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R. Gerald Mckbrtry, Spring 1972, Fort kyne, Indiana. 

Brian Aleztander, Intenrimer. 

Q: First of all ,  I 'm interestd in bmhg &at the pllrpose of the 
Uncoln National Life Foundation is, atad secondly, what ywur function as 
director is. 

A: Zhis carpany was iornded in 1909, and when the ccmpany decided upon 
the narne of the 'r;Lncoln National Life Insurance Canpanyl' they felt if 
they d d  like to hare a photograph of Wncoln for their lettezlwd. 
They mte Robert h o l n  in 1905, and asked him if he m l d  aend us a 
photograph of his father Ear W s  purpose. IJe carplied and wrote a nice 
letter saying that any cglpany that w s  charter4 along the lines that 
th is  canpiny had been chartered he felt deserved to use the narc of 
Uncoln. Cansequently, he ws sadbg  us what he cansidered to k his 
father's best photograph. And this, in a sense, kcwe the nucleus of 
our collectiron, & had thia cherished itan and e didn't have it 
dqmte ly  to display it, Gonsequently, it be- the center of the 
Wncoln display which e gradually built up, 

kk started b i l d i n g  this collection in 1928, and every day e get -thing 
m for the collection. It's a g r m  collection a d  m think that it's 
a m where a large corporaticn can serve the p u b l k  & do receive, of 
m s e ,  scxnz publicity Eran it and snae prestige. But we render our 
services free of charge. kk distribute literature all aver the country. 
In fact, this carpany has p l b l i s M  mre literature about Lincoln than 
has ever been plblished abut any other historical character. And w 
t h h k  we've made a great contrfbutim. Incidentally, if w 've rnade saw 
friends £or t k  ccmpany, so rmch the better. 

Nm wu've asked me a h t  what is the duty of the director. W duties 
c-bt of rimy things. I e d i t  a ~3nthl~hlllletin called bin bre 
and this bulletin goes out to abut 7.000 people lazely collectors. 
libraries--high 6 1  and college and plblic- libxa&s~-rmqaper editors, 
writers, historians and anyom who a t  h an interest in the subject. 
So wery mnth I nust ccme up with sanething relatively m or srmething 
different abart Abrahan Limoln. And I find the mblication of this 
tulletin a very fulfilling thing. I thou&t it d u l d  te a burden, kt I 
find it ra-r interesting and delightful to edit this bulletin. 

And then, of C Q U T ~ ,  I go cn sp=aking tours all wer the United States 
and I uswlly devote the mths of January and February to this particular 
activity, waking sa~et* to as many as five groups a day, perhaps 
saoe of thase my be television intenrim or radio inter vie^^. 



R, Gerald McMurtry 2 

And then of course I spend a lot  of tiwe searching for new material, 
visiting antique shops and going t o  auctions and looking around for 
nnaterial about Lincoln tjhich we do mt b e ,  Also, I h e  to  study 
catalqpes. By loddng through what wz cal l  "sleeperstt that is get 
purchases of things that e don't have and e can b y  at a reasonable 
price. 

And then I do a great deal of mrk in helping people do research. bk 
W e  a lot of people ccmz here t o  do research, and I help than find 
matrerkls tJhich they need wen thaugh srmetlmes I may not even agree d t h  
their project, 

And I, of course, meet a great deal of people dm ccne here t o  visit the 
rmseun, I take groups through the collectim. Giving them a kind of a 
tour pointing out the materials that w have and haw they f i t  into the 
general story. And uy wzk is quite varied. It doesn't get mortotonous 
because I am camtantly doing a different t y p  of mrk every mth or so. 

Q: Obviously, you have devoted a major portion of your l i f e  to  the study 
of Lincoln* Fbw did you happen t o  be- interested i n  Uncoln? 

A: k11, i t 's  an interesting thing, I really had no choice vdwn I look 
'back on it, I grew up in a E d l y  that was very much history oriented 
and a family that liked antiques and liked collecting. And I was born 
w i t h i n  helve  miles of Lincoln's birthplace and my boyhad hax stood on 
the very sam lot &re Uncoln's stepther once lived. I used to visit 
my granclamther tho lived on the Thcxnas Lincoln Knob Creek Fann *ere 
yc~lng A b  lived Eran the age of tw until seven. And I knew a lot of 
people in  Kentucky, i n  Hardin Cotmty, Kenmcky, whose ancestors had been 
residents of this caunty and who had k e n  zlei@Srbors of lhomas Lincoln. 

I liked history, I like local history and Uncoln 1-d large in my 
local picture, And I wrote scrne articles that attracted scxe attention 
and the first thfnEJ flu knw I was w x k h g  here at the libraries of the 
Lincoln W t b a  Wfe Foundation. 

And then after being here abut four years, one day I met the president 
of Lincoln Mamrial University a t  Harrogate, Tennessee, a mall  muntain 
college, a very beautiful ampus. And I m s  instructed to do abut the 
sam type of wrk that I 'd  been Qing here at the foundation, So I spent 
about twnty years there and =s able to  h i l d  a fahlaus collection 
largely because I got the support of a great n-r of trustees and 
tealthy pecuple *o -re willing to give to the university srme rare 
le t ter  or c b x m m t  or art ifact  that they had, penahhg to Lincoln. So 
kuilding a wl lec t im there m s  a great deal of pleasure. 

After being there abut twmty years, this opening here developed and I 
w s  offered a position. It w s  a new challe e so I cam here to Fort 
Gaiyne to take uver the directorship of the co "B lection. I had been wrking 
in t h i s  field since 1931. In fact, I have practically devoted my entire 
l i f e  to the study of Abraham Lincoln. 

Q: In ycur opinim, what =re the factors that made Lincoln such a great 
mxl? 



A: ell, I think Z;incoln served as a president and he had certain projects 
to acccmplioh; namly, the freedan of the slaves and saving the mion and 
I thi& he achieved this gaal of his. ETe also had a very good dcmstic 
program d u m g  his addmistration and certain laws =re passed such as 
the hestead Act d t k  Land Grant College Act and the e s t a b l i s h n t  of 
the National Banking *tan and the bra11 Tariff d c h  was supposed to 
be a very good pro$rm for its t k ,  And it seems to  me that his 
administration was a successful administration. Of course, it wm a 
dranaatic one In that he a s  assassinated which made him a mrtyr president, 
So I think that's pxobably one of t h ~  factors of his greatness. 

1 think another great factor w s  the fact  that he ~tas  a literary genius 
and he had a my of expressing himelf that w different £ran the way 
other people expressed ?&melves, He consequently, due to  the fact that 
his rrrode of expression ia different and due t o  the fact that there is an 
art form in th is  unique mode of expression, his wrds have lived. 

Another thing, he used basic English and basic English lends i tself  to 
translation, And Jbropans and Asiatics and people all wer the wxld 
?&e a great interest in Lincoln because &at he said has a great deal of 
maning for than. 

I think w could probably forty factors if ME =re to go into it. 
Lincoln's height, his unique appearance, his b r ,  his role as a lawyer. 
Many people admire Lincoln for different US. &en military men 
&re him for certain innwations such as the Hack c d  which he 
instituted during his administration, not rteceasarily for his career as a 
soldier in the Blackha& kr. But as I say there are mny, many reasons 
a y  Lincoln is popular. People admire him for mmy different reasons. 
&en the Lincoln National Life Inmance Ccrrpany perhaps nd&t be one of 
the factors b e w e  of the great mount of literature a c h  w have 
published atad sent a t  all wer the mrld. 

Q: I noticed ylou say his appearance, how does that . . . 
A: kll, he m s  quite tall and in fact, he's still the tallest of al l  
our presidents. k t  in Lincoln's day, height w s  unusual. kst nrrn e r e  
nuch shorter than six-foot-faw and that d e  L,incoln stand out: in a 
c r d ,  Today k o l n  wuldn't stand out in a crowd for his great  height. 
But he did in the 1860s. And, of course, his great ki&t was accentuated 
by his lean fligure and his tall hat, his stwepipe hat. 

Q: b e  of the thing, you said was that he was a great man because of his 
freeing the slaves and the aancipation. I was just mndering i f  that 
has not lmm a little mi8caweived? 

A: I don't think it has. Now you're W i n g  in terms of the hmcipation 
Proclanation probably. I don't think the Emancipation Proclamation was a 
very successful proclamation Elran the standpoint of its actual achiwmt. 
Qnly 200,000 slms =re freed under the Emancipation Proclamation, As 
late as February of 1865 just a few months before Lincoln m s  assassinated. 
But I do think the bmcipatim Proc l~r ion  bad great pyschologlcal 
force, It cut the g x d  f ~ m  undemeam of the European intenrentimists, 
It noade it appear fran naw on, that Lincoln is not fighting solely for 



the Union trut also for human freedan. I t U  that me of the textbooks 
that is used in many colleges e y ,  there is th is  question: Did Lincoln 
free the slaves as a matter of political q d i e n c e ?  We1 1, I mnder &at 
was the political -e? k n  Lincoln i s 4  the Emancipation 
Proclamation, he lost most of his friends in govenment. ?he stock 
market mt down. The officers of the &n Axmy r e s i g d ,  a great m y  
resigned. blistments declined and he m s  berated by all of the gavemnt 
heads thrmghwt Emope. I think Lincoln was an emancipator kcause of 
the lhirteenth Aarehnt. %en Uncoln ran for re-election in 1864, one 
of the chief planks of his platform m an mendrrent to bring about 
freedan. And he met wPth tkae Zhirty-eighth Congress and he told them, 
"If you don't pass t h i s  rescluticn at th is  tine, we'll bring it up at the 
second session' and at the second session he told them that, 'Tf you 
don't pass this armcknt  this the, I ' m  going to call a special session 
of the Thirty-ninth Congress." And consequently, Lincoln railroaded 
through that 'ihfrteentb Anmxbnt. And I thidc there is where Uncoln 
should be recognized as an emancipator. 

Q: bhy w s  Lincoln elevated in to a legmdawy character? For instance, 
one thing you said, his martyrdm played a great part in this. How 
specifically . . . 
A: k11,  I don't think any president: had died under nrore dramatic 
circspastmces t h m  Abraham Ldmoln. Here he is president, at the peak of 
his career, hav* m n  the wr, he appears at a box in one of the nation's 
1ead;mg theatres, and is assassinated by ane of the nation's leading 
actors, Hm could my rum die  under more dramatic circunstances than 
that, wen more so than any other president, M he was the first president 
assasshted 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 Amxican Mstory and that may not be true 
today, with the assassination of John F. Kennedy, I don't knaw kt . . . 
Lincoln's  sassi in at ion is a very intriguing study and i t ' s  sc3methhg 
like the Kerrnedy assassjnatim. 'Ihere are many unanswred questions, 

Lincoln was, without a questfun, the victim of a conspiracy, WE! still 
question whether or not Jack m d y  was the. victim of a canspfracy. bk 
don't wen know the nzms of a l l  the people FJho took part in that conspiracy 
to rid the m t r y  of Abraham Uncoh, Undoubtedly, there were SQIE 
prominent people m i x d  up in th is  conspiracy. Booth, of course, headed 
the small group that carried out the a c W  death sentence, bt w? know 
that there =re raen assigned to k i l l  other m b r s  of the cabi.net. For 
exaple, e knuw that Wlim Thornton P m l l  was supposed to kill Seward 
and almst succeeded. kk kncw that Atzerodt was supposed to kill Andrew 
Johon ,  the vice president. Undoubtedly, there e r e  other w n  assigned 
to other manbers of the cabinet. kcawe the plan that evening, of April 
15, 1865, ww to wipe out the entire government and i t ' s  almost an unbelievable 
thing to happen to an organized gavemrrrent such as we had in the 1860s. 

Q: Smetlwzg just off the record for a nrdmrte, always intriqued m is 
the case of Mrs. Surratt. I just wndered h t  you think of her innocence. 

A: kll, I don't thi& she was entirely innocent. I t W  Mrs. Surxatt 
undoubtedly must have kncm something abut what m s  going m in her hmre 
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there because that ' s &ere the plot was hatched. And when -11, after 
he nracle an assault on %ward, retuned to her hcme. He had picked up a 
pick in a ditch, to give himself the appearance of a laborer, and he had 
mde sclnre kind of a little cap out of his shirttail because he lost his 
hat, And when he came to her haw and kas seized by the authorities, 
Mrs. Surratt said that, "I swar that I never saw this man before," and 
she had seen him m y ,  many t h s  before. I think she w s  pro-southern, 
I think she was prohbly duped by Booth. He asked her to do several 
58~0rs for him such as take his binoculars t o  the Lloyd Tavern at Surratsville 
and to give hip scare t ~ s s a g e s ,  Now I don't think she deserved the death 
penalty but I think that, toclay, if a perm should be llrnrolved to the 
extent that she was involved in an assassination conspiracy that they 
wuld get a prison sentence. So, I say that Mrs. Surratt did not deserve 
a death penalty kt she wasn't ccmpletely innocent. 

Q: Wlat about the situation in which Lincoln operated concerning the 
Civil r ?  Wlar part did that play in his farrre or his legendary fame? 

A: kll, I think the fact that he cam at a the of crisis w ' d  never 
seen in this gwemmnt, a crisis like the Bvi l  GJar, and he developed 
along with it. I£ we'd had a quiet period, if Lincoln had been president 
during the period that Franklin Pierce had been president, perhaps not- 
m i l d  have happed and Lincoln wuld be just another president. But a 
great cdsis arose and he had trained hiroself to met this crisis and 
*en it caw he wits ready. He m s  fortunate that the crisis caw at a 
t b  when he was there to take charge of it. I don't think any m can 
reveal his greah.hess *en there's no occasion for revealing it. So 
Lincoln in a sense was lucky if you're trying to gain fane. Jle ws 
ludcy . 
Lincoln w s  almys ludcy, I think. Liincoln wi~s lucky in that he lived in  
I l l h i s ,  which was a key state for the presidency in 1860, He tas  lucky 
in the m n  that he knew, lk tias lucky in the tine that he lived, He was 
lucky, for exmple, that he was defeated for a s e c d  tern b @ngress. 
It's lucky that there was a period hen he writ into oblivi.cn and w s  not 
heard nationally. And it was luck that he cam at this time of this 
great crisis. Ihat is i f  you're look.ing for fame and undoubtedly T;Lncoln 
ws, Lincoln wanted to make a n e  for himself. He mted  to achieve 
greatness. 

Q: That I think is a poplar misconceived idea that Linwln m s  touched, 
reached clown atad touched by the divine hand of Providence, that he wasn't 
an ambitious person, HE obviausly w s  a politician, an ambitious politician, 

A: A very anbitiam politician. h e  time in Congress, and he was a 
fresham congressman, and he ws ridiculing the Democrats and their 
efforts to groan Cass for the presidency and &oln got up and made a 
rather hilarlaus speech abu t  hotJ the Demx3rats =re trying to dovetail a 
military coat onto W r a l  Cass, the military cloak of Andrew Jackson. 
And Lincoln made the staterent that, ''If my friends ever decide to run me 
for president, I m l d  not allw than to dovetail into txe a military 
coattail. I' Now imagine the presumption of a frestraan congressman saying, 
"If trry frien& ever decide to run me for president." I thidc Lfncoln had 
presidential fwer *en he w s  still a boy. 



Q: The Lincoln legend has been perpetuated by many, marry myths about 
Lincoln and I was just w-dering what is the effect of these myths? 

A: Mill, I t e l l  you, I think historians are not at a l l  happy w i t h  the 
fact that Lincoln has beqrme a myth. I thirk historians d d  rather 
keep him in historical character kt historians have often made the 
statent: that the --makers have taken over Abraham Lincoln and the 
krican public, it seems, like the myths about Abrahan U w l n  and they 
want them perpetuated. I£ you te l l  smwne that Lincoln didn't actually 
write the Gettyslxlrg Address on the train tx l t  that he agonized uver it 
for in t k  W t e  Hwae before he ever e n t  to Gettyshrg, artd that 
even after he got to ettystxlrg it wsn't finished and he had to finish 
it that night . . . they l ike  to believe that Lhcoln wrote the Gettyskrg 
Address on an old yellcw=d envelope with a stubby pencil on board the 
t w a i n  en rcute to Gettyshwg. And &atevex yau say will not change their 
attitude and t-hey cling to these myths and will cling to them forever, 
m d  perhaps a thousand years fran naw they'll say the Gettystxlrg Address 
was written on the train. 

Q: #y do they mt to cling so strongly to these Whs? 

A: I don't h a w .  People like myths. Naw you're asking me scmethfng I 
can't amier. People like myths. They like to think that Lincoln laved 
AM Rutledge and Ljslcoln knew Ann Rutledge and be ms sorry sJhen she died 
and he probably wnt to her funeral and he probably shed a tear there at 
her grave, bst there's no evidence that he ever expected to marry her. 
And if he had raarrjed her, he wuld never, undoubtedly, have been president 
of the Mted States. Because he needed s-me to groan him, to help 
him in the manrw;rs of polite society. He d e d  to m e  in the right 
cLrcles. And he d e d  scmebdy to teach him haw to dress. He needed 
s-ne t o  help him with his table manners, we ' 11 say. (laughter) And 
Mary Todd, of course, was just the person to do that. 

I3ut people lwe Ann Hutledge and no playwright wuld dare write a play 
without Ann btledge and no poet d d  dare write a Lincoln poem without 
Ann Rutledge. And Edgar Lee ksters has undmbtedly written the mst 
beautiful epitaph any wman had carved on the tankstone. 

Q: Carl Sandturg once wrote that Lincoln possessed a quality that should 
be spread throu&mut the wrld. But, he said he didn't kww what the 
quality was. 

A: ( l a t e r )  Wll ,  I'm afraid I don't knaw either. Lincoln did hwe 
great human qualities, I thidc, and Lhcoln, w could give a long list of 
things : honesty, integrity, humility, and nr? could go on and on with 
qualities a c h  nd&t describe Zj,ncoln. I like to keep Lincoln's feet on 
the ground. I like to keep reareabering that he's a ltlanber of the human 
race and that he 's not a god on a white imnacu1at.e pedestal beyond the 
reach of people. -times I think the Southerners have made the mistake 
of deifying Robert E. Lee and I thi& i t ' s  a &take. I thirdc that one 
of the reasons *y 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, Uncoln every once in a while does scanething that brings Nm 
right back d m  to earth and makes him tmmran. Such as his off-color 
stories occasionally, his pioneer jokes and things like that. 










