just a few months before Lincoln was assassinated.
But I do think the Emancipation Proclamation had great pyschological

force., It cut the ground from underneath of the European interventionists.
It made it appear from now on, that Lincoln is not fighting solely for
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the Union but also for luman freedom. I think that one of the textbooks
that is used in many colleges today, there is this question: Did Lincoln
free the slaves as a matter of political expedience? Well, I wonder what
was the political expedience? Wuhen Lincoln issued the Emancipation
Proclamation, he lost most of his friends in govermment. The stock
market went down. The officers of the Union Amy resigned, a great many
resigned. Enlistments declined and he was berated by all of the government
heads throughout Europe. I thirk Lincoln was an emancipator because of
the Thirteenth Amendment. When Lincoln ran for re-election in 1864, one
of the chief planks of his platform was an amendment to bring about
freedom. And he met with the Thirty-eighth Congress and he told them,
"If you don't pass this resolution at this time, we'll bring it up at the
second session” and at the second session he told them that, "If you
don't pass this amendment this time, I'm going to call a special session
of the Thirty-ninth Congress." And consequently, Lincoln railroaded
through that Thirteenth Amendment. And I think there is where Lincoln
should be recognized as an emancipator.

Q: hy was Lincoln elevated in to a legendary character? For instance,
one thing you said, his martyrdom played a great part in this. How
specifically . . .

A: Well, I don't think any president had died under more dramatic
circumstances than Abraham Lincoln. Here he is president, at the peak of
his career, having won the war, he appears at a box in one of the nation's
leading theatres, and is assassinated by one of the nation's leading
actors, How could any man die under more dramatic circumstances than
that, even more so than any other president. And he was the first president
assassinated and being the first, that naturally creates a great deal of
concern and interest. It has been said that Lincoln's assassination was
the greatest news event in American history and that may not be true
today, with the assassination of John F. Kennedy, I don't know but . . .
Lincoln's assassination is a very intriguing study and it's something
like the Kemnedy assassination. There are many unanswered questions.

Lincoln was, without a question, the victim of a conspiracy. We still
question whether or not Jack Kennedy was the victim of a conspiracy. We
don't even know the names of all the people who tock part in that conspiracy
to rid the country of Abraham Lincoln. Undoubtedly, there were scme
prominent people mixed up in this conspiracy. Booth, of course, headed

the small group that carried out the actual death sentence, but we know
that there were men assigned to kill other members of the cabinet. For
example, we know that William Thornton Powell was supposed to kill Seward
and almost succeeded. We know that Atzerodt was supposed to kill Andrew
Johmson, the vice president. Undoubtedly, there were other men assigned

to other members of the cabinet. Because the plan that evening, of April
15, 1865, was to wipe out the entire government and it's almost an unbelievable
thing to happen to an organized government such as we had in the 1860s.

Q: Something just off the record for a minute, always intriqued me is
the case of Mrs. Surratt, I just wondered what you think of her innocence.

A: Well, I don't think she was entirely innocent. I thirk Mrs., Surratt
undoubtedly must have known something about what was going on in her home
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there because that's where the plot was hatched. And when Powell, after
he made an assault on Seward, returned to her home. He had picked up a
pick in a ditch, to give himself the appearance of a laborer, and he had
made some kind of a little cap out of his shirttail because he lost his
hat. And when he came to her home and was seized by the authorities,
Mrs. Surratt said that, "I swear that I never saw this man before," and
she had seen him many, many times before. I think she was pro-southern,
I think she was probably duped by Booth., He asked her to do several
favors for him such as take his binoculars to the Lloyd Tavern at Surratsville
and to give him some messages. Now I don't think she deserved the death
penalty but I think that, today, if a persn should be involved to the
extent that she was involved in an assassination conspiracy that they
would get a prison sentence. So, I say that Mrs, Surratt did not deserve
a death penalty but she wasn't completely innocent.

Q: What about the situation in which Lincoln operated conceming the
Civil War? What part did that play in his fame or his legendary fame?

A: Well, I think the fact that he came at a time of crisis we'd never
seen in this government, a crisis like the Civil War, and he developed
along with it, If we'd had a quiet period, if Lincoln had been president
during the period that Franklin Pierce had been president, perhaps nothing
would have happened and Lincoln would be just another president., But a
great crisis arose and he had trained himself to meet this crisis and
when it came he was ready. He was fortunate that the crisis came at a
time when he was there to take charge of it. I don't thirk any man can
reveal his greatness when there's no occasion for revealing it. So
Lincoln in a sense was lucky if you're trying to gain fame. He was
lucky.

Lincoln was always lucky, I think. Lincoln was lucky in that he lived in
Illinois, which was a key state for the presidency in 1860, He was lucky
in the men that he knew., He was lucky in the time that he lived, He was
lucky, for example, that he was defeated for a second term in Congress.
It's lucky that there was a period when he went into oblivion and was not
heard nationally. And it was luck that he came at this time of this
great crisis, That is if you're locking for fame and undoubtedly Lincoln
was, Lincoln wanted to make a name for himself. He wanted to achieve
greatness.,

Q: That I think is a popular misconceived idea that Lincoln was touched,
reached down and touched by the divine hand of Providence, that he wasn't
an ambitious person. He obviously was a politician, an ambitious politician.

A: A very ambitious politician. One time in Congress, and he was a
freshman congressman, and he was ridiculing the Democrats and their
efforts to groom Cass for the presidency and Lincoln got up and made a
rather hilarious speech about how the Democrats were trying to dovetail a
military coat onto General Cass, the military cloak of Andrew Jackson.
And Lincoln made the statement that, "If my friends ever decide to run me
for president, I would not allow them to dovetail into me a military
coattail." Now imagine the presumption of a freshman congressman saying,
"If my friends ever decide to run me for president." I thirk Lincoln had
presidential fever when he was still a boy.
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Q: The Lincoln legend has been perpetuated by many, many myths about
Lincoln and I was just wondering what is the effect of these myths?

A:; Well, I tell you, I think historians are not at all happy with the
fact that Lincoln has become a myth, I thirk historians would rather
keep him in historical character but historians have often made the
statement that the myth-makers have taken over Abraham Lincoln and the
American public, it seems, like the myths about Abraham Lincoln and they
want them perpetuated. If you tell scmeone that Lincoln didn't actually
write the Gettysburg Address on the train but that he agonized over it
for weeks in the White House before he ever went to Gettysburg, and that
even after he got to Gettyshurg it wasn't finished and he had to finish
it that night . . . they like to believe that Lincoln wrote the Gettysburg
Address on an old yellowed envelope with a stubby pencil on board the
train en route to Gettysburg. And whatever you say will not change their
attitude and they cling to these myths and will cling to them forever,
and perhaps a thousand years from now they'll say the Gettysburg Address
was written on the train.

Q: Wiy do they want to cling so strongly to these myths?

A: I don't know. People like myths, Now you're asking me something I
can't answer. People like myths. They like to think that Lincoln loved
Ann Rutledge and Lincoln knew Ann Rutledge and he was sorry when she died
and he probably went to her funeral and he probably shed a tear there at
her grave, but there's no evidence that he ever expected to marry her.
And if he had married her, he would never, undoubtedly, have been president
of the United States, Because he needed scmeone to groom him, to help
him in the manners of polite society. He needed to move in the right
circles, And he needed somebody to teach him how to dress. He needed
someone to help him with his table manners, we'll say. (laughter) And
Mary Todd, of course, was just the person to do that.

But people love Ann Rutledge and no playwright would dare write a play
without Ann Rutledge and no poet would dare write a Lincoln poem without
Ann Rutledge. And Edgar Lee Masters has undoubtedly written the most
beautiful epitaph any woman had carved on the tombstone,

Q: Carl Sandburg once wrote that Lincoln possessed a quality that should
be spread throughout the world. But, he said he didn't know what the
quality was.

A: (laughter) Well, I'm afraid I don't know either. Lincoln did have
great human qualities, I think, and Lincoln, we could give a long list of
things: honesty, integrity, humility, and we could go on and on with
qualities which might describe Lincoln. I like to keep Lincoln's feet on
the ground, I like to keep remembering that he's a member of the human
race and that he's not a god on a white immaculate pedestal beyond the
reach of people. Sometimes I think the Southerners have made the mistake
of deifying Robert E. Lee and I thirk it's a mistake, I think that one
of the reasons why Lincoln endures as he does as a popular hero is the
fact that he did have feet of clay. And while his head might be in the
clouds, Lincoln every once in a while does scmething that brings him
right back down to earth and makes him human, Such as his off-color
stories occasionally, his pioneer jokes and things like that,















