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10. JOHN TYLER | 1841-1845 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"The Bible is the best of books; it is the book of all books." -John Tyler 

"A true Christian is a man who is not only a believer but also a doer of the Word." -John Tyler 

"Faith is the foundation upon which we build our lives." -John Tyler 

"In times of trial, let your faith be your anchor." -John Tyler 

"Prayer is the key that unlocks the door to God's blessings." -John Tyler 

"Love thy neighbor as thyself; this is the essence of Christianity." -John Tyler 

 

Born to an affluent family on March 29, 1790, John Tyler spent most of his life in Charles City 
County, Virginia. He was raised on the Tyler family plantation, Greenway, and lived there until he 
attended the College of William & Mary, graduating in 1807. He then prepared for a career in law, 
studying with his father John Tyler, Sr., and Edmund Randolph, former United States Attorney 
General. After marrying Letitia Christian in 1813, John purchased a tract of land in Charles City 
County and built his own plantation, Woodburn, shortly thereafter. 

According to the 1820 census, there were twenty-four enslaved people living at Woodburn with 
the Tylers, some of whom were inherited from his father’s estate. Ten years later, the Tyler 
household had grown exponentially from three to seven children, ranging in age from fifteen-
year-old Mary to newborn Tazewell. The enslaved community had grown as well—twenty-nine 
individuals, and more than half were under the age of ten.   

https://www.whitehousehistory.org/bios/john-tyler
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Throughout the 1820s and 1830s, Tyler held a series of prominent political positions at both the 
state and national level. While he considered himself a Democrat, he sometimes opposed 
President Andrew Jackson’s policies—specifically whenever the president opted to use executive 
power at the expense of the states. In 1839, the Whig Party nominated William Henry Harrison 
for president. Tyler, a Virginian slave owner and lifelong Democrat, was added to the ticket to 
entice southerners to vote for Harrison—who soundly defeated President Van Buren. 
“Tippecanoe and Tyler Too” became the oft-repeated slogan of their supporters, but this 
relationship changed dramatically after the unexpected death of President Harrison on April 4, 
1841. 

Vice President Tyler took the oath of office with Harrison’s cabinet present and assumed all 
presidential authority immediately, but the new president quickly found himself at odds with 
leaders in the Whig Party. His veto of legislation that would revive the Second Bank of the United 
States sparked a visceral reaction from both politicians and citizens alike. The Whig Party cast 
Tyler out and most of his cabinet resigned over this episode; at the same time, his Democratic 
friends no longer trusted him. Considering the political turmoil that engulfed his presidency—his 
detractors had also successfully nicknamed him “His Accidency”—it was hardly surprising when 
neither party selected Tyler to be its presidential nominee in 1848. A few days before leaving 
office, Tyler signed legislation to annex Texas—an expansionist policy goal he had pursued since 
becoming president and probably his most notable achievement. 

In 1842, Tyler suffered the loss of his beloved wife Letitia to a stroke. Over the course of three 
decades of marriage, the couple had raised eight children. Two years later, the president married 
Julia Gardiner in New York. After leaving the White House, they retired to Sherwood Plantation in 
Charles City County, Virginia, where they had seven children together. That is a lot of kids, 15.  

On the eve of the Civil War, former President Tyler served as a representative at the Peace 
Conference of 1861 but ultimately rejected the proposed resolutions. He would go on to serve as 
an elected representative for the Confederacy, but he did not live to see the end of the war. On 
January 18, 1862, he died in Richmond, Virginia at age 71. While he had requested a simple burial, 
political leaders of the Confederacy organized a state funeral for the former president. His 
remains laid in state in the Hall of Congress in Richmond, covered “with the flag of his country.” 
Memorial services were held at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, followed by a procession to 
Hollywood Cemetery. 
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11. JAMES K. POLK | 1845-1849 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"I am a firm believer in the providence of God." -James K. Polk 

"The Bible is the best book in the world." -James K. Polk 

"Our country is a nation of Christians." -James K. Polk 

"I believe in the power of prayer and its importance in our lives." -James K. Polk 

"Faith in God is essential for the prosperity of our nation." -James K. Polk 

 

On November 2, 1795, James K. Polk was born in Pineville, North Carolina to Samuel and Jane 

Polk. The promise of greater economic opportunities and prosperity drew Samuel Polk and his 

family westward, and they soon settled just south of Nashville, Tennessee. He became a respected 

community leader, county judge, businessman, and prominent slave owner. Upon his death in 

1827, Samuel Polk left behind 8,000 acres of land and fifty-three enslaved people to his wife and 

ten children. 

Although frail as a child, Polk was also intelligent and studious. He graduated from the University 
of North Carolina in 1818 and returned to Nashville to study law. He soon entered politics and 
was elected clerk of the Tennessee State Senate, serving until 1822. On January 1, 1824, Polk 
married Sarah Childress, a woman from one of Tennessee’s most well-regarded families. Sarah 
was very well educated; she often assisted her husband with speech writing and provided policy 
advice throughout his political career. The couple did not have any children, but they did raise a 
nephew, Marshall Tate Polk. 

https://www.whitehousehistory.org/bios/james-polk
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James Polk was shaped by his upbringing on the western frontier 

 
In 1823, he was elected to the Tennessee House of Representatives, where he was known for 
consistently backing the political aspirations of “Old Hickory,” otherwise known as General 
Andrew Jackson. For this support, Polk gained the nickname “Young Hickory.” In 1825, Polk was 
elected to the U.S. House of Representatives and in 1835, he became Speaker of the House where 
he used his authority to strictly enforce a “Gag Rule” barring the discussion of slavery. He served 
in Congress until 1839 when he was elected governor of Tennessee. As governor, Polk worked to 
regulate state banks and improve education, before losing his reelection campaign in 1841. 
 
While Polk had a successful career in politics, he also continued to expand his property holdings. 
To shore up his financial security, he established a plantation called Somerville in southern 
Tennessee in 1831, becoming an “absentee planter.” Although the plantation enjoyed moderate 
success, Polk sought additional profits. After Congress passed and President Andrew Jackson 
signed the Indian Removal Act in 1830, the military forced the Choctaw Nation off their lands in 
northern Mississippi—one in a series of forced relocations known as the Trail of Tears. Polk joined 
the rush of speculators to purchase the vacant land. He sold his Tennessee plantation and 
purchased a new one in Yalobusha County, Mississippi, where Polk’s enslaved workers harvested 
cotton. 
 
In 1844, Polk set his sights on becoming vice president, expecting former President Martin Van 
Buren to secure the Democratic Party’s nomination. In a surprising twist, Polk was chosen as the 
presidential nominee at the convention, largely because of his support for “Manifest Destiny” 
and expanding the United States’ territorial holdings. The “dark horse candidate” faced off against 
Whig candidate Henry Clay and won, becoming the eleventh president of the United States in 
1845. 
 
After successfully renegotiating the Canadian boundary to the 49th parallel with Great Britain, 
Polk instigated the Mexican-American War, a two-year conflict stemming from the 1845 
annexation of Texas. In 1846, Polk sent American diplomat John Slidell to secretly negotiate a 
dispute over Texas’ boundary claims and purchase the territories of New Mexico and California 
for up to $30 million. When the Mexican government turned Slidell away, President Polk ordered 
American troops under General Zachary Taylor to move into and occupy disputed territory, 
inciting the conflict with Mexico. 

At the conclusion of the conflict, the United States successfully acquired more than 500,000 
square miles of Mexico’s land holdings including present-day California, Utah, Nevada, Arizona, 
and New Mexico. President Polk publicly supported the expansion of slavery into these territories, 
while employing enslaved individuals at the White House, including Henry Carter, Jr. and Elias 
Polk. Polk also made secret purchases of thirteen enslaved children through an agent during his 
presidency. These individuals were sent to work on his Mississippi plantation. 

 
Polk retired after one term, but he did not enjoy the comfortable existence he had arranged at 



7 
 

his Nashville home, Polk Place. On June 15, 1849, less than four months after leaving office, the 
former president succumbed to a cholera outbreak in Nashville. 

12. ZACHARY TAYLOR | 1849-1850 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"I am not a believer in the doctrine of the Trinity." -Zachary Taylor (He blew that one. DH) 

"The Bible is the best book in the world." -Zachary Taylor 

"I have always been a believer in the Christian faith." -Zachary Taylor 

"My faith guides my actions and decisions." -Zachary Taylor 

"I trust in God’s providence in all matters." -Zachary Taylor 

"A good Christian is a good citizen." -Zachary Taylor 

Zachary Taylor was born on November 24, 1784 in Virginia, but his family moved shortly 
thereafter to Louisville, Kentucky. He was raised on a plantation called Springfield, surrounded by 
enslaved laborers owned by his father Richard. Taylor received a basic education and aspired from 
a young age to join the military. He enlisted at the age of twenty-two and became an officer in 
the United States Army in 1808. Two years later he returned to marry Margaret Mackall Smith, 
and five of their six children were born at Springfield. For the next twenty-five years, Taylor spent 
most of his time policing the nation’s borderlands. He fought many military campaigns against 
Native Americans and served at garrison posts throughout the country. He also owned and 
operated plantations in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and Rodney, Mississippi. Hundreds of enslaved 
men, women, and children labored at the properties to sustain the large Taylor family. 

 

https://www.whitehousehistory.org/bios/zachary-taylor
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Taylor gained national prominence after he won a series of major military victories during the 
Mexican-American War. Despite being outnumbered by Mexican forces, Taylor’s defeat of 
General Antonio López de Santa Anna at the Battle of Buena Vista cemented his status as a 
military hero and prepared him for the American political stage. 

Turning away from Whig leader and three-time presidential candidate Henry Clay, the party 
nominated “Old Rough and Ready” for the 1848 presidential election, hoping to imitate the same 
success it had with William Henry Harrison in 1840. Taylor appealed to northerners as a military 
leader and avowed nationalist; his status as a slaveowner was attractive to southern voters; and 
he had avoided controversial issues as a political outsider. Taylor ran against Democratic candidate 
Lewis Cass, who supported self-determination of territories over whether they would support 
slavery. Whigs who opposed Taylor’s candidacy, along with anti-slavery Democrats who rejected 
Cass’s idea of popular sovereignty, decided to form the Free-Soil Party to oppose the expansion 
of slavery into new territories. The party nominated former President Martin Van Buren, who 
secured just enough votes to undermine Cass and deliver the election to Taylor. 

One of the main issues during the Taylor presidency were the lands acquired from the victory in 
the Mexican-American War. Northerners and southerners sharply disagreed over whether the 
territories wrested from Mexico should be opened to slavery. Although Taylor subscribed to Whig 
principles of legislative leadership, he did not blindly support Whig leaders in Congress. While he 
attempted to remain above the political fray, Taylor personally did not support the expansion of 
slavery. 

Still, his political goals and private actions did not always align. Despite his opposition to slavery’s 
expansion, Taylor remained a slave owner for the rest of his life, profiting from the labor of 
hundreds of enslaved people who lived and worked on his plantations. President Taylor was 
surrounded by enslaved valets, cooks, and maids in the Executive Mansion. He also continued to 
manage his Cypress Grove plantation from afar. Though little documentation survives today, some 
enslaved individuals who likely served at the White House include Charles Porter, Tom, Dicey, 
Jane, William, and Caroline 

Unsatisfied with the ideas proposed by Congress, Taylor urged settlers in New Mexico and 
California to draft constitutions and apply for statehood, therefore bypassing the territorial stage. 
If that solution did not work, Taylor was prepared to take decisive action. In February 1850, he 
held a conference with southern leaders who had threatened secession. Taylor told them that, if 
necessary to enforce the laws, he would personally lead the army. Persons "taken in rebellion 
against the Union, he would hang . . . with less reluctance than he had hanged deserters and spies 
in Mexico." 

The debate continued to embroil territorial government officials, abolitionists, and citizens. In 
1850, members of Congress labored to negotiate a grand compromise between factions. That 
Fourth of July, President Taylor participated in ceremonies at the Washington Monument. After 
the event, Taylor became violently sick. On July 9, 1850, he died of a gastrointestinal illness at the 
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White House. After his death, the forces of compromise triumphed, but the war Taylor had been 
willing to fight came eleven years later. 

 

13. MILLARD FILLMORE | 1850-1853 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“May God save the country, for it is evident that the people will not.” -Millard Fillmore 

“God knows that I detest slavery, but it is an existing evil, for which we are not responsible, 

and we must endure it, till we can get rid of it without destroying the last hope of free 

government in the world.” -Millard Fillmore 

Millard Fillmore became president upon the death of Zachary Taylor in July 1850. Born in upstate 
Cayuga County, New York on January 7, 1800, Fillmore as a youth endured the privations of 
frontier life. He worked on his father’s farm, and at 15 was apprenticed to a cloth maker. He 
attended a local school where he met Abigail Powers, who was 19 years old at the time. They 
later married in 1826 and had two children. 

In 1823 he was admitted to the bar; seven years later he moved his law practice to Buffalo. As an 
associate of the Whig politician Thurlow Weed, Fillmore held state office and for eight years was 
a member of the House of Representatives. In 1848, while comptroller of New York, he was 
elected vice president. 

Fillmore presided over the Senate during the months of nerve-wracking debates over the 
Compromise of 1850. He made no public comment on the merits of the compromise proposals, 
but a few days before President Taylor’s death, he intimated to him that if there should be a tie 
vote on Henry Clay’s omnibus bill, he would vote in favor of it. 

https://www.whitehousehistory.org/bios/millard-fillmore
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/675421
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/675421
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/675421
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Millard Fillmore’s sudden accession to the presidency brought an abrupt political shift in favor of 
trying to give more ground to the southern advocates of slavery. Taylor’s cabinet resigned, and 
President Fillmore at once appointed Daniel Webster to be secretary of state, thus demonstrating 
his alliance with the moderate Whigs who favored the Compromise. 

When Clay’s omnibus bill failed, Senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois broke the legislation into 
five separate bills, submitting them in piecemeal fashion. At this critical juncture, Fillmore 
announced his support of the compromise. On August 6, 1850, he sent a message to Congress 
recommending that Texas be paid to abandon her claims to part of New Mexico. 

Douglas’s effective strategy in Congress, combined with Fillmore’s pressure from the White House 
gave impetus to the Compromise movement. The acts passed both chambers of Congress, and 
were signed by President Fillmore in September 1850. These pieces of legislation admitted 
California as a "free state"; organized the territorial governments of New Mexico and Utah on the 
basis of popular sovereignty; established a boundary between Texas and New Mexico; abolished 
the slave trade in the nation's capital; and strengthened the Fugitive Slave Act. 

Fillmore believed that his efforts had averted a major crisis and saved the Union. Instead, this 
sectional truce left most factions unsatisfied. Fillmore's signing of the Fugitive Slave Act was also 
heavily criticized by abolitionists. By law, the federal government was now required to assist 
slave owners in recapturing enslaved people, even if they were found in states where slavery 
was outlawed. There were also harsh penalties for anyone caught assisting or hiding enslaved 
people. 

As the Whig Party splintered over slavery, Fillmore lost critical support from northern Whigs who 
opposed the institution. As a result, he lost the 1852 presidential nomination to General Winfield 
Scott. In 1856, he accepted the nomination for president from the National-American Party (also 
known as the Know-Nothing Party.) While he was handily defeated, Fillmore captured more than 
20% of the popular vote and won the state of Maryland. With this defeat, Fillmore withdrew from 
politics and focused more on philanthropic endeavors in Buffalo with his second wife Caroline. 
During the Civil War, he supported the Union and different leaders from both political parties 
who sought to save it. He suffered a stroke and later died on March 8, 1874. 
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14. FRANKLIN PIERCE | 1853-1857 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"I can express no better hope for my country than that the kind Providence  
which smiled upon our fathers may enable their children to preserve  
the blessings they have inherited. ... It must be felt that there is no  

national security but, in the nation’s, humble, acknowledged  
dependence upon God and His overruling providence." -Franklin Pierce 

"With the Union my best and dearest earthly hopes are entwined." -Franklin Pierce 

"There's nothing left . . . but to get drunk." -Franklyn Pierce (he must’ve been getting tired. DH) 

 
Franklin Pierce became president at a time of what seemed on the surface like domestic 
tranquility. The United States, by virtue of the Compromise of 1850, seemed to have weathered  
its sectional storm. By following the recommendations of southern advisers, Pierce—a New 
Englander— hoped to prevent another outbreak of that storm. But his policies, far from 
preserving calm, hastened the disruption of the Union. 
 
Born on November 23, 1804 in in Hillsborough, New Hampshire, Pierce attended Bowdoin 
College. After graduation he studied law, then entered politics. In 1829, he was elected to the 
New Hampshire legislature; two years later he became its speaker. During the 1830s and 1840s 
he went to Washington, first as a representative, then as a senator. In 1834, Pierce married Jane 
Means Appleton, and they had three sons. 

https://www.whitehousehistory.org/bios/franklin-pierce
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Pierce, after serving in the Mexican-American War, was proposed by New Hampshire friends for 
the presidential nomination in 1852. At the Democratic Convention, the delegates agreed easily 
enough upon a platform pledging undeviating support of the Compromise of 1850 and hostility 
toward any efforts by the federal government to interfere with slavery. On the 49th ballot, they 
nominated Pierce, a true dark horse candidate. 

Although Pierce only won the popular vote by about 200,000 votes, he received 254 electoral 
votes to Whig candidate General Winfield Scott’s 42. He appealed to southern and northern 
Democrats, New Englanders, and even southern Whigs. Two months before he took office, his 
11-year-old son Benjamin was killed in a horrific train accident—Ben was the third and final son 
to die young. Grief stricken and childless, Pierce and his wife Jane struggled to cope with these 
losses throughout his presidency and for the rest of their lives. 

In his Inaugural Address he proclaimed an era of peace and prosperity at home, and vigor in 
relations with other nations. The United States might have to acquire additional possessions for 
the sake of its own security, he pointed out, and would not be deterred by “any timid forebodings 
of evil.” 

Pierce had only to make gestures toward expansion to excite the wrath of northerners, who 
accused him of collaborating with southerners to extend slavery into other areas. Therefore he 
aroused apprehension when he pressured Great Britain to relinquish its special interests along 
part of the Central American coast, and even more when he tried to persuade Spain to sell Cuba. 
 
But the most violent renewal of national turbulence came from the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which 
repealed the Missouri Compromise of 1820 and reopened the question of slavery in the West. 
This measure, the handiwork of Senator Stephen A. Douglas, grew in part out of Douglas’s desire 
to promote a railroad from Chicago to California through Nebraska. Secretary of War Jefferson 
Davis, advocate of a southern transcontinental route, had already persuaded Pierce to send 
James Gadsden to Mexico to buy land for a southern railroad. He purchased the area now 
comprising southern Arizona and part of southern New Mexico for $10,000,000. 

Douglas’s proposal, to organize western territories through which a railroad might run, caused 
extreme trouble. Douglas provided in his bills that the residents of the new territories could 
decide the slavery question for themselves—otherwise known as popular sovereignty. The 
result was a rush into Kansas, as proslavery and antislavery activists vied for control of the 
territory. Violence ensued, and “Bleeding Kansas” became a prelude to the Civil War. 

Pierce sought a second term in office but Democrats decided to nominate the less controversial 
James Buchanan. He returned to New Hampshire, leaving his successor to face the growing 
sectional crisis. During the Civil War, Pierce continued to support the Democratic Party and 
blamed President Abraham Lincoln for the war. A lifelong drinker, Pierce became a recluse during 
his final years, dying of cirrhosis on October 8, 1869. 
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15. JAMES BUCHANAN | 1857-1861 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"There is nothing stable but Heaven and the Constitution". -James Buchanan 

“Saving knowledge is not a knowledge of the dead letter or outward form of the Gospel, but a 

knowledge of the truth in “the light, and lustre, and glory of it.” -James Buchanan 

 

Tall, stiffly formal in the high stock he wore around his jowls, James Buchanan was the only 
president who never married. Presiding over a rapidly dividing nation, Buchanan did not quite 
grasp the political realities of the time. Relying on constitutional doctrines to close the widening 
rift over slavery, he failed to understand that the North would not accept constitutional 
arguments which favored the South. Nor did he realize how sectionalism, now called tribalism, 
had realigned political parties: the Democrats split; the Whigs were destroyed, giving rise to the 
Republicans. Republicanism is the best thing that ever happened to America, but it came at a 
steep cost that should’ve been avoided. The Civil War. Much like Carter, he was a good Christian, 
but  a horrible president. 

Born into a well-to-do Pennsylvania family on April 23, 1791, Buchanan, a graduate of Dickinson 
College, was gifted as a debater and learned in the law. He was elected five times to the House of 
Representatives; then, after an interlude as minister to Russia, served for more than a decade in 
the Senate. He became James K. Polk’s secretary of state and Franklin Pierce’s minister to Great 
Britain. Service abroad helped to bring him the Democratic nomination in 1856 because it had 
removed him from domestic crises and kept his political opinions fairly private. 

As president-elect, Buchanan thought the crisis would disappear if he maintained a sectional 
balance in his appointments and if he could persuade the people to accept constitutional law as 

https://www.whitehousehistory.org/bios/james-buchanan
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the Supreme Court interpreted it. The Court was considering the legality of restricting slavery in 
the territories, and two justices hinted to Buchanan what the decision would be. 

Thus, in his Inaugural Address the president referred to the territorial question as “happily, a 
matter of but little practical importance” since the Supreme Court was about to settle it “speedily 
and finally.” Two days later, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney delivered the Dred Scott decision, which 
ruled that African Americans were not citizens and had no standing to sue for freedom. The court 
also found the Missouri Compromise of 1820 unconstitutional, stating that Congress did not have 
the power to outlaw slavery in the territories. Bad decision to say the least. 

Buchanan decided to end the troubles in Kansas by urging the admission of the territory as a slave 
state. This further angered the Republicans and alienated members of his own party. Kansas 
remained a territory. 

When Republicans won a plurality in the House in 1858, every significant bill they passed fell 
before southern votes in the Senate or a presidential veto. The Democrats, true to their colors, 
wouldn’t let go of slavery. The federal government reached a stalemate. A year later, abolitionist 
John Brown and his followers seized the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry. Brown, who had killed 
several proslavery settlers in Kansas, hoped to inspire a slave uprising but was captured, 
convicted, and executed. Abolitionists viewed him as a freedom fighter and martyr; southerners 
considered him a murderer and proof that abolitionists would use any means necessary to 
destroy slavery. Buchanan did nothing. 

These events intensified sectional tensions so much that in 1860 the Democratic Party split into 
northern and southern wings, each nominating its own candidate for the presidency. 
Consequently, when the Republicans nominated Abraham Lincoln, it was almost a foregone 
conclusion that he would be elected even though his name did not appear on most southern 
states’ ballots. Rather than accept a Republican administration, the southern “fire-eaters” 
advocated secession. 

Buchanan, dismayed and hesitant, denied the legal right of states to secede but held that the 
federal government legally could not prevent them. He hoped for compromise, but secessionist 
leaders did not want it. 

Then Buchanan took a more militant tack. As several cabinet members resigned, he appointed 
northerners, and sent the Star of the West to carry reinforcements and supplies to Fort Sumter. 
On January 9, 1861, the vessel was fired upon and driven away. 

Buchanan refused to act. In March 1861, he retired to his Pennsylvania home Wheatland. In his 
final years, Buchanan supported the Union cause but critics castigated him for permitting 
secession. After the war, Buchanan published a book that defended his views of the Constitution 
and the actions he took toward the South during his presidency. He died on June 1, 1868. 

Van Buren, in the R.U.S.H. Bible Study, is considered the worst president in history. His 
mismanagement of slavery in his day when abolitionist fervor was so high is unforgivable. He 
could have fixed it. Instead, the result would be civil war. The deadliest war America would ever 
fight. 
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16. ABRAHAM LINCOLN | 1861-1865 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I turn, then, and look to the American people and to that God who has never forsaken them.” 

Address to the Ohio Legislature on February 13, 1861 (CWAL IV: 204) 

“And having thus chosen our course, without guile, and with pure purpose, let us renew our 

trust in God, and go forward without fear, and with manly hearts.” 

Message to Congress in Special Session on July 4, 1861 (CWAL IV:441) 

 

“And while it has not pleased the Almighty to bless us with a return of peace, we can but press 

on, guided by the best light He gives, trusting that in His own good time, and wise way, all will 

yet be well.” 

Annual Message to Congress on December 1, 1862 (CWAL V:518) 

 

Abraham Lincoln warned the South in his first Inaugural Address, “In your hands, my dissatisfied  
fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war. The government will not 
assail you....You have no oath registered in Heaven to destroy the government, while I shall have 
the most solemn one to ‘Preserve, protect and defend’ it.” 

Lincoln considered secession to be illegal, and was willing to use force to defend federal law and 
the Union. When Confederate batteries fired on Fort Sumter and forced its surrender, he called 
on the states for 75,000 volunteers. Ultimately, eleven southern states joined the Confederacy 
and four remained within the Union as Border States. The Civil War had begun. 

https://www.whitehousehistory.org/bios/abraham-lincoln
http://www.hti.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=lincoln;cc=lincoln;type=simple;rgn=div1;q1=February%2013%2C%201861;view=text;subview=detail;sort=occur;idno=lincoln4;node=lincoln4%3A321
http://www.hti.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=lincoln;cc=lincoln;type=simple;rgn=div1;q1=July%204%2C%201861;view=text;subview=detail;sort=occur;idno=lincoln4;node=lincoln4%3A741
http://www.hti.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=lincoln;cc=lincoln;type=simple;rgn=div1;q1=December%201%2C%201862;view=text;subview=detail;sort=occur;idno=lincoln5;node=lincoln5%3A1126
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Lincoln made extraordinary efforts to attain knowledge while working on a farm, splitting rails for 
fences, and keeping store at New Salem, Illinois. He was a captain in the Black Hawk War, spent 
eight years in the Illinois legislature, and rode the circuit of courts for many years. His law partner 
said of him, “His ambition was a little engine that knew no rest.” He married Mary Todd, and 
they had four boys, only one of whom lived to maturity. 

In 1858, Lincoln ran against Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois for senator. He lost the election, but in 
debating with Douglas he gained a national reputation that won him the Republican nomination 
for president in 1860. 

As president, Lincoln built the Republican Party into a strong national organization and rallied 
most of the northern Democrats to the Union cause. On January 1, 1863, he issued the 
Emancipation Proclamation, declaring that all enslaved people in states that were still in rebellion 
would henceforth be free. While the order did not address slavery’s status in the Border States 
or in southern states already under Union control, the proclamation transformed the meaning of 
the war and turned the Union forces into an army of liberation. It also permitted African 
Americans to enlist, and by the end of the war more than 200,000 black soldiers and sailors 
contributed to this national fight for freedom. 

Lincoln would not let the world forget that the Civil War involved an even larger issue. This he 
stated most movingly in dedicating the military cemetery at Gettysburg: “that we here highly 
resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a 
new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall 
not perish from the earth.” 

Lincoln won reelection in 1864, as Union military triumphs heralded an end to the war. In his 
planning for peace, the president was flexible and generous, encouraging southerners to lay down 
their arms and join speedily in reunion. 

The spirit that guided him was clear in his Second Inaugural Address, now inscribed on one wall 
of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C.: “With malice toward none; with charity for all; 
with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive onto finish the work we 
are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds....” 

On Good Friday, April 14, 1865, Lincoln was assassinated at Ford’s Theatre in Washington by John 
Wilkes Booth, an actor, who somehow thought he was helping his beloved South. Lincoln died 
the following morning at Petersen House, and with his death went the possibility of peace with 
magnanimity. His remains were brought to the White House, and a funeral service was held in 
the East Room for the slain president. 
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The Gettysburg Address 

 

(Delivered at the dedication of the Soldiers' National Cemetery at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.) 

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth,  

on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty,  

and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. 

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation,  

or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.  

We are met on a great battle-field of that war.  

We have come to dedicate a portion of that field,  

as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live.  

It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. 

But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot hallow,  

this ground.  

The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it,  

far above our poor power to add or detract.  

The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here,  

but it can never forget what they did here.  

It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who 

fought here have thus far so nobly advanced.  

It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us,  

that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave 

the last full measure of devotion, that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have 

died in vain—that this nation, under God,  

shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people,  

by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth. 

Abraham Lincoln November 19, 1863. 
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The Emancipation Proclamation 

 

By the President of the United States of America: 

 

A Proclamation. 

 

Whereas, on the twenty-second day of September, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight 

hundred and sixty-two, a proclamation was issued by the President of the United States, 
containing, among other things, the following, to wit: 

 

"That on the first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-
three, all persons held as slaves within any State or designated part of a State, the people 

whereof shall then be in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thenceforward, and 

forever free; and the Executive Government of the United States, including the military and 
naval authority thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of such persons, and will do 

no act or acts to repress such persons, or any of them, in any efforts they may make for their 
actual freedom. 

 

"That the Executive will, on the first day of January aforesaid, by proclamation, designate the 

States and parts of States, if any, in which the people thereof, respectively, shall then be in 

rebellion against the United States; and the fact that any State, or the people thereof, shall on 
that day be, in good faith, represented in the Congress of the United States by members chosen 

thereto at elections wherein a majority of the qualified voters of such State shall have 

participated, shall, in the absence of strong countervailing testimony, be deemed conclusive 
evidence that such State, and the people thereof, are not then in rebellion against the United 
States." 

 

Now, therefore I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, by virtue of the power in me 
vested as Commander-in-Chief, of the Army and Navy of the United States in time of actual 

armed rebellion against the authority and government of the United States, and as a fit and 

necessary war measure for suppressing said rebellion, do, on this first day of January, in the 
year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, and in accordance with my 

purpose so to do publicly proclaimed for the full period of one hundred days, from the day first 

above mentioned, order and designate as the States and parts of States wherein the people 
thereof respectively, are this day in rebellion against the United States, the following, to wit: 
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Arkansas, Texas, Louisiana, (except the Parishes of St. Bernard, Plaquemines, Jefferson, St. 
John, St. Charles, St. James Ascension, Assumption, Terrebonne, Lafourche, St. Mary, St. 

Martin, and Orleans, including the City of New Orleans) Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, 

South Carolina, North Carolina, and Virginia, (except the forty-eight counties designated as 
West Virginia, and also the counties of Berkley, Accomac, Northampton, Elizabeth City, York, 

Princess Ann, and Norfolk, including the cities of Norfolk and Portsmouth[)], and which 
excepted parts, are for the present, left precisely as if this proclamation were not issued. 

 

And by virtue of the power, and for the purpose aforesaid, I do order and declare that all 

persons held as slaves within said designated States, and parts of States, are, and 

henceforward shall be free; and that the Executive government of the United States, including 

the military and naval authorities thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of said 
persons. 

 

And I hereby enjoin upon the people so declared to be free to abstain from all violence, unless 

in necessary self-defense; and I recommend to them that, in all cases when allowed, they labor 
faithfully for reasonable wages. 

 

And I further declare and make known, that such persons of suitable condition, will be received 

into the armed service of the United States to garrison forts, positions, stations, and other 

places, and to man vessels of all sorts in said service. 

 

And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice, warranted by the Constitution, 

upon military necessity, I invoke the considerate judgment of mankind, and the gracious favor 
of Almighty God. 

 

In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand and caused the seal of the United States to be 
affixed. 

 

Done at the City of Washington, this first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand 

eight hundred and sixty-three, and of the Independence of the United States of America the 
eighty-seventh. 

By the President: ABRAHAM LINCOLN 
WILLIAM H. SEWARD, Secretary of State. 
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