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Ralph Newan, Chicago, I l l inois ,  February 23, 1972. 

Q: J3ow did you beccme interested in Lincoln? 

A: I've always been interested i n  T.,incoln. I guess it started way back 
*en I was a youngster of about seven or eight, I p s s ,  I visited my 
grandfather's haw and as  I ms nmmaging thrwgh the library there, I 
found a book that had my mther ' s signature in it when she was young. 
i h n  you're eight years old, yau never think that yaur mther was ever 
young. The book m s  The Story Life of Lincoln by Wayne Wipple. It was 
Lincoln's l i f e  told b,i? serlesofc&ming stories, particularly appealing 
to  youngsters. It was easy to  read and episodic, so you didn't have to  
stick to  it for a long time a t  a single stretch. I read and reread that  
book so many times that I l i t e ra l ly  c d t t e d  it to  zllemory. So m h  so 
that years later  when I ws better informed, it took s a ~  effort to  erase 
sane of the misinfmmation that had been planted in my eight-year old 
mind. 

But it did, of course, give me a tam feeling , about t h i s  unusual man, 
that has remined with IXE a l l  of my l i f e .  When I mt t o  school I always 
read a lo t  of history. But the great depression turned me to baseball as 
a career. 1 played tw years of professional baseball. I f  you could 
play baseball a t  college, there w s  always a chance of gettirg a job. A 
howledge of Lincoln wasn't very useful then. I played one season for 
Tucson and then w e d  up to Wchita where I was injured toward the end of 
the season. The parent club was afraid that  I had been badly injured and 
offered to  buy me off for a $250. I had a broken nose and a black eye. 
I m l d  have done it every day--it was the easiest mney and mst mmey 
I'd ever earned at one t ime .  

I c a w  back t o  Chicago. Years latex in an interview, a radio broadcaster 
said that a low batting average in bkh i t a  put ~IE in the book business. 
Not quite. I actually got a job in a bank. In those days, wen churFng 
the great depression, i f  you had a father or a uncle wZlo m s  fa i r ly  
mll-situated he might persuade his bank to  hire you for a year t o  discover 
i f  you c d d  find a niche in the banking professim. They tJouZd place 
you in each of twlve departments for a mth to see Flhere you mi t best 
fit and then launch ywu on a career in  finance. I suffered out t e year 
and was bored to  death. Occasionally I 'd have a job as a te l le r  or sane 
other task *re almst no one would ever approach my window or desk. I 
was bored to death. I remember one week h e n  I w n t  to  a baseball game 
every afternoon and no one knew I was gone. Anyhaw, the day after my 
year ms ccmpleted, I quit. I had £ulfilled my obligations. 
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Throu& a fortunate chain of circumstances, luck, and incredible nerve, I 
mt into the book business and in less than a year ended as the m e r  
of Chicago's largest antiqyrian bookstore. A feat of financial wizardry 
I never recaptured. Anyhow, without investing a dime, I ended up as a 
major figure in the W a g o  book business but that 's another story. It 
ws and is a wnderful business. My la te  father was right when he said, 
"It's better than wrking for a living." My howledge of the business 
carne Erm s t r i c t l y  on-the- job training. After a year I w e d  the bookshop 
to  Chicago, the old Dail News Building on Madison and k l l s  Streets. 
Tne Daily News had w e d  + t o  t ws then its new building, west of the 
Qlicago River and my shop was now located a t  174 West Madison Street. 
h m g  those custorrrers who began to  frequent the shop =re tw Daily News 
employees who =re very interested in Abraham Lincoln and the Civil War. 
One was Lloyd Lewis, author of s After L k o l n  and Sherman, F i  t ' 
Pr het, and the other was Car1%ki6irg,- t :hen on +k? 
*ion of his great biography of Abraham Lincoln. k becamoe very 
good f-riends and with their encouraganent I gradually began to  accumulate 
a large stock of books relating to  Abrahamk Lincoln, the h r i c a n  Civil 
War and related subjects. 

I 'd been giving the problems of the antiquarian book business same very 
serious thau&t for several umths. It s e d  to me that people stayed 
up nights thinking of t i t l e s  they might ask for and then once I had the 
book in  stock never inquired for the t i t l e  again. I began to  think of 
specialization. The doctor specialized in  heart a i lmts ,  etc. ,  the 
lawyer mi& concentrate on divorce or chancery matters, why could I not 
do the same? I 'd  specialize in Lincoln and the Civil War. I asked Lloyd 
and Sandkg  for their advice and they said, "Great, you'll be a t ramdous 
success." They really didn't know, but thought it m l d  be very convenient 
for them. 

Anyhow, I sold off all of my stock not related to the Lincoln-Civil Wr 
period. Then bought, traded and dealed in many other wys to  acquire a 
large stock dealing primarily with the history of our country, mainly 
betwen 1830 and 1880. My business rernained the s e  as far as dollars 
and vol- ws concerned. But I w i l l  admit,  it had becane mch mure 
interesting. I think Carl, Lloyd and som of their colleagues f e l t  so 
ashamed at leading a young man into an unknm business venture that they 
f e l t  that they had t o  help me. They f o d  an informal publicity-advertising 
c d t t e e  , tel l ing everybody that, 'Werything w know about Mr. Lincoln 
and his PEK cams f r om a book shop in  Chicago. The most unusual book 
shop i n  the caultry is t h ~  Abraham Lincoln Book Shop . . . " It became a 
gam with them. Over a period of about three years they persuaded almst 
a l l  of the major plblications into running art icles in praise of this  
u d  book shop. The Saturday benine: Post ran an ar t ic le  entitled, 
'The Book Shop Eberybody F b s .  l1 Collier's ran a piece called 'Where 
Abraham Lincoln Gets His Mai l . "  Reader's Digest camdssioned a feature 
entitled, "Abraham Lincoln Everybody's Business?' The Associated Press 
and United Press ran features about me and my shop on Lincoln's birthday. 
The anwunt of blicity I got was s t  gering. And with it cane a l o t  of 
business. k I?= e c e  intemationally%m. I had t o  hire clerks to  
handle our mail. 
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Very early in the gme I becane a student as wll as a bookseller. b s t  
booksellers are rerely mrchants. They could just as wll be selling 
groceries. They really d m ' t  h m m h  about the contents of the merchandise 
they are offering. I f e l l  i n  lave with both my nerchandise and the 
information it containted. I grew t o  lave the people associated with the 
Lbcoln story--both a century before and contemporaneously. There is a 
special quality and camaraderie about those who are interested in  the 
great events of 1860-1865. They all seem to h a w  each other and enjoy 
each others canpany . This was why, in 1940, I started the Civil War 
Round Table--a group of m &o m l d  meet w i t h  me for lunch. I used t o  
put a sign on the bookshop door, ' kt to lunch, shove m y  under the 
door." No one ever shoved any m y  under the door, but m y  hunted us 
up at  lunch t h e .  The 1-h group got so big VE had to  go to  a dinner 
meeting. I got to  how a l o t  of people. Today there's m r e  than 150 
round tables a l l  aver the t m l d  and they all started fran a bookshop 
luncheon group in  CZlicago. Harry Truman is the hollorary president of the 
Independence or Kansas City Roundtable. And Dwight Eisenhower was a 
h e r .  When I w s  in Australia in  1969, I ran into three different 
Civil War Round Tables in Brisbane, Melbourne and Adelaide. There's one 
in Wiesbaden, Germany and tm in bndon. Anyhm, I was off t o  the races. 

The Civil War and Lincoln people used to  use our place as headquarters. 
I learned early the thing I thought m s  essential to  book business that 
you +t to it fun for people who deal w i t h  you. k 've always had 
a bar in  o m  bookshop. N m  e 're the only good bookshop that has a bar, 
a kitchen, a bathroom, showr, and a spare roan. k can pzt people up 
for the night here. Sowbody like Carl Sandburg, Allan Nevins , all the 
greatest nranes in the history f ield prefer staying here to  a hotel. And 
I 've enjoyed it. I 've had a bal l ,  a rare privilege. I suppose I f e l l  
too rmch in love with the business. O f  course I ultimately started 
writing. I 've done s m  editing of sarrre books. 

I3ut the book business is a w n d e r h l  way of having a god time. No one 
ever makes any m e y  in it. You l ive a long t h  though. I 've learned 
sanewhere along the l ine  samething that many a g i r l  has learned: that 
I 've been giving away what I should have been selling. And I found that 
the bookshop had d e  me so ell knuwn &t I could se l l  my services as 
an advisor and a consultant for m h  mre  rmey than I could make at the 
bookshop. So I started spending time doing m r a  things and not drawing 
a salary a t  the bookshop. I m s  the cheapest employee the shop had. I 
mrked for nothing. employees got paid -11, but I didn't. 

Rut places like the National Broadcasting -any, btgmry Ward, or  
or the President of the United States wuld hhe rw as a consultant 
me fees running as u u h  as a thousand dollaxs a day for my advice. 

I 've been a consultant for several presidents on the Wite  House archives. 
I ' m  naw serving for LNm Johnson and Richard N M .  Mr. Johnson ca l l s  
me the architect for the interior of the LBJ Library which isn't: true but 
very flattering. I'm naw doing the h a r  N. Bradley papers and have 
worked on the Mark Clark papers. 

And I 'm having a great t h  , It gives IIE a certain amount of independence 
in the bookshop. If I don't l ike the way a custatner acts I can throw him 
out i f  I choose to. Not that I do, but booksellers need a certain amount 
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of independence. A bookseller knows atch mxe than his customers do. 
And when he tends t o  forget that, he ceases being a bookseller. A 
bookseller can teach a book collector an awful l o t  i f  he's any good. And 
I 've always had kind of an intellectual curiosity about strange things, 
about why some thugs happen. I t ' s  £un digging things out, mrking w i t h  
a lo t  of people. 

I 've mrked with a lo t  of the great people in the Lincoln f ie ld ,  
collaborated w i t h  s m  of them. It tas a great privilege to  collaborate 
w i t h  Carl Sandburg on some of his wrk .  Ckn one occasion d m ~  Carl and I 
spent a wekend together and each ghost: wrote the other's contribution. 
We sent a contribution t o  a magazine and each wrote the other's piece. 
And everybody said, 'That Sandburg prose, I can recognize it everywhere. " 
We didn't  care. It w s  kind of a great inside joke w i t h  us. 

Q: &at ms Sandburg like? I how he was  an interesting man. 

A: Well, he ms an interesting mn. Except that the myth avercane the 
man. There ms a Sandbusg mystique and a Sandburg myth. He was l ike 
&gene Field and my children-he didn't l ike a l l  children. He liked some 
children. Sametims he didn't have any pati= a t  all for them. He was 
t h  poet of the people, but he also loved the country and r ich men. He 
loved the things their mmey provided. It ms his way of getting even. 
He'd l e t  than pick up the tab for everything in sight. He was careful 
w i t h  m y .  He wasn't stingy. bt then he was 50 years old before he 
made a hundred dollars a wek. So he ' d been poor longer than he 'd been 
rich. But I nwer saw him take advantage of anyone FklO couldn't afford 
it. I f  you cauldn' t afford it, Carl muld pick up the tab, always and 
willingly. I f  you could afford it he figured, ' h t  the heck. It 's just 
a performance fee. You're showing off that you how Carl Sandburg. You 
love taking him to  dinner. " 

Carl in front of an mguarded phone was li lce putting a drcrnkaYd i n  a 
tavern without a bartender. He laved using phones to  c a l l  long distance, 
a l l  aver the mrld .  He didn't  care. I remember when he and I once ~ n t  
t o  New York on sorne business. After VE had transacted one b i t  of business 
w i t h  a theatrical agent, this man asked us to  cane to  his  a p a r m t .  I 
realized he had told saw friends he ws going to  be w i t h  Carl Sandburg 
and wanted to  show us off and w figured F\R m d  it t o  him. So VE went 
t o  his penthouse apartlrulnt. There w r e  quite a few people there. And 
after  Carl had been there a l i t t l e  while he -used himself and disappeared 
briefly. They figured he 'd gone to  check out the plumbing. W e l l  he 
probably had. He checked out other things including the phone. A l i t t l e  
la ter  he disappeared fox: about an hour. He cam back and a half hour 
la ter  w said good night t o  our host and hostess. They took us t o  the 
elevator. And she gushed, 'Mr .  Sandburg, I'll nwer forget this v i s i t .  " 
And al l  I c d d  think of is, 'Madam, in case1'--I didn't say this but I 
thought it--"In case you forget this visit the phone campany will remind 
you &en you get y o u  b i l l  ." He had called a mman in Chicago and author 
Ken Dobson of Spokane and David Elearns in  Wshington and the family d m  
in Flat Rock and God knows who else. He figured there it was, why not 
use it. 
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But I learned a lo t  £ram him. Carl's favorite b i t  of philosophy, the 
quotation he quoted mst often, other than Lincoln was Einstein. "Don't 
be too canfortable." Carl was never, ever canpletely satisfied about 
anythin% he wrote. He always h e w  it could be imprwed. And every good 
writer I 've w e r  known feels that way. Every lousy writer I 've wer  
hm thinks that what he's written is so perfect that you can put the 
King James version to  shame. I learned fran C a r l  never t o  be satisfied 
w i t h  a t  you write. There can always be improverrent. And how to  view 
your own stuff objectively--he w l d  p t  things on ice for a while, six 
mmths , a year, t w o  years, and then corrre back and re-read. It was like 
reading a stranger ' s stuff .  I 've done it now. Sametimes you read something 
and, "Gee, that's pretty good. Did I really write it?" or,  "God h t  
dribble?" Wonderful. way to  be objective about yourself. 

I f e l t  very close to  him. We -re good friends, and he'd stay with E. 
There E r e  a l o t  of a,wfully humorous incidents I suppose. Mybe Paul 
&le and I know him best of the people who are alive today, h o w  him 
better than anybody dm ' s alive. Except maybe Dave Warns, who knows 
certain aspects of his l i f e .  Wit: Paul and I agreed vie d d  never write 
about him. h t  w hm is personal and \;\R muld not mt it to  be 
misinterpreted and w wuldn't  want to  change the image of this great and 
rather warn man. We don't . W want the truth told about him. It muldn't 
coincide with what the people think is the truth, which is the myth. I 
think it muld be m h  m r e  appealing than the original. Anyhow maybe 
you shouldn't write about your friends. Fjhen they talk to  you i n  confidence 
they're doing it because they are friends. I have nothing but contempt 
for people that take confidential jobs and kiss and t e l l ,  like people 
araund Kennedy and other people vho take presidential jobs. LEU once 
said that  the reason he liked m ms because I was the only guy a r d  
FklO he knew could write but muldn't write a book about h t  I learned in 
c d i d e m e  . 
Q: Sandburg inspired a great deal about d m t  I want to  talk about. The 
Lincoln legend, his style of writing, haw he created a magnificent feeling. 
He ws a poet. He just wrote very, very ~ 1 1 .  Very interesting wri t ing.  
my don't = m e  t o  Lincoln now? h t  do you think =re the qualities 
that Lincoln possessed that made him a great m? m y  ms he a great 
man? 

A: Qze , he was ambitious, he had a trranendaus driving mibitim . The 
myth about this man that providence reached out and placed him in the 
White House i s  ridiculous. He was a consumnate politician. He h e w  the 
trade. And you've got to  how the trade i f  you're going to be a political 
statesman. 

He had a very keen ear. A great leader is really also a great f o l l w r .  
He hears the rumblings, his ear is to  the ground. Literally and figuratively 
he senses hat  the mod of the people is. Sanetimes he lost  cmfidence 
in his touch for the c m n  man but he had it. He cauld comnunicate his 
thoughts, too. A l o t  of people feel great notions or thoughts but they're 
locked up in than, they don't corne out the s e  way. k r b e r t  Hower was 
a great man, really. I didn't  agree w i t h  his  general ideology, but he 
could write. Yet he could never speak. Lincoln had the abi l i ty  to  be 
able to write and speak mst things so that  he could cQmnrnicate and 
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reach at. He had a quality that you could never define, which for want 
of a better term I ' d  ca l l  kind of a practical mystique. Those are the 
l i t t l e  things that a Lincoln or a Jefferson or a Stevenson occasionally 
do, that you can't  say why they did it a t  that nmmt but it was the 
right thing. They have an instinct about what is r i  . They feel 
satething that does do the trick. You f e l t  comforts p le in his historical 
presence. Sameway or other, h i l e  he was a great man, he didn' t a w  you. 
You viere relaxed i n  his  presence. Because you f e l t  mrm and c d o r t a b l e  
w i t h  saneone Fksan you instinctively f e l t  could understand your problems. 
bheth.er you E r e  a contemporary of his or you're studying him now, you 
still feel that sane c d o r t  i n  his presence. If he =re here today, 
you'd think I could speak t o  him easily. I could t e l l  him a l l ,  what I 
think, and how I f e l t .  He'd understand. 

Q: Never thought of that but i t ' s  true, though. 

A: W e l l  yau cccrrpare him with the great men in history. kshington was 
certainly a great mn, a fantastic hmm being. Thi-nk of a l l  the things 
he did, he had to  do for the f i r s t  time. Other presidents have precedents 
but this is the mn that se t  than. And he instinctively did the right 
thug  almost a l l  the time. WZlen you think of him, you think about a 
great, noble, cold figure on a pedestal. And if he =re in a room w i t h  
you, he 'd a w  the hell  out of you. But you feel mm towards Lincoln. 
It 's a different image. Part of this i s  due of course to  one who lived 
in a period of a respecthl  and aloof press, and Lincoln &o lived in a 
period W the inquiring and impertinent press had developed to  a hi& 
degree. 

Q: %at were the circumstances that elevated him into a legendary character? 

A: Well, you knuw he didn't  write the script.  He just had to  live in 
it. I mean, you take his assassination. Incredible. A t  the very nmnent 
the war is ending, in a theater, by one of the great mtinee idols of the 
period. You couldn't if you E r e  writing a novel or a play and you dared 
invent s w t h i n g  like that ,  your editor m l d  have said, "Oh cam naw. 
That's pretty corny." He led us through a m r .  He had these marvelous 
qualities of camnrnication and then w i t h  the acts of sympathy, the 
presidential -sties, the various W s  he did, they are a l l  l i t t l e  
things that lead to  a --making. 

Q: T. Harry Milliams told rm that he possessed what psychologists now 
ca l l  the "father imge. l1 Father Abrahm. h e  historian said Lincoln was 
the creator of his c m  myth. How do you feel about that? What exactly 
do they m, that Lincoln created his om myth? 

A: No. Carl Sandburg ms the creator of his own myth. He consciausly 
wrked scme of these things. Lincoln didn't. 

EM of Side One, Tape One 

Q: The myth about Lincoln, don't you think that even though same of them 
are obviously untrue, don1 t you think they can be just as important: as 
his actual accanplishnents, t o  the people now, the present generation? 
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A: I doubt it. If the myths are played out and taken too l i t e ra l ly  they 
can be dangerous. Let's take this whole business of Lincoln's failures. 
He,  supposedly failed at everything.. The hand of the Lord l i t e ra l ly  
reached down and placed him in  the W t e  Howe. Smbody believes this 
nonsense, some young man. Here ' s a guy w i t h  tremendous ambition ~ & o  
wrked hard and plotted everything he ever did. It 's done deliberately. 
He mrked at  it, he knew shat his goal was, he accanplished this goal 
w i t h  great sk i l l .  He d e  friends. He traveled the judicial circuit, 
good for his law hsiness and it helped in his poli t ical  contacts. He 
vasn't an impecunious lawyer. He ms one of the mst successful lavers 
in the state. The man had mmey in the bank. He had a good incame. You 
know a lawyer that got $5000 for a single case in those days was really 
in the qper echelms of mney making. I dm'  t think the myths do anything. 
The m e l a u s  thmg is that they don't obscure the man. But his whole, 
h i s  true story is so incredible that you don't need the myths. They want 
t o  believe the myths. All r ight ,  Carl Sandhg  w s  reluctant to  l e t  go 
of the Ann Wtledge story because i t ' s  hard to  believe that Lincoln 
didn't have a love affair in  his early life. But he really didn't  need 
it. 

Q: Then there really are distortions betwen the real and legendary 
Lincoln? 

A: Yes. 'Ihe strange part,  of course, is some of the myths and things 
invented humed out to  be true and no one hew it. You hm, Raymond 
Shipman Andrew sits down and writes a charming l i t t l e  b i t  of fiction, the 
perfect tribute in d i c h  he &earns up Lincoln writing the Gettysburg 
Address on the back of an envelope, not knowing anything about Lincoln 
and not Enowing that one of his habits was writing notes and things on 
the back of an envelope, h t  he didn't write the Gettsburg Address that 
W Y  

Q: Truth is stranger than fiction. 

A: But his presence is so strong that even i f  you're uninformd and you 
tackle him saneway or other, the presence of this guy you're writing 
about ovenhelms you and h t  you say is consistent with his character 
and his  actions. So s a t  h s  these people who knm nothing a t  a l l  about 
him write the truth. k e p t  in a case of someme l ike Dale Carnegie, who 
w striving for nothing but exaggeration and contrast and you know, 
turned out just a b i t  of garbage. Lincoln, The Unhom, as someone said 
d m ~  he m through, Lincoln was &om t o  FEE ZiBEFCarnegie. 

Q: Y o u  friend, Mr. Sandburg, said one time that Lincoln possessed a 
quality that people muld l ike to  see spread thrwghaut the tar ld .  But 
he said he didn't knw &~t the quality m s .  HaJ do you feel about that? 
Do you have any ideas about this? 

A: kll, it 's  an unclefineable thing. It's personality, i t 's  mystique, 
i t 's  a thing I ca l l  practical mysticism. He had an instinct for saying 
and doing the wight t-. There aren't  m y  people on this earth dm 
could do that. Sarne people do it a t  t h s .  kanklin Rooswelt did it in 
a period of his  l i f e ,  not a l l  of it, Ixlt fox a brief period he couldn't 
do mything wrong. Forhxnately he was in a position of p m r .  You can 
take the individual elements. You had confidence in  him. You f e l t  he 










