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PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorde interwview by Brian
Alexander for the Oral History Office durdng the Spring of 1972.
Brian Alexander transcribed the tape, and Gerry Gardiner edited and
audited the transcript. T. Harry Williams reviewed it.

T. Harry Williams might very well be the foremost authority on the
legend of Abraham Lincoln. After doing his Master's thesis at the
University of Wisconsin, Mr. Williams then did his Doctoral on the
Committee on the Conduct of War, which turned into his first book,
Lincoln and the Radicals. Dr. Willlams was in Springfileld in March
on 1972 to lecture on Lincoln the leader and his use of power during
a time of crisis.

/Readers of this 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 conversatlional style that .
is inherent in such historical sources. Sangasmon State 1s not respon-
sible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to Jjudge.

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 from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State Univer-
sity, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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T. Harry Williams, February 12, 1972, Springfield, Tllinois.
Brian Alexander, Interviewer.

Q. The first question I want to ask is, Professor Williams, how did you
become interested ifr Lincoln and the Civil War?

A. Let me lead into that by saying that I once attended a conference at
the University of Omaha on professional training and cholce of vocation.
Somebody asked an M. D., who was on the program, how he happened to get
interested in medicine. He said he went to the Unilversity of Nebraska to
register and the only short line was in front of the pre-med desk. I think
he was trying to say that accldent and chance may play a part in what pro-
fession or what area of history you get interested in. I'm sure he was
exaggerating, but I graduated from a teacher's college in Wisconsin in 1931
at the helght of the Depression. At that time I had intended to be a high
school ‘teacher. Thls shows how chance, if you want to call it that, can
Influence your future and in this case for the better. I couldn't get a
Job because there just weren't many Jobs available. So, I talked to my
father and he agreed that if I went to the University of Wisconsin and got
a Master's Degree I would have a better chance of getting a job. So I went
to the University of Wisconsin. - At the teachers college I went to there
were four history courses: ancient, medieveal, European and American. I
had majored in history. Of course you majored in education and majored in
something else you wanted to teach. And the American history teacher--she'd
been to summer school in Wisconsin--there [University of Wiseonsin] you ought
to study under Carl Russell Fish. I was very ignorant at that time what
graduate work was all about; you know, major professors and all this type
of thing. So, I said all right, if you recommended him he must be good.

T knew his name and 1t so happened that Carl Russell Fish was the Clvil War
historian. So when I enrolled under him, my major professor, I was in his
seminar and of course, we were to write M. A. thesis on the Clvil War. He
told me and the other people, the M. A. candldates, that we could look
around and come up with a subject.

It so happened that I had recently read an article in the old American Mer—
cury. I was a blg American Mercury reader at that time. This was an article
on Ben Wade, Senator Ben Wade of Chio, one of the radical Representative
leaders. Wade was obviously a very colorful character and a fairly important
man, 20 I said that I would like to do an M. A. thesis on Him. Fish said
that was good. Wo I picked Ben Wade, of course, during the Civil War he

was chalrman of the Committee on the Conduct of the War, which brought him
into ‘conflict with Abraham Lincoln.

At the end of the spring when T got my M. A. the job situation was still
scarce, and Proféssor Fish said that if you come back, we might be able to
get you an assistantship. I talked with my father and he was able to finance
me again--so I said, "Well, I'll get a Ph.D. in history." So I did an
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MA on Ben Wade, and then for a Ph.D. I logically took the Committee on

the Conduct of War, which turned into the book, Lincoln and the Radicals.
S0 how did I become interested in Lincoln? Well, that's 1t you see. But,
of course, I think, like so many people when I became interested in Lincoln
I was hooked.

Although at first, in the 1930's, that was a very skeptical period. We
were overly skeptical I think. Although we knew, of course, that Lincoln
was a great figure, we looked for weaknesses in him, too. I think at first
I probably saw the contradictions in his character, rather than his great

- merits, I think I came gradually to realize what a great leader he was, but
this was part of maturing.

Q. The Lincoln Legend has been perpetuated by a variety of myths, and one
author, Richard Hofstadter, had said that Lincoln was the creator of his
own myth or legend. How do you feel about this?

A. Well, T think any great leader is partially the creator of a legend
about himself. The great leaders, of course, are men who believe in them—
selves——they have to. It's sometimes said that they are great egotists.
Well, that's one way of putting it, but they're interested in themselves
and necessarily, I think, they see themselves playing a certain role and
they play it. Of course, most of the great leaders are crisils leaders—-
they appear in a crisis and they create a legend about themselves in that
they see themselves in a certain way and therefore they perform 1in a cer-
tain way. Lincoln in the Civil War, T think creates in a way a false image,
on one respect—hunble Abraham Lincoln. He is really not humble as I see
him, hé's not humble at all. He's very sure of himself. He was so sure of
himself that he could afford to appear humble. Not many people can do that.
Most people need such assurance that they will not act humble, but I think
this man could appear to be humble because he knew he was good.

Q. Well he saw himself as a great man didn't he? Earlier in his life in
a few of his speeches you can see where this comes out.

A. Yes, Ednund Wilson, who is very shrewd on Lincoln in thils period, is
impressed by the way Lincoln, as he calls it, "pre-~figures things"--pre-
figures his own death, for instance. I'm going to refer to this in my
remarks tonight. But Wilson says, and: I tend to agree with him, that in
that remarkable speech Lincoln gave in, Springfield in 1837 to the Young
Men's Lyceum in which he describes theidictator, he projects himself into
the role. The description gets admlrihg as he goes along and then there is
that startling sentence: "He will arise to power elther by enslaving the
freemen or emancipating the slaves."

Q. How did the sudden death of Lincoln affect the legend?

A. Well, of course, anybody who is assassinated has a sudden death. We
don't have a Garfield legend, or we don't have a McKinley legend. These

men were not capable of beling translated into a legend even though they

died very dramatically. Lincoln was, before it was possible to have in-
stant transfiguration via television--I think that Sandburg was right when
he says that even before the assassinatlon the what he calls "Father Abraham
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legend" had been taking form--the patient man in the White House, the great
leader and saviour of the Unlon. Of course, this was the first assassina-
tion too, which T suppose had something to do with it. But T think the
materials for legend were there——very dramatically at the hour of victory
he was struck down——struck down in the moement of triumph. And I think

the Kennedy thing came because he was a very attractive young man--who

had not been President in a crisis unless you say we live in continual crisis.
He was murdered of course, in very public circumstances where we have in—
stant news. In fact, you can see events as they lappen today which was not
possible in 1865. But I would think that television had a great deal to do
with the creation of the Kermedy legend. T think that De Gaulle was right
about Kennedy--"He was a promising yeung man who didn't have time to prove
himself," T think to classify him with one of the giants 1lke Lincoln

is wrong. But still he had some magic about him which James Garfield or
Willlam McKinley did not have--but Lincoln did have. _

Q. 'Because Lincoln was struek down at the moment of victory, dOn}t you
think that the people were looking for a hero or somecne to worship?

A. Well, you see you get a lot of things in there T think. The nation had
Just been through a great traumatic experience. I think it's Allan Nevins
who said the Civil War was the firstibig enterprise the nation or the Ameri-
can people had been engaged in. They had been a very close part of it. You
get during the war something like television today which is the almost in-
stant transmission of news. The battle that happened yesterday--the tele-—
graph would bring it to people in New York the next day. So the people

felt very closely bound to the man who was the leader—'"Father Abraham''—— .
they looked to him. This is part of that psychologist later called the
"father image." According to some people Kermedy was a kind of father image,
although he was young. He seemed so sure of himself and spoke so well and
he has this great confidence and bupyancy. In fact, one commentator sald
that he was more of a father image to Americans than Eisenhower who was
older. But Eisenhower wasn't much up front, you see. But Lincoln and the
people had been part of this great experience, and I don't know that they
were looking for somebody to admire, but they had followed him during the
war. When you follow him into Reconstruction, you say, well, his fame may-
be would not have been so bright because he would have had a hell of a lot
of trouble during the Reconstruction——even though he would have been able

To pretty well control the period probably. But he would have had setbacks
and even failures,

Q. How distorted are the differences between the real and the legendary
Lincoln?

A. Well, of course, a lot of the myth$. are wrong--the man with the no
education—-as I'm going to say tonight he was in many ways a remarkably
well-educated man by the standards of his time. After all, how many young
men today--what was he in his late twenties when he mastered Euclid. How
many people today by the time they get their Bachlor's Degree can master
Euclid? The myth that it was very remarkable that he came up with very
little formal education——although actually at that time very few people had
mich formal education——there was nothing unusual about this. Or that his
parents were nothing—they were like most people of their time and thelr
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place.  One of the myths that is wrong is this effort to say that he came
out of nothing so to speak. This is not true. I think it was Dumas
Malone who sald that he became a great legend or a great national hero
because he embodied the American character. He had faults and virtues of
giant size. Contrasts—-the teller of dirty stories in the crossroad store
speaks the Gettysburg Address—-the raillsplitter becomes the saviour of

the Union—it's a 1life of contrasts. Malone said he embodied, in extreme
form, the American character its strong points and its weak points.

Q. Then this is how the American people relate to him then——identifying
with and projecting themselves.

A. T think so. I think that 1s a fair statement. One thing, they're really
a very determined people in many ways—-—a hard people under theusurface,

and Stephen Vincent Benet in John Brown'g Body, has Lincoln on the eve of
Antietam analyzing himself., Brown says, "What is my great virtue? That
I'11 never give the game up." In this case the war for the Union. "I'1ll
never give it up." Do you know the line? Benet sald, "We could fail and
fail but deep against the fallure something wars, something makes us go
forward, something lights a match, something gets up from Sangamon County
ground armed with a bitten and a blunted axe. And after 20,000 wasted
strokes: brings. the-tall hemlock crashing down."™ This determination, this
tremendous determination he had to achleve a goal 1s a national characteris-
tic and we see this in Lincoln.

Q. Carl Sandburg once said that Lincoln possessed a quality that people
would like to see spread throughout the world. But he also sald that he
didn't know what the quality was. Could you comment on that?

A. Well, if Sandburg doesn't know, I don't know that I'd know, (laughs) but
I think this is true. For example, I am told that the last radio message
coming out of Budapest in the Hungarian revolt was somebody reciting the
Gettysburg Address. This shows the hold that he has achieved on the ima-
ginations of men of other countries. And that it is, I must say like Sand-
burg, I'm not sure. Of course, in his later war papers, particularly in
the Second Inaugural, he tries to put the war on a higher plane than just

a war for the union-—this 1s a war for the famlly of mankind. So In some
ways I think he speaks to the international community of men. What 1t is
I'm not sure.

Q. There 1s a mysterious feeling at Lincolns Torb, or at Lincoln's Home
and it's a feeling in which no one can explain. It's difficult to pinpoint
exactly.

A. It 1s! T had one woman several years ago, call me and she said that
she had been to Springfield and she's a falrly sophisticated person. She
went to the tomb and she told me that she looked and then she cried. Then
she said, "You know I like him." She couldn't explain it.

Q. How could you objectively evaluate Lincoln during the Civil War and
how he really should be remembered?
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A. Well, again you're asking me to give my speech of tonight. The point
I'm making tonight is that in all the tributes paild to Lincoln there is

one that 1s hardly ever paid. Here was a great politiclan and a great
artist in the use of power. A man who is a great leader in a time of
crlsils has to really be excited by the use of power. As Theodore White,
a contemporary political writer, says, "He has to have a lust for power."
Such a sentiment shocks people. But this is what politics 1s all about—-
power. [Lincoln] loved power and he used power and in the process he saved
the Union. Edmind Wilson says that Lincoln crushed all oppositlon because
he felt that he had to. He was also worried about the use of power. Wil-
son says that when he pre-figures his death he attests to his own sincerity
by willingly going to his-death. This man who had sent so many young men to
théir deaths—-for something he felt was necessary. In the end he lays down
his own 1ife and In these dreams seems to pre-figure it and even desire
it, you might say.

Q. I think Lincoln's fear and at the same time use of power is agaln quite
apparent in the Lyceum speech.

A. Yes. T think that so many of the great power leaders have times when
they pause and wonder, "Am I doing the right thing." But when I study him
during the War I get a welrd feeling. I wonder how much of this 1s happen-
ing the way he wants it to happen. Even though he doesn't seem to want it
to happen. The guy is so good at manipulating people that you often wonder,
"Is this something that he 1ls willing here," you see. You don't know. It's
easy to overdo 1t or see too much, but that's the effect he has on cold ob-
jective scholars.

Q. Why do you think the Lincoln legend endured for so long when other great
men have been forgotten?

A, Well, T think it's partly because of the event of which he was the cen-
tral character. Most nations have what has been called a plvotal event

in their history, like the French Revolution was the pivotal event in the
history of France. The Clvil War was our pivotal event. Unlike other
similar crisls, the result was accepted even by the defeated. MNot all
Frenchmen, even yet, accept the result of the French Revolution. DBut it
was our great pivotal event and he was the great central actor .in it and

I think the people with sound instinct recognized that the Civil War was
American's pilvotal event. The fact that Lincoln played such a dominant role
has a great deal to do with the perpetuation of the legend. And again this
relates to what we said before. He fits the character and pattern of the
national hero. after all, Washington was an aristocrat, Lincoln wasn't.
He's 1ike most of us. He embodies the national character.

Q. I think the amazing thing about ILincoln 1s that his image seems to
grow rather than fade. How can this be explained?

A, But why should 1t fade?

Q.  Well, for example, Lincoln is a more popular figure than George Wash-
ington and how can that be explained.
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A, T would think it's in part related to the siltuation in which the two
men operated. But again why are so many figures of the Civil War period
known to modern people and why are they interesting to modern people, where-
as relatively few people of the revolutionary era are? Robert Penn Warren,
trying to answer that, once said that men of the 18th century were very
sure of themselves. They never had any foreign inner feelings about what
course they were going to follow. Like we know that men like Lee for
example, deliberated a long time—as to go with the Nation or with the South.
As Warren said, "We can't imagine George Washington walking the floor say-
ing should I go with the Mother country or the colonles?" He knew which

way he would go. You see the men who were torn and divided were more in-
teresting than men who aren't in their course. . . . I would think the
situation in which the two men operate has something to do with it. Plus
the fact that the revolution was very far away and the Civil War, although
the America at that time is not the America today. It's more like it than
the America and the Revolution was. You can see the birth of modern America
during the Civil War, so Lincoln operated in an enviromment somewhat similar
to the one we operate in today. Again it's like this thing that Sandburg
sald about Lincoln's appeal internationally. We know it's there yet we can't
put our finger on it and we know he survived the American consciousness and
we can offer possible explanations, but agaln it's hard to put your finger
on 1t as to why he does survive in this way. The people see something in
him. You know you or I can say it's this or that, but we can't be sure.

I don't think the people themselves could tell why really.

Q. Aren't the myths and the legends really just as important as actual
acconmplishments though?

A. Ch yes, because often what people think is true becomes true in effect,
because they operate on that assumption that this is true, you see. You
could say, '"Well, it isn't true, but hell, they believe it is." And for
them it is because they will procede on this basis.

Q. Lincoln who's been commercialized to no end, I think. What effect do
you think this has on Lincoin and people too?

A, T don't think that 1t's golng to seriously damage the Lincoln myth,

- because we commercialize in one degree or another in almost everything,
don't we? Look how the Clvil War Centennial, the whole of it, was commer-
ciglized. 'The Bi-centennial is now about to come up in the 1970's and I'm
sure it will be commercialized. You'll see. Sweatshirts with Valley Forge
or something on them. We enviably commercialize nearly everything we do
including the commemoration of histordipal events and figures. And we may
reprobate it, but it's still going to be done, and I think it's so common
that I don't see, I don't see people really turning from Lincoln because
somebody is commercialized the Lincoln image. I think we're kind of aness
thetized against it or something. We see it in everything.

Q. What's the reaction you think of people when they read some of the
debunking literature? Do they accept this or do they try to deny it? Or,
you know, what's the reactlion of most people?
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A. It enrages them.

Q. Yes. I'm quifte aware of that, but I think they've become accustomed
to 1t now, and well I think in the beginning they stereotyped the people
with long halr as bad people.

A. Yes.

Q. But now I think because so many people have long hair, they can't do
that any more.

A. Yes.

Q. And so they have become somewhat more mild on the subject thafi-others,.
and hostile as they were a couple years ago. A college town is not so bad
I think. T have been 1n some places where, you know, you just don't want
to walk outside because—really don't care for that sort of thing. They
had it in Lincoln's time.

A. Sure. You don't see, you look at pictures of statemen, you don't see a
beard until the Civil War period. Did you ever notice that? That's the
era of the beards. It continued until almost the turn of the century. All
the Presidents or candidates, most of them grew beards.

Q. Then you can see the change with McKinley.

A. Yes, that's right. Yes. One theory 1s that men who went in the army
didn't have time to shave, so they grew beards.

Q. You never seen any pictures of Revolutionary War soldiers with beards
though. I wonder if that's a little strange. OF course, you don't really
know though, but we have, you know, paintings of men of the elghteenth
century.

A. Yes, that's Jefferson.

Q. Yes, and Lincoln didn't grow one until when he went to Washington.

A, Yes.

Q. I never could buy that story about the little girl writing him. You
know that?

A. DMaybe he saw himself as a distinguished figure and he thought he would
command more repsect with a beard.

A. You know, she wrote him and said, if.you grow a beard, you'll look nicer."
So when he went through this town where she lived he called her name.

Q. That's nice.

A. He said he'd grown a beard and kissed her. But I never could quite
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buy the story he grew it just for this little girl who wrote him, but T
wonder why he did it?

Q. That's a little contrary to the astute politician, that he would grow
a beard for her. Well, I think we've covered Lincoln legend as good as it
can be covered.

A, Do you know that Dumas Malone? He addressed the Abraham Lincoln Associa-
tion many years ago, and it was published in the Abraham Lincoln bulletin.

Q. I don't know that.

A, Well, you might 1ike to look it up because it deals with the Lincoln
legend. He dwells a great deal on these contrasts, and Lincoln's charac—
ter. He sald it's the greatest success story in the world. You know, here's
a humble man who becomes great and then dles at the moment of vietory. We
have the contrast all the way through,:see. The Railsplitters become the
saviour of the Union. 01d Abe becomes Father Abraham.

Q. Yes.

A. TIn fact he sald that there was no other 1life like it in history. So
that you might look 1t over. It's worth reading.

Q. There's another good book by Roy Basler, The Lincoln Legend.

A. Yes.

Q. That's the longest in mind. (pause) You're speaking on Lincoln
and™. . .

A, Davis as war leaders.

Q. What about Lincoln, was he as good a military man in the White House
as I've read in different .

A. I think so. T think so. Have you read my book, Lincoln and His
Generals? _

Q. I haven't read that one, no. I've read Lincoln and the Radicals and
T didn't get to .

A/ T ddn't know what the reaction would be now in the Middle West because
I've been away from the Middle West so long, but when my Lincoln and the
Radicals was published in 1941 there were a number of hostile reactions to
it in I1linoils and Wisconsin from varigus individuals and groups who thought
I had been critical of Lincoln. In fadt, I had a letter from the President
of the Wisconsin Sons of the Union Veterans, which said, as I remember, I
"We will not permit a single criticism of Abraham Lincoln."

Q. That is somewhat similar to something someone told me the other day.
It seems at one time some people here were agalnst the circulation of

lReferring to that evening's presentation. [Ed.]









