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Ralph Newman, Chicago, Illinois, February 23, 1972.
Brian Alexander, Interviewer.

Q: How did you become interested in Lincoln?

A: I've always been interested in Lincoln. I guess it started way back
when I was a youngster of about seven or eight, I guess. I visited my
grandfather's home and as I was rummaging through the library there, I
found a book that had my mother's signature in it when she was young.
When you're eight years old, you never think that your mother was ever
young. The book was The Story Life of Lincoln by Wayne Whipple. It was
Lincoln's life told in a series of charming 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 at a single stretch. I read and reread that
book so many times that I literally committed it to memory. So much so
that years later when I was better informed, it took some effort to erase
some of the misinformation that had been planted in my eight-year old

But it did, of course, give me a warm feeling, about this unusual man,
that has remained with me all of my life. When I went to school I always
read a lot of history. But the great depression turned me to baseball as
a career. I played two years of professional baseball. If you could
play baseball at college, there was always a chance of getting a job. A
knowledge of Lincoln wasn't very useful then. I played one season for
Tucson and then moved up to Wichita 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 would have done it every day--it was the easiest money and most money
I'd ever earned at one time.

I came back to Chicago. Years later in an interview, a radio broadcaster
said that a low batting average in Wichita put me in the book business,
Not quite. I actually got a job in a bank. In those days, even during
the great depression, if you had a father or a uncle who was fairly
well-situated he might persuade his bank to hire you for a year to discover
if you could find a niche in the banking profession. They would place
you in each of twelve departments for a month to see where you might best
fit and then launch you on a career in finance, I suffered out the year
and was bored to death. Occasionally I'd have a job as a teller or some
other task where almost no one would ever approach my window or desk. I
was bored to death. I remember one week when I went to a baseball game
every afternoon and no one knew I was gone. Anyhow, the day after my
year was campleted, I quit. T had fulfilled my obligations.
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Through a fortunate chain of circumstances, luck, and incredible nerve, I
went into the book business and in less than a year ended up as the owner
of Chicago's largest antiquarian bookstore. A feat of financial wizardry
I never recaptured. Anyhow, without investing a dime, I ended up as a
major figure in the Chicago book business but that's another story. It
was and 1s a wonderful business. My late father was right when he said,
"It's better than working for a living." My knowledge of the business
came fram strictly on-the-job training. After a year I moved the bookshop
to Chicago, the old Daily News Building on Madison and Wells Streets.

The Daily News had moved to t was then its new building, west of the
Chicago River and my shop was now located at 174 West Madison Street.
Among those customers who began to frequent the shop were two Daily News
employees who were very interested in Abraham Lincoln and the Civil War.
One was Lloyd Lewis, author of Myths After Lincoln and Sherman, Fighting
Prophet, and the other was Carl Sandburg, who was then working on the
completion of his great biography of Abraham Lincoln. We became very
good friends and with their encouragement I gradually began to accumulate
a large stock of books relating to Abrahamk Lincoln, the American Civil
War and related subjects.

I'd been giving the problems of the antiquarian book business some very
serious thought for several months. It seemed to me that people stayed

up nights thinking of titles they might ask for and then once I had the
book in stock never inquired for the title again. I began to think of
specialization. The doctor specialized in heart ailments, etc., the

lawyer might 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 Sandburg for their advice and they said, "'Great, you'll be a tremendous
zuccglsls." They really didn't know, but thought it would be very convenient
or them,

Anyhow, I sold off all of my stock not related to the Lincoln-Civil War
period. Then bought, traded and dealed in many other ways to acquire a
large stock dealing primarily with the history of our country, mainly
between 1830 and 1880. My business remained the same as far as dollars
and volume was concerned. But I will admit, it had become much more
interesting. I think Carl, Lloyd and some of their colleagues felt so
ashamed at leading a young man into an unknown business venture that they
felt that they had to help me. They formed an informal publicity-advertising
camittee, telling everybody that, "Everything we know about Mr. Lincoln
and his war comes from a book shop in Chicago. The most unusual book
shop in the country is the Abraham Lincoln Book Shop . . ." It became a
game with them. Over a period of about three years they persuaded almost
all of the major publications into ruming articles in praise of this
unusual book shop. The Saturday Evening Post ran an article entitled,
"The Book Shop Everybody Runs." Collier's ran a piece called "Where
Abraham Lincoln Gets His Mail.'" Reader's Digest cammissioned 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 amount of gublicity I got was staggering. And with it came a lot of
business. We became internationally known. I had to hire clerks to
handle our mail.
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Very early in the game I became a student as well as a bookseller. Most
booksellers are merely merchants. They could just as well be selling
groceries. They really don't know much about the contents of the merchandise
they are offering. I fell in love with both my merchandise and the
information it containted. I grew to love the people associated with the
Lincoln story--both a century before and contemporanecusly. There is a
special quality and camaraderie about those who are interested in the
great events of 1860-1865. They all seem to know each other and enjoy
each others campany. This was why, in 1940, I started the Civil War
Round Table--a group of men who would meet with me for lunch. I used to
put a sign on the bookshop door, '"Out to lunch, shove money under the
door." No one ever shoved any money under the door, but many hunted us
up at lunch time. The lunch group got so big we had to go to a dinner
meeting. I got to know a lot of people. Today there's more than 150
round tables all over the world and they all started from a bookshop
luncheon group in Chicago. Harry Truman is the honorary president of the
Independence or Kansas City Roundtable. And Dwight Eisenhower was a
member. When I was 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 two in London. Anyhow, I was off to the races.

The Civil War and Lincoln people used to use our place as headquarters.
I learned early the thing I thought was essential to book business that
you ought to make it fun for people who deal with you. We've always had
a bar in our bookshop. Now we're the only good bookshop that has a bar,
a kitchen, a bathroom, shower, and a spare room. We can put people up
for the night here. Somebody like Carl Sandburg, Allan Nevins, all the
greatest names in the history field prefer staying here to a hotel. And
I've enjoyed it., I've had a ball, a rare privilege. I suppose I fell
too much in love with the business. Of course I ultimately started
writing. I've done some editing of some books.

But the book business is a wonderful way of having a good time. No one
ever makes any money in it. You live a long time though. I've learned
somewhere along the line something that many a girl has learned: that
I've been giving away what I should have been selling. And I found that
the bookshop had made me so well known that I could sell my services as
an advisor and a consultant for much more money than I could make at the
bookshop. So I started spending time doing extra things and not drawing
a salary at the bookshop. I was the cheapest employee the shop had. I
worked for nothing. My employees got paid well, but I didn't.

But places like the National Broadcasting Company, Montgomery Ward, or
Playboy or the President of the United States would hire me as a consultant

pay me fees ruming as much as a thousand dollars a day for my advice.
I've been a consultant for several presidents on the White House archives.
I'm now serving for Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon. Mr. Jolnson calls
me the architect for the interior of the LBJ Library which isn't true but
very flattering. I'm now doing the Omar N. Bradley papers and have
worked on the Mark Clark papers.

And I'm having a great time. It gives me a certain amount of independence
in the bookshop. If I don't like the way a customer acts I can throw him
out if I choose to. Not that I do, but booksellers need a certain amount
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of independence. A bookseller knows much more than his customers do.

And when he tends to forget that, he ceases being a bookseller. A
bookseller can teach a book collector an awful lot if he's any good. And
I've always had kind of an intellectual curiosity about strange things,
about why some things happen. It's fun digging things out, working with
a lot of people.

I've worked with a lot of the great people in the Lincoln field,
collaborated with some of them. It was a great privilege to collaborate
with Carl Sandburg on some of his work. On one occasion when Carl and I
spent a weekend together and each ghost wrote the other's contribution.
We sent a contribution to 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 was kind of a great inside joke with us.

Q: What was Sandburg like? I know he was an interesting man.

A: Well, he was an interesting man. Except that the myth overcame the
man. There was a Sandburg mystique and a Sandburg myth., He was like
Eugene Field and my children--he didn't like all children. He liked some
children. Sometimes he didn't have any patience at all for them. He was
the poet of the people, but he also loved the country and rich men. He
loved the things their money provided. It was his way of getting even.
He'd let them pick up the tab for everything in sight. He was careful
with money. He wasn't stingy. But then he was 50 years old before he
made a hundred dollars a week. So he'd been poor longer than he'd been
rich. But I never saw him take advantage of anyone who couldn't afford
it. If you couldn't afford it, Carl would pick up the tab, always and
willingly. If you could afford it he figured, "What the heck. It's just
a performance fee. You're showing off that you know Carl Sandburg. You
love taking him to dinner."

Carl in front of an unguarded phone was like putting a drunkard in a
tavern without a bartender. He loved using phones to call long distance,
all over the world. He didn't care. I remember when he and I once went
to New York on some business. After we had transacted one bit of business
with a theatrical agent, this man asked us to come to his apartment. I
realized he had told some friends he was going to be with Carl Sandburg
and wanted to show us off and we figured we owed it to him. So we went
to his penthouse apartment. There were quite a few people there. And
after Carl had been there a little while he excused himself and disappeared
briefly. They figured he'd gone to check out the plumbing. Well he
probably had. He checked out other things including the phone. A little
later he disappeared for about an hour. He came back and a half hour
later we said good night to our host and hostess. They took us to the
elevator. And she gushed, '"Mr. Sandburg, 1'll never forget this visit."
And all I could think of is, 'Madam, in case'--I didn't say this but I
thought it--""In case you forget this visit the phone company will remind
you when you get your bill." He had called a woman in Chicago and author
Ken Dobson of Spokane and David Mearns in Washington and the family down
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 lot from him. Carl's favorite bit of philosophy, the
quotation he quoted most often, other than Lincoln was Einstein. 'Don't
be too comfortable." Carl was never, ever completely satisfied about
anything he wrote. He always knew it could be improved. And every good
writer I've ever known feels that way. Every lousy writer I've ever
lnown thinks that what he's written is so perfect that you can put the
King James version to shame. I learned from Carl never to be satisfied
with what you write. There can always be improvement., And how to view
your own stuff objectively--he would put things on ice for a while, six
months, a year, two years, and then come back and re-read. It was like
reading a stranger's stuff. I've done it now. Sometimes you read something
and, '"Gee, that's pretty good. Did I really write it?" or, ''God what
dribble?" Wonderful way to be objective about yourself.

I felt very close to him. We were good friends, and he'd stay with me.
There were a lot of awfully humorous incidents I suppose. Maybe Paul

Angle and I know him best of the people who are alive today, know him
better than anybody who's alive. Except maybe Dave Mearns, who knows
certain aspects of his life. But Paul and I agreed we would never write
about him. What we know is personal and we would not want it to be
misinterpreted and we wouldn't want to change the image of this great and
rather warm man. We don't. We want the truth told about him. It wouldn't
coincide with what the people think is the truth, which is the myth. I
think it would be muich more appealing than the original. Anyhow maybe

you shouldn't write about your friends. When they talk to you in confidence
they're doing it because they are friends. I have nothing but contempt

for people that take confidential jobs and kiss and tell, like people
around Kennedy and other people who take presidential jobs. LBJ once

said that the reason he liked me was because I was the only guy around

who he knew could write but wouldn't write a book about what I learned in
confidence.

Q: Sandburg inspired a great deal about what I want to talk about. The
Lincoln legend, his style of writing, how he created a magnificent feeling.
He was a poet. He just wrote very, very well. Very interesting writing.
Why don't we move to Lincoln now? What do you think were the qualities
that Lincoln possessed that made him a great man? Why was he a great

man?

A: One, he was ambitious, he had a tremendous driving ambition. The
myth about this man that providence reached out and placed him in the
White House is ridiculous. He was a consummate politician. He knew the
trade. And you've got to know the trade if you're going to be a political
statesman.

He had a very keen ear. A great leader is really also a great follower.

He hears the rumblings, his ear is to the ground. Literally and figuratively
he senses what the mood of the people is. Sametimes he lost confidence

in his touch for the common man but he had it. He could commmicate his
thoughts, too. A lot of people feel great notions or thoughts but they're
locked up in them, they don't come out the same way. Herbert Hoover was

a great man, really. I didn't agree with his general ideology, but he

could write. Yet he could never speak. Lincoln had the ability to be

able to write and speak most things so that he could commnicate and
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reach out. He had a quality that you could never define, which for want
of a better term I'd call kind of a practical mystique. Those are the
little things that a Lincoln or a Jefferson or a Stevenson occasionally
do, that you can't say why they did it at that moment but it was the
right thing. They have an instinct about what is right. They feel
something that does do the trick. You felt comfortable in his historical
presence. Someway or other, while he was a great man, he didn't awe you.
You were relaxed in his presence. Because you felt warm and comfortable
with someone wham you instinctively felt could understand your problems.
Whether you were a contemporary of his or you're studying him now, you
still feel that same comfort in his presence. If he were here today,
you'd think I could speak to him easily. I could tell him all, what I
think, and how I felt. He'd understand.

Q: Never thought of that but it's true, though.

A: Well you compare him with the great men in history. Washington was
certainly a great man, a fantastic human being. Think of all the things
he did, he had to do for the first time., Other presidents have precedents
but this is the man that set them. And he instinctively did the right
thing almost all the time. When you think of him, you think about a
great, noble, cold figure on a pedestal. And if he were in a room with
you, he'd awe the hell out of you. But you feel warm towards Lincoln.
It's a different image. Part of this is due of course to one who lived
in a period of a respectful and aloof press, and Lincoln who lived in a
period when the inquiring and impertinent press had developed to a high
degree.

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

A: Well, you know he didn't write the script. He just had to live in
it. I mean, you take his assassination. Incredible. At the very moment
the war is ending, in a theater, by one of the great matinee idols of the
period. You couldn't if you were writing a novel or a play and you dared
invent something like that, your editor would have said, "Oh come now.
That's pretty comy." He led us through a war. He had these marvelous
qualities of commmication and then with the acts of sympathy, the
presidential amnesties, the various things he did, they are all little

things that lead to a myth-making.

Q: T. Harry Williams told me that he possessed what psychologists now
call the "father image.' Father Abraham. One historian said Lincoln was
the creator of his own myth. How do you feel about that? What exactly
do they mean, that Lincoln created his own myth?

A: No. Carl Sandburg was the creator of his own myth. He consciously
worked some of these things. Lincoln didn't.
End of Side One, Tape One

Q: The myth about Lincoln, don't you think that even though some of them
are obviously untrue, don't you think they can be just as important as
his actual accamplishments, to the people now, the present generation?
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A: I doubt it. If the myths are played out and taken too literally they
can be dangerous. Let's take this whole business of Lincoln's failures.
He, supposedly failed at everything. The hand of the Lord literally
reached down and placed him in the White House. Somebody believes this
nonsense, some young man. Here's a guy with tremendous ambition who
worked hard and plotted everything he ever did. It's done deliberately.
He worked at it, he knew what his goal was, he accomplished this goal
with great skill. He made friends. He traveled the judicial circuit,
good for his law business and it helped in his political contacts. He
wasn't an impecunious lawyer. He was one of the most successful lawers
in the state. The man had money in the bank. He had a good income. You
know a lawyer that got $5000 for a single case in those days was really
in the upper echelons of money making. I don't think the myths do anything.
The marvelous thing is that they don't obscure the man. But his whole,
his true story is so incredible that you don't need the myths. They want
to believe the myths, All right, Carl Sandburg was reluctant to let go
of the Ann Rutledge story because it'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 between the real and legendary
Lincoln?

A: Yes. The strange part, of course, is some of the myths and things
invented turned out to be true and no one knew it. You know, Raymond
Shipman Andrew sits down and writes a charming little bit of fiction, the
perfect tribute in which he dreams up Lincoln writing the Gettysburg
Address on the back of an envelope, not knowing anything about Lincoln
and not knowing that one of his habits was writing notes and things on
the back of an envelope, but he didn't write the Gettsburg Address that
way .

Q: Truth is stranger than fiction.

A: But his presence is so strong that even if you're uninformed and you
tackle him someway or other, the presence of this guy you're writing
about overwhelms you and what you say is consistent with his character
and his actions. So sometimes these people who know nothing at all about
him write the truth. Except in a case of someone like Dale Carnegie, who
was striving for nothing but exaggeration and contrast and you know,
turned out just a bit of garbage. Lincoln, The Unknown, as someone said
when he was through, Lincoln was unknown to the author Carnegie.

Q: Your friend, Mr. Sandburg, said one time that Lincoln possessed a
quality that people would like to see spread throughout the world. But

he said he didn't know what the quality was. How do you feel about that?
Do you have any ideas about this?

A: Well, it's an undefineable thing. It's personality, it's mystique,
it's a thing I call practical mysticism. He had an instinct for saying
and doing the right things. There aren't many people on this earth who
could do that. Some people do it at times. Franklin Roosevelt did it in
a period of his life, not all of it, but for a brief period he couldn't
do anything wrong. Fortunately he was in a position of power. You can
take the individual elements. You had confidence in him. You felt he
















