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Introduction

On the rainy morning of Sunday, October 26, 1862, President Abraham Lincoln was visited at the Executive Mansion by a small delegation of the Religious Society of Friends. In the past, he had entertained many similar interviews from religious groups, who came to offer political advice under the guise of divine authority. Occasionally, a minister even had the presumption to request an appointment. Although Lincoln was compelled to endure such meetings, he detested them. On the other hand, he had infinite patience for those who called on a genuinely spiritual mission. Such was the case with four Quakers—Eliza P. Gurney, John M. Whitall, Hannah B. Mott, and James Carey—who were deeply affected by the trials of the Civil War and felt a special sympathy for the president in his position of overwhelming responsibility.

Gurney, a Quaker minister and the widow of a prominent English banker and philanthropist, assured Lincoln that it was “not from any motive of idle curiosity” that she and the others had requested the interview. Nor did the delegation seek any political favor, like other Friends who had earlier lobbied him and the War Department for leniency in dealing with Quaker conscientious objectors or the emancipation of the slaves. Instead, Gurney emphasized the delegation’s “near sympathy” for the president in the “heavy weight of responsibility that rested upon him.” Quoting from 1 Peter 4:12, the Quaker minister evoked the “fiery trail” experienced by the early Christians who were facing persecution for their faith. She compared Lincoln’s circumstances to “God’s chosen people,” recognizing the “trials and persecutions” he would have to confront because of his recent decision to emancipate the slaves. Gurney urged him to “commit his way unto the Lord by prayer” whenever those trials emerged. If he did so, she believed that “the peace of God” would “keep the president in heart and mind.”1

Lincoln, relieved that the delegation had not come to seek any favor, was charmed by the innocence and genuine sympathy of the Quakeress. Gurney knelt and offered a prayer “that light and wisdom might be shed down from on high, to guide our President,” before the group settled into a silent meditative worship.2 Whitall later noted that he would never forget the “deep solemnity, the almost awful silence [that] reigned within that room,” or the “tears running down the cheeks of our honored President as E. P. Gurney solemnly addressed him.” When the members of the delegation rose to go, Lincoln, profoundly affected by the meeting, encouraged the four Friends to stay longer than the 15 minutes scheduled for their visit. But Gurney declined, noting that the president had too many other responsibilities. Taking her hand, Lincoln, with unusual warmth, confided, “I am glad of this interview.”3

Afterward, the president, who was usually guarded about his innermost thoughts, wrote a remarkably candid letter to Gurney. After thanking her for her “sympathy and prayer,” Lincoln recalled Gurney’s sermon and the invocation of Peter’s letter to the early Christians. “We are indeed going through a great trial—a fiery trial,” he wrote, wedding his own trial with that of the divided Union. It was a metaphor he would return to time and again for the remainder of his presidency. At the same time, the president was hopeful. Confessing his belief that he was an “instrument in the hands of the heavenly Father,” Lincoln expressed a desire that his “words and actions may be in accordance with His will.” But he did not succumb to the arrogance of most wartime leaders who believed that their cause was favored by the Almighty. Instead, the president reasoned that if his “efforts failed after endeavoring to do my best with the light which He affords me, then I must believe that, for some purpose unknown to me, He wills it otherwise.” To underscore the point, Lincoln concluded with a statement that reflected his humility and a genuine desire to submit to the divine will. “If I had had my way, this war would never have been; but, nevertheless, it came,” he wrote. “If I had had my way, the war would have ended before this; but, nevertheless, it still continues. We must conclude that He permits it for some wise purpose, though we may not be able to comprehend it; for we cannot but believe that He who made the world still governs it.”4

After receiving the letter, Gurney must have been struck by the president’s spirituality, which bore a striking resemblance to Quaker thought. His reference to a divine “light,” for example, resonated with the Friends’ fundamental belief that there is a presence of the Almighty in all people and that such an “inner light” provided ongoing revelation of His will. To be sure, Gurney was an evangelical Friend who emphasized the primary role of the Bible in the revelation of new truth. The sermon she delivered to Lincoln on 1 Peter and the “fiery trail” of those who are experiencing persecution reinforced that fact. But she did not totally discount the influence or necessity of the Holy Spirit. Instead, Gurney saw the two as separate influences: Scripture revealed God’s will, and the Holy Spirit (Inner Light) acted as a guide for the correct reading of the Bible.5 At the same time, Gurney, like most Quakers, shared Lincoln’s perception that God’s will was the ultimate factor in determining human affairs. The president, revealing a clear understanding of human fallibility, acknowledged the omnipotence of the Almighty by deferring to “His will” and His “wise purpose,” though he himself “may not be able to comprehend it.” This strong sense of spirituality determined his course of action. That Gurney understood and appreciated such a decision-making process would endear her to the president, who encouraged a correspondence.6 “Many times, since I was privileged to have an interview with thee, nearly a year ago, my mind has turned towards thee with feelings of sincere and Christian interest,” she wrote to Lincoln on August 8, 1863, assuring him of her “continued hearty sympathy in all thy heavy burdens and responsibilities.” She also confirmed the president’s belief that “the Almighty did design to make thee instrumental in accomplishing His will when he appointed thee thy present post of vast responsibility, as the Chief Magistrate” and concluded with a prayer that “the Almighty . . . may strengthen thee to accomplish all the blessed purposes” that He intended.7

Lincoln, burdened with the prosecution of the war as well as a reelection campaign, did not respond until September 4, 1864. But his reassurance that he had “not forgotten” her visit to the White House and the rare personal tone of the letter suggests that the president was genuinely moved by Gurney and her sincere effort to serve him in a time of terrible personal anguish:


I have not forgotten—probably never shall forget—the very impressive occasion when yourself and friends visited me on a Sabbath forenoon two years ago. Nor has your kind letter, written nearly a year later, ever been forgotten. In all, it has been your purpose to strengthen my reliance on God. I am much indebted to the good Christian people of the country for their constant prayers and consolations; and to no one of them, more than to yourself. The purposes of the Almighty are perfect, and must prevail, though we erring mortals may fail to accurately perceive them in advance. Your people—the Friends—have had and are having a very great trial. On principle, and faith, opposed to both war and oppression, they can only practically oppose oppression by war. In this hard dilemma some have chosen one horn and some the other. For those appealing to me on conscientious grounds, I have done, and shall do, the best I could and can, in my own conscience, under my oath to the law. That you believe this, I doubt not; and, believing it, I shall still receive, for our country and myself, your earnest prayers to our Father in Heaven.

Your sincere friend,

Abraham Lincoln8



What’s most revealing about Lincoln’s letter, however, is his depth of understanding of and compassion for the Quaker dilemma created by the Civil War. Indeed, the conflict presented the Society of Friends with a “trial of principle and faith.”

While most Quakers were not active in the abolitionist movement, they were opposed to chattel slavery on moral principle. Their opposition stemmed from the Society of Friends’ social testimony on the spiritual equality of all human beings, regardless of race. Most Quakers considered slavery an evil that denigrated all, as well as the cause of the war, which was God’s punishment.9 Accordingly, individual Friends sought to abolish slavery in a variety of ways. Some appealed to the moral conscience of those who held slaves and refused to purchase goods procured by slave labor. Others established antislavery organizations, like the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society, which raised funds for the cause and elevated public awareness through the publication of newspapers and pamphlets. Still others lobbied the state and federal governments to adopt antislavery legislation. At the same time, Quakers did not always agree on the best approach to abolitionism. There were those who advocated gradual emancipation followed by the relocation, or colonization, of former slaves in Africa. There were others who demanded immediate emancipation and the amalgamation, or complete integration, of former slaves into white mainstream society. Naturally, there were also those who held positions that ran the gamut between these two extremes.10 Among the more controversial Friends were those who violated federal law by participating in the Underground Railroad, a clandestine network of abolitionists who channeled runaway slaves from the border states to freedom in Canada. These Quakers firmly believed that God’s law superseded civil law, which required every citizen to aid in the recapture of runaway slaves or face a fine and/or imprisonment.11 Thus, Quakers formed a significant part of the abolitionist minority that elected Lincoln to the presidency in 1860, expecting that he would further the antislavery cause. When Lincoln, in 1863, wedded the cause of emancipation to preserving the Union as an inextricable objective of the war, Quakers struggled mightily with the combative means to achieve such highly desired objectives.

If human equality was a highly valued moral principle with strong theological implications, pacifism was a fundamental article of the Quaker faith. Friends had opposed the violent resolution of conflict since their founding in the mid-seventeenth century. Any violation of the historic Peace Testimony, whether through the individual’s involvement in the military or by paying taxes levied purely for the purpose of war, was cause for disownment from the Society of Friends throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.12 But Quaker meetings became more willing to labor with those members who deviated from the Peace Testimony during the Civil War because of the very dilemma Lincoln had articulated, namely, that to abolish slavery meant going to war. Many young Quakers enlisted in the Union army. After Congress passed the first Conscription Act in 1863, Lincoln, as promised, pardoned those young Friends who appealed for a religious exemption, but many were still arrested and imprisoned for refusing to serve. A second draft act, passed at the urging of Friends in 1864, exempted religious objectors from military service, provided they did medical work, assisted with recently freed slaves, or paid $300 to be used for the welfare of the freedmen. But many yearly meetings along the East Coast did not approve of alternative service or paying an exemption for military duty, insisting that the commitment to the Peace Testimony be absolute.13

Confronted with such a trial of principle and faith, mid-nineteenth-century Quakers wrestled to find an approach that would further the cause of emancipation without deviating from their historic Peace Testimony. Many directed their attention to nursing and aiding the recently freed slaves who congregated behind Union lines. Working with freedmen’s aid associations, Quakers were among the most active groups in freedmen’s relief. Some Friends raised money for their food and shelter, collected clothing, and sent generous contributions to give the former slaves a start in free society. Others traveled south to establish schools for the religious and educational instruction of the freedmen and their children.14 Promoting the cause of emancipation first as active abolitionists and later by working for the relief of freedmen, individual Quakers sought to resolve the peculiar trial presented by the war. Together with the Society of Friends’ ongoing appeal for military exemption and expressions of sympathy for Lincoln’s own spiritual welfare, these efforts allowed Quakers to exercise a profound effect on the manner in which the president prosecuted the Civil War.

To be sure, Lincoln, as president, was influenced by many groups, and it is impossible to determine the precise nature of the Quaker impact on his wartime policies. However, the president was no stranger to the Society of Friends and had great sympathy for as well as a genuine interest in their faith and practice. He was acutely aware of his own Quaker ancestry, noting in his 1860 campaign biography that his “family were originally Quakers, though in later times they have fallen away from the peculiar habits of that people.”15 This knowledge may have inspired him to adopt some of their peculiar practices. Lincoln exhibited many Quaker traits in his own lifestyle such as refusing to swear oaths, pretend affection, or remove his hat in deference to people in positions of authority. He also demonstrated a preference for simplicity—another quality associated with early Quakers—by dressing in plain black-and-white clothing; writing speeches, addresses, and letters noted for their austerity and brevity; and shunning the use of titles for people, including himself. “Call me Lincoln,” he requested, “not Mr. President.”16 Just as appealing to him was the nondoctrinal character of the Quaker faith.

Lincoln did not embrace formal religion. Although he often attended religious services, he rejected his parents’ Baptist faith and never claimed membership in a religious denomination. Nor did he accept any definite creed.17 As a result, there are those like William Herndon, Lincoln’s law partner and early biographer, who considered him an “infidel.”18 Other, more recent historians, like Richard Carwardine and Eric Foner, view Lincoln as a “Christian without a creed,” a man of deep faith but one who relied on intellect, “applying the same sort of reasoning to the problems of theology that he applied to the problems of the law.”19 Still other scholars, such as Allen Guelzo, Harold Holzer, and Stephen Mansfield, see Lincoln as a “skeptic” with a “darkly Calvinist twist.” According to this argument, Lincoln tended to rely on reason and personal intellect rather than religious doctrine in his decision-making process until faced with a crisis, when he yielded to the same “backdrop of necessity, providence and predestination” of a Calvinist worldview. Though he was not a Christian in a technical sense, Lincoln evolved during his presidency from a skeptic who used biblical language as rhetoric to curry favor with the voters to a spiritually devout leader who relied on a sustained personal encounter with God to help him overcome the death of a son and to make the difficult decisions on prosecuting the war and Emancipation.20

While Lincoln did not necessarily accept the lessons of Calvinism or the Bible, there is at least one that he valued—the “doctrine of necessity,” or the belief that the actions of any individual were predetermined and shaped by the unknowable wishes of a higher power.21 During the course of his presidency, Lincoln became more firmly convinced that behind all of his own struggles and the Union defeats there was a divine purpose at work. This is what he meant when he wrote to Gurney that he believed that he was an “instrument in the hands of the heavenly Father” and hoped that his “words and actions [as president] may be in accordance with His will.” It was almost always through this lens of providential necessity that Lincoln assessed the meaning of the Civil War. The doctrine of necessity, as well as Lincoln’s rejection of creeds, reflected a distinctively Quaker tone in his spirituality, factors that led to the publication of two works on Lincoln and the Quakers. In his 1973 book Abraham Lincoln: Theologian of American Anguish, D. Elton Trueblood identified the similarities between Quaker thought and Lincoln’s religious beliefs and suggested an ongoing relationship between the Society of Friends and the president during the Civil War.22 Daniel E. Bassuk followed Trueblood’s work with the publication, in 1987, of a pamphlet titled Abraham Lincoln and the Quakers. It is a brief collection of primary and secondary source excerpts of Lincoln’s relationship with the Society of Friends offering compelling evidence of a reciprocal influence between the two.23 The works of Trueblood and Bassuk inspired me to do my own study of Lincoln’s Quaker connection.

Abraham Lincoln, the Quakers, and the Civil War: “A Trial of Principle and Faith” explores Lincoln’s relationship with the Religious Society of Friends during the years of his presidency, 1861 to 1865. It argues that Lincoln and the Quakers faced a similar dilemma during the Civil War—how to achieve the desired goal of emancipation without extending the bloodshed and physical and emotional hardship of war—and that they supported each other throughout the conflict in seeking a resolution to the dilemma. The argument focuses on Lincoln’s evolution in thinking about and his treatment of the institution of slavery during his four years as president. What began as a matter of political expedience (i.e., honoring his constitutional obligation as president to preserve and protect slavery in those areas of the nation where it already existed in order to secure the loyalty of the border states) ended as a moral and spiritual imperative to abolish the peculiar institution altogether. Throughout Lincoln’s presidency, the Society of Friends, individually and collectively, encouraged the process by lobbying the president and the federal government for emancipation and amnesty for conscientious objectors among their members and by offering their spiritual support and guidance to him. In the process, Lincoln and the Quakers gained mutual respect for each other and, with Emancipation and the end of the war, a resolution of their common dilemma.

Although the true Lincoln can never be known, just as the precise influence of any group on his thinking can never be determined, there is a small but compelling body of primary source documents that suggests a strong kindred bond between the president and Friends. To be sure, Lincoln kept no diary and wrote few personal letters. Most of his papers consist of speeches and wartime directives. Of the 18,350 papers that compose the eight volumes of his collected works, however, there are 12 papers sent to Lincoln by English and American Quakers and another half dozen papers sent to Quakers by the president. These include personal correspondence and appeals from monthly and yearly meetings on both sides of the Atlantic.24 In addition, there are another dozen or so journal entries, reminiscences, and memorials by Friends who had dealings with the president.25 These papers underscore the basis of the book’s thesis and present a never-before-told story about our nation’s greatest president and his relationship with one of its most respected humanitarian and religious groups.


Chapter 1

Antislavery Kinship, 1861

On the evening of February 21, 1861, Abraham Lincoln, en route from Springfield, Illinois, to Washington, D.C., arrived in Philadelphia. It was just his second visit to the City of Brotherly Love, and Lincoln, a great admirer of the founding fathers, wanted to see Independence Hall, where the Declaration of Independence was adopted and signed. His personal political credo had been formulated on the principles of the Declaration, and now, as the country moved hopelessly toward civil war, the president-elect was seeking inspiration for the difficult circumstances that confronted him.1

Two months earlier, on December 20, 1860, South Carolina seceded from the Union. The legality of secession, the doctrine of state’s rights, and the institution of black slavery were issues of debate in the United States for decades. Slavery had been the backbone of the South’s economy for nearly two centuries, and the states felt that the Northern plan to abolish their peculiar institution infringed on their rights to govern themselves, as it was not a power explicitly awarded to the federal government in the Constitution. Time after time the South had forced political compromises by threatening to dissolve the Union, but by 1860 many Northern politicians had come to view the threat as a bluff and had grown tired of compromising over slavery. The election of Lincoln, who ran on an antislavery platform, proved to be the final straw. In January, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana also seceded, followed by Texas on February 1.2

On Capitol Hill, many felt that Lincoln, a prairie lawyer chosen by a minority of the popular vote, was ill-equipped to hold the nation together. His detractors believed that he had stolen the election through cunning and luck. Only by shrewd manipulation of the slavery issue was Lincoln able to secure the Republican nomination. Instead of alienating the competing factions within the party, Lincoln united radicals, moderates, and conservatives by conceding that the South had a constitutional right to preserve slavery where it already existed while also demanding that Congress prohibit the extension of the peculiar institution.3 The same reasoning allowed Lincoln to win a clear majority of electoral votes in the general election, while the Democrats, divided over the slavery issue, split their vote between Northern and Southern candidates. Now there were concerns that he lacked the will and purpose to lead the nation in the face of a mounting crisis.4

Lincoln’s reverence for the nation’s founding was intimately bound to his vision for its future, a point he made clear on February 22, when he delivered a brief address at Independence Hall. Arriving at 7:00 a.m., the president-elect was ushered into the east wing chamber where the Declaration had been signed 85 years earlier. In reply to welcoming remarks by Theodore L. Cuyler, president of the Select Council of Philadelphia, Lincoln made an extemporaneous speech, admitting that he was “filled with deep emotion” as he stood on the same site as the founders. Speaking of his strong reverence for the Declaration, he admitted that he had “never had a feeling politically that did not spring from the sentiments embodied in the [document], which gave liberty, not alone to the people of this great country, but hope to the world for all future time.” Then, addressing the impending crisis, Lincoln added, “If this country cannot be saved without giving up that principle—I would rather be assassinated on this spot than to surrender to it.” “It is the only principle,” he resolved, “that I am willing to live by, and, in the pleasure of Almighty God die by.”5

Lincoln’s fierce determination to sacrifice his life in order to preserve the Union might have been intended to put the South on notice that he refused to buckle under the threat of assassination. The night before, Allan Pinkerton, the head of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, informed the president-elect of an assassination plot to be carried out at Baltimore, a strongly pro-Southern city with an infamous reputation for street violence. Pinkerton urged Lincoln to leave Philadelphia immediately, passing through Baltimore on a midnight train before the conspirators learned of the change of plans. Lincoln refused to alter his schedule, however, insisting on making the visit to Independence Hall and traveling to Harrisburg later in the day to address the Pennsylvania legislature.6 What is certain is that the president-elect’s unshakable commitment to “liberty, not alone to the people of this great country, but hope to the world for all future time” underscored his reverence for the Declaration as well as his determination to preserve its principles regardless of the costs.

Lincoln rejected the popular notion that the rights of liberty and the pursuit of happiness were confined to the white race. While he understood that the founding fathers employed the rhetoric of universal liberty to justify American independence from Great Britain and that they did not advocate either equality of condition or equal opportunity for the back race, Lincoln, throughout his political career, routinely invoked the Declaration to defend his antislavery beliefs.7 He had always been morally opposed to slavery. His first encounter with the peculiar institution came in 1828, when at age 19 he sailed a cargo of produce down the Mississippi River to New Orleans, where he witnessed the physical brutality of slave markets, a scene that remained a “continual torment” to him.8 A decade later, he was one of only two representatives in the Illinois state legislature to take a stand against slavery, calling it a “monstrous injustice.”9 During his single term in the U.S. House of Representative in 1847–1849, Lincoln supported such antislavery measures as the Wilmot Proviso, which excluded slavery from the territory acquired through the Mexican War. Having been exposed to the horrors of Washington’s slave auctions, he also introduced an unsuccessful bill that would forever outlaw slavery in the nation’s capital.10 Of the 175 speeches Lincoln delivered between 1854 and 1860, virtually all addressed his antislavery sentiments.11 But his most articulate moral objection to the institution came on October 16, 1854, at Peoria, Illinois, when he addressed the Kansas–Nebraska Act. Ignoring the economic issues that had previously defined his career as a Whig politician devoted to internal improvements, Lincoln focused on slavery as a political and moral evil. Politically, he argued that the Kansas–Nebraska Act violated the founding fathers’ intent to restrict the spread of slavery, leading to its eventual demise. Then, he moved seamlessly to a strong moral condemnation to the institution itself. “I cannot but hate the spread of slavery . . . . because of the monstrous injustice of slavery,” he declared. “I hate [slavery] because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world and enables the enemies of free institutions—with plausibility—to taunt us as hypocrites because it forces so many really good men amongst ourselves into an open war with the very fundamental principles of the Declaration of Independence, insisting that there is no right principle of action but self-interest.”12

Essentially, Lincoln’s position on slavery as a moral wrong and his desire to prevent its extension were well known by 1861, when he assumed the presidency. What was not clear was his solution to the problem. He had often given serious consideration to gradual emancipation accompanied by colonization, or relocating the freedmen to Liberia on the coast of West Africa. Such a policy was consistent with his beliefs on the social and political inferiority of the black race, but it represented a middle ground in the spectrum of Northern antislavery opinion. At one extreme were radical abolitionists, who demanded immediate emancipation and equal citizenship for black slaves. Some were Radical Republicans, largely located in New England, upstate New York, and the upper Midwest. Among them were Senators Salmon Chase of Ohio and William Seward of New York, both of whom had challenged Lincoln for the Republican nomination and would soon be appointed to the executive cabinet. Others worked outside the political system, violating federal law by participating as agents of the Underground Railroad, the clandestine network of safe houses where fugitive slaves sought refuge en route to freedom. Underground Railroad agents resided throughout the North, but were concentrated in the Mid-Atlantic states of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York; the border states of Maryland and Delaware; and the Midwestern states of Ohio and Indiana, all of which served as destination points for runaway slaves. At the other end of the antislavery spectrum were the conservatives, mostly former Whigs who opposed the expansion of slavery because it would retard the nation’s economic development. But they refused to act on their antislavery convictions, fearing that to do so would endanger the Union.13 Quakers, among the most active abolitionists, could be found on every conceivable level of the antislavery spectrum.

II

The Religious Society of Friends was a pioneer in the antislavery movement. Inspired by a theological belief of the presence of a divine spark, Quakers reasoned that if God made His presence available to each person, then, in His eyes, all human beings were of equal value regardless of race, sex, or creed. This so-called “Inner Light” doctrine and a concomitant testimony on human equality placed Friends well ahead of other American churches in acknowledging the evils of slavery. As early as 1688, a small group of Quakers in Germantown, near Philadelphia, challenged the institution by urging slaveholders in their church to “stand against” the practice of “bring[ing] men [to this country], or to rob and sell them against their will.”14 The Society of Friends, however, could not bring itself to a complete realization of the testimony, especially when many prominent Philadelphia Quakers themselves owned slaves or participated in the slave trade. Consequently, individual members served to plant the seed for abolitionism within the Society of Friends.

There was Benjamin Lay, an eccentric hunched-back dwarf, whose sensationalist behavior confronted Friends with the inconsistency between slaveholding and the Society’s testimony on equality. In one of his most shocking demonstrations, Lay, in 1738, went before Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, the body that set the policy for the Quaker meetings of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware, and plunged a sword into a hollowed-out Bible containing a bladder of red pokeberry juice. Splattering those seated nearby with “blood,” Lay accused the slaveholding Quakers of hypocrisy.15 Lay represented the most radical impulse of Quaker abolitionism, one that placed a single-minded commitment to eradicating slavery at any cost above the practical necessity of achieving that cause through society’s established institutions. Such a radical impulse could also be found among those nineteenth-century Friends who participated in the Underground Railroad. A less impassioned but every bit as passionate Quaker abolitionist was John Woolman, whose work, Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes (1754), aroused the moral conscience of Philadelphia Yearly Meeting. Appealing to the Christian sympathies of his readers, Woolman reminded them that slavery was a “contradiction to true religion itself,” but that one should “exercise loving-kindness towards all men,” including the slaveholder, in order to enjoy the “blessing of God.”16 By focusing on the temporal as well as spiritual welfare of the slaveholder, rather than the demoralization of the slave, Woolman made abolitionism the catalyst of a spiritual reformation among Friends. That reformation emphasized the need of Philadelphia Yearly Meeting to distance itself from worldly practices and to purify the church by requiring all members to return to a primitive simplicity in behavior and lifestyle.

Thus, Friends became more insistent that their children not mix with non-Quakers at school, preferring a more guarded education. Marriage outside the Society of Friends was discouraged and often resulted in disownment. Members were strenuously urged to rid themselves of “vain customs of the world” such as wearing ostentatious clothing and participating in music, theater, and art. Quakers also placed a greater emphasis on their historic Peace Testimony. Unable to reconcile their pacifist convictions with their public responsibility to defend the frontier during the French–Indian War, Friends resigned en mass from the Pennsylvania government. Swift and sometimes severe disciplinary action was taken against wayward members who deviated from Quaker practice.17 Abolitionism was a fundamental objective of this spiritual reformation, but one that was not easily achieved.

In 1754, Philadelphia Yearly Meeting declared its “uneasiness and disunity with the importation and purchasing of Negro and other slaves,” stating that these practices were “not consistent with both Christianity and common justice.” Rather than disown those Friends who engaged in the slave trade, the yearly meeting urged them to “make the case of the Africans [their] own, and consider what [they] should think . . . . and feel, were [they] in their circumstances.”18 Four years later, the yearly meeting directed its constituent monthly meetings to “eliminate from membership all those who continued to buy or sell slaves and, through visiting committees, to persuade owners to free the black slaves they already owned.”19 However, enforcement of the 1758 discipline varied widely among the Quaker monthly meetings of southeastern Pennsylvania, ranging the spectrum from disownment to lenient treatment for those who claimed ignorance of the change in discipline and promised to treat their slaves well in the future.20

The antislavery example pioneered in Philadelphia Yearly Meeting quickly spread to other yearly meetings in colonial America. But the final step of disowning from membership those Friends who refused to free their slaves did not come to fruition until the American Revolution. That decision was closely tied to the Quaker refusal to support a war-born government and the persecution Friends suffered at the hands of American patriots. Suspected of loyalty to the British government, Friends who refused to fight, swear oaths of allegiance, or pay war taxes experienced the confiscation or destruction of their property by patriot neighbors and the forcible requisition of supplies from their households by the Continental army.21 To prove their allegiance to and influence events in the fledgling United States, Quakers expanded their involvement in humanitarian reform, and no reform held more importance than abolitionism.22 Between 1776 and 1784, every Quaker yearly meeting in North America adopted the discipline of disownment for slaveholding among members.23 What had begun a century earlier as a moral protest by a small group of Quakers within Philadelphia Yearly Meeting had become a matter of spiritual integrity for the Society of Friends itself. Once this decisive step was taken, however, abolitionism was not as pressing a concern for the Society of Friends as it had been earlier. It was clear that the American yearly meetings viewed slavery as a moral and spiritual evil that had now been purged from the church. Having achieved that goal, the Society of Friends, as a religious body, did not feel compelled to accept blacks into church membership or to involve themselves in a larger campaign to abolish slavery. In fact, a strong fear of miscegenation resulted in subtle forms of discrimination within the Society of Friends well into the mid-nineteenth century. Quakers on the East Coast, for example, welcomed African Americans to attend worship services, but they were required to sit in special sections reserved for them, and only a tiny number were received into formal membership.24 Instead, individual Friends assumed the responsibility of shifting the antislavery campaign to the larger, non-Quaker society. Even after the Society of Friends experienced a series of theological schisms in the first half of the nineteenth century, individual Quakers, regardless of dogma, continued to participate in the antislavery crusade.

The first and arguably the most serious schism in American Quakerism occurred during 1827–1828 when Friends came under the growing influence of the Methodists and other evangelical groups. Younger and more progressive-thinking Friends, often living in large cities, were affected by the new and vibrant evangelical movement. They accused the elder members of the Society of undervaluing Jesus Christ and the Bible, which was, for them, the authoritative source of knowledge about Jesus. These evangelically oriented Friends argued that no one could be saved without the blood of Christ, who was equal with God, a person in the Trinity, born of the Virgin Mary and without sin. While they did not stress an emotional conversion experience like other evangelical groups, the young Friends did emphasize the virgin birth, scriptural inerrancy, the Trinity, a physical resurrection, and a strong belief in heaven and hell.25 As these Friends gained influence in their yearly meetings, they pressed for changes in religious discipline that complemented evangelical thought. For example, in 1806, Philadelphia Yearly Meeting revised its discipline and introduced for the first time an article making it a cause for disownment to “deny the divinity of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, the immediate revelation of the Holy Spirit, or the authenticity of the Scriptures.”26 This shift in discipline led some Quakers to leave the Society of Friends and join other, more evangelical denominations, and others to resist the new ideas.

During the next two decades, their frustrations coalesced around the ministry of Elias Hicks, a traveling Quaker minister from Long Island, New York, who championed a more spiritualistic and less dogmatic approach. Although Hicks accepted the truth of scripture, the divinity of Christ, and the resurrection, he emphasized the Inner Light, or indwelling Christ, was the unerring source of divine revelation. Tensions between urban and rural Friends, issues of control, and personality conflicts compounded the difficulties. Matters came to a head in 1827 when Philadelphia Yearly Meeting split into two yearly meetings. One group, the “Hicksites,” followed the beliefs of Elias Hicks and retained the majority of members in Philadelphia Quakerdom. The other yearly meeting was established by the “Orthodox,” the minority who embraced evangelical thought. Each faction consolidated its control of meeting houses, schools, graveyards, and trust funds. The following year, New York and Baltimore yearly meetings split with the Hicksites enjoying the numerical majority in both meetings. In the Midwest, Ohio Yearly Meeting split roughly in half between the opposing factions, and Indiana Yearly Meeting became Orthodox after a small number of Hicksites separated from it.27

Between 1830 and 1860, the evangelical movement became stronger in the United States, and Orthodox Friends felt pressured to conform to its principles. Joseph John Gurney, an evangelical from a prominent family of British Quakers, came to the United States in the 1840s to strengthen evangelical thought among Orthodox Friends. Gurney’s theology appealed to the authority of the Bible and to the human need for atonement. But he did not deny the importance of such Hicksite beliefs as silent worship, plain speech and dress, and pacifism. Nor did he deny the significance of the Inner Light, only that the Bible was the primary source of revelation. He also favored working closely with other Christian groups in such humanitarian reforms as abolitionism.28 However, Gurney’s ministry served to divide Orthodox Friends. The conflict, known as the “Wilburite–Gurneyite controversy,” pitted the followers of John Wilbur, a New England Friend who defended the authority of the Holy Spirit as primary and worked to prevent what he saw as the dilution of the Friends’ tradition of Spirit-led ministry, against those of Gurney. To that end, Wilbur traveled across the Midwest and East Coast, going from meeting to meeting to oppose Gurney’s views.

The Wilburite-Gurneyite controversy had the most damaging effect on Indiana Yearly Meeting, resulting in a schism among Orthodox Quakers in the early 1840s. Levi Coffin, the state’s most prominent Underground Railroad agent, and two other leading abolitionists, Walter Edgerton and Charles Osborn, led a group of radicals who advocated immediate emancipation against the more conservative Indiana Yearly Meeting, which advocated gradualism and discouraged members from joining with non-Quakers in their antislavery activities. The yearly meeting responded to the growing controversy by closing its meetinghouses in 1841 to antislavery lecturers, while the radicals continued to hold joint abolitionist meetings with non-Quakers. Matters came to a head in October 1842 when Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky appeared before Indiana Yearly Meeting at Richmond. Clay, a slaveholder who advocated gradual emancipation followed by colonization, was campaigning for the Whig Party in the congressional elections. While he was received warmly by the conservative Friends, the radicals presented him with a petition urging that he could at least free his own slaves. Clay, noticeably angered, was whisked away by Elijah Coffin, Levi’s cousin and the clerk of the yearly meeting. When the dust settled, the Coffins, Osborn, Edgerton, and some 2,000 radicals had established their own Indiana Yearly Meeting of Anti-Slavery Friends and separated from the main conservative body, which retained a membership of 25,000.29

Quaker historian Thomas Hamm argues that the rhetoric of Indiana Yearly Meeting was an “amalgam of the arguments of both Wilburites and Gurneyites.” The yearly meeting’s leadership believed that the activities of abolitionists like the Coffins, Osborn, and Edgerton “endangered the purity of the Society of Friends by associating with non-Friends who did not wait for the leadings of the Holy Spirit and who were, in some cases, of doubtful religious and moral standing.” The Anti-Slavery Friends “embraced an equally confusing set of ideas.” Like the Gurneyites, they considered it their duty as Quakers to work with anyone who sought to advance the antislavery cause, regardless of their denominational affiliation. At the same time, there were those Anti-Slavery Friends, like Osborn and Edgerton, who embraced Wilburite beliefs accusing the larger body of Indiana Friends of being “corrupted by the wealth and worldliness” condoned by Gurney. They believed it was the responsibility of the Anti-Slavery Friends to “raise a higher standard of discipline, reaffirming the historic Quaker position on slavery and disciplinary issues.” Thus, Hamm argues that the Anti-Slavery Friends were in a “doubly isolated position . . . as abolitionists they repulsed the Wilburites, and as separatists they were anathema to the Gurneyites.”30

The schism between Anti-Slavery Friends and the main body of Indiana Yearly Meeting did not last very long. Many of the yearly meeting’s members sympathized with the abolitionists but were not driven to the necessity of separating from the main body.31 Still their antislavery sympathies as well as a growing animosity within the yearly meeting toward John Wilbur and the desire to avoid further conflict in their religious body led to a reconciliation of the two sides in 1857.32 While the Wilburite–Gurneyite controversy still divided Orthodox Friends in Ohio and Philadelphia yearly meetings, Orthodox Friends in New York, Baltimore, and North Carolina yearly meetings embraced Gurneyite beliefs. Essentially, Orthodox Quakerism was slowly moving toward mainstream evangelical religion in the United States, being driven by common ties in politics and humanitarian reform, especially the abolition of slavery.33 Despite their theological differences, Quakers shared a basic antipathy to slavery, believing that human bondage was a disgrace to the nation and must be abolished. That shared belief transcended theological differences between the Orthodox and Hicksite, Wilburite and Gurneyite, Conservative and Progressive, and even those who were Congregational Friends.34 Thus, doctrine was much less important than the approach used to eradicate human slavery.

Quaker historians Hugh Barbour and Jerry Frost contend that there is a “lack of statistics on numbers of Friends from each branch of Quakerism in each form of program to determine which Friends embraced a particular approach.”35 However, there were significant differences in approach. Some Quaker abolitionists appealed to the moral conscience of slaveholders, and refused to purchase goods procured by slave labor. Many of these were Southern Friends who had been ridiculed for their antislavery beliefs and migrated to the free states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and Iowa. There were those Friends who refused to work with non-Quaker abolitionists in eradicating slavery. Others joined non-Friends in establishing antislavery organizations, such as the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society, which raised funds for the cause and elevated public awareness through the publication of newspapers and pamphlets. Still others lobbied state and federal governments to adopt antislavery legislation. And there were even those Friends who violated federal law by assisting fugitive slaves to escape to freedom on the Underground Railroad.36 There were also differences in the timetable for emancipation advocated by various Quaker abolitionists. There were those who advocated a gradual approach followed by the relocation, or colonization, of former slaves in Africa. There were others who demanded immediate emancipation and the amalgamation, or complete integration, of former slaves into white mainstream society. Naturally, there were also those who held positions that ran the gamut between these two extremes.37 The point is that by the time Lincoln became president in 1861, not every Quaker was active in the antislavery cause, and those who were abolitionists were divided on how to achieve emancipation, not over matters of theology.

Lincoln understood the Friends’ fierce devotion to human equality and pacifism, and he was careful not to alienate his Quaker supporters. On February 22, 1861, when he traveled to Harrisburg to address the Pennsylvania legislature, the president-elect was greeted at the train station by Governor Andrew Curtin and a large crowd. Anticipating their concern about the possibility of civil war, Lincoln acknowledged the “peaceful principles upon which this great Commonwealth was originally settled” and underscored his “praise for those peaceful principles.” “I hope no one of the Friends who originally settled here, or who lived here since that time, or who live here now, has been or is a more devoted lover of peace, harmony and concord than my humble self,” he added. Noting the impressive presence of the Pennsylvania militia in dress uniform, Lincoln complimented the governor on the “finest military array, I think, that I have ever seen.” But he quickly expressed his hope that “their services may never be needed, especially in the shedding of fraternal blood.” “It shall be my endeavor,” he concluded, “to preserve the peace of this country so far as it can possibly be done.”38 He expressed a similar wish to avoid the “shedding of fraternal blood” when he addressed the Pennsylvania General Assembly later that day, assuring them that if war came, it “shall be through no fault of mine.”39 To be sure, Lincoln, by nature, was a peaceful man who shared the Quakers’ desire to prevent war. But he was also a shrewd politician who sought to affirm Pennsylvania’s faith in his leadership. Lincoln was acutely aware of the fact that the Keystone State and its influential Quaker vote had been critical to his success in the 1860 election. Republican leaders were convinced that Pennsylvania would decide the presidential contest and that if the Quakers turned out to vote, “Honest Abe” would win. When large numbers of Friends voted in the state election, which occurred several weeks before the general election, Lincoln’s victory became a certainty. Elated by the outcome, John G. Whittier, a Quaker poet and journalist, penned a spirited campaign song predicting that “Lincoln goes [into the presidency] when the Quakers are out [to vote].”40 Whittier’s words were prophetic.

Quakers joined the Republican Party in droves in 1856.41 Prior to that date, most Friends had been staunch supporters of the Whig Party with its emphasis on free labor and free soil. That political ideology motivated Quakers to migrate from the South to the free states of Ohio and Indiana during the first part of the nineteenth century. Federal land grants made migration an attractive option for Quaker families who hoped to secure enough farmland to pass on to their sons. Property in the west could be purchased for as little as 50 cents to $5.00 an acre. What’s more, Friends from Virginia and the Carolinas had grown frustrated with Southern laws, which forbade the manumission and education of slaves, and were encouraged to relocate “west of the Ohio River where there was no slavery” by traveling Quaker ministers from London, Philadelphia, and New England.42 As a result, Southern Quakerism suffered a dramatic decline between 1800 and 1850. During that span, North Carolina laid down 83 of the 136 meetings that had been established in the state. North Carolina Yearly Meeting issued certificates of removal for 16 families who relocated to Pennsylvania, 294 to Ohio, and 784 to Indiana. In 1804–1805, Wrightsborough Monthly Meeting in Georgia was laid down because 50 families removed to Ohio, and by 1844, Virginia Yearly Meeting had so few members that it merged with Baltimore Yearly Meeting.43 A secondary migration of Quakers from Indiana to Iowa, also motivated by the free soil ideology, occurred in 1835 after the Black Hawk War. Indiana Quakers resettled at Salem in southeastern Iowa and later moved to Oskaloosa in central Iowa and Indianola and Bear Creek in the western part of the state. The growth of Iowa Quakerism was so dramatic that by 1863 a new Iowa Yearly Meeting was established from Indiana Yearly Meeting, just five years after that body had created Western Yearly Meeting for all the monthly meetings south of Indianapolis.44

As the Whig Party yielded to a new Republican Party in the mid-1850s, so too did Quakers shift their partisan allegiance. Friends were at the forefront of Northern ideas of human rights that constituted the core beliefs of the Republican platform, especially a man’s right to work where and how he wanted and to accumulate property in his own name. The extension of slavery was the primary obstacle to the Republican Party’s principles of “free soil, free labor, free men.” By 1860, the Republican vision had become synonymous with the Northern vision of the nation’s future. At issue was whether that vision (based on a modern, more industrial economy and free labor) or the Southern vision (based on a traditional agricultural economy and slavery labor) would take root in the West, whose development would determine the nation’s destiny.45 Since most Quakers were either Northern merchant-entrepreneurs or Western farmers, the Society of Friends had a major stake in the fortunes of the Republican Party and its free soil ideology. By that time, Quaker involvement in abolitionism had intensified with the establishment of Underground Railroad networks emanating from one of three major nerve centers: Philadelphia, Cincinnati, and Newport, Indiana.46 Although Lincoln opposed such illegal methods, he certainly viewed the Society of Friends as an important constituency because of their abolitionist and free soil sentiments.

Lincoln had initially used the rights of Northern free labor as an attack against slavery in his 1858 senatorial campaign against Stephen Douglas, but he later placed a greater emphasis on the free labor ideology to appeal to a broader spectrum of Northerners. Pitting the industrial growth of the North against the economic stagnation of the South, Lincoln attributed the difference to the superiority of free to slave labor. He scoffed at the Democrats’ assumption that “the slave is in a better condition than the hired laborer because he remains a hired laborer.” “There is no such thing as a man who is a hired laborer always remaining in his early condition,” Lincoln declared while stumping in Ohio for Republican candidates in 1859. “Improvement in condition is the great principle for which this government was formed.” But the slaveholders, according to Lincoln, had “taken labor, the common burden of [the human] race, and placed it on the shoulders of [black slaves].” In so doing, they “degraded” their own society, “destroy[ing] hope for self-improvement, which is a more powerful incentive than the rod.” Predictably, Lincoln couched his rhetoric in the context of the Declaration of Independence. He viewed the dual concerns of free labor and abolitionism as inextricably tied to the founders’ emphasis on inalienable rights, specifically the right of every man to pursue his own happiness. “In the exercise of this right,” he declared, “you must have room to grow. Where shall we go to? To those new territories which belong to us, which are God-given for that purpose? Can they make that national advance in their condition if they find the institution of slavery planted there?”47 It was a shrewd argument. By wedding his own antislavery views to the free labor ideology, Lincoln redefined slavery from a moral wrong to a threat to the economic self-interest of white Northerners as well as a threat to the entire nation itself.48 The logic resonated with a broad cross-section of Friends, from the Philadelphia merchant who was concerned about his profits and social advancement, to the New England abolitionist who cared deeply about the immorality of slavery, to the Western farmer who feared the expansion of slavery. Now Lincoln would have to prove to Friends that he possessed the ability, leadership, and resolve to implement their shared vision.

III

Lincoln rose at 5:00 a.m. on March 4, 1861, the morning of the inauguration. The clouds over Washington were heavy with rain, threatening to dampen the enthusiasm of the occasion with showers. A few drops fell occasionally before 8 a.m., but eventually the cloudy skies yielded to bright sunshine. By mid-morning, the weather was cool and bracing but, on the whole, favorable to the momentous event.

Despite his excellent accommodations at Willard’s Hotel on 14th Street, the president-elect was restless and eager to begin the day’s events. After an early breakfast, Lincoln listened attentively while his son, Robert, read aloud his inaugural address. Some final touches were added, and the former prairie lawyer retired to his closet, where he prepared for the ceremonies.49

Orville Browning, a personal and political friend, paid a brief visit and asked Lincoln if he preferred to accompany President James Buchanan to the Capitol Building or make the trip alone. Proper etiquette required the president-elect to share a carriage with the incumbent, but it was also Lincoln’s privilege to show his contempt for Buchanan, a lame duck who reverted to a policy of inactivity as seven slave states seceded from the Union.

“That puts me in mind of a story,” Lincoln replied with a wry smile. “Once there was a man dressed like a Quaker, who, coming into court as a witness, was asked if he would swear or affirm. ‘I don’t give a damn which’, was the reply.”50

Of course, Lincoln did give a damn and achieved both objectives by accompanying Buchanan in an open carriage down Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol but making little effort at conversation. The outgoing president appeared pale, sad, and nervous. In his discomfort, he made a feeble attempt at levity, which only intensified Lincoln’s resentment of him. “If you are as happy entering the presidency as I am leaving it,” said Buchanan, “then you are a very happy man.”51 Lincoln acknowledged the remark with a slight smile, breaking the tension that existed on a historic but ominous day.

Southern sentiment in the city was strong. There were rumors of assassination plots, and Lincoln could sense the hostility of Confederate sympathizers among the crowds lining the streets as the carriage made its way to the Capitol Building. Of those things, he had little control. The burden of Lincoln’s safety fell on the aged shoulders of Lieutenant General Winfield Scott, head of the U.S. army, who had also received death threats if he “dared to protect the ceremony by military force.” Undeterred, Scott made sure to surround the president-elect’s carriage on all sides by marshals and cavalry, almost hiding it from view. Green-coated riflemen with orders to “shoot anyone crowding toward the President’s carriage” were stationed on the rooftops of the buildings lining the parade route, and cannon stood on the Capitol grounds ready to be fired if there should be trouble.52

The procession arrived at the unfinished Capitol Building without incident, and Lincoln took his place on the platform erected over the steps of the eastern portico. After Chief Justice Roger B. Taney administered the oath of office, Lincoln delivered a stirring inaugural address that was both firm and conciliatory. While he denied the right of any single state to secede from the Union and vowed to “hold, occupy and possess” federal installations in the rebellious states, the new president also declared that he had no intention, or inclination, to abolish slavery in those states. “Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the Southern States, that by the accession of a Republican administration, their property, and their peace, and personal security, are to be endangered,” he stated. “There has never been any reasonable cause for such apprehension.” To reassure those who doubted him, Lincoln identified his duty under the federal constitution to respect the property of all U.S. citizens. “I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists,” he declared. “I believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so.” This was not an empty or politically expedient promise. Lincoln acknowledged the fact that “those who nominated and elected [him] did so with full knowledge that [he] had made this, and many similar declarations, and had never recanted them.” Furthermore, the Republican Party had “placed in the platform, for [his] acceptance, and as a law to themselves, the clear and emphatic resolution” not to interfere with slavery in those states where it already existed.53 As a gesture of reconciliation, Lincoln ended his address with an appeal to the people of the South: “We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. . . . The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”54

To be sure, Lincoln’s inaugural, though directed at the South, was a strong forceful appeal to all the American people to hold the Union together and to trust that he would abide by his constitutional duties to do the same. As much as he hated slavery, he would not interfere with the institution where it already existed, but hold firm in preventing its extension into the new territories. While much of the Northern press praised or at least accepted Lincoln’s speech, initial impressions among Philadelphia’s Quakers were mixed. Elizabeth Newport, a member of Green Street Monthly Meeting, was moved by Lincoln’s earnest desire for divine guidance and wrote a letter encouraging him to “hold fast the profession of thy faith.” She also assured the new president that “there are many in the Society of Friends whose hearts beat in unison with his desire to preserve the Union” and that his “nomination and election to the presidency has been hailed with an intensity of interest among [Quakers] never before equalled.”55 Similarly, Martha Schofield, a Hicksite Quaker of Darby, Pennsylvania, was also enthusiastic, viewing Lincoln’s election as “evidence that the people have been roused from their lethargy.” Although he “may not be an abolitionist,” she added, the new president is “far better than a Democrat who would submit to Southerners’ laws.”56 Other Quakers were more cautious. The Friend, for example, editorialized that Lincoln’s inaugural “was mild and peaceful, and evidenced that he appreciated the serious difficulties of his position.”57 Still other Friends, like Lucretia Mott, a radical abolitionist and a leading Hicksite minister, was put off by the address. Mott, after reading the inaugural speech in the newspaper, told relatives that it was “infernal and diabolical.” She accused Lincoln of appeasing the South by promising not to interfere with slavery where it already existed and condemned his “willingness to strengthen the pro-slavery parts of the [Federal] Constitution.”58 Mott probably would have welcomed secession, believing that disunion would eventually lead to the disintegration of slavery itself.59 Outside of Philadelphia, the inaugural was received by Friends with silence, probably a reflection of a “wait-and-see” attitude.

In the South, Lincoln’s address was met with contempt. Margaretta Walton, a traveling Quaker minister from Ercildoun in Chester County, Pennsylvania, was visiting friends in Montgomery, Alabama, when she heard the inaugural address read aloud in public. “The men in the audience were feeling sore and extremely cross,” she noted in her journal. “They could see nothing but war in it and feel that nothing Lincoln does is right. Their feelings are so bitter that reason has no place among them.”60 Southern contempt for the new president reached fever pitch on April 12, with the Confederate bombardment of Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor, South Carolina. The president responded to the assault with a virtual declaration of war, calling for 75,000 state militia volunteers to crush the southern “insurrection.” To prevent Washington from being encircled by pro-secessionist state governments in Maryland and Delaware and to ensure the transportation of loyal troops to the isolated Union capitol, Lincoln ordered federal soldiers to arrest secessionists in those states and suspend the writ of habeas corpus. He also called up the state militias, expanded the navy, ordered a naval blockade of the South, and approved the expenditure of military funds—all without congressional approval. In peacetime, such actions would have been unconstitutional. But Lincoln defended their legitimacy—and necessity—by pointing to the Constitution’s war emergency clauses, which, he claimed, existed to give the nation a reasonable capacity for self-defense. Still, these unprecedented actions provoked the wrath of antiwar Democrats who chastised the president as “King Linkum I, a race-mixing dictator who aimed to centralize, militarize and mongrelize the Union of states.”61 The Society of Friends was more measured in its response to the outbreak of war.

Philadelphia Meeting for Sufferings (Orthodox), which served as a de facto executive committee in carrying out the wishes and policies of Philadelphia Yearly Meeting (Orthodox), immediately expressed its “concern” over the “serious commotions now agitating the community” and the “threat of civil war.” Urging members to maintain the peace testimony, the Meeting for Sufferings issued an epistle “to conform to the doctrines in which Friends have always believed and to stand firm during these trials.”62 While New England Yearly Meeting (Orthodox) affirmed their loyalty to the federal government and the antislavery cause, it urged its members to avoid taking up arms for the defense of either.63 Western Yearly Meeting, held at Plainfield, Indiana, encouraged members to “follow after the things that make for peace” instead of giving into “[human] temptations and short-sightedness . . . when the strife of civil war is around us.”64 Indiana Yearly Meeting for Sufferings condemned the Confederacy for the “disloyalty and the civil strife . . . [it] has brought upon our beloved country.” It also entreated members to “maintain our peace testimony and against the taking of human life” in case the “trials of war should come upon us individually.”65 Indiana Yearly Meeting (Orthodox) continued to uphold their allegiance to the Union while discouraging members from fighting throughout the war with similar advices. “We love our country and highly appreciate the excellent government under which we have enjoyed so large a share of liberty and security to person and property, and look with heartfelt sorrow upon the efforts to destroy it,” according to another epistle written shortly after the First Battle of Bull Run in July. “But we have been made especially to feel the great evil of war, the horrors of the battlefields, the terrible suffering connected therewith . . . and cannot believe that any cause is sufficient to justify such scenes or warrant us in violating what we believe to be the law of our Lord.”66

Despite the appeals, there were those Quakers who eagerly responded to Lincoln’s call for troops. Students from Friends colleges and at least one boarding school were especially vulnerable to the patriotic impulse. Isaac J. Wistar and Norwood Penrose Hallowell, students at Haverford College, an Orthodox institution near Philadelphia, enlisted shortly after the Confederate assault on Sumter. Wistar, a lieutenant colonel in the California volunteers, served with distinction during the Peninsula campaign and achieved the rank of brigadier general by war’s end. Hallowell, a white lieutenant colonel, served in the 54th Massachusetts, the first African American regiment in the U.S. Army.67 At Westtown, an Orthodox Friends’ boarding school in Chester County, Pennsylvania, some of the older boys also felt the need to enlist.68 In November 1861, Joseph Pratt, an 18-year-old student, ran away from the school with two classmates to join the Brandywine Guards, 30th Pennsylvania Regiment.69 The following month, two other students—Thomas Bundy and Alfred Whitaker—“ran off to the war,” taking a train to Washington, D.C., where they enlisted in the Union army.70 Male students continued to run away from school as they reached age 18. Edward Wood, for example, “made a faithful promise to his father that he would not [sic] go to war.” But in June 1863 he broke that promise and joined the Union army.71 With so many of their male schoolmates leaving for the battlefront, Westtown’s female students were eager to learn anything they could about the war and feared that their older brothers and even fathers might also enlist. Margaret Gummere wrote that she was “nearly crazy to hear the war news,” but her teachers “are all very much troubled and try to hide [the news] to keep the girls from being excited.” Not knowing only proved to be more nerve-wracking. Margaret constantly worried about her older brother, Morris, and her father joining the Union ranks and begged her mother to prevent them from enlisting.72

The temptation to serve in the military was particularly strong at Earlham College, a Gurneyite institution in Richmond, Indiana. Excitement over the war reached fever pitch early on. “A good deal of excitement here,” John Harvey wrote home to his sister, Hannah, in Clinton County, Ohio. “We have daily newspapers, one boy reads and the others gang around. One-hundred-and-eighty soldiers left here a few days ago, hundreds of them passing from the west. I went to the depot yesterday to see 3,000 pass in detachments. Some of the boys talk of going home. They say they can’t study.”73 Despite counsel by teachers and meeting elders to adhere to the Peace Testimony, several Earlham students dropped out to enlist in the Union army.74 Among those students who enlisted in the Union ranks was Daniel Wooten, who insisted that the Confederate rebellion “against the laws of our country” took precedent over the biblical commandment “thou shalt not kill” “so long as God gives us the power to quell them by any means.”75 Another student, Levinus King, was motivated to fight for the Union by his fierce abolitionist beliefs. Even the pleas of his father, who wrote to the college superintendent to discourage his son from “joining the bloody strife,” could not dissuade him.76 Unfortunately, the young Quaker died for his antislavery convictions just four weeks after enlisting.77 Nor were Northern and Midwestern Friends the only ones to deviate from the Peace Testimony. Several Quakers in Loudoun County, Virginia, enlisted in the Union army and even a few in the Confederate army, depending on their antislavery convictions or their belief in the inviolability of states’ rights.78

Perhaps as many as 300 Quakers enlisted in the Union army. While those who went to war received a good deal of public attention, there was no mass enlistment among Friends. Those who enlisted did so as individuals—not as a group—breaking with the majority of American Friends who remained loyal to the Society’s pacifist principles. In fact, there is no accurate record of those Quakers who participated in the Civil War either by enlisting or by allowing themselves to be drafted. Thus, the numbers are subject to the speculation of historians. Rufus Jones, for example, estimated that by the end of 1863, monthly meetings in the North “averaged just 2 or 3 enlistees, with the exception of Indiana Yearly Meeting, which had nearly 300 men serving in the Union army.”79 Peter Brock agrees with Jones that the number of Quakers serving in the Union army was small. He also points out that there are no accurate records of those who paid a commutation fee.80 But Jacquelyn Nelson calculated that there were considerably more Friends who served in the federal army, at least from Indiana. Nelson, using local church records, the minutes of Indiana and Western yearly meetings, and monthly meeting records, identified that 1,212 Indiana Quakers served in the Union army between 1861 and 1865, roughly 21 percent of the male Quaker population in the Hoosier state at the time. Nelson also noted that many of the records she examined were incomplete. As a result, she believed that perhaps as many as 45 percent of Indiana’s Quaker males might have joined the military.81 Thomas Hamm refutes Nelson’s findings. Although he does not dispute that many Indian Friends served in the Union army, he argues that Nelson’s figures are inflated because she counted some men “who had been disowned decades earlier and who, in some cases, had joined other churches.” He also believes that Nelson included in her estimate many non-Quakers with surnames that are common to many Quaker families.82

Regardless of the numbers, no Friend who went to war suffered disownment automatically because of his decision. Instead, monthly meetings tended to labor with those who deviated from the Society’s Peace Testimony, understanding the difficulty of compromising one Quaker principle in order to fight for another.83 Not all Quakers were as patient. Lucretia Mott, Philadelphia Quakerdom’s most outspoken abolitionist, had no sympathy for any Friend who took up arms in violation of the Peace Testimony. When her son-in-law, Edward M. Davis, was disowned by the Cherry Street Meeting for joining the Union army, Mott scoffed, “Who would have thought when Edward was exerting himself to make converts to peace principles that he would be among the active officers in this war? He flatters himself that the abolition of slavery-end justifies the means.”84 Davis, a captain posted to General John C. Fremont’s Union forces in the West, told his mother-in-law that there was a “good understanding on emancipation” between him and his commanding officer.85 But the 68-year-old Quaker matron remained unconvinced. Nothing—not even the emancipation of the South’s 4 million slaves—could compromise Mott’s belief in pacifism. She viewed the Civil War as “divine punishment for the nation’s wrongdoings and atrocious cruelties” to the black race, and believed that the “moral protest and demand of the people [were] likely to do more than any army can accomplish.”86 Even when Fremont, in August 1861, declared martial law in Missouri and ordered the emancipation of slaves employed for Confederate military purposes—a decision that cost the general his command—Mott refused to soften her position.87 Instead, she vented her wrath on the machinations of the Lincoln administration. “Old Abe,” Mott complained to her sister, Martha, in a November 6, 1861, letter, “seemed a miserable compromiser, sacrificing young lives and then firing Fremont for personal and partisan effect.”88 She was not alone in this opinion.

Henry H. G. Sharpless, a Philadelphia Quaker and dry goods merchant, was deeply disturbed by Lincoln’s decision to relieve Fremont of his command and to rescind the general’s emancipation order. Sharpless, a devout abolitionist, viewed the action as a “deficiency in firmness.” His disappointment probably came from the dashed hope of a speedy end to the war since four of his sons had enlisted in the Union army. However, when one of those sons wrote home to express his “disgust with the president,” the Quaker merchant insisted that Lincoln was “under great pressure from his cabinet” and had been “imposed upon in the Fremont matter.” Asking that his son reconsider his opinion, Sharpless insisted that “if there is honesty and integrity in America, it can be found in the heart of Abraham Lincoln.”89

To be sure, Lincoln’s decision met with widespread disapproval. According to the New York Times, Fremont’s actions were “in harmony with public sentiment throughout the North,” which saw his proclamation as a justified punishment of the rebels and a legitimate means of weakening the Confederate war effort. “Lincoln,” declared the editorial, “miscalculated by revoking the order.”90 Radical Republicans, both in Congress and in the executive cabinet, also criticized the president for not prosecuting the war more vigorously, as Fremont’s proclamation proposed.91 But the president was in a precarious position that few could appreciate. He had a responsibility to reject extreme courses of action on the slavery issue as he had sworn to be faithful to the entire nation, both North and South. Thus, Lincoln’s rejection of Fremont’s emancipation order was consistent with his inaugural pledge not to interfere with slavery where it already existed. However, it also challenged the Confiscation Act passed by Congress earlier that summer. According to the act, Confederate property, including slaves utilized for Southern military purposes, would be confiscated, and the owner forfeited his claim to any slave so employed. Both Lincoln and Congress understood the measure as applicable to individual slaves who were bound to labor for the Confederate war effort; it did not apply the law of slavery.92 Still, the president, pressured by the unanimity of every Republican member of Congress, signed the bill “with great reluctance.”93 Lincoln feared that the Confiscation Act would alienate the border states of Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri. Those four states, which remained loyal to the Union, had a white population of 2.6 million, just less than half that of the Confederacy, and about 400,000 slaves.94 The president knew if he made emancipation a war aim or declared emancipation in any of the border states, he risked losing the support of all of them. That he simply could not afford if he hoped to win the war.

At the same time, the Confiscation Act allowed Lincoln to pursue the issue of emancipation more aggressively because it marked a turning point in the federal government’s interpretation of slavery. The measure treated slaves as “human beings held to labor,” not as “chattel property,” as previously recognized by federal law. In addition, the act applied to both the seceded as well as the border states, affording the possibility of taking a broader action against slavery.95 Armed with such a law, Lincoln enjoyed a legal foundation to pursue his ultimate goal of complete and unconditional emancipation. The first step in that process began in November 1861, when he formulated a plan for gradual compensated emancipation in the border states. Instead of launching the plan in Missouri, where it had little chance for success, Lincoln saw Delaware as the ideal border state for the experiment. Delaware offered the advantages of a small slaveholding population, few slaves, and one of the largest free black communities south of the Mason–Dixon Line. Of the 90,500 white residents, just 587 owned a total of 1,800 slaves. If manumitted, those slaves would be able to assimilate into a free black population of 19,800 persons, who could help them make the transition to freedom. In addition, Delaware had barred the sale of slaves outside its borders, thereby decreasing the total value of human chattel. Finally, the state was home to a considerable Quaker population with a strong antislavery tradition and an active Underground Railroad network that witnessed an increasing stream of fugitive slaves after the passage of the federal Confiscation Act. All of these factors placed Delaware on the course of abolitionism beginning in 1847 when a bill for gradual emancipation just missed passage in the state legislature by a single vote.96

With the support of George P. Fisher, Delaware’s lone member of the House of Representatives and a strong Unionist, Lincoln drafted two bills for gradual compensated emancipation. One bill abolished slavery in five yearly stages, culminating in 1867 with slave children to serve an apprenticeship to adulthood. The other bill immediately freed slaves above the age of 35 but extended the process of emancipation to 1893. Both bills required the federal government to compensate owners with $400 per slave and barred the sale of slaves outside the state. Lincoln soon extended the plan to the three remaining border states, expressing his belief that “colonization should be connected with it.” Gradual compensated emancipation went far beyond the Confiscation Act of 1861, which aimed at freeing individual slaves as part of the Union war effort. Instead, Lincoln’s plan sought to abolish the institution of slavery and did so within the well-established framework of the federal constitution since its initiation and success would depend on the action of state authorities, not the federal government. The president believed that if Delaware adopted one of these two bills, the other border states would follow its example. As a result, Confederate leaders would recognize the futility of their cause, putting an end to war and eventually paving the way for emancipation in the South.97

IV

As the first year of the war was drawing to a close, Quakers on both sides of the Atlantic became concerned over the possibility of a British alliance with the Confederacy. There was nothing new about such a concern. Ever since the United States won its independence from Great Britain in the late eighteenth century, there were occasional attempts by disgruntled groups to secede from the Union and seek economic and military assistance from England to further their cause. Britain always appeared willing to entertain the possibility, hoping to reclaim its political and economic control over its former North American colonies. The American Civil War presented the most formidable opportunity to realize that goal.

At the beginning of the war the British government acknowledged the belligerent rights of the Confederacy. The strong dependence of the British textile industry on Southern cotton already inclined many members of Parliament to favor the Confederacy and some to the point of intervening on their behalf. In fact, the Confederate government believed that it could force the British into an alliance by withholding their most valuable cash crop from the market. Such a policy of “cotton diplomacy” would also cripple Northern industry and, along with the threat of a war against Great Britain, force the Union into a settlement.98 On May 13, 1861, however, the British government, probably recognizing the hastiness of its earlier position, issued a proclamation of neutrality. While the proclamation recognized the South’s right to contract loans and purchase supplies from neutral nations, it did not grant diplomatic recognition to the Confederacy.99

Still hoping to secure formal recognition from the British government, Confederate leaders, in November, dispatched two emissaries, James Mason and John Slidell, to England. The Confederate ship carrying the two agents reached Cuba, where they boarded the Trent, a British mail ship. On November 8, the Union sloop San Jacinto intercepted the Trent, and Captain Charles Wilkes ordered Mason and Slidell to be taken into custody. Parliament considered the action “an affront to her national honor,” demanding that the two prisoners be returned to “British protection.”100 Their demand was fueled by the conservative British press, which viewed the Confederate cause as “gallant” and “heroic.” Accordingly, most of England’s newspapers portrayed the Trent affair as a deliberate attempt by the Lincoln administration to instigate a European conflict that might reunite his divided country. “President Lincoln has proved himself a feeble, confused and little-minded mediocrity,” wrote London’s Morning Chronicle, echoing the sentiments of many newspaper editors. “Mr. Seward, the firebrand at his elbow, is exerting himself to provoke a quarrel with all Europe.”101 Pro-war sentiment prevailed in Great Britain, promoted by the press as well as the prime minister, Henry John Temple, the third Viscount Palmerston.

When Lord Palmerston learned of the Trent affair, he called an emergency meeting of his cabinet. “I don’t know whether you are going to stand this,” he fumed, “but I’ll be damned if I do!”102 Palmerston believed in a cold, rational foreign policy that would above all promote national interests. While he recognized that it would be in Britain’s best interests to stay out of the American Civil War, he also saw the Trent affair as a challenge to his country’s prestige. What’s more, Palmerston was convinced that U.S. Secretary of State William Seward had planned the seizure of the Trent to provoke a war with Britain in order to reunite the North and the South.103 Accordingly, the British prime minister prepared for war.104 Fortunately, Lincoln had an important ally in Parliament in the liberal statesman John Bright.

Bright, a wealthy Quaker merchant and ardent abolitionist, initially approved of the neutrality proclamation. In a May 28 speech to the House of Commons, he addressed the concerns of fellow free traders who favored the Confederacy because it advocated freedom of trade in contrast to the protectionist economic policies of the North. Rejecting this simplistic argument, Bright contended that “freedom of choice in the economic marketplace . . . must be subordinated to the freedom of the individual and to peace between nations.” Eliminating the “degradation of human beings in the form of slavery, followed by [eliminating] the degradation of countries in war, take precedence over free trade,” he explained, because “democratic choice for the individual and for nations” are “expressions of the highest ideals of man” and a “properly united America reflects those ideals.” He concluded his speech with a request that his fellow legislators “refrain from discussion on the American conflict” in order to maintain the country’s formal position of neutrality.105 Later, on December 4, when the Trent affair threatened war between the two nations, Bright took to the floor again to ease tensions. Repeating his argument for supporting the Union cause, the Quaker statesman reminded his fellow legislators that within a short time span the Northern states would have a population “equal to or exceeding that of our kingdom.”


When that time arrives, I pray that it may not be said amongst [the Northerners], that in the darkest hour of their country’s trials, England, the land of their fathers, looked on with icy coldness and saw unmoved the perils and calamities of their children. If all other tongues are silent, mine shall speak for that policy which gives hope to the bondsmen of the South, and which tends to generous thoughts, generous words, and generous deeds, between the two great nations who speak the English language.106



While Bright’s speech did little to change the pro-war sentiment in Parliament, it was received with tremendous gratitude by Lincoln and his cabinet. Unknown to Bright, the president’s admiration for him dated to the early 1850s when the British parliamentarian began to voice his unconditional support for free trade, democracy, and reforms such as the abolition of slavery. These were the very same issues that dominated Lincoln’s political career and inspired his run for the presidency. Thus, he followed Bright’s political career so closely that his admiration bordered on hero worship. In fact, Lincoln, when he became president, went so far as to place a full-length portrait of the English statesman on the mantle of his fireplace in the executive office.107 Bright’s interest in his administration must have been flattering to Lincoln, who paid special attention to his counsel.

As the Trent affair lingered on, Bright worked behind the scenes to prevent war between England and the United States. He considered Palmerston, an old antagonist, a “hoary imposter,” and he relished the idea of taking him on in the matter.108 Bright, a Quaker pacifist, repeatedly took the floor of the House of Commons to argue that commercial ties bound Britain firmly to the United States and discouraged war. Palmerston, however, was itching for a fight. He lectured the Quaker parliamentarian for his “unrealistic” approach to the problem. “If your utopia could be realized and if the nations of the earth would think of nothing but peace and commerce,” declared Palmerston, “the world would give up fighting altogether. But unfortunately, man is a fighting and quarreling animal.” “Conflict,” he concluded, “is part of human nature.”109

Bright also worked behind the scenes, writing to allies in Parliament as well as to friends in the U.S. Congress urging peace and offering timely advice.110 Understanding the British government’s distrust of U.S. Secretary of State Seward, the liberal statesman communicated primarily with Senator Charles Sumner, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, who, he believed, exercised tremendous influence with both Seward and Lincoln.111 “At all hazards,” he wrote to Sumner on December 5, “you must not let this matter grow into a war with England, even if you are right and we are wrong.” Bright also suggested that Lincoln ask for arbitration by a European tribunal regarding international law. He reasoned that such a “moderate course” would “meet with great support” by the British government and lessen support for the Confederacy in his country.112 Sumner shared the letter with Lincoln, who immediately began drafting such a proposal. But subsequent letters from Bright to Sumner revealed that there was no time for arbitration.

The British government was already taking steps toward war, sending 8,000 soldiers to protect Canada, and planning an embargo on the shipment of war materials to the United States.113 On December 23, Parliament presented formal demands for the release of Mason and Slidell and for an apology from the U.S. government, giving the Lincoln administration just seven days to respond with a satisfactory answer.114 With the deadline in mind, the president called for a cabinet meeting on Christmas Day, and Sumner was invited in order to read the most recent letters he had received from Bright. In one letter, the Quaker parliamentarian stated his belief that Palmerston’s reputation depended on the public belief that “he is plucky and instant in the defense of English honor” and that a war against the United States would not only keep him in power but also enhance his reputation for conflict.115 In a second communication, Bright urged Lincoln to “make every concession that can be made” rather than risk “the breaking up of your country,” which meant releasing Mason and Slidell.116 Everyone agreed that it was essential to avoid war with Great Britain and the president said that it was imperative that he avoid the folly of having “two wars on his hands at a time.” To preserve the peace, Lincoln released the two Confederate diplomats, thereby removing the threat that the Civil War would erupt into an international conflict.117

Bright, like Lincoln, found the Trent affair a bitter and trying experience. The British Quaker confided to Richard Cobden, his closest liberal ally in the House of Commons, that if war broke out with the United States, he would “retire from Parliament.”118 To that end, Bright maintained a stream of correspondence with key American diplomats and Lincoln’s inner circle throughout the Civil War offering insightful counsel on how to insure peace between the two nations. His steadfast support for Lincoln emerged time and again in his speeches to the English people and in Parliament, often in the face of significant opposition by such prominent statesmen as William Gladstone.119 As a result, Lincoln considered Bright a “noble and good friend,” and sent him a portrait of himself to reinforce their friendship.120

For Quakers on both sides of the Atlantic, the Trent affair evoked great fear of a potential alliance between the Confederacy and Britain. London Yearly Meeting was the first body to recognize the danger. Appealing for “peace with America,” the leaders of the yearly meeting urged the British government to “maintain a perfectly temperate and conciliatory attitude [toward the United States] at a time when they are engaged in a struggle for their national identity, if not for their national existence.” They emphasized the “nearly two-centuries-old relationship” English Quakers had with their American brethren and the “special religious as well as national interest they had in this issue.” The memorial also suggested that it would be “deeply humiliating [for England] to be involved in active cooperation with the South and slavery against the North and freedom” considering the “vast sacrifices which England had made for the abolition of the slave trade and slavery in our own [colonial] possessions.” A copy of the memorial was also sent to Baltimore Yearly Meeting, which distributed copies among the other yearly meetings across a divided United States.121 At least one copy of the memorial found its way into the hands of Lincoln, who assured the sender that “any fears of serious derangement of our amicable relations with Great Britain is without foundation” and that he appreciated the Quakers’ “prompt and generous suggestions in the interest of peace and humanity.”122 Similarly, Lincoln was visited by a delegation of British Friends in early December, who reminded him that in spite of the enthusiasm for war among the public, there were those in Parliament, like John Bright, who were extremely sympathetic to the Union cause. Thanking them for their visit, Lincoln stated that theirs were the “first words of cheer and encouragement we have had across the water.”123

American Friends also wrote to Lincoln expressing their strong concern that the United States resolve immediately the conflict with England. “For two hundred years the Society of Friends has been an integral portion of this government as well as that of Great Britain and has maintained an unbroken correspondence in Christian Fellowship,” stated Western Yearly Meeting of Friends in western Indiana and eastern Illinois. “When the friendly relations of these governments have been disturbed we have made an appeal to both governments that Christian nations should adopt pacific measures for the adjustment of national disputes.” Emphasizing the “many fraternal ties” between the United States and Great Britain, the elders express the desire that “no false standard of national honor may induce the men in power [of the two countries] to take any other than pacific ground in resolving their differences.” This, they explain is the “rightful approach that inspires all men of faith” and one consistent with the “Divine Law.” “While our government is struggling for national existence and for the support of its national integrity against the rebellion of its own citizens,” they conclude, “we feel a deep solicitude that the rulers of nations . . . not be forgetful of the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords, and that peace and order may be established to secure the natural rights of all men and guarantee the blessing of Heaven by recognizing and incorporating the Divine principles in our national policy.”124 In a similar letter to Lincoln, Samuel Boyd Tobey, clerk of New England Yearly Meeting, expressed the Quaker belief that “war is inconsistent with the teachings of the Savior” and that Friends have “steadfastly maintained this doctrine, enduring much suffering in its defense.” At the same time, he “sympathizes” with the president’s “very responsible position” and “prays that [he] might be engaged to seek wisdom from on high.” The letter closed with the reminder: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God.”125

Lincoln was optimistic that peace would be preserved between the United States and Great Britain and conveyed those feelings in his reply to Tobey. “Engaged as I am in a great war, I fear it will be difficult for the world to understand how fully I appreciate the principles of peace inculcated by the Society of Friends,” he wrote in a March 19, 1862, letter. “Grateful to the good people you represent for their prayers in behalf of our common country,” the president concluded the letter with a hope for “an early end of war, and return of peace.”126 Whether Lincoln’s optimism was based on personal confidence or a diplomatic assurance that England would not interfere in American affairs is uncertain. But he had already taken precautions to prevent any military or financial assistance to the Confederacy. From the outset of the war, Union strategists used their naval superiority to prevent the Confederacy from selling its cotton abroad. By the closing months of 1861, the Union navy controlled vast stretches of the Atlantic and Gulf coasts with an effective blockade.

On February 15, 1862, British Foreign Secretary Lord John Russell officially recognized the fact that under international law the effectiveness of the blockade made it legally binding on neutral powers, and he had no intention of challenging it. His decision was influenced in part by Britain’s strong economic ties to the North. Just as important, Quaker parliamentarian John Bright had successfully discouraged other members of Parliament with constituencies involved in Confederate contracts from lobbying for war against the United States.127 Clearly, the South had underestimated those ties and overestimated England’s dependence on American cotton.128 Ultimately cotton diplomacy failed and, to the relief of Lincoln as well as Quakers on both sides of the Atlantic, the British government refused to grant diplomatic recognition to the Confederacy.


Chapter 2

Justifying Emancipation, 1862

Lincoln was overwhelmed with the responsibilities of the presidency in the early winter of 1862. Confederate troops were positioned just 25 miles to the south, threatening to strike Washington, while General George B. McClellan, the arrogant but talented 37-year-old officer Lincoln recently appointed as general in chief of the Union armies, remained in the capitol training federal troops. As a result, Lincoln was compelled to give more attention to his duties as commander in chief than to any other function of the presidency. He devoured books on military history and strategy and spent considerable time in the War Department telegraph office reading reports from his generals in the West and sending instructions to them. With public pressure for Union action growing, Lincoln, on January 27, 1862, ordered McClellan to launch an offensive action “against the insurgent forces” on February 22.1 It was a desperate effort to force his reluctant commanding general into action.

Considered the most promising general in the Union ranks at the beginning of the Civil War, McClellan proved highly capable of reorganizing the Army of the Potomac and restoring its pride after the devastating defeat at the Battle of Bull Run the previous July. As a result, the dashing young officer had won the hearts of both soldiers and citizens. The press was so enamored of the five-foot-eight-inch general that it awarded him the romantic title “Young Napoleon” after France’s Napoleon Bonaparte, the military genius of the nineteenth century. Some enthusiasts even promoted McClellan as the next president. But McClellan was far from the ideal combat leader, lacking the stamina and courage for bold action. Instead, he sought to avoid unnecessary loss of life and property, intending to win the war “by maneuvering his troops rather than fighting.” Surrounded by a grateful public and an adoring press, McClellan began to regard himself not as Lincoln’s subordinate but rather his master. Once he secured command of the Union forces, his erratic military conduct, inflated ego, and unchecked political ambitions resulted in a stalemate with the president, who demanded a decisive offensive action.2 The relationship grew even more strained over the next several months. McClellan was not the only problem, either.

Lincoln’s political family, the executive cabinet, was a constant source of tension during the early years of the war. Comprised of men who were better known, better educated, and more politically experienced than the president, the original cabinet also included some of the most fractious members of the Republican Party. In fact, four campaigned against Lincoln for the presidency: Senator William H. Seward of New York, Senator Salmon P. Chase of Ohio, Senator Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania, and Judge Edward Bates of Missouri. Each of these men considered the president a well-meaning but incompetent administrator. Yet Lincoln possessed the self-confidence and political acumen to take the unprecedented step of incorporating these rivals into his cabinet because he believed that their collective talent and patriotism would allow the Union to prevail. Seward became secretary of state, Chase secretary of the treasury, Cameron secretary of war, and Bates attorney general. The remaining posts were awarded to former Democrats as a gesture of political reconciliation. Gideon Welles was made secretary of the navy and Montgomery Blair postmaster general, and Edwin Stanton eventually replaced Cameron as secretary of war. They, too, had a low opinion of Lincoln’s abilities. Thus, cabinet meetings were often contentious. Time and again, thoughtful deliberation was impeded by petty grievances and personal resentments. Some members, most notably Seward and Chase, sought to relegate the president to a figurehead role by circumventing his authority. Through it all, Lincoln delegated administrative authority to cabinet members to run their respective departments and carefully listened to their advice, while making the most important decisions himself.3 Together with McClellan’s open hostility, the raucous cabinet added to the appalling pressures Lincoln faced day after day, testing his patience and personal resolve.

During times of stress, Lincoln found a welcome diversion in his younger sons, Willie and Tad. His eldest child, Robert, age 18, was emotionally distant from his father. A student at Harvard College, he was self-disciplined, sensitive to criticism, and concerned about outward appearances. More like his mother’s family, who were Southern aristocrats, Robert carried himself with an air of superiority. The death of a younger brother, Eddie, as a toddler, denied him a childhood playmate and left him with a reserved personality. Lincoln spent most of Robert’s childhood away from home, riding the circuit and building his political career. The president recognized that fact and made a greater effort to befriend his eldest son, writing frequent letters, sending money, and taking Robert into his confidence whenever he visited the Executive Mansion.4 Lincoln’s relationship with his younger sons was much closer. Willie, age 11, was the “idolized child.” Intelligent, polite, and thoughtful, he was mature for his age and was very much like his father in interest and personal disposition. They were both sensitive to those in need, deeply religious, and loved to read, write poetry, and tell humorous stories. According to one childhood friend, Willie was “everybody’s favorite, a most lovable boy . . . bright, sensible, sweet-tempered and gentle-mannered.”5 What’s more, Willie seemed to be the only person who could cheer up his father when he was sad.6 Thomas, age 9, had a quick, fiery temper. Nicknamed “Tad” because of a large head that resembled a tadpole, the youngster was slow, suffered from a speech impediment, and was unable to read. Being the youngest of the three sons, Tad was so indulged that outsiders considered him “the family pet.” When he teamed up with Willie, the two boys did as they pleased often at the expense of others.7 Lincoln himself was partly to blame.

The president doted on his two younger sons, giving them free reign of the White House. Pet animals—including dogs, rabbits, goats, and ponies—poured into the Executive Mansion. No room was off limits, not even Lincoln’s office. Cabinet members were outraged when Willie and Tad burst into meetings and “clambered over their father’s legs, pulled his nose and poked their fingers in his eyes without even causing reprimand.”8 The two boys could pull down all the books from the shelves, overturn inkstands, and scatter documents over the floor, and Lincoln could care less. Often absorbed in thought, the president was oblivious to their antics. When he did witness the mischief, he was amused by it and rarely disciplined them. Lincoln believed that “love is the chain that locked a child to his parent” and encouraged his sons to be “free, happy, and unrestrained by parental tyranny.”9 Such a liberal philosophy of parenting allowed Lincoln to establish a loving relationship with his younger sons and distinguished him from most fathers of the time period.10 What’s more, playing with Willie and Tad became an important physical and emotional release for the president during this stressful period.11 Then suddenly, in early February 1862, Lincoln was deprived of this precious relief when Willie and Tad took sick.12

Illness had been prevalent in the capital that winter. Snow and sleet left the streets with a foul-smelling mud. The unsanitary conditions were made worse by the refuse of army camp latrines and broken sewage mains that drained into the Potomac.13 The two boys probably contracted typhoid fever from the White House water supply, which was drawn directly from the polluted river. For weeks the brothers lay in unremitting pain and fever. The doctors assured the president and the First Lady that their sons would recover and treated the illness as they would an ordinary fever. But the boys’ conditions did not improve.14 By mid-February, Willie’s illness became life threatening. Lincoln could transact little business, appearing to stumble through the many demands on him. Instead, he spent hours at Willie’s bedside, stroking his son’s hair, checking his brow, and trying to comfort him as the youngster slipped in and out of consciousness. Try as he might to deny the painful truth that he was losing his favorite son, Lincoln’s worst fear was realized at 5:00 p.m. on Thursday, February 20, when Willie passed away. Mary Keckley, Mary Lincoln’s seamstress, was washing the boy’s body when the president entered the room and saw his dead son for the first time. Slowly lifting the cover from Willie’s pale face, he stared at it for a long time. “My poor boy,” he murmured, choking back his tears. “He was too good for this earth. I know that he is much better off in heaven, but then we loved him so. It is hard, hard to have him die.” Unable to control his emotions, Lincoln buried his head in his hands and began to sob, his tall body convulsed with emotion.15 After a few minutes, he left the room and made his way unsteadily down the hall to the office of John Nicolay, his personal secretary. “Well, Nicolay, my boy is gone, he is actually gone,” said the grief-stricken father, trying to grasp the painful reality that he would never see his beloved son again.16 Bursting into tears, Lincoln left to give comfort to Tad, who was slowly recovering from his illness.

Mary Lincoln’s grief was even more devastating. For three weeks she took to her bed, unable to attend Willie’s funeral or care for Tad. Even after she resumed her duties as First Lady, Mary continued to dress in black mourning attire, and for months the mere mention of Willie’s name sent her into convulsive fits of weeping. Nor could she bear to enter the bedroom where he died nor the Green Room where his body had been embalmed.17 Mary’s behavior had always been unpredictable, probably due to the mental instability that was evident in several other members of the Todd family. But after Willie’s death, her mental health became increasingly fragile. She began to consort with spiritualists who she believed put her in communication with her deceased son’s spirit. So desperate was Mary to conjure his spirit that she took part in as many as eight séances. Lincoln indulged her by attending one but remained unconvinced.18 He feared that his wife was going insane. During one fit of weeping, the president took his wife by the arm, led her to a window, and pointed across the Anacostia River to the Government Hospital for the Insane. “Mother,” he said to her, “do you see that large white building on the hill yonder? Try to control your grief, or it will drive you mad, and we may have to send you there.”19 Concerned for his wife’s mental health, he hired a nurse to look after her and tried to resume his duties as president.20

Still, Lincoln was deeply despondent. He had no close friends, no one in whom he could confide. Orville Browning, his closest companion, had recently lost his bid for reelection to the Senate and returned to Illinois. Instead, the president was surrounded by ambitious bureaucrats, incompetent generals, and civilian job seekers who seemed to pull at him from all directions. Accordingly, the winter and spring of 1862 was a very dark and lonely time when he struggled with profound grief and despair. Some scholars claim that Lincoln suffered from chronic depression and that the period after his son’s death was among the most trying of his life.21 Even Lincoln admitted repeatedly in the months following Willie’s death that the loss of his son was “the hardest trial of my life.”22

But Lincoln’s pervasive sadness was not due so much to chronic depression as to a melancholy temperament. Unlike depression, melancholy is a personality characteristic, not a mental illness, and does not immobilize those who possess it.23 As a result, the president was able to retain his ability to function at a very high level during times of great stress, proving to be more even tempered than the contentious members of his cabinet. Lincoln possessed a great self-awareness that triggered a reflexive impulse to escape these periods of profound sadness by telling a humorous anecdote. It was his way of remaining productive amid all the tragedy, tensions, and seemingly insurmountable challenges that would destroy lesser men. This peculiar blend of sadness and humor was perhaps the most prominent characteristic of the president’s personality. “Mirthfulness and melancholy, hilarity and sadness were strangely combined in him,” observed Congressman Isaac Arnold, who became one of Lincoln’s early biographers. “His mirth was sometimes exuberant. It sparked in jest, story and anecdote, while at the next moment, his peculiarly sad pathetic melancholy eyes would seem to wander far away, and one realized that he was a man familiar with sorrow and acquainted with grief.”24

Lincoln’s story-telling became more frequent in times of crisis. Most often, his audience was the members of his cabinet, who did not always appreciate—or understand—the levity. One of his favorite stories involved two Quaker women who were trying to determine who would win the war—Lincoln or Jefferson Davis, the president of the Confederacy.

“I think Jefferson Davis will succeed,” said the first woman.

“Why does thee think so?” asked the other.

“Because he is a praying man,” she replied.

Surprised by the response, the second woman insisted that, “Abraham Lincoln is a praying man, too.”

“Yes,” agreed the first woman, “but the Lord will think Abraham is only joking.”25

What Lincoln liked so much about this particular story was that it involved Quakers, who had such a straitlaced reputation, and that the humor was made at his own expense. He often related the story to cabinet members to bring them into his orbit and diffuse contentiousness when the discussions became especially heated. But Edwin Stanton, his secretary of war, was much less amused, believing that the telling of humorous stories was inappropriate during the deliberations of the cabinet. Once, Stanton, noticeably irritated by Lincoln’s story-telling, stood up and announced: “Mr. President, I did not come here this morning to hear stories. It is too serious a time!”

“Please, Mr. Stanton, sit down,” Lincoln said regretfully. “I understand that these are serious times. So serious, I’m afraid that if I didn’t laugh, I should cry.”26

Lincoln made his struggle with melancholy a virtue in others ways, too. Like depression, melancholy has been recognized for centuries by writers and artists as a source of creativity, inspiration, and empathy. Such profound sadness tends to intensify the emotional experience of those who possess it, making them highly sensitive to the suffering of others, strengthening their sense of moral purpose, and deepening their spirituality. Lincoln experienced all of these behaviors. They not only made him a more compassionate leader but also catapulted him to greatness.27 At the same time, Lincoln already possessed most of these behaviors before he assumed executive office. The most profound change he experienced during his presidency was a spiritual one. Together with the absence of a close friend and the inability to rely on his wife for emotional support, Lincoln’s melancholy inspired him to turn to a higher power to save himself in the winter and spring of 1862.

To be sure, Lincoln’s religious beliefs are a matter of controversy. While he often referenced God and quoted the Bible in his public speeches and private conversations, he never formally joined any church. According to William Wolf, author of The Almost Chosen People: A Study of the Religion of Abraham Lincoln, the 16th president not only rejected formal creeds and dogmas but was private about his religious convictions and respected those of others.28 There is no better articulation of these beliefs than Lincoln’s own statement on formal religion:


Religion is a private affair between a man and his God. I doubt the possibility, or propriety, of settling the religion of Jesus Christ in the models of man-made creeds and dogmas . . . I cannot without mental reservations assent to long and complicated catechisms. And when any church will inscribe over its altar as its sole qualification for membership the Savior’s condensed statement of the substance of both the law and Gospel, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul and with all thy mind, and thy neighbor as thyself”—that church will I join with all my heart and soul.29



In addition, two of Lincoln’s contemporaries noted that there was no change whatsoever in the president’s views on religion during the Civil War.30 In other words, he remained a skeptic in matters of religion. But there is evidence of a growing spirituality in the president’s conduct and outlook.

Although Lincoln certainly did not experience the kind of religious conversion common among nineteenth-century evangelicals, he later admitted that he underwent what he called a “process of crystallization” in his religious beliefs during this period.31 It began at Willie’s funeral when the Reverend Phineas Gurley, pastor of the New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, delivered the eulogy.32 “In the hour of trial one must look to Him who sees the end from the beginning and doeth all things well,” preached Gurley on that sad occasion. “With confidence in God,” he continued, “our sorrows will be sanctified and made a blessing to our souls, and by and by we shall have occasion to say with blended gratitude and rejoicing, ‘It is good for us that we have been afflicted.’ ”33 After the service ended, Lincoln asked Gurley for a copy of the eulogy. The president continued to meet with the minister over the next several weeks to gain greater clarity on the meaning of the sermon.

While Lincoln scholars are divided on the exact nature of his spiritual transformation, most seem to agree that it was triggered by the idea that his son’s death held a deeper meaning, one beyond his control, and that one day he would understand that higher meaning.34 Under these tragic circumstances, the president came to realize that he could not influence events by his own will. Instead, he began to think of himself as an “instrument of God’s will.” Quaker theologian D. Elton Trueblood argues that Lincoln’s eventual realization of “a Guiding Hand, which makes possible a genuine calling for both individuals and nations” allowed him to “grow immeasurably” and to navigate the “unjust criticism he constantly faced as well as the Union’s military defeats.” More important, Lincoln, according to Trueblood, “had come really to believe that God molds history and that He employs erring mortals to effect His purpose.”35 Lincoln’s belief in the doctrine of necessity—the conviction that the actions of any individual are predetermined and shaped by the unknowable wishes of a higher power—enabled him to discern a pattern beneath the seeming irrationality of events he faced and gave him a new sense of moral strength.36

He spoke more frequently about God than ever before—about how the Almighty had taken Willie and how He controlled the fates of everyone. “I have all my life been a fatalist,” he said to a congressman one day, admitting that “there is a divinity that shapes our ends.”37

Lincoln’s recognition of his own inadequacy in the face of the war’s daunting challenges freed him from the personal anguish that had once overwhelmed him. Instead, he placed his confidence in the Almighty. Central to the president’s new spiritual development was a fundamentally mystical experience—an immediate, intuitive, experiential knowledge of God—and the acceptance of achieving His will on Earth.38 Less and less did Lincoln think that he was acting merely in his own will or depending on his own meager resources. According to Carl Sandburg, the president “grew immeasurably as he came to think of himself as an ‘instrument of God’s will.’ ”39 By the summer of 1862, Lincoln was beginning to reflect a newfound confidence, emboldening him to confront the pressing issue of emancipation.

II

On Friday, June 20, 1862, Thomas Garrett, Oliver Johnson, William Barnard, Eliza Agnew, Dinah Mendenhall, and Alice Hambleton called on the president at the White House. The delegation had been sent by the Longwood Progressive Friends Meeting in Chester County, Pennsylvania, to present a Memorial urging the “immediate and universal emancipation” of the slaves.

The Memorial, drafted two weeks earlier, expressed the view that the Civil War was caused by the sins of slavery, an “un-Christian and barbarous system,” and had resulted in a “frightful effusion of blood” in the North as well as in the South. Citing Lincoln’s “House Divided” speech, delivered at Springfield, Illinois, before his election to the presidency, the Memorial quoted the president’s belief that the “government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free” and that it will “cease to be divided . . . becoming all one thing, or all the other.”

Asserting the Progressive Friends’ preference for a free country, the Memorial concluded by urging the president to “decree the entire abolition of slavery throughout the land” or risk “the fiery judgments to be poured out, until the work of national destruction is consummated beyond hope of recovery.”40

After the presentation, Lincoln, with a wry smile, expressed his relief that the delegation had not come to seek any office, for those were his most troublesome visitors. Truth be told, there was at least one Quaker visitor who also tried his patience. A week earlier, the president greeted a Quaker woman who also asked that he emancipate the slaves. Assuming the role of a prophetess, she told Lincoln that the Almighty had come to her and informed her that “He had appointed [the president] to do the work of emancipation and establish freedom throughout the land.” The Quakeress, with an air of self-righteousness, went on for several minutes quoting from scripture and imploring the president to answer his divine mission.

“Has the Friend finished?” Lincoln asked, having heard enough.

Recognizing his impatience, the Quaker woman ended her sermon.

“Friend,” Lincoln replied, “I have neither the time nor the disposition to enter into discussion with you on this matter. Let me end this occasion, however, by asking the Friend to consider that if the Lord has appointed me to do the work you have indicated, is it not probable He would have communicated that knowledge to me as well?”41

It is important to note that Lincoln had a low tolerance for clergy and religious delegations pretending to have a more direct pipeline to God than he did. Whenever such self-righteous attitudes surfaced in a conversation, he quickly ended the interview, regardless of the religious denomination.42 But he was more tolerant of the Progressive Friends, sensing the genuine sympathy of the small delegation. While the president agreed with their belief that slavery was a moral wrong, he admitted his difficulty with any practical method of eliminating the institution. To this end, Lincoln pointed out that the memorialists had omitted a critical sentence from his “House Divided” speech. That sentence articulated his belief that “either the opponents of slavery will arrest the farther spread of it, placing slavery on the course of ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push the institution forward till it becomes lawful in all the states, North as well as South.” In other words, Lincoln believed that whatever was done about slavery would be accomplished by the American people themselves, and not him.

After all, said the president, “if a decree of emancipation could abolish slavery, John Brown [the radical abolitionist who unsuccessfully attempted to lead a slave insurrection] would have done the work most effectually.” Even with his executive powers, Lincoln doubted whether such a decree could be any more binding on the South than on the federal constitution itself. It would be impossible to enforce. He also doubted that a “proclamation of freedom” would be “any more effective.”

Oliver Johnson, having listened attentively to the president’s reasoning, privately mused, that “if John Brown had been Commander-in-Chief of the army and navy, with the slaveholders in open revolt, he would not only have made a proclamation of freedom for the slaves, but executed it as well.”

The Progressive Friends had, by 1862, rejected their earlier pronouncements in favor of passive nonresistance and welcomed any means—even war—by which to eliminate slavery.43 Choosing to be more respectful of Lincoln, however, Johnson said, “True, Mr. President, the Constitution cannot now be enforced in the South; but you do not on that account intermit the effort to enforce it, and we are convinced that the abolition of slavery is indispensable to your success.”

Unknown to the delegation, Lincoln had been privately wrestling with this very point for some time but could not bring himself to say anything more than that he “felt the magnitude of the task before him” and that he “hoped to be rightly directed in these very trying circumstances.”

William Barnard, impressed by the president’s humility, expressed sympathy for him and an earnest desire that he “might, under Divine guidance, be led to free the slaves, and thus save the nation.” By doing so, Barnard added, “nations yet unborn would rise up to call [the president] blessed, and better still, he would secure the blessings of God.”

Lincoln was deeply moved. He confided that he had “sometimes thought that he might be an instrument in God’s hands of accomplishing a great work” and that he “welcomed the role.” Perhaps God’s way of accomplishing emancipation was “different from theirs,” he proposed, but regardless, he would “seek light from above, to do his duty in the place to which he had been called.”44 Thanking the delegation for their visit, the president shook hands with each member and ushered them to the door, ending the interview.

To be sure, it is impossible to determine the degree of influence Pennsylvania’s Progressive Friends had on Lincoln, just as it is impossible to determine the influences of any religious denomination on his thinking or actions. Historian Richard Carwardine contends that Lincoln’s conversations with ministers and religious delegations were “constant” and “extended across the full gamut of denominational affiliation.” Lincoln “worked hard to keep open two-way channels with the leaders of this influential constituency, and to deal sensitively and respectfully with them, aware not only of their power but also that those contacts provided him with a way of both reading and reaching potent opinion-formers.” At the same time, Carwardine emphasizes that it is “not clear how far Lincoln’s cultivation of the company of religious leaders influenced his own spiritual quest.”45 Ward Lamon, the president’s bodyguard, confirms this point. “The President was visited almost daily by reverend gentlemen, sometimes as single visitors,” he observed, “but more frequently in delegations, and especially during the early years of the war. Generally, these interviews involved a speedy proclamation of emancipation and were entertaining and agreeable on both sides.”46 An examination of Earl Shenk Miers’s Lincoln Day by Day: A Chronology, 1809–1865 and the website The Lincoln Log: A Daily Chronology of the Life of Abraham Lincoln proved inconclusive in determining the numbers of contacts the president had with each of the various denominations compared to those interviews and correspondence he maintained with Quakers.47 Predictably, James M. Cornelius, curator of the Lincoln Collection in Springfield, Illinois, believes that the number of contacts Lincoln had with each of the major religious denominations is “anyone’s guess.” “Eleven denominations have claimed Lincoln as a member in some fashion,” said Cornelius. “To the extent that he knew he had a Quaker ancestor or two or was impressed by their faith, he may’ve given those visitors more time during the presidency.”48 Thus, while it is difficult to determine the degree of influence Pennsylvania’s Progressive Friends had on Lincoln’s decision to emancipate the slaves, the June 1862 interview probably had a stronger impact on the president’s thinking about emancipation than those of other church delegations earlier in the war. The Progressives’ influence was due not only to a shared view of God’s role in human affairs but also to the timing of the interview, which corresponded with Lincoln’s increasing faith in the doctrine of necessity and the fundamental mystical impulse that inspired it. At the same time, the Longwood Friends did not speak for the larger Religious Society of Friends, which tended to have a stronger commitment to the Peace Testimony and maintained many different perspectives on the issue of emancipation.

Pennsylvania’s Progressive Friends were unique among antebellum Quakers. While they can trace their origins to Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, they took the Quakers’ humanitarian impulse to an extreme. Founded at Longwood, Chester County, in 1853, the Pennsylvania Yearly Meeting of Progressive Friends was one of 16 co-operating but independent activist “comeouter” groups from the Middle Atlantic and Midwest states.49 Alternatively known as Congregational Friends, the Progressives had revolted from their rural monthly meetings, which were more conservative on matters of religious doctrine, humanitarian reform, and especially becoming involved with non-Quakers in benevolent activities. Theirs was a religion of reform that sought to include all those who shared their belief in the moral improvement of society, regardless of religious denomination. Defining their fellowship by a quest for the world’s moral improvement, Progressives believed that Christian faith and good works were “interchangeable, a marked departure from the conventional belief that faith must exist in a Christian antecedent to works.”50 By advancing such “ecumenical spirituality,” Progressive Friends opened their fellowship to the supporters of many causes, including temperance, women’s rights, common schooling, prison reform, and especially the abolition of slavery. Thus, the 57 Chester County Quakers who separated from Kennett Monthly Meeting (Hicksite) in 1852 did so over the issues of religious doctrine and involvement in inter-denominational reform. They also represented a radical minority of antislavery Friends, most of whom freely violated the federal Fugitive Slave Law by serving as agents on the Underground Railroad.51

According to their “Exposition of Sentiments,” or “mission statement,” Longwood’s Progressive Friends operated on three inextricable beliefs, all of which were reflected in their antislavery activities. The first was a conviction that the “universe was governed by a divinely-ordained Higher Law.”52 Believing that God’s law superseded civil law, many members rejected the federal Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 requiring every citizen to aid in the recapture of runaway slaves or face a fine or imprisonment or both. Instead, they established a network of safe houses for fugitive slaves and channeled runaways to conductors along the Underground Railroad’s Eastern Line, which ran from Maryland and Delaware through southeastern Pennsylvania and ultimately to Canada. Many of the fugitives were sent into Chester County by Thomas Garrett of Wilmington, Delaware. Garrett often sent the escapees to his relatives, Isaac and Dinah Mendenhall in Kennett, just over the Mason–Dixon Line. One of the most outspoken Progressive Friends, Garrett is known to have assisted more than 2,300 runaways—including Harriet Tubman—in his three decades as an Underground Railroad agent.53

The second operating tenet of Longwood’s Progressive Friends was that the individual can become “more free and responsible by learning about the natural and moral law through study, reflection and discussion.” To that end, the meeting held regular conventions to discuss their reform activities. Members came armed with facts and figures, as well as with proposals to submit for discussion and to achieve a better understanding of moral and natural law. The truth these Progressive Friends were seeking was not based so much on historical fact but was the result of “continuous revelation” that would inspire action for a “virtuous purpose.”54 Oliver Johnson was perhaps the most gifted of the Progressive Friends’ leaders in this respect. Likened to a biblical prophet, Johnson knew how to articulate the sense of the meeting and help guide the proceedings without imposing his will. He also authored many of the antislavery testimonies drafted by the Longwood Meeting. Not surprisingly, Johnson was appointed to lead the delegation that met with President Lincoln in June 1862.55

The third and final operating principle of the Progressive Friends was that they, like all Americans, had a mission to make democracy work in this country, allowing it to serve as an example for the rest of the world. In this sense, Progressive Quakerism was not simply an attempt to reconstitute the Quaker faith on a purer, more ecumenical footing, but a “moral revolution” based on “concrete political demands” that would ultimately achieve such radically unpopular causes as the abolition of slavery.56 All people were invited to join the Progressive Friends in this moral revolution, without regard to gender, race, or religious denomination. While most were well-educated members of the middle class, they were a socially diverse bunch. At any given convention, you could find earnest-faced Quakers clad in plain brown coats and broad-brimmed hats seated alongside free-thinkers with long hair and beards. In fact, the West Chester American Republican described Longwood as a place where “long-haired men and short-haired women met to threaten the stability of society.”57 The only test of membership was the ability to demonstrate faith in God by leading a life that combined personal purity with increased practical benevolence. It was a radical policy for the time period, even among Quakers. But the Progressive Friends genuinely believed that they could achieve their democratic mission only if the obstacles of human prejudice, superstition, and greed could be eliminated.58 They also realized it was a never-ending mission that demanded outreach, including spreading the word through publications and camp-style meetings. So committed were the Progressive Friends that between their annual sessions of 1857 and 1858, they conducted 26 missionary meetings in 12 different locations across the eastern seaboard in the Midwest, and in 1858, their yearly meeting appointed a 64-member committee to proselytize for reform in Ohio, Delaware, New Jersey, New York, Indiana, and Iowa through personal visits and an ongoing correspondence.59

To be sure, Longwood’s Progressive Friends had elevated “reform” to a “religion” of itself, and no reform was more important to them than the abolition of slavery. Each year from their beginnings in 1853, the group issued forceful testimonies against the peculiar institution and listened to impassioned denunciations of slavery by such prominent reformers as William Lloyd Garrison, Lucretia Mott, Charles Burleigh, and Sojourner Truth. In fact, most if not all of the Progressive Friends subscribed to Garrison’s call for the immediate emancipation of slaves. “In dealing with such a sin as slavery,” they stated in a testimony encouraged by Garrison himself, “we can adopt no half-way measures. The whole truth must be proclaimed, without concealment, without compromise. No church, no government, no constitution, no union which requires us to support or sanction such a crime, can have any binding force upon our consciences. We seek not alone to prevent the extension of slavery, but to exterminate it from every part of the land.”60 This was the very same position the six memorialists—Thomas Garrett, Oliver Johnson, William Barnard, Eliza Agnew, Dinah Mendenhall, and Alice Hambleton—had presented to Lincoln when they met with him on June 20, 1862.

Unknown to the Quaker delegation, the president was evolving toward the same position himself. Despite his best intentions, his plan for compensated, gradual abolition in the border states met with growing resistance, first by Delaware’s state legislature and later by the governors of the other border states. Both bodies would eventually reject the plan altogether.61 At the same time, Lincoln’s initiative to achieve border emancipation was being undermined by yet another Union officer. In May, Major General David Hunter, commander of the Department of the South, declared the 900,000 slaves in the South Carolina Sea Islands “forever free,” and instructed his officers to accept black volunteers. Like Fremont’s earlier declaration, Hunter acted without the permission of Lincoln or the War Department. Although Secretary of the Treasury Salmon Chase urged the president to accept Hunter’s declaration, Lincoln immediately revoked the order, stating that “no commanding officer shall do such a thing upon my responsibility without consulting me.”62 The impending failure of border emancipation was made worse by the fact that the Union war effort was not going well at all. Although General George McClellan, commander of the Army of the Potomac, finally launched his offensive in mid-March, it was a feeble effort at best. Cautiously advancing his troops up the Virginia Peninsula en route to the Confederate capitol at Richmond, the Union commander still refused to attack, chronically overestimating the strength of enemy units and demanding that Lincoln send reinforcements. In fact, McClellan’s troops outnumbered those of Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston’s forces and the Union delay allowed the rebels to slip away unnoticed fooling McClellan with logs painted black to appear as cannons. The so-called Quaker Gun affair was an embarrassment to the administration and one that presaged the ultimate failure of the Peninsula campaign in late June. It was clear to Lincoln that McClellan lacked both the courage and the resolve to launch a decisive engagement, a stark contrast to the success of General Ulysses Grant, commander of the Union troops in the West, who scored a string of resounding victories, but often at the expense of appallingly high casualty rates.63 With the Union death toll rising and the impending failure of border emancipation, Lincoln resolved that those soldiers who gave their lives for the Union would not die in vain. His search for a deeper meaning to the war was given further direction by the Progressive Friends, who urged him to pursue a policy of universal emancipation.

Although Lincoln had entertained dozens of similar interviews by the delegations of other religious groups, his visit with the Progressive Friends is significant in two respects.64 First, Lincoln revealed his belief that he might be “an instrument in God’s hands of accomplishing a great work,” something he had yet to admit to any other group, including his cabinet. The revelation suggests that the president’s belief in the doctrine of necessity was coming to fruition and that he felt comfortable enough to share his feelings with a delegation of Friends because of their deep and abiding conviction in mysticism, or the ability of human beings to communicate directly with God himself. Second, the timing of the Progressive Friends’ interview had a profound impact on Lincoln because, as he put it, “things had gone from bad to worse and I felt that we had reached the end of the rope.”65 Considering the dismal fortunes of the Union army to that point and the impending failure of his plan for gradual, compensated emancipation in the border states, the president was acutely aware of his need for divine guidance and eager to receive it. It was at this critical juncture that the Progressive Friends validated Lincoln’s growing belief that emancipation was the divinely ordained purpose of the war, and it was God’s will for him to achieve that objective.66 For Lincoln, moral purpose and political expedience were beginning to merge, strengthening his resolve to emancipate the slaves.

III

On Sunday morning, July 13, President Lincoln shared a carriage with his Secretary of State William Seward and his Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles en route to the funeral of Edwin Stanton’s infant son at Oak Hill Cemetery. Three days earlier the baby died from complications of a vaccination, leaving the secretary of war to hide his personal pain behind a stoic façade, while his grief-stricken wife tried to cope with the sudden loss of her newborn son. The war had forced the nation to deal with death on a daily basis, but nothing could prepare a parent for the loss of a child. For Lincoln, the occasion must have been an especially painful reminder of his own son’s death earlier in the year. Once again, he was returning to the cemetery where Willie’s body was entombed in a private vault awaiting final interment at Springfield. The mood was somber, very little being said as the carriage bounced over the rutted streets of Georgetown Heights.67

The events of the past week also weighed heavily on Lincoln. Having lost patience with McClellan and his refusal to go on the attack, the president, on July 11, replaced him with Henry W. Halleck as general-in-chief of the Union armies. While McClellan would remain in command of the Army of the Potomac, Halleck’s appointment effectively ended Lincoln’s four-month experiment of serving as his own general, allowing him to concentrate more on the slavery issue.68 It came not a moment too soon, either. On July 12, the border states rejected the president’s idea of compensated emancipation, insisting that such an action should be initiated by the slave states themselves.69 Lincoln now realized that he would have to explore other alternatives for freeing the slaves, including a second confiscation act recently approved by Congress. The measure strengthened an earlier 1861 confiscation act in regard to fines, imprisonment, and loss of property for anyone assisting the Confederate cause. “Property” included the chattel of any slave owner in Union-occupied territory who had supported the rebellion. This was a distinct departure from the first confiscation act that freed only those slaves who were directly involved in the Confederate war effort and considered “contraband.” Lincoln was also granted the authority to declare as “forever free” those rebel-owned slaves who escaped to the Union lines or who lived in Confederate territory later occupied by Union troops. Since the new measure prohibited the federal army from returning fugitives to their owners, the president could now employ these former slaves in any way he deemed “necessary and proper for the suppression of this rebellion” as well as to provide for their future colonization “in some tropical country.” Nearly every Republican in Congress had voted for the Second Confiscation Act, and now turned to their president to sign the bill into law. Lincoln was being forced by his generals and Congress to act.

The president had always reserved the authority to make all decisions regarding slavery, emancipation, and race on his own, jealously guarding the constitutional powers vested in the executive branch. He did not appreciate military or congressional interference on these matters. He was especially disturbed by the Second Confiscation Act’s provision granting him the power to declare rebel-owned slaves “forever free.” It directly contradicted the Republican platform on which he and most of the congressman of his party had been elected. He was also troubled by the absence of a provision in the bill for determining whether fugitive slaves belonged to Confederate or Union owners.70 At the same time, the president must have been secretly pleased that the measure reinforced his own thinking on emancipation and colonization. In fact, Lincoln, just a week earlier, met with James Mitchell, recently appointed as commissioner of emigration in the Department of the Interior, to schedule a meeting with a delegation of local African American leaders to discuss his plans for colonization.71 For Lincoln, personal conviction and political expedience were converging in a providential manner.

Breaking the silence, the president informed Seward and Welles that he was considering “emancipating the slaves by proclamation in case the Rebels did not cease to persist in their war.” Having “dwelt earnestly on the gravity, importance, and delicacy” of the subject, Lincoln said that he had “come to the conclusion that it was a military necessity absolutely essential for the salvation of the Union, that we must free the slaves or be ourselves subdued.”72 It was a shrewd way of overriding the constitutional protection of slavery by evoking the constitutionally sanctioned war powers of the president. Lincoln had ample justification for such a military declaration, too. For some time he had been receiving daily reports of slaves being put to work for the Confederate cause. Some served as teamsters carting the dead off battlefields. Others built military fortifications. Still others labored on farms so that their masters were free to fight. If the South were divested of their slaves, the North would achieve a significant advantage. Viewed in this context, emancipation was a “military necessity,” and one that was validated by the president’s constitutional war powers.73

Astonished by Lincoln’s revelation, Welles noted that it was “a new departure for the president, for until this time . . . he had been prompt and emphatic in denouncing any interference by the General Government on the subject” of slavery. But clearly, circumstances had changed. Congressional sentiment had caught up to the opinion of Northern abolitionists whose efforts had been focused on emancipation from the start. Still, Lincoln was not convinced that the North as a whole was ready to accept such a radical departure in the federal government’s policy toward slavery. Seward also recognized this fact. Although he had always been more firmly rooted in the abolitionist camp than the president, the secretary of state confessed that he needed time for “mature reflection before giving a decisive answer” because the subject “involved consequences so vast and momentous.”74

While Seward mulled over the issue, Lincoln began to take action. Despite his reservations, the president, on July 17, signed the Second Confiscation Act into law. He also completed a first draft of the Emancipation Proclamation that he planned to introduce to his cabinet later that month.75 Such calculated actions and thoughtful consideration reflect Lincoln’s deliberate intention to wed emancipation to his original war aim of preserving the Union. They also contradict the assertion of some scholars who insist that Lincoln was “forced into glory” by African Americans intent on freeing themselves, most notably fugitive slaves who swarmed into Union camps from both border and rebel states and colluded with Fremont and Hunter to be sheltered and employed by the federal army.76 “Emancipation” was not against Lincoln’s “white supremacist instincts,” as the argument maintains. In his mind, the beliefs were complementary. In fact, Lincoln’s early and consistent hatred of slavery as a violation of human rights was intertwined with a deep-seated ambivalence over the social and intellectual status of blacks compared to whites. During his youth and well into his presidency, Lincoln had a penchant for blackface minstrels and “darky” jokes. He also doubted the capacity of black men to serve with courage in the Union army or to live in white mainstream society. As a result, he held off on allowing blacks to serve in the military, even if he realized that it could benefit the Union war effort. Similarly, Lincoln, for the first two years of his presidency, pushed for the voluntary colonization of freed slaves either in the Caribbean or back in Africa.77 The critics, by imposing modern notions of civil rights on Lincoln, a figure who operated in a dramatically different culture, fail to understand that the president was a product of the early-to-mid nineteenth century. As such, he entertained many of the moral and social conventions of that time period. Thus, to impose contemporary standards and values on Lincoln is historically irresponsible. What made Lincoln such a complex and fascinating figure was his ability to redefine the moral and political conventions of the nineteenth century, which had validated slavery, in a way that made emancipation acceptable, even desirous, among the American people. His remarkable achievement was rooted in a deeply held spiritual belief that came to fruition through careful timing, political expedience, and military necessity.

On July 21, the president met with the cabinet to discuss the implementation of the Second Confiscation Act. Members agreed unanimously that three provisions of the new measure be executed: that field commanders would be given the authority to appropriate civilian property in hostile territory, that blacks were to be used as military laborers, and that the Union army would be instructed to keep records of all confiscated property, including slaves, so loyal owners could receive compensation. But Lincoln’s proposal that the freed slaves would be “colonized in some tropical territory” received little support and was left unsettled.78

When the discussion resumed the next day, the president introduced a new draft order that he had been preparing for weeks. The proclamation cited the new Confiscation Act’s warning to rebel loyalists to cease the rebellion within 60 days or face confiscation of their property, including slaves. Cabinet members nodded their heads in assent as they listened attentively. There was nothing surprising as the provision was firmly rooted in congressional actions. Next Lincoln affirmed his support for compensated gradual emancipation. While Postmaster General Montgomery Blair and Treasury Secretary Salmon Chase were not pleased with the idea, they, like the other members, appreciated the president’s commitment to the plan and remained silent.79 Lincoln proceeded to the next point almost as an afterthought, though its implications were earth-shattering.

Invoking his constitutional authority as commander in chief, the president declared that on January 1, 1863, “all persons held as slaves within any state or states” still under Confederate control “shall then, thenceforward, and forever, be free.”80 The declaration went far beyond the Second Confiscation Act, which applied only to states under Union control. Lincoln, asserting his executive authority in bold and unprecedented terms, was proposing to extend wartime emancipation in most places where the institution existed. What’s more, on January 1, 1863, and thereafter, emancipation would be immediate and without compensation. The silence in the room was deafening. Cabinet members were stunned. With the exceptions of Seward and Welles, who had learned of Lincoln’s plan a week earlier, no one was prepared for the bombshell that had just been dropped.

Attorney General Edward Bates was the first to break the silence. Expressing his “very decided approval for immediate promulgation,” Bates’s endorsement came with one condition—that “deportation,” or colonization, immediately follow emancipation. His remarks came as a surprise since he had always opposed wholesale emancipation. Salmon Chase, initially shocked by the revelation, found his voice. Fearing that the state courts would not recognize such a proclamation, Chase worried that immediate emancipation would lead to “depredation and massacre.” He preferred a more incremental process that would be implemented by local commanders in Union-occupied Southern territory. Montgomery Blair echoed the treasury secretary’s concern. Blair, ever politically minded and lukewarm on the idea of emancipation, stated his belief that the proclamation would drive the border states into the Confederacy and be used by Lincoln’s enemies on Capitol Hill as a weapon against the administration. Blair’s greatest fear, however, was that the proclamation would cost Lincoln votes in the next election. Only Stanton gave his immediate and unconditional support to the measure. Interestingly, Welles said nothing. But in a diary entry he later recorded, the secretary of the navy recognized that the proclamation was “fraught with consequences, immediate and remote, such as human foresight could not penetrate.” He also predicted that immediate emancipation would result in “a revolution of the social, civil and industrial habits and condition of society in all the slave states.”

That left Seward, who long believed that slavery was the cause of the Civil War and welcomed immediate emancipation. Yet when asked for his opinion, the secretary of state confessed that he questioned the expediency of the proclamation “at this juncture.” Seward was rightfully concerned that the Union army’s lack of a decisive victory in the East had diminished public morale for the war effort and that an Emancipation Proclamation issued at this time might be viewed “as a last measure of an exhausted government [and] a cry for help.” Therefore, the secretary of state suggested that the matter be postponed “until you can give it to the country supported by military success, attended by fife and drum and public spirit.”81

After acknowledging the “differences in the cabinet on the slavery question,” Lincoln informed members that he had already “resolved” to free the slaves. In other words, he “had not called them together to ask for their advice,” but simply to inform them of his decision. At the same time, the president was “struck by the wisdom” of Seward’s suggestion to postpone emancipation until a military victory could be achieved. Accordingly, Lincoln put the idea aside, stating that he would wait for “some sign from the Divine” to publicly issue the proclamation.82 Still, he proceeded with his own plans to prepare the American people for emancipation by leaking his views through the press.

On August 14, for example, Lincoln met with a delegation of five black leaders, most of them local ministers, at the White House hoping to achieve consensus on the issue of colonization. While the president condemned slavery, he acknowledged the painful reality that the racism of white society would not allow the black race to prosper in the United States. “You and we are different races,” he told them. “Even when you cease to be slaves you are yet far removed from being placed on equality with the white race. It is better for us both, therefore, to be separated.” Lincoln offered colonization in Central America as the solution with the understanding that its success depended on “a hundred tolerably intelligent [black] men with their wives and children” to lead the emigration. He also assured the delegation that he would not impose colonization on the African American race but rather leave the final decision to blacks themselves.83 There was virtually no dialogue; Lincoln dominated the meeting. At the outset, E. M. Thomas, the chairman of the delegation, stated his understanding that the group was there by invitation to hear what the president had to say. After Lincoln completed his remarks, Thomas briefly replied that the delegation would “hold a consultation and in a short time give an answer.”84 It is also important to note that the delegation did not consist of any nationally recognized black leader like Frederick Douglass, Samuel Ringgold Ward, Henry H. Garnet, Martin R. Delany, or William Wells Brown. All of these men were articulate—and outspoken—leaders of their race and would have immediately challenged the president on his view of race relations. Instead, the delegation was hand-picked by Lincoln’s own commissioner of emigration, the Reverend James Mitchell. A reporter assigned by the president was also present taking meticulous notes of his remarks to ensure that they would appear verbatim in the national press the very next day. This was not a meeting, but rather a scripted performance choreographed by Lincoln to make emancipation more palatable to the white race.85

Indeed, the president’s remarks on colonization appeared in newspapers across the nation the following day just as he intended. The New York Times added that Lincoln’s remarks “committed him more strongly than ever to the colonization policy as the surest solution of Negro complications.”86 Even the black delegation’s initial response was favorable. “We were entirely hostile to the [colonization] movement,” wrote Chairman Thomas to Lincoln a few days later, “until all the advantages were so ably brought to our attention by you.”87 Not all blacks were pleased with the proposal, though. Frederick Douglass, the antislavery radical and the most famous African American in the nation at the time, was the most indignant of all. Colonization was the polar opposite of his vision of an integrated society that transcended white racism. When he read of the president’s remarks, Douglass fumed that they exposed Lincoln’s “pride of race and blood, his contempt for Negroes and his canting hypocrisy.” “Worse,” the black orator charged, the “widespread publication” of Lincoln’s remarks gave “license to all the ignorant and base” racists “to commit all kinds of violence and outrage upon the colored people of the country.” Douglass advised the president not to patronize blacks by deciding “what was best” for them, but simply to “allow [them] [their] freedom.”88 Douglass’s anger was understandable. For him, colonization “presupposed racism, the spirit of slavery.” For Lincoln, on the other hand, colonization “presupposed emancipation.”89

Despite Lincoln’s ultimate failure to convince black leaders of the benefits of colonization, he had achieved his intended goal of preparing white Americans for a society without slavery. In the process, he enlisted the support of an unwitting accomplice. Horace Greeley, the radical abolitionist editor of the New York Tribune, had grown impatient with the president’s reluctance. It appeared to Greeley that everyone—Congress, military leaders, abolitionists, clergy, even the North itself—was ready to accept the abolition of slavery. Yet Lincoln still hesitated.

Unaware of the impending proclamation, Greeley, on August 19, tried to force Lincoln’s hand on emancipation by publishing a public letter to the president. Titled “The Prayer of Twenty Millions,” as if it was stating the feelings of the entire North, the letter expressed only the wishes of antislavery Republicans who were “sorely disappointed by the policy [Lincoln] seems to be pursuing with regard to the slaves of Rebels.” Greely went on to state that he and his fellow abolitionists expected the president to “EXECUTE THE LAWS . . . with regard to the emancipating provisions of the new Confiscation Act” and stop listening to “certain fossil politicians hailing from the Border Slave States.”90 Lincoln responded a few days later on August 22 with his own letter. Insisting that the “preservation of the Union” was the primary aim of his war policy, the president suggested that emancipation was a much lesser consideration. “My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery,” he declared. “If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some slaves and leaving others alone I would also do that. What I do about slavery and the colored race, I do because it helps to save the Union.”91 Most contemporary readers understood Lincoln to mean that the abolition of slavery was a moot point; preserving the union was his only real objective. But the letter actually provided the indirect revelation that Lincoln was open to the possibility of a broad emancipation by cloaking it in his constitutional obligation to preserve the union. That, after all, was his stated goal from the very beginning of the war. Viewed in this light, Lincoln was preparing the American people to interpret the forthcoming Emancipation Proclamation as a conservative gesture, simply the latest action of a consistent policy to restore the Union.

While Lincoln, the politician, prepared the country for emancipation, Lincoln, the spiritual seeker, continued to rely on divine guidance to validate his actions. The fullest expression of his belief in the doctrine of necessity can be found in an undated writing known today as “Meditation on the Divine Will.” This personal reflection is believed to have been written sometime in early September 1862 and was never meant for publication. In it, Lincoln reveals his belief that the “will of God prevails” and describes a God whom neither the Union nor the Confederacy could claim as their own. “I am almost ready to say this is probably true—that God wills this contest, and wills that it shall not end yet,” Lincoln wrote. “He could give the final victory to either side any day. Yet the contest proceeds.”92 The “Meditation” not only reflects Lincoln’s theological depth but also illuminates how far he had traveled “on his journey from fatalism to providence.”93 No longer did he see God as a distant being, but one who “made Himself accessible to those who seek Him out.” Lincoln now understood that “God was at once the ultimate and personal reality,” the primary actor in a war over which the Union and the Confederacy had little control.94

Quakers played a significant role in Lincoln’s spiritual transformation constantly assuring him that Emancipation was the natural end of God’s providence. Individually and collectively, Friends appealed to Lincoln’s view of a divine role in human affairs, drawing an important distinction between human agency and God’s will. Progressive Friends reminded him that the “immediate and universal emancipation” of the slaves was a manifestation of “Divine guidance,” and the war’s “frightful effusion of blood” a direct consequence of man’s “sins for [practicing] the un-Christian and barbarous system of slavery.”95 Similarly, individual Friends implored the president to transcend the human fallibility that gave rise to the war in favor of God’s will in emancipating the slaves. “Everyone has an influence if rightly exerted for the good of society, however, small,” Lydia Longstreth, a member of Germantown Meeting in Philadelphia, wrote to Lincoln in September 1862. “Whence comes war? Is it not a relic of barbarism?” She asks that he “follow [God’s] leading to emancipate the slaves” through “moral suasion” as it “is better than the power of the sword, which commands but cannot convince.”96 Similarly, Mary Schofield, a Quaker from Bucks County, Pennsylvania, wrote to Lincoln insisting that “the war and all the bloodshed is the result of our own disobedience to His divine laws.” “Our nation, both North and South, have sinned against the Most High,” she contends, and the only way for the nation to “recover [its] former greatness is to repent” by “removing the heavy burden of slavery and letting the oppressed go free.” Schofield concludes the letter by asking Lincoln to submit to the “mercies of God” and “free the slaves,” reminding him of Willie’s death and the painful suffering it caused him. “Will thee not sympathize with the widows and orphans who mourn those who have fallen on the battlefield owing to the dreadful curse of slavery?”97 These pleas reached Lincoln during a prolonged period of melancholy, triggered by his son’s death in February 1862. It was a critical time in Lincoln’s decision-making on emancipation according to D. Elton Trueblood because the president was “driven to deep soul-searching at times of sorrow and strain.” Such “intensely painful experiences” made him especially receptive to a “sign from the Divine” for emancipation.98 The “sign” arrived on September 17 with the Battle of Antietam at Sharpsburg, Maryland.

Antietam was the bloodiest day of fighting in the Civil War. The Union sustained casualties amounting to 2,108 killed and 9,549 wounded, and the Confederacy, 2,700 killed and 9,029 wounded. Although inconclusive from a military standpoint, the battle represented a strategic setback for the South since Confederate commander Robert E. Lee felt compelled to abandon his invasion of the North and retire across the Potomac River. Lincoln seized upon Antietam as the victory he had been waiting for to issue the Emancipation Proclamation, though McClellan’s reluctance to pursue Lee’s army exasperated him and led to the arrogant general’s removal from command two months later.99 On September 22, Lincoln met with his cabinet and announced his decision to issue a preliminary proclamation, confessing that he had promised God he would free the slaves if Lee’s army was driven out of Maryland.100

Divine guidance had prevailed.

IV

The Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation appeared on the front page of every major urban Northern newspaper on September 23 and word of it spread into the South shortly after. Initial responses were predictable. In the South, reaction among whites was uniformly negative. Confederate President Jefferson Davis denounced it as an attempt to “stir up servile insurrection” and one that reinforced the South’s decision to fight for its independence. Even Tennessee’s Thomas A. R. Nelson, one of the most vigorous opponents of secession, denounced the “atrocity and barbarism of Mr. Lincoln’s proclamation.” It was more difficult to gauge the response of slaves. Most were illiterate, and if they heard about the proclamation through the grapevine, they dared not admit it, lest they raise their masters’ suspicion of attempts to escape to freedom.101

Conversely, the North’s initial response was overwhelmingly positive. Abolitionists were euphoric. “God bless Abraham Lincoln,” exclaimed Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune, while Joseph Medill’s Chicago Tribune considered it the “grandest proclamation ever issued by man.”102 Every major city celebrated with huge rallies marked by bonfires, parades, and oratory. Radical Republicans gloried in the triumph. Even those like Thaddeus Stevens and Benjamin F. Wade, who once attacked Lincoln for his incompetence and reluctance to move against slavery, were forced into silence, at least for the moment.103 In England, the Emancipation Proclamation was celebrated by the majority of people, thanks to Quaker parliamentarian John Bright’s assiduous efforts. Bright’s championing of the cause in the House of Commons and the force of his moral arguments against slavery won over a nation that had abolished slavery in 1833. What’s more, Lincoln’s explicit declaration that Emancipation was a major war aim for the Union forced British statesmen like Lord Palmerston, Earl Russell, and future prime minister William Gladstone, who supported the Confederacy, to change their position or face censure.104

American Quakers also praised the president’s proclamation feeling as if their prayers had been answered. Rachel Moore, a Philadelphia Quaker minister, wrote in her journal that “Friends rejoice and give glory to Him who proclaimed freedom throughout the nation through our noble-souled president, Abraham Lincoln.” Moore believed that the Emancipation Proclamation “brought the four million slaves out of their graves to such a resurrection as the world never saw; not all the annals of history can furnish a parallel with it.” At the same time, Moore made sure to credit several Friends for “bringing the subject of emancipation into our legislative halls at an early day of the abolitionist movement.” Among those Quakers she cites as “Saviors of the [black] race” are Maria Child, who “wrote an able and full truth of slavery”; Elias Hicks, who “refused to partake of the unrequited labor of slaves for many years”; and the “intrepid Lucretia Mott,” who “conducted abolitionist meetings despite the threat of mobs.”105 Caleb Russell and Sallie Fenton of Prairie Grove Monthly Meeting (Hicksite) in Iowa wrote to Lincoln to “express [their] united approval” of the proclamation and urged the president to seek the “counsel of Him who holds the destinies of nations in His Hand” so that he could “bring about a permanent peace in our beloved country.”106 Encouraged by the letter, Lincoln replied that he was “upheld and sustained by the good wishes and prayers of God’s people” and assured them that “no one is more deeply than myself aware” of the need for “His favor.”107 What meant even more were the visits of Quaker ministers who traveled to Washington to offer their prayers in person.

The most significant visit was that of Eliza Gurney and three other Friends on Sunday morning, October 26, 1862. Born and raised in Philadelphia, Eliza Kirkbride met Joseph John Gurney, a wealthy banker and Quaker reformer 13 years her elder, on a visit to England in 1836 and married him five years later. She became a recorded Quaker minister in 1841 and traveled throughout Europe with her husband urging the monarchs of Denmark, Holland, and France to free slaves in their West Indian colonies. After Joseph died in 1847, Eliza returned to the United States and settled at Burlington, New Jersey, where she continued her abolitionist activities.108 In October 1862, Gurney “felt constrained to make a religious visit” to the president and express her gratitude for the Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation.109 Gurney was also deeply troubled by the trials of the Civil War. It is not clear if she and her companions—John M. Whitall, Hannah B. Mott, and James Carey—traveled to Washington as a delegation appointed by a specific monthly or yearly meeting or if they had initiated the interview themselves.110 What is known is that they did not seek any political favor, which greatly pleased Lincoln. Instead, Gurney emphasized the delegation’s “near sympathy” for the president in the “heavy weight of responsibility that rested upon him.” Although she expressed her gratitude for Lincoln’s recent decision to emancipate the slaves, Gurney recognized the “trials and persecutions” the president would have to confront because of that decision and hoped that he would “commit his way unto the Lord by prayer” whenever those trials emerged. If he did so, she believed that “the peace of God” would “keep the president in heart and mind.”111

Lincoln was charmed by the innocence and genuine sympathy of the Quakeress. Gurney knelt and offered a prayer “that light and wisdom might be shed down from on high, to guide our President,” before the group settled into a silent meditative worship.112 Whitall later noted that he would never forget the “deep solemnity, the almost awful silence [that] reigned within that room,” or the “tears running down the cheeks of our honored President as E. P. Gurney solemnly addressed him.” When the members of the delegation rose to go, Lincoln, profoundly affected by the meeting, encouraged the four Friends to stay longer than the 15 minutes scheduled for their visit. But Gurney declined, noting that the president had too many other responsibilities. Taking her hand, Lincoln, with unusual warmth, confided, “I am glad of this interview.”113

Conversely, John G. Nicolay, one of the president’s secretaries, was much less impressed by the visit. Later that evening, Nicolay wrote a letter to his fiancée, Therena Bates, complaining about a “small Quaker delegation” that came to “hold a prayer meeting” with Lincoln. He stated his sympathy for the president, who was “compelled to bear the infliction until the ‘spirit’ moved them to stop.” “Isn’t it strange,” Nicolay concluded, “that so many and such intelligent people often have so little common sense?”114 Although Nicolay prided himself in being privy to most, if not all, of Lincoln’s interviews, his negative impression of this one was off the mark. The secretary was, in demeanor and temperament, a brooding, pessimistic figure. He tended to scrutinize others for ulterior motives.115 Thus, Nicolay probably likened the Quaker delegation to those of other religious groups who came to seek favors or to convert the president to Emancipation through unwelcome preaching. In fact, Lincoln was so moved by the interview with Gurney that he wrote a remarkably candid letter to her confessing his belief:


We are indeed going through a great trial—a fiery trial. In the very responsible position in which I happen to be placed, being a humble instrument in the hands of our Heavenly Father, as I am, and as we all are, to work out His great purposes, I have desired that all my works and acts may be according to His will, and that it might be so, I have sought His aid—but if after endeavoring to do my best in the light which He affords me, I find my efforts fail, I must believe that for some purpose unknown to me, He wills it otherwise. If I had had my way, this war would never have been commenced; if I had been allowed my way this war would have been ended before this, but we find it still continues; and we must believe that He permits it for some wise purpose of His own, mysterious and unknown to us; and though with our limited understandings we may not be able to comprehend it, yet we cannot but believe, that He who made the world still governs it.116



It is a revealing letter in two respects. First, Lincoln, who was usually guarded about his innermost thoughts, trusted Gurney so completely that he shared his belief in being an “instrument in the hands of our Heavenly father,” something he had previously confided only to his cabinet. Such a high degree of trust reflects the spiritual kinship that existed between the president and the Quaker minister. That point is reinforced by Lincoln’s own sympathy for her, as he acknowledges the “fiery trial” she and her fellow Quakers are experiencing. What’s more, historian Ronald C. White credits Gurney with inspiring his use of the term “fiery trial” in his Annual Message to Congress later that year. White believes that Lincoln “carried the image of a fiery trial with him” from the letter to Gurney, making it synonymous to the circumstances of the nation in his December 1 address. On that occasion, Lincoln appealed to a divided legislature to unite behind him and his efforts at Emancipation.117 Using the plural pronouns “we” and “us,” the president, in his concluding paragraph, asked that Congress hold themselves accountable to the ideals of the founding fathers and the experiment in democracy that they began:


Fellow-citizens, we cannot escape history. We of this Congress and this administration, will be remembered in spite of ourselves. No personal significance, or insignificance, can spare one or another of us. The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation. We say we are for the Union. The world will not forget that we say this. We know how to save the Union. The world knows we do know how to save it. We—even we here—hold the power, and bear the responsibility. In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free—honorable alike in what we give, and what we preserve. We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth. Other means may succeed; this could not fail. The way is plain, peaceful, generous, just—a way which, if followed, the world will forever applaud, and God must forever bless.118



Second, Lincoln’s letter to Gurney represents the most complete expression of his belief in the doctrine of necessity to that point in time, a theme that began with the “Meditation on the Divine Will” a month earlier and reached its fullest expression in his second inaugural address of March 4, 1865, when he declared:


If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but which, having continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came, shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to Him? Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said “the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.”119



Placed in this context, the influence of Eliza Gurney on Lincoln’s spiritual development was profound. He recognized her earnest desire for his welfare later writing that he had “not forgotten” and “probably never shall forget the very impressive occasion when you and your friends visited me.”120 Lincoln was so moved by the interview that he urged Gurney to write him, transmitting his request through Isaac Newton, a Quaker who also served as the U.S. commissioner of agriculture. She agreed, becoming an important source of spiritual support for the president.121

The importance Lincoln attached to prayer and spiritual fellowship cannot be exaggerated, particularly in times of national crisis and personal distress. Although he often prayed alone, he welcomed spiritual fellowship with others, especially Quakers, who shared his belief in the ability of the individual to communicate directly with the Almighty. One of these occasions took place in mid-December 1862 after Lincoln learned of the high Union casualties sustained at the Battle of Fredericksburg. Frustrated with McClellan’s replacement, General Ambrose E. Burnside, the president discussed the possibility of removing him from command with Secretary of War Edwin Stanton. On December 13, Burnside, in an attempt to capture Richmond by crossing the Rappahannock River at Fredericksburg, launched a series of attacks against Lee’s Confederate forces, all of them bloody, all of them fruitless. After losing a large part of his army, Burnside withdrew to the north bank of the Rappahannock. Unlike McClellan, Burnside took action, but not decisive action. And it came at a cost of 12,600 casualties, compared to fewer than 5,000 for the Confederates.122

Lincoln was beside himself with despair, but was at a loss for another general to replace him. It was during this period that the president found solace in an interview with Elizabeth Comstock and Rachel Grellett, traveling Quaker ministers. He had met them before to issue letters allowing them to visit army hospitals and camps for freed blacks in Maryland, Virginia, and Delaware to minister to the spiritual needs of wounded soldiers and former slaves. On this occasion, Lincoln welcomed them into his office and asked them to be seated, perhaps hoping that they had come to offer prayerful support.

Comstock explained that the two ministers felt called by the Lord to “come to him with a message of love and cheer and encouragement.” “Well, if you have any encouragement for me,” replied Lincoln, trying to force a smile across a forlorn face, “please give it. I need it. Be free to say whatever is on your minds.” “Abraham, we believe we have a message from the Lord for thee,” said Comstock. “He has laid a great burden upon thee and thou canst not bear it alone. It is too much for thee. He says be of good courage and I will be with thee. I will not leave thee nor forsake thee. Thou shall prevail. Cast all thy burdens upon Him. Nothing is too hard for Him. The destiny of this great nation is upon Him. Do not carry it thyself. Look to Him. He will guide thee. He will give thee wisdom and thou shall prevail.” “May it not be that God has raised thee up, like Moses, to be the great emancipator of His people?” she continued. “To establish the nation united and free? As He said to Joshua, only be strong and of good courage.”

After Comstock completed her message, the two Quaker ministers arose to leave, but Lincoln stopped them.

“Aren’t you going to pray with me?” he asked.

“We hoped thee would ask for that,” replied Grellett.

Taking their hands in his, Lincoln knelt down alongside them to pray.

Comstock later recalled that his hands “trembled like a leaf in the breeze,” but that when she ended the prayer the president said “Amen, good and strong.” “We felt as if we had helped him to roll the burden off his shoulders, and that Jesus was there to receive them.”123

There is one other aspect of the Gurney, Comstock, and Grellett visits that deserves mentioning. Lincoln paid special attention to these Quaker ministers because they were women, though his interest in Comstock and Grellett may be attributed primarily to their ministerial activities in military camps and hospitals. He appreciated their efforts on behalf of the Union cause and giving them a few moments of his time was a token of his gratitude. Accordingly, William Stoddard, a White House secretary, observed that Lincoln’s “manner with the softer sex was kindly and courteous” and that he displayed a “chivalrous deference to the ministering angels who went to and fro among our camps and hospitals.”124 There appears to be more to the president’s interest in Eliza Gurney, though.

Lincoln could be charming to women, especially those who demonstrated sincerity and intelligence and were physically attractive like Gurney.125 He was a great reader of human nature and an admirer of beautiful women.126 At the same time, he was isolated from much social interaction with females by the jealousy of his wife, which became more intense as she struggled with her sanity.127 As a result, Lincoln’s potential to develop female friendships was extremely limited. Gurney, a 61-year-old widow, presented no threat to the 53-year-old president either because of age or marital status. Still, he may have felt as if he was compromising his emotional fidelity to Mary by carrying on an occasional correspondence with Gurney, thus the reason for having his secretary of agriculture, Isaac Newton, initiate the dialogue. That Gurney shared Lincoln’s own spiritual leadings was of primary importance to him, but her gender and the sincerity of her actions were every bit as appealing to him. No doubt those attributes motivated his request to extend the interview as well as to conduct a correspondence.

For Quaker abolitionists who believed that slavery could be ended without bloodshed, the Civil War posed a painful dilemma. Now that Lincoln had made emancipation a major aim of the war, they struggled to find some way to support the Union effort without compromising their pacifist beliefs. Gurney, Comstock, and Grellett resolved the problem by offering the president the kind of spiritual support he needed to survive the fratricidal conflict while still maintaining their commitment to the Society of Friends’ Peace Testimony. It would not be as easy for other Friends to reconcile their pacifist convictions with a war effort that aimed to end slavery, no matter how just the cause.


Chapter 3

Trials of War, 1863

At 11:00 a.m. on January 1, 1863, the Lincolns hosted a New Year’s reception at the White House. The president stood for three hours greeting a long procession of several hundred diplomats, military officers, politicians, and members of the public. In the afternoon, he retired to his office with a few cabinet members to sign the final Emancipation Proclamation. Exhausted, his hand swollen from greeting others, Lincoln could hardly hold the gold pen he had chosen to sign the historic document. Realizing the importance of the moment, he put the pen down.

“If my name ever goes into history,” he said, “it will be for this act.” Lincoln worried that a feeble signature from a trembling hand would invite his critics to say, “he hesitated.” That would not do, for “I never in my life felt more certain that I was doing right than I do in signing this paper . . . and my whole soul is in it.”

Lincoln then picked up the pen and with a firm hand signed the proclamation. “There,” he said, “that will do.”1

The Emancipation Proclamation represented a sea change in Lincoln’s view of the Civil War. What began as a military conflict to preserve the Union now also became a struggle to free the slaves. The document transcended politics, its extensive provisions reflecting the vision of a truly moral leader. Not only did Lincoln declare the slaves free but he also ordered the Union army and navy to “recognize and maintain” that freedom and provided for the enlistment of blacks “into the armed forces of the United States.”2

Lincoln anticipated the virulent attack from conservatives who accused him of caving in to the demands of the radical Republicans and for turning the war into an abolition crusade. They viewed the Emancipation Proclamation as the president’s ultimate dictatorial action since he had vowed in his first inaugural address not to interfere with slavery where it already existed, acknowledging his constitutional duty to protect the “property of all U.S. citizens.”3 He also predicted the dissatisfaction of abolitionist extremists who were quick to point out that the proclamation provided only for the freedom of slaves under Confederate control and not for some 800,000 others who lived in the border states and other areas occupied by the Union army.4 Some of the strongest criticism came from Quakers. Lucretia Mott viewed the Emancipation Proclamation as “only a half-way measure” and urged the members of her racially integrated Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society to “keep on their armor in the struggle for the complete abolition of slavery.”5 Similarly, the editor of the Friend, in Philadelphia, regretted that the proclamation did not invite former slaves to enlist in the Union army.6 Others took their case directly to Lincoln.

On March 26, Primitive Friends Thomas Lamborn and James D. Otis of New York Yearly Meeting, James Hopkins of New England Yearly Meeting, and Joseph Brinton of Pennsylvania General (Primitive) Meeting secured an interview with the president, who received the delegation “most sensibly and politely.” Primitive Friends were a small group of ultraconservative Quakers who grew out of a series of obscure controversies concerning their relationship with other Wilburite Friends as well as with the Gurneyites.7 Like the other schismatic groups in the Society of Friends, however, their concern over abolitionism involved approach rather than theology. Lamborn spoke for the group, emphasizing that they came “in gospel love” and did “not come to criticize the government or dictate to thee.” Having issued the disclaimer, the Primitive Friend could now speak freely and proceeded to lecture the president on his responsibility “as an instrument of the Lord.” “I have no sympathy with this great evil rebellion in support of a great wrong,” said Lamborn, referring to the Confederate cause of slavery. “But this evil is not all in the South. This calamity . . . is because of the sins of the whole people. Had the people of the North been faithful to the Lord, I believe the calamities caused by the sin of slavery would not have been felt in the North as it has been now, but the South would have felt it more exclusively.” Accordingly, the Emancipation Proclamation did not go far enough in the view of these Primitive Friends, and they urged Lincoln to issue another “proclamation to show the people [both North and South] that they are chastised for their naughtiness and grievous rebellion against God and for their pride” in practicing the evil of slavery. Lamborn prophesized that the Lord, who “hath destroyed nations because of sin, will [continue] to punish the people until they learn righteousness” and that would only happen with universal emancipation.8

To be sure, Lincoln was not unmindful that the North had profited financially from slavery beginning with the founding of the colonies in the seventeenth century. Even after the institution was abolished above the Mason–Dixon Line, Northern merchants and manufacturers benefitted from cotton, rice, and sugar procured at the expense of slave labor.9 Yet even as Lincoln restricted his proclamation to Confederate-controlled areas, his intention to affect universal emancipation was unmistakable. He had said as much four months earlier in his annual message to Congress when he declared that “in giving freedom to the slave we assure freedom to the free.” This principle, so controversial in the divided nation, was fundamental to Lincoln, who considered the Declaration of Independence his political credo. For him, the abolition of slavery would bring to fruition the founders’ belief that every American had a God-given right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” It was a destiny, according to Lincoln, “we cannot escape.” That destiny, however, would not come without sacrifice and a dramatic redefinition of American democracy, as he declared in his annual message to Congress the previous year:


The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation. . . . The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion is piled high with difficulty, and we must rise with the occasion. As our case is new, so we must think anew, and act anew. We must disenthrall ourselves, and then we shall save our country. . . . We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth. The way is plain, peaceful, generous, just—a way which, if followed, the world will forever applaud, and God must forever bless.10



Lincoln’s messianic language not only mirrored the views of Primitive Friends but also revealed his belief that if the American people were willing to “disenthrall themselves” from the “dogmas of the past” in order to “think and act anew” that Providence would guide him in restoring the divided nation. There was a reason for the hundreds of thousands of lives that had been taken on the battlefields; a reason why families had been torn apart by those heart-wrenching deaths; and a reason why the country and he, himself, had been subjected to such a “fiery trial.” That reason was the monstrous evil of human slavery. Only by eradicating the injustice would he and the American people be able to purge the nation of sin and make it whole again in the eyes of the Almighty. Lincoln had tried earlier to resolve the personal tension between constitutional obligation and personal morality through gradual compensated emancipation in the border states. It was a futile effort. No longer would his conscience allow him to accommodate an institution that was constitutionally legal when he believed it was a deeply offensive moral wrong. Now, with the final Emancipation Proclamation, Lincoln proposed to make slavery a constitutional wrong as well. Essentially, he had come to believe, in a mystical sense, that emancipating the slaves was the reason he had been placed by God on this earth.

The Emancipation Proclamation also forced Lincoln to reconsider the role black troops might play in the war. Strong opposition in the North, as well as lingering prejudice that blacks were intellectually and socially inferior, limited most black involvement to driving supply wagons, burying the dead after battle, and building railroads for the war effort. Pressured by a series of costly Union defeats and a significant drop in white enlistments, Congress included a clause in the Second Confiscation Act authorizing Lincoln to “use as many persons of African descent” as he needed “for suppression of the Rebellion.” At the same time, the lawmakers repealed the discriminatory provision of the 1792 Militia Act, which had barred blacks from serving in the army, and passed a new measure authorizing a militia draft within a state when it could not meet its quota with volunteers and allowing blacks to be used for military service. While the act referred only to those blacks who had been recently freed from bondage and did not intend to have them bear arms, it did provide for military training and opened the possibility for African Americans to fight.11 The South Carolina Sea Islands, which came under Union control by August 1862, was the first to act on the new legislation, organizing two black regiments.12 Still, Lincoln refused to raise a large black army on political grounds. “To arm the Negroes,” he told his abolitionist critics, “would turn 50,000 bayonets from the loyal Border States against us that were for us.”13

Free black leaders continued to urge the necessity of enlisting black troops, realizing that if the black man proved his patriotism and courage on the battlefield, the nation would be morally obligated to grant him first-class citizenship. No one expressed those sentiments more eloquently than Frederick Douglass. Attacking the inconsistency of Lincoln’s position of making repeated calls for men only to let “Indo-Caucasian hands” fight, the famous black orator insisted that “once the black man gets upon his person the brass letters ‘U.S.’, a musket on his shoulder, and bullets in his pocket, there is no power on earth that can deny that he has earned the right to citizenship in the United States.”14 The debate continued until January 1, 1863, when the Emancipation Proclamation was made official. Having freed by executive order those slaves in the South, Lincoln could no longer deny the black man the opportunity to fight. Not only did Lincoln instruct the War Department to begin recruiting black soldiers, but he publicly authorized the enlistment of blacks. When some Northerners complained about Lincoln’s change of heart, the president was swift in his response. “You say you will not fight to free Negroes,” he shot back. “Some of them seem willing to fight for you. When victory is won there will be some black men who can remember that, with silent tongue and clenched teeth, and steady eye and well-placed bayonet, they have helped mankind on to this great consummation. I fear, however, that there will also be some white ones, unable to forget that with malignant heart and deceitful speech, they strove to hinder it.”15

On February 13, 1863, Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts presented a bill in Congress proposing the “enlistment of 300,000 colored troops.” Although the bill was defeated, the state’s governor, John A. Andrew, requested and received permission from Secretary of War Edwin Stanton to organize a colored regiment of volunteers to serve for three years. In Massachusetts only 100 men volunteered during the first six weeks of recruitment. The state’s black men were insulted by the fact that the regiment would be headed only by white officers and by the fact that black soldiers would receive lower pay than white ones. Disillusioned by the turnout, Andrew organized a committee of prominent citizens and black leaders to supervise the recruitment of black troops. Within two months’ time, the committee collected $5,000 and established a line of recruiting posts from Boston to St. Louis. Soon the quota was raised, and 1,000 freedmen and former slaves from throughout the Union became part of the 54th Regiment Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry, Colored.16 Commanded by Colonel Robert Gould Shaw, the 25-year-old scion of a wealthy and socially prominent Boston abolitionist family, all of the black volunteers understood the severe consequences of enlisting. Shortly after the 54th was mustered into service, the Confederate Congress passed an act declaring its intention to “put to death,” if captured, “any Negro” as well as “white commissioned officer [who] shall command, prepare or aid Negroes in arms against the Confederate States.”17

By the spring of 1863, favorable reports of the black troops’ training filtered back to Washington and into the Northern press. Lincoln read them with growing enthusiasm. He quickly became convinced that there was a psychological as well as purely military advantage to enlisting blacks in the Union army. “The colored population is the great available, yet unavailable, force for restoring the Union,” he wrote to Governor Andrew Johnson of Tennessee. “The bare sight of fifty-thousand armed, and drilled black soldiers upon the banks of the Mississippi, would end the rebellion at once.”18 Black enlistment was authorized not a moment too soon, either.

With growing resistance to the Militia Act of 1862 and dwindling white enlistment, Congress, on March 3, 1863, passed the Enrollment Act, the first genuine national conscription law. The controversial act required the enrollment of every male citizen and those immigrants who had filed for citizenship between ages 25 and 45. Federal agents established a quota of new troops due from each congressional district. Still, men drafted could provide substitutes and until mid-1864 could even avoid service by paying a $300 commutation money. Many eligible men pooled their funds to cover the cost of any one of them drafted. Families used the substitute provision to select which member should go into the army and which would stay home. Of the 168,649 men procured for the Union army through the draft, 117,986 were substitutes, leaving only 50,663 who had their personal services conscripted.19 In some cities, enforcement of the act sparked civil unrest as the war dragged on, leading to draft riots in the summer of 1863.20

Quakers were concerned that the new conscription law did not contain an exemption for conscientious objectors. Many Friends pled their conscience and refused to serve in the Union army, citing their belief in the Quakers’ historic testimony on peace. The Peace Testimony was explicit even against voluntary payment of a fine or for a substitute, though Lincoln and Secretary of War Stanton offered to use the commutation fees for a freedmen’s fund or hospitals. Both Philadelphia and Western Yearly Meetings reinforced this point in memorials to the president, insisting that to pay a fine or to hire a substitute “would be virtually admitting that God is not the sole and sovereign ruler of conscience” and that “human governments may control and coerce [conscience] or withhold the free exercise of it at their pleasure.”21 Primitive Friends from New York and New England were so strongly opposed to the new conscription law that they sent a delegation to meet with Lincoln. Realizing that Congress—not the president—“made the law,” the delegation urged Lincoln to “use his influence to protect [our] peaceable people, who cannot fight even to save their own lives or property” and will not send others to do the same for them. They assured him of their religious commitment to pacifism, unlike others “who pretend to have conscientious scruples against war but are traitors at heart.”22 However, there were other young Friends who did pay the fee in order to escape military service. Still others, mostly new and near Quakers who sought the same conscientious objector status of birthright Friends, found themselves in the grasp of the Union army being denied an exemption by the federal government.23 Together with those young Quakers who volunteered for military service, the variety of responses by pacifist Friends indicated a lack of consensus within the Society of Friends over its commitment either to the Union war effort or to the discipline of their religious body. Initially these contradictory responses raised questions within the War Department about the genuineness of the Friends’ devotion to pacifism. In fact, the variety of Quaker responses to military service indicated the severe trial of principle and faith these young Friends were experiencing.

II

Lincoln’s issuance of the Emancipation Proclamation intensified the Quaker dilemma of how to reconcile antislavery principles with pacifist religious beliefs. “There is a danger under present circumstances of allowing our testimony against war to be modified or lessened, from the fact that this war will certainly be the means of putting down slavery,” wrote a concerned Hicksite Quaker in an October 3, 1863, letter to the Friends Intelligencer. “This war having been begun by slaveholders more firmly to secure themselves in their authority over slaves, we cannot be sorry to see that authority overthrown; yet it is done by a means of war that we, as Christians, cannot recommend or uphold.”24 In fact, there were those Quakers who wrote to Lincoln asking that he “let the South go peaceably” from the Union “without bloodshed.”25 From the beginning of the Civil War, Friends, regardless of their theological affiliation or geographical residence, emphasized their disdain of the Confederacy and their loyalty to the Union cause, though their pacifist principles precluded them from condoning the military means used to uphold that cause. Friends also pointed out the sharp distinction between their religiously inspired Peace Testimony and the politically motivated pacifism of the so-called “Peace Democrats,” or “Copperheads,” who opposed the war aims of the Lincoln administration.26 There was nothing new about Quaker pacifism; it had been a fundamental article of religious discipline for two centuries.

Pacifism, like the other Quaker testimonies on simplicity, truthfulness, and equality, was inspired by the leading of the Inner Light, or Spirit of God within each person, as experienced individually or in group worship. Unlike the other testimonies, Friends’ peace concerns evolved gradually from individual conscience to collective testimony to a uniform religious discipline. A uniform position did not exist in 1652, when George Fox, a religiously inspired English tradesman, founded the sect. Instead, the Peace Testimony can be traced to the decline of the Puritan Commonwealth in mid-seventeenth-century England.27 After the death of Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell in 1659, radical Puritans in Parliament called on Quakers to serve as commissioners of the militia to prevent a takeover by the Crown. Most Friends refused, but a dozen or so took up posts in the militia. Despite their efforts, Royalists prevailed and the Commonwealth fell. When conservative Puritans restored Charles (Stuart) II to the throne in 1660, he promised to observe a policy of religious toleration outside the Church of England. Saddled with a heavily Anglican Parliament, however, Charles was unable to prevent lawmakers from restoring the Episcopal bishops and prayer books in the Church of England and requiring all clergy to follow these or lose their pulpits. Feeling betrayed, Puritan pastors abandoned their parish churches in droves rather than obey the edict.

While most Puritans chose to suffer in silence, a radical gang of “Fifth Monarchists” attempted to overthrow the government. Quakers struggled with all the violence. Initially they believed that the English Civil War was a manifestation of God’s will, His desire to purge evil within human hearts and history. The early Friends dubbed this the “Lamb’s War,” meaning the fusing of personal experience and social ethic into a cosmic world-view through Christ, who is the Lamb in the Book of Revelation. Accordingly, there were those Friends who volunteered to fight in Cromwell’s army in order to effect the Kingdom of God on Earth. By 1660, however, Quakers were confused by the constant warfare, violence, and religious intolerance of the restored monarchy. They were also suspected of being part of the effort to initiate a new civil war.28 Friends, individually and collectively, turned to the Light for guidance. Realizing the need to declare their innocence, Friends, in 1660 and 1661, drafted statements to the king, Parliament, and England at large, stating that they rejected violence and could be relied upon to do so even under government persecution. “The Spirit of God by which we are guided is not changeable; the Spirit of Christ, which leads us into all Truth, will never move us to fight and war against men with outward weapons,” they declared in a document that has come to be known as the Peace Testimony.29

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, American Quakers expanded the meaning and scope of their peace concerns. Friends were one of five major denominations in colonial America. Quakers could be found in all 13 colonies and served as major political and economic forces in Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and New Jersey. Organized into six yearly meetings and more than 300 monthly meetings across the eastern seaboard, Friends received nearly unconditional support from London Yearly Meeting in negotiating with the British government for exemption to serve in a militia. As a result, Friends, individually and collectively, maintained a strong consistency of conduct and behavior when their religious testimonies were threatened by secular affairs. While Quakers advocated obedience to government when its policies were consistent with their beliefs, they did not hesitate in adopting passive disobedience when it did not. Just as important, Friends were willing to suffer for their beliefs when the demands of secular government contradicted their religious testimonies.30 Nowhere is this tendency as pronounced as with the Peace Testimony.

British North America witnessed constant warfare. Indian raids along the frontier as well as invasions by the armadas of enemy European powers were common. As a result, the militia often played a vital role in the defense of all the colonies except Pennsylvania, where strong Quaker influence and friendly relations with Native Americans exempted it from raising such a body. Elsewhere Quakers, unwilling to bear their share of the burden for military defense, were ostracized by the larger community. Maryland and New Jersey imposed fines on Friends who refused to serve in the colonial militia. On the other hand, New York (1755), Massachusetts (1757), Virginia (1766), and North Carolina (1770) recognized the religious scruples of Friends and exempted them from militia service.31 Still, even in Pennsylvania, the French–Indian War posed a serious dilemma for Quakers between holding government office and obedience to their pacifist convictions. As a result of the stalemate, Friends, in 1756, withdrew en masse from the Pennsylvania Assembly and initiated a movement for spiritual revitalization that strengthened group solidarity through a stricter observance of their peculiar religious testimonies. Quakers made the Peace Testimony a fundamental article of faith, purging from membership those who dissented over pacifism in any way.32 It was also at this time that Philadelphia Yearly Meeting established a Meeting for Sufferings, whose chief purpose was to care for Friends suffering from religious persecution. North Carolina and New York followed Philadelphia’s lead and established similar bodies in 1757 and 1758, respectively. These Meetings for Sufferings—along with similar bodies that were established in New England, Maryland, and Virginia—were especially active during the War for American Independence when Quaker political influence came to an ignominious end throughout the colonies as Friends refused not only to pay war taxes but also to swear oaths of allegiance to the patriot government.33

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, Quaker differences with the federal government over the issue of pacifism were generally limited to the refusal of Friends to muster with state militias in strict accordance to their religious discipline. American society had become more accepting of Quakers because of their self-chosen role as keepers of the nation’s conscience. Friends distinguished themselves through involvement a vast array of humanitarian reforms. Like the early Quakers of mid-seventeenth-century England, American Friends saw themselves as God’s chosen instruments with a mission of bringing the rest of society into the orbit of their social testimonies and benevolent reforms, which included but were certainly not limited to the abolition of slavery. Quakers constantly looked for “openings” to be of service to their non-Quaker countrymen, to exert their influence without necessarily making converts.34 In this way, Quakers, according to Sydney James, became “a people among peoples” in the nineteenth-century United States, able to “support the government and contribute to the national welfare in ways which would preserve and express their distinctive views” and doing so “without either sacrificing their strict fidelity to their distinctive code of behavior or compromising with worldliness.”35 Thus, secular society began to accept Quakers as one of several Protestant denominations, dominant in no state but tolerated in all despite popular suspicion of their pacifism and in the South of their antislavery position.

Friends had little difficulty maintaining this special niche in American society during the first half of the nineteenth century due to a relatively prolonged state of peace. In fact, the United States was involved in just two military conflicts—the War of 1812 and the Mexican War, which began in 1846—during this period. Neither conflict affected the patterns of daily life because of their brevity and, in the case of the Mexican War, because hostilities occurred outside U.S. borders. In both instances, Friends were careful to point out that their objection to war was based on religious principle, and they made sure to distance themselves from those political elements that opposed war. Beginning in the 1850s, however, Quakers discovered that their hatred of war and love of freedom were destined to result in a severe trial of principle and faith. Torn between two cherished principles, some Friends abandoned their pacifism altogether during the Civil War, others clung to it unconditionally, and still others resorted to a broad range of compliance or noncompliance with the Union war effort.36

Failing to understand or appreciate the dilemma, military officials and members of the non-Quaker public attacked those Friends who refused to support the Union war effort. Fortunately Lincoln, whenever he learned of the persecution, intervened. For example, Henry D. Swift, a New England Friend, refused to serve in the Union army unless it was in a camp hospital. Recruiters forced him to witness the execution of a deserter before he was tried by court martial and sentenced to be shot. When word reached Lincoln of his fate, he ordered the young man to be sent home on parole.37 Another Friend from Lake Champlain, New York, was assigned to a regiment and sent off to Washington for training despite conscientious objection on religious grounds. Throughout the training period, the Friend, who continued to hold his ground, was severely punished and threatened with execution on the charge of treason. Finally, the colonel became so frustrated that he appealed to the president, explaining that the “refractory soldier” claimed to be a Quaker and refused to fight on religious principle. “Why that is plain enough,” replied Lincoln after learning of the Quaker’s courage to stand by his religious scruples. “There is only one thing to do. Trump up some excuse and send him home. They can’t kill a boy like that you know. The country needs all her brave men wherever they are. Send him home.”38

The Quakers of Richmond, Indiana, were excoriated in the press by their non-Quaker neighbors for refusing to fight. An editorial in Quaker City Telegram declared that “we love the ‘Friends’, but we do not love them when we’ve sent 40% of our sons and brothers to face the cannons, to pace the picket beat, make the long march, and bleed and die . . . while they do nothing.” The editorial also emphasized the Quaker inconsistency of wanting “justice and equality for all, including the Negro,” while being unwilling to fight for a Union army “dedicated to the same cause.”39 Similarly, the Richmond Guards’ Militia, in a letter to the editor of the Broad Axe of Freedom, insisted that the Civil War was being waged to “retain our liberties as bequeathed by the founding fathers” and if “Quakers would take up the gun instead of the pen, they would not only be worthy citizens of ‘free America,’ but would be following in the footsteps of Moses as it is written in Exodus.”40 Predictably, one Richmond Friend was harassed by a military recruiter when he refused to be conscripted or to pay $300 to hire a substitute on the grounds that it was “morally wrong to hire others to go to war.” After the recruiting officer dismissed his explanation, he drafted bills for the public sale of the Friend’s farm. Still the young man refused to go to war or to hire a substitute. Taking his leave, the recruiter posted the bills of sale on trees in the vicinity of the farm. A few days before the sale was to take place, the Quaker resistor learned that Governor Morton of Indiana informed the president of his dire situation and Lincoln ordered the public sale to be stopped.41

Perhaps the most famous case of Quaker conscientious objection was that of a Vermont Friend, Cyrus Pringle, and two others—Peter Dakin and Lindley Macomber—who did not qualify for exemption, having joined the Society of Friends shortly after the beginning of the war. Drafted on July 13, 1863, the three Friends decided to show their devotion to the Peace Testimony by rejecting exemption, payment of a commutation fee, or the hiring of a substitute. They were transported first to a Union military camp on Long Island in Boston Harbor and later to camps in Virginia near the battlefront, where they refused to participate in any military service or drills or even serve in a camp hospital. So strict was their adherence to the Peace Testimony that throughout their sojourn, officers tried to break them down by imposing severe punishments. On one occasion, Pringle, after being subjected to especially inhumane treatment, made the following entry in his diary:


Two sergeants bid me to lie down on my back, and stretching my limbs apart tied cords to me wrists and ankles, and to these four stakes driven into the ground, somewhat in the form of an X. I was very quiet in my mind as I lay there on the ground soaked with the rain of the previous day, exposed to the heat of the sun, and suffering cruelly from the cords binding my wrists and straining my muscles. If I dared the presumption, I should say that I caught a glimpse of heavenly pity. I wept, not so much from my own suffering as from sorrow that such things should be in our country where justice and freedom and liberty of conscience have been the annual boast of Fourth-of-July orators so many years. It seemed that our forefathers in the [Quaker] faith had wrought and suffered in vain, when the privileges they so dearly bought were so soon set aside. And I was sad that one endeavoring to follow our dear Master should be so generally regarded as a despicable and stubborn culprit.42



This and similarly harsh treatment earned Pringle the sympathy and respect of the ordinary soldiers who witnessed it but did little to weaken his resistance or to change the minds of the officers who meted out the punishments. Finally, in the autumn of 1863, Pringle’s case was taken up by Isaac Newton, Lincoln’s secretary of agricultureand a member of the Society of Friends. The president, after learning the details of the case, informed Secretary of War Stanton of his “urgent wish to release [Pringle, Dakin, and Macomber] and send them home at once.”43

To be sure, no Quaker suffered the penalty of death for his refusal to fight, though several were sentenced to death through court martial.44 Lincoln respected Quaker resistors for their genuinely held religious convictions and believed that they could serve the Union cause far better at home than in the ranks of the military. Nor did he want to create martyrs; it would only increase political opposition among an already outspoken and growing peace movement. As a result, the president went to great lengths to accommodate the requests of Friends, even those who sympathized with the South. For example, Lincoln, in October 1863, agreed to exchange two Confederate spies imprisoned at Fort Delaware for the release of two Virginia Quakers, Robert Hollingsworth and William Williams, who had been seized by Confederate Colonel E. V. White as hostages. The president acted on a request of Samuel Janney, a Quaker minister of Loudoun County, Virginia, not at the demand of the Confederate colonel.45

Lincoln also acted on the requests of respected Friends he knew personally. For example, the president, in response to a request by Quaker parliamentarian John Bright, released Alfred Rubery, a Confederate sympathizer who was arrested in San Francisco in May 1863 for “giving aide to the existing rebellion.” Rubery had plotted to seize a gunboat and turn it over to the Confederacy. Sentenced to 10 years imprisonment and a fine of $10,000, Rubery’s parents enlisted the support of Bright to intercede on their son’s behalf. Although the young Confederate was not a Quaker, Bright agreed to make the request. He communicated the situation to Lincoln, and the president immediately issued a pardon on the grounds that Rubery was “of the immature age of twenty years and of highly respectable parentage.” Lincoln added that the pardon was “desired by John Bright, whose high character and steady friendship is held in high esteem by the United States.” The pardon was issued on January 20, 1864, on the “condition that Rubery leaves the United States within thirty days.”46

Isaac Newton, Lincoln’s secretary of agriculture and a Quaker farmer from Pennsylvania, often acted as a liaison between the president and Friends.47 Newton had endeared himself to the president because he befriended Mrs. Lincoln, preventing embarrassing public disclosures of her extravagant expenses.48 He also comforted her after Willie’s death by introducing her to some of Washington’s spiritualists, who she believed could help her communicate with her dead son.49 Although some members of Lincoln’s inner circle considered Newton an “ignorant, credulous old gentleman” who indulged in gossip, no one doubted that he was “honest and kind,” was fiercely loyal to the Society of Friends, and, for those reasons, had earned the president’s trust.50 In late July 1863, a delegation from the Meeting for Sufferings of Philadelphia Yearly Meeting enlisted Newton’s aid in securing an appointment with Lincoln in order to secure the release of five southern Friends who had been forced to serve in the Confederate army against their wills and were taken prisoner by Union forces at the Battle of Gettysburg. Newton arranged an interview with the president through Secretary of War Stanton. Thomas Evans, the spokesman for the delegation, explained the extenuating circumstances to Lincoln, ending his plea by assuring the president that Friends “sympathized deeply with his trying circumstances in his honest efforts to terminate the bloodshed and restore the Union.” After a few moments of silence, Lincoln expressed his gratitude for the visit and then reaffirmed his genuine respect for the Society of Friends as well as his sympathy for the trail of principle and faith they were experiencing:


I understand very well the positions of your Society and do not at all doubt your loyalty. You cannot fight for the government because your religious principles forbid it, but you can pray for it. I am thankful in believing that I have your prayers, the prayers of your religious Society, and the prayers of the God-fearing people throughout the land, and that I shall continue to have them.

This, gentlemen is what we must rely upon. If the Almighty be with us, we shall succeed, if He is against us, no human power can save us; but I cannot believe that He will suffer the enemies of our country to triumph and the great Christian principles we are contending for, to fall to the ground and be trampled under foot. These principles are as dear to you as they are to us, though we differ as to the mode of supporting and asserting them.51



The outcome of this particular interview is not known, though Lincoln’s words are telling. His understanding of and appreciation for Quaker faith and practice assured Friends of his genuine sympathy for the trials they were experiencing. They felt comfortable corresponding with and visiting him at the Executive Mansion when they felt led by the Light to do so. The latter occasions also presented the opportunity for Friends to worship with Lincoln and assure him of their ongoing sympathy as he struggled with the heavy burdens of the war. In turn, the president’s willingness to entertain their requests enabled Friends to establish a spiritual kinship with him, one that eased their own trial of principle and faith created by the war. This mutual trust is indicted in the correspondence Lincoln maintained with Eliza Gurney, a Quaker minister.

After their initial interview in October 1862, the president asked Gurney to write to him, the request being made through Secretary of Agriculture Newton. Having been moved by the Quaker minister’s preaching and sensing her genuine sympathy for his plight, Lincoln’s request reflected a need for spiritual support during a most difficult period.

To his pleasant surprise, she complied. “Many times, since I was privileged to have an interview with thee, nearly a year ago, my mind has turned towards thee with feelings of sincere and Christian interest,” wrote Gurney in an August 18, 1863, letter to the president. “I felt inclined to give thee assurance of my continued hearty sympathy in all thy heavy burdens and responsibilities.” Although she communicated her concern about the recent conscription act and its impact on Quaker resistors, Gurney also made sure to express her gratitude for the Emancipation Proclamation. “The prayers of many thousands” were answered by “thy successful efforts ‘to burst the bonds of wickedness, and let the oppressed go free,’ ” she wrote of Lincoln’s executive order to free the slaves. Such a “praiseworthy act” confirmed Gurney’s belief that the “Almighty Ruler of the Universe did design [him] to be instrumental in accomplishing His blessed purposes.”52

Lincoln was moved by the letter. That he did not respond until more than a year later reflects the extraordinary demands of the war. According to the president’s secretary, John Hay, Lincoln “wrote very few letters [and] . . . did not read one in fifty that he received.” Instead, he handed “the whole thing over to me, and signed without reading those letters I wrote in his name.”53 Thus, Lincoln’s September 4, 1864, reply to Gurney reinforces the special emphasis he placed on their relationship. He acknowledged the Quaker minister’s concern that the recent conscription act did not make sufficient allowance for those who opposed war on religious principle and sympathized with the “very great trial Friends have had and are having . . . [being] opposed to both war and oppression.” But Lincoln also recognized that he had a constitutional obligation to enforce the laws made by Congress. If he granted exemptions to those who were simply seeking to escape military service, he would earn the contempt of both legislators and his own War Department. Despite his precarious position, the president assured Gurney that “for those appealing to me on conscientious grounds, I have done, and shall do, the best I could and can, in my own conscience, under my oath to the law.” Before closing, Lincoln expressed his hope that she would “believe this [promise]” and thanked her for her “earnest prayers to our Father in Heaven.”54 Lincoln remained true to his word as he valued the spiritual kinship he had established with the Quaker minister. Legend holds that Gurney’s letter was found in Lincoln’s coat pocket after he was assassinated at Ford’s Theater on April 14, 1865.55

At the other end of the spectrum were the so-called Fighting Quakers who voluntarily participated in the Civil War, some in a combatant status. Their motives ranged from antislavery conviction to patriotism and from a naïve spirit of adventure to following the lead of peers caught up in the drama of war. Levi Coffin of Cincinnati, Ohio, refused to fight but was among the minority of Friends who actively supported the Union war effort. Like his pacifist brethren, Coffin viewed the conflict as God’s punishment of a slaveholding nation. But he also believed that God sometimes sanctioned physical force for a just cause.56 For Coffin, who was known as the “president” of the Underground Railroad’s western line, there was no more just cause than the abolition of slavery. In fact, he was unapologetic about his belief that the radical abolitionist John Brown, who attempted to instigate a violent slave insurrection in 1859, may have been “an instrument in the hands of the Almighty to commence the great work of deliverance of the oppressed.”57 In 1861, with the outbreak of war, Coffin opened his house to armed volunteers assembling for enlistment and subsequently cared for wounded federal soldiers, his home serving as a makeshift hospital.58 Nor was Coffin alone in his active support of the Union cause.

Some Quakers enlisted in the Union army because of strong abolitionist sentiments, believing that the means of warfare justified the end of emancipation. Among them was Edward M. Davis, Lucretia Mott’s son-in-law. Prior to the war Davis was a fervent abolitionist and strong supporter of the New England Non-Resistance Society and helped to spread its radical ideas at the risk of offending more conservative Friends. But he was among the very first Quakers to enlist. Commissioned a captain, Davis was posted to General John C. Fremont, who was conducting the war in the West and freeing slaves in the territories he won. This, of course, was against the Lincoln administration’s policies, but it sat well with Davis, who had “a good understanding with [his] commanding officer on emancipation.”59 Boston Quakers Norwood and Edward Hallowell also enlisted because of their strong antislavery convictions. Their parents had operated an Underground Railroad station, and early on they learned of the evils of human bondage. Both brothers accepted commissions in the 54th Massachusetts, the first African American regiment in the U.S. military. Their older brother, Richard, raised money for the black regiment and seized every conceivable opportunity to charge the Society of Friends with hypocrisy for abandoning its antislavery heritage.60 Norwood, who trained and commanded the black troops, observed that there was “nothing quite so magnificent and so reliable as the colored volunteer.” He “adapts himself more readily to the discipline of a camp,” and “acquires drills in much less time than the average white soldier.” In battle, the “colored troops fought well,” demonstrating “not only courage, but dignity, self-respect and self-control.”61 Norwood’s brother, Edward, echoed those sentiments in his report on the 54th’s July 18, 1863, assault on Fort Wagner, a Confederate stronghold in Charleston, South Carolina. Commanding the left wing of the attack, Edward and his troops charged up the parapet in a valiant effort to seize the fort.

Exposed to the direct fire of cannon and rifles, the company “succeeded in driving the enemy from most of their guns, many following the enemy into the fort.” The battle raged for “about an hour” with the 54th “holding the front until relieved by the Tenth Connecticut at about two o’clock A.M. of the 19th.”62 Although the 54th failed to capture Fort Wagner, the engagement proved the mettle of black soldiers and opened the ranks of the Union army to more than 180,000 African Americans who would infuse a new spirit into the war-weary North.63

Davis and the Hallowell brothers were impassioned abolitionists who viewed the Union army as an instrument of liberation for black slaves. Not only did antislavery activism inspire their enlistments, but it justified their involvement in the war after Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863. Most non-Quakers respected their decision to fight, though they could not fully appreciate the rationale for their decision. As a result, there were those non-Friends who noted the irony of a “Fighting Quaker.” Sarah Palmer, a Philadelphian, for example, remarked that some of city’s “Quakers are drilling, contrary to all the peace principles of the sect.” “May we suppose their hopes to end slavery are based on war!”64

Other Fighting Quakers were motivated by patriotism. Neal Dow, a birthright Friend and Maine politician, served as an officer in the Union army.65 James Parnell Jones, another New England Quaker who served as a major and was later killed in the war, wrote to family and friends that the outbreak of the war offered an opportunity “for the country to be thoroughly aroused and strike the final blow for the destruction of the confederacy.”66 Daniel Wooten, an Indiana Quaker, wrote to his girlfriend shortly after he enlisted, trying to explain his decision to fight. “We all know the Bible says thou shalt not kill,” he conceded. “But what are we to do with those persons who rebel against the laws of our country, are we to just lie down and let them have the reins of this republican government? No! Never! So long as God gives us he power to quell them by any means.”67

Although there is no accurate estimate of Friends who enlisted in the Union army, their numbers were sufficient enough to cause alarm within the Society of Friends. At the beginning of the war, both Indiana and Western yearly meetings witnessed the defection of several members from the Society’s pacifist principles. Insisting on absolute adherence to the Peace Testimony, those yearly meetings directed their members “under no circumstance [to] give way to a martial spirit, which your conscience condemns.”68 The radical abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, visiting Philadelphia in 1861, observed that at least one of nearly every Quaker household was enlisting, much to the concern of his Quaker friends who lived in the city.69 By 1865, the Hicksite Baltimore Yearly Meeting was “lamenting that so many of our precious young members, and some of more mature age, have been led to join the ranks of the warrior.”70 Some meetings responded by disowning recalcitrant members. Arch Street Meeting purged from its rolls 11 young men for serving in the Union army.71 In New England, 43 Quakers had enlisted by 1863, and 27 of them were eventually disowned.72 It would be mistaken to assume, however, that disownment was the Society’s automatic response to such violations. While there is also no accurate estimate of the number of Friends who were disowned for fighting, it is clear that most meetings labored with members who deviated from the Peace Testimony. They were sensitive to the dilemmas these young Friends faced either between pacifist and abolitionist convictions, or pacifism and the liberty of conscience that had been a cornerstone of Quaker migration to the United States. “It is quite wrong to require a Friend to be disowned for acting up to his highest conviction of duty,” wrote the editor of the New York Friend. “Warfare is horrible in the flesh—but it is heaven-born innocence by the side of a war upon conscience.”73 Thus, some meetings believed that those members who enlisted did so because they were following the Inner Light as it appeared to them, and it would be wrong to penalize conscience by disowning them. Peter Brock found that urban Hicksite and rural Orthodox meetings tended to embrace this thinking and were least prone to disown Fighting Quakers.74 Similarly, Earlham College, sensitive to the pressures confronting their students, did not bar the entry of those who fought for the Union while still adhering to its testimony against war.75 By June 1862, Joseph Moore, the college president, noted that several Union veterans returned to campus, some “on account of poor health,” while others “regretted their past course,” and still others were “striving to justify themselves for taking up arms.”76

Regardless of their decision to comply or not to comply with the Union war effort, every Quaker was confronted with a painful trial that pitted the historic Peace Testimony against freedom from human oppression and, in some cases, the intolerance of non-Quaker neighbors who failed to understand the genuineness of their pacifist convictions. While Lincoln understood and appreciated the Friends’ trial, he struggled with one of his own, specifically how to reconcile the unprecedented carnage of war with his belief in a benevolent God. Not until the autumn of 1863 did he find a resolution, and it was inspired by a battle that took place in a small rural town in central Pennsylvania.

III

At 10:00 a.m. on the morning of November 19, 1863, Lincoln arrived on the town square in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. Invited by a local commission to make a “few appropriate remarks” at the dedication of a national cemetery for the Union dead, the president mounted a black steed and took his place behind a military escort of color guard, staff officers, and ranks of infantrymen in preparation for the three-quarter-of-a-mile procession to the cemetery.77 Other federal and state dignitaries would follow.

Early morning rain showers had dissipated, and the sun shone bright and clear. Thousands of people lined Baltimore Street. Bands played. Cannon were fired. Local entrepreneurs set up their tables along the parade route to sell cookies, lemonade, and relics of the battle that had taken place nearby just three months earlier.78

As the procession approached the outskirts of town, the new cemetery came into view. Graves fanned out in a semi-circular configuration in the middle of the boot-shaped piece of land that would serve as a final resting place for the Union dead. Not all of the work had been completed, and rows of stacked wooden coffins remained.

A three-foot-high speaker’s platform, surrounded by federal marshals wearing bright yellow sashes and Union soldiers who stood side by side with rifles at the shoulder, became the focal point of the ceremony.

Shortly after 11:30 a.m., Lincoln and the primary speaker, Edward Everett, an ordained minister, former president of Harvard College, and the nations’ most prominent orator, ascended the stage accompanied by Pennsylvania Governor Andrew G. Curtin. Prayers were offered and letters read from dignitaries who could not attend the dedication, including one from General George Meade, a native Pennsylvania and commander of the Army of the Potomac who led the Union forces at the Battle of Gettysburg. Finally, Everett was introduced.

For the next two hours, the Unitarian minister enthralled the audience with skillful gestures, clear diction, and his familiarity with the details of the Union victory at Gettysburg. Although he had placed a thick manuscript of the speech before him, Everett delivered the oration from memory, fixing the battle in the larger contextof the Civil War. Criticizing the Confederate army for their atrocities, he absolved Meade for allowing his counterpart, rebel commander Robert E. Lee, to escape. Then, evoking the imagery of ancient Greece, Everett “bid farewell” to the Union dead comparing them with the “great martyr-heroes” of Athens.79

Lincoln listened patiently to Everett’s long oration, noting the powerful cadence of the delivery, the firm tone of voice, and the skillfully punctuated gestures. Then he rose, his lanky 6'4" frame casting a shadow over the lectern. Reaching into the pocket of his black frock coat, the president removed a single sheet of paper, and began his own address:

“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.”

The crowd became silent, seemingly mesmerized by the resplendent figure before them. A young boy, intent on being as close as possible to the president, was impressed by Lincoln’s face. Its “deep lines, the wrinkled brow, and deep-set brooding eyes, burned an indelible image in his memory.”80 Lincoln, completing just his third year in office, had aged dramatically because of the constant demands and overwhelming burdens of the war. Although he was 54 years old, the president looked as if he was 10 years older.

“Now we are engaged in a great civil war,” he continued, “testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield 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.”

A spontaneous applause broke out, the crowd sensing that he had completed the formal dedication of the cemetery. When the ovation subsided, however, Lincoln continued his address:


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.



Again, there was a courteous applause. Lincoln was surpassing all expectations. His words were polished, his delivery emphatic81—nothing like the colorful stump speeches that had marked his earlier political career and that some feared would resurface at this most solemn occasion.82 Waiting for the crowd to quiet, Lincoln paused before concluding his address:


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 this government of the people, by the people, and for the people shall not perish from the earth.83



Having completed the formal dedication, Lincoln turned and moved toward his chair. The crowd stood motionless and silent. The brevity of the address had taken them by surprise. Finally, there came applause. Lincoln interpreted the audience’s response as disapproval and confided to his bodyguard, Ward Lamon, that the “speech was a flat failure, and the people are disappointed.”84 While Republican newspapers such as Harper’s Weekly called the address “as simple and felicitous and earnest a word as was ever spoken,” the Democratic press was especially vitriolic.85 Calling Lincoln’s dedication “a perversion of history so flagrant that the most extended charity cannot regard it as otherwise,” Wilbur F. Storey of the Chicago Times insisted that “it was to uphold the constitution and the Union created by it that our officers and soldiers gave their lives at Gettysburg.” “How dare he, then, standing on their graves, misstate the cause for which they died and libel the statesmen who founded the government? They were men possessing too much self-respect to declare that Negroes were their equals, or were entitled to equal privilege.”86 Similarly, the New York World accused Lincoln of “gross ignorance or willful misstatement,” reminding the president that “this United States was not the product of the Declaration of Independence” but the “result of the ratification of a compact known as the Constitution, which said nothing about equality.”87

Although Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address lasted only two minutes, it had a profound impact on the nation. The message was too powerful for the general public to grasp its significance immediately. There were no details of the battle, no names of soldiers or sites. Instead, the president’s words were distinguished by abstractness. Only in the following weeks would Americans begin to comprehend the significance of the speech, as did Edward Everett, who later admitted in a letter to Lincoln that “I should be glad if I could flatter myself that I came as near to the central idea of the occasion, in two hours, as you did in two minutes.”88 Contemporary scholars regard the Gettysburg Address as one of the greatest speeches in American history because of its eloquence, brevity, and enduring impact.89 In just 272 words, Lincoln reiterated the principles of human equality espoused by the founding fathers in the Declaration of Independence and redefined the Civil War as not only a struggle for the preservation of the Union but a “new birth of freedom” that would bring true equality to all of its citizens.

What tends to be forgotten is that the Gettysburg Address also served as Lincoln’s explanation and justification of the war’s carnage. Until now, he had struggled mightily to reconcile the unprecedented bloodshed with his belief in a benevolent God. He had lost two of his closest friends—Elmer Ellsworth and Edward Baker—during the first year of the war. Those were deeply painful personal losses that enabled him to empathize with others who had lost close friends and family. As the war continued, the casualty lists grew to appalling proportions, and Lincoln assumed greater and greater personal responsibility for all the carnage. To be sure, the burden was painfully overwhelming. An estimated 620,000 Americans died in the Civil War, either in battle or from disease. Union losses totaled approximately 360,222, and Confederate losses 258,000. And Gettysburg was the costliest battle of all with a total of 51,112 casualties on both sides.90

The Battle of Gettysburg, which took place between July 1 and 3, 1863, marked a turning point in the Civil War. Confederate General Robert E. Lee had recently rallied his troops to a decisive victory at Chancellorsville. But the need to gain supplies, the fading hope of European recognition, and the possibility of striking a final blow against the Union persuaded him to launch an invasion of the North. In early June, Lee began maneuvering his army for the assault. After a hard-earned victory at Winchester, Virginia, the Confederates advanced across Maryland and into central Pennsylvania. Frustrated by General Joseph Hooker’s timidity in halting the invasion, Lincoln replaced him with General George G. Meade to lead the Army of the Potomac. Four days later, on July 1, Meade met Lee almost by accident at Gettysburg. During the next three days, more than 163,000 men waged a vicious and costly fight. Lee attacked repeatedly but failed to dislodge the Union troops from their position, which extended along a four-mile front. The climax of the battle came on the afternoon of July 3 when Confederate General George E. Pickett led a heroic but fruitless charge against the center of the Union lines, losing 7,000 of his 15,000 men.

Meade’s victory ended the most threatening Confederate invasion of the North, giving the Union an undisputed victory. The psychological impact of the battle was great for both armies. If Lee had won, he might have been emboldened to launch another invasion, this time on Washington or Philadelphia. Such an attack would have rejuvenated the confederacy, possibly bringing foreign support. Instead, Gettysburg became the “high tide” of the Confederacy. Lee’s army never fully recovered from the defeat. Of the 75,000 men who marched into battle, the Confederates lost 28,063, losses that not only inflicted a severe blow to southern morale but would also prove to be irreplaceable. On the other hand, the Union victory boosted Northern morale, proving that the federal army could defeat the Confederacy if it had effective military leadership. But the victory came at a severe cost. Of the 82,289 men who fought for the Union at Gettysburg, 23,049 lost their lives.91

Lincoln, who always believed he was president of all the American people, both North and South, accepted the responsibility for those deaths. He understood that he was sending young men into harm’s way to achieve his wartime policies. The only way he could accept that reality was to embrace the notion that the will of God prevailed. Determined that “these dead shall not have died in vain,” Lincoln, in his Gettysburg Address, gave a higher meaning to the war and immortalized the dead soldiers by making them agents of political change.92 Appealing to the reverence Americans had for the Declaration of Independence, the president redefined the document for future generations by calling for a rededication to the principle “that all men are created equal” so that “this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom.” It was a masterful stroke of oratory, insisting that the American people must, in consistency with the principles of the Declaration, accept the emancipation of black slaves if the great sacrifice of “those who here gave their lives that that nation might live” was to be duly honored. Lincoln had long believed that the Declaration was a pledge “to all people of all colors everywhere” and that that pledge was a permanent ideal to be distinguished from the federal Constitution, which was a constantly evolving testimony to human equality.93 He had earlier insisted that the Framers avoided the use of the words slave or slavery because the “plain, unmistakable spirit of their age was hostility to that principle and toleration only by necessity.”94 At Gettysburg, Lincoln implicitly gave notice of his refusal to tolerate the institution of slavery any longer, placing the Constitution above the moral conventions of society that had once condoned human bondage. No longer would he allow political expediency to overrule his own moral judgment or spiritual conviction in the evils of slavery.

By linking the sacrifice of the Union soldiers at Gettysburg to the principles of the Declaration of Independence, Lincoln gave new meaning to the proposition that “all men are created equal.” Now that proposition included African Americans as well as whites. If there was any doubt remaining that the president had made his original war aim of preserving the union synonymous with the moral objective of emancipation, it was now gone. No longer was the conflict solely about preserving the Union but to do so by achieving the moral cause of emancipation and extending the cherished principle of equality to the black man. In his dedication, Lincoln hallowed the nation by employing biblical cadences and by including the phrase “under God,” which was not included in any of the written drafts.95 In so doing, he revealed his awareness that the ideal of human equality could not be achieved without divine guidance. It was almost as if Lincoln had become an Old Testament prophet, attempting to rally a Christian nation around the higher ideal that the United States would be, from that day forward, united and eternally free. What gave force and meaning to the speech, however, was Lincoln’s contention that emancipation was the higher purpose for which the Union dead had sacrificed their lives.

Quakers had registered this same point with the president ever since the war began. Individually and collectively, Friends appealed to Lincoln’s view of a divine role in human affairs, drawing an important distinction between human agency and God’s will. Progressive Friends, for example, reminded him that the “immediate and universal emancipation” of the slaves was a manifestation of “Divine guidance,” and the war’s “frightful effusion of blood” a direct consequence of man’s “sins for [practicing] the un-Christian and barbarous system of slavery.” Thus, if the war was to hold any meaning whatsoever, Lincoln would have to “decree the entire abolition of slavery throughout the land” or risk “the fiery judgments to be poured out, until the work of national destruction is consummated beyond hope of recovery.”96 So, too, did individual Friends implore the president to transcend the human fallibility that gave rise to the war in favor of God’s will in emancipating the slaves. Quakers were not insensitive to the principles of the Declaration of Independence. In fact, the Declaration was grounded in the very same belief in the liberty of conscience that motivated William Penn to resettle the Society of Friends in the New World in the 1680s. But there was a significant difference between Lincoln and the Society of Friends in their respective interpretations of Emancipation. For Lincoln, the complete abolition of slavery was a political necessity if the American people were to complete the “unfinished work” of the Union soldiers who died in battle. It was the cause that the Union dead had “so nobly advanced” and the “great task remaining” before the nation if democracy were to remain a viable form of government well into the future. Although Lincoln had come to that realization through a spiritual transformation, the only hint of divine inspiration he offered in the Gettysburg Address was the phrase: “this nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom.” For Quakers, on the other hand, divine will was the most important factor in advancing the cause of emancipation and the only sure way to do God’s work on this earth. Still, both Lincoln and the Quakers viewed the bloody carnage of the war as undeniable evidence that there was a higher purpose at work and that the dead should be remembered for the sacrifice they had made, whether that be to God, to country, or to both.

Drew Gilpin Faust argues that the Civil War transformed popular notions of death as well as the way in which Americans honored the dead and sought to explain it. On one hand, the war “transformed the mid-nineteenth century’s growing sense of religious doubt into a crisis of belief that propelled many Americans to redefine or even reject their faith in a benevolent and responsive deity.” On the other hand, the war also intensified doubt about the “human ability to know and to understand” why death on such a massive scale was taking place. That profound sense of doubt compelled Americans to ask, “What is death?” “Why is death?” “What is life?” and “Can we ever hope to know?”97

Lincoln, who also entertained such profound doubts, provided the American people with answers to those questions at Gettysburg. By equating national purpose with the sacrifice made by Union soldiers who died in battle, he gave justification of the war’s carnage. Emancipation, now the purpose of the war, would immortalize the Union dead, creating an enduring inspiration for the nation and its people.
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President-elect Abraham Lincoln, 1860.

(Photograph by Alexander Hesler—Library of Congress)
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Levi Coffin, ca. 1850. Coffin, a Quaker Underground Railroad agent, established Indiana Yearly Meeting of Anti-Slavery Friends in 1842.

(Photograph by Library of Congress)
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Lucretia Mott, ca. 1875. Mott, an outspoken pacifist, considered the Civil War divine punishment for slavery.

(Photograph by F. Gutekunst—Library of Congress)
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Isaac J. Wistar, 1861. Wistar left Haverford College to enlist in the Union army. He proved to be an inspirational leader and by war’s end was promoted to Brigadier general.

(Quaker Collection, Haverford College, Haverford, PA)
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The Lincoln Family, ca. 1861. (Left to right): Mary Todd Lincoln, Willie, Robert, Tad, and President Abraham Lincoln.

(Engraving by J. C. Buttre after a painting by Francis B. Carpenter—Library of Congress)
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Pennsylvania Progressive Friends Meeting, located at Longwood, Chester County, Pennsylvania, sent a delegation to meet with Lincoln in June 1862 and urge emancipation. Those identified by number are: (1) Oliver Johnson, (2) Charles G. Ames, (3) William Lloyd Garrison, (4) Chandler Darlington, (5) Hannah Cox, (6) Thamsin Meredith, (7) Mary Baily, (8) Thomas Garrett, and (9) Rachel Garrett. 

(Chester County Historical Society, West Chester, PA)
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Thomas Garrett, ca. 1856. Garrett, a radical Quaker abolitionist, operated an Underground Railroad station in Wilmington, Delaware. He is credited with assisting more than 2,300 fugitives to freedom, including Harriet Tubman.

(Chester County Historical Society, West Chester, PA)
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Gen. George B. McClellan, 1862. Commander of the Army of the Potomac, McClellan frustrated Lincoln by his reluctance to launch an attack against the Confederate army.

(Photograph by Matthew Brady—Library of Congress)
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Secretary of State William Seward was the most radical abolitionist in Lincoln’s cabinet.

(Photograph by Matthew Brady—Library of Congress)
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Frederick Douglass, ca. 1870. Douglass, a former slave who became the most famous black abolitionist in the nation, criticized Lincoln’s plans for colonization.

(Photograph by John W. Hurn—Library of Congress)
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Eliza P. Gurney, 1865. Lincoln was so moved by the genuine sympathy of the Quaker minister at their October 26, 1862, interview, that he established an ongoing correspondence with her.

(Engraving by F. Gutekunst, Quaker Collection, Haverford College, Haverford, PA)
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Lincoln’s Cabinet at signing of the Emancipation Proclamation, January 1, 1863. (Left to right): Edwin M. Stanton, secretary of war; Salmon P. Chase, secretary of the Treasury; President Lincoln; Gideon Welles, secretary of the navy; Caleb B. Smith, secretary of the interior; William H. Seward, secretary of state; Montgomery Blair, postmaster general; and Edward Bates, attorney general.

(Engraving by J. C. Buttre after a painting by Francis B. Carpenter—Library of Congress)
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Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, ca. 1863–1864. The son of a Quaker physician, Stanton understood the Friends’ concern about the federal conscription law and offered to use any commutation fee paid by Quaker resistors for the relief of freedmen rather than for the war effort.

(Photograph by Matthew Brady—Library of Congress)
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President Abraham Lincoln, November 8, 1863, two weeks before the Gettysburg Address.

(Photograph by Alexander Gardner—Library of Congress)
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Cyrus Pringle, ca. 1872. Pringle, a Quaker pacifist, was conscripted into the Union army because of his refusal to pay a commutation fee or hire a substitute. Subject to severe discipline for his refusal to participate in military drills, he was eventually pardoned by Lincoln.

(Jepson Herbaria, University of California at Berkeley)
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Edward N. Hallowell, 1862, served with distinction as an officer in the 54th Massachusetts Colored Regiment.

(Quaker Collection, Haverford College, Haverford, PA)
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John Greenleaf Whittier, ca. 1877. The Quaker poet and New England antislavery newspaper editor urged Friends to support the Union war effort by aiding the sick, wounded, and orphaned.

(Engraving by J. E. Baker—Library of Congress)
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“Underground Railroad” by Charles T. Weber. The painting, completed in 1893, celebrates the heroic activities of Levi Coffin, who assisted more than 2,000 fugitives between 1826 and 1846.

(Cincinnati Art Museum, OH. Used by permission of Bridgeman Art Library)
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Anna Elizabeth Dickinson, ca. 1862. On January 16, 1864, Dickinson, a Philadelphia Quaker, became the first woman to address the U.S. Congress. On that occasion, she excoriated Lincoln for his lenient amnesty proclamation for those who supported the Confederacy.

(Library of Congress)
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John Bright, 1870. An English Quaker and parliamentary reformer, Bright was an admirer of Lincoln. He was instrumental in preventing British aid to the Confederacy during the American Civil War.

(Library of Congress)
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President Abraham Lincoln, April 10, 1865, four days before his assassination.

(Photograph by Alexander Gardner—Library of Congress)
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Isaac and Sarah Harvey, 1878. The Quaker couple from Clinton County, Ohio, allegedly inspired Lincoln to emancipate the slaves in September 1862. (Frontispiece image from Friends with Lincoln in the White House: adapted from Nellie Blessing-Eyster's story by Henry W. Wilbur

(Philadelphia: [s.n.], 1913, 2nd edition). Courtesy of Watson Library, Wilmington College, Ohio)


Chapter 4

Redemption, 1864–1865

At the outbreak of the Civil War, John Greenleaf Whittier, a New England Quaker and antislavery newspaper editor, urged Friends to find other ways to support the Union cause if they found themselves in a situation where the peace testimony and antislavery witness conflicted. “Steadily and faithfully maintaining our testimony against war, we owe it to the cause of truth, to show that exalted heroism and generous self-sacrifice are not incompatible with our pacifist principles,” he wrote in an open letter addressed “To Members of the Society of Friends,” on June 18, 1861. “Our mission is, at this time, to mitigate the sufferings of our countrymen, to visit and aid the sick and the wounded, to relieve the necessities of the widow and the orphan, and to practice economy for the sake of charity.”

Whittier, second only to William Lloyd Garrison as the nation’s leading antislavery propagandist, hated war, but he was also strongly devoted to the Union. Although past the age for military conscription, he was still acutely aware of the dilemma younger Friends faced, his poetry often expressing anguish over tensions between doubt and faith. At the same time, Whittier believed that Quakers had benefitted historically from the liberty of conscience afforded by their relocation from England to North American in the seventeenth century. Thus, he reminded Friends that “our Society is rich, and of those to whom much is given much will be required in this hour of proving and trial.”1

Caught in the growing chasm between religious faith and patriotic duty, many Friends followed Whittier’s advice and returned to their strength as humanitarian reformers. By alleviating the misery of sick and wounded soldiers and their families and providing for the material relief and education of freedmen, Friends achieved not only a resolution to their own spiritual trial but also redemption in the larger society that had criticized them for refusing to fight.

Initially, Friends responded by contributing to the comfort of sick and wounded soldiers as well as to the welfare of Union widows and orphans. Some distributed food, bandages, sheets, or warm clothing that they had collected or made themselves. Others ministered to the spiritual needs of Union soldiers and among Confederate prisoners of war.2 Levi Coffin and his wife, Catharine, opened their home in Cincinnati, once an Underground Railroad station, to regiments of volunteers from Indiana and other northwestern states en route to the South. “We had so many boarders our house was like a military post,” wrote Coffin in his Reminiscences. “It was not long until our services were needed in caring for sick and wounded soldiers brought here from Southern battlefields. We nursed them carefully until they were able to travel to their homes, feeling that it was our duty to do so.”3 In Philadelphia, Lucretia Mott preached at Camp William Penn, a training center for U.S. colored troops, though she stressed her belief that the time would come when war would be no more.4 Mott’s granddaughter, Maria Hopper, along with her aunt, Abby Hopper Gibbons, volunteered as nurses at Union army hospitals.5 In Indiana, Friends formed the Richmond Sanitary Commission in 1862 to provide Union hospitals with much needed supplies, including bandages and blankets. Quaker farmers contributed 92 cords of wood, more than 2,000 pounds of flour, 40 bushels of corn meal, and 6 bushels of potatoes during the winter of 1863, all for the widows and orphans of Union soldiers.6 A Michigan Friend, Laura Haviland, visited hospital camps in Cairo, Illinois, and Memphis, Tennessee, to administer medical care as did Martha Schofield of Darby Meeting in Pennsylvania.7 Such humanitarian work earned pacifist Friends the respect and admiration of the military as reflected by the statement of one army chaplain who, after observing Quaker efforts, noted: “I saw the difference between talking Christianity and acting it.”8 While such benevolence also eased relations between Friends and government authorities, including Lincoln himself, it did not resolve the tension Quakers experienced over the federal conscription law, specifically the hiring of a substitute or the payment of a $300 commutation fee to secure an exemption from fighting.

For two years individual Quakers as well as committees from various Meetings for Suffering lobbied Lincoln and his secretary of war, Edwin M. Stanton, to exempt those who objected to fighting on religious grounds. Lincoln was more accommodating than Stanton, tending to parole those Quaker resistors who appealed directly to him for an exemption.9 In addition, the president often vetoed his secretary of war’s efforts to make Friends accountable to the draft law, forcing Stanton to grant exemptions to Quaker resistors on a case-by-case basis.10 Some were uncompromising pacifists who refused not only to pay money or hire a substitute but also to perform work that would further the war effort. The latter category included alternative service as a physician, nurse, or orderly because those efforts aimed at putting soldiers back on the battlefront, enabling them to take the lives of others.11 Stanton, widely regarded as an arrogant, stubborn man, showed remarkable patience with these Friends, probably because he was the son of a Quaker physician himself.12 But he also used his understanding of Quaker faith and practice to refute their arguments, insisting that service in a Union hospital constituted a “work of mercy” and was “in accordance with the commands of Christ.”13 Other, less rigid Friends agreed with Stanton and were receptive to the idea of alternative service. Apparently matters came to a head in November 1863 when a committee of Baltimore Yearly Meeting for Sufferings met with the secretary of war “on behalf of two conscripted Friends who [were] under arrest” for refusing military service. Stanton explained the “embarrassment the [Quaker] position caused the government and the Society of Friends, as well as himself personally, in his efforts to grant [Quakers] exemption.” He also proposed that exemption be granted to those Friends who “pay $300 which would go into a special fund for the freedmen.” The delegation, headed by James Carey, agreed to take Stanton’s proposal before a special committee of the various Meetings for Suffering at Baltimore for their consideration and to return the following month with a response.14

In December, after the so-called Baltimore Conference, Carey and his delegation returned to Washington to meet with Stanton and reported that the Meetings for Suffering rejected his proposal. “As followers of the Prince of Peace,” Carey informed him, “we cannot directly or indirectly pay money or render other service in lieu of requisitions for military purposes,” including the relief of the freedmen. At the same time, Carey assured Stanton that Friends “have long labored for the relief and freedom of the bondsmen . . . and will continue and increase our efforts, whether relieved of military service or not.” “Friends,” he concluded, “can discharge the duties of good citizenship in this way without infringing upon our principles of peace.” Stanton listened attentively and, when Carey had finished, expressed his appreciation for the Friends’ “liberal efforts” on behalf of the freedmen. But he also emphasized that the Friends’ refusal to accept his proposal placed him—and them—in a difficult position. “If your liberal service to the freedmen or your caring for the sick and wounded released you from military conscription, the same cause would release nearly everyone and no soldiers could be found,” he countered. “All sects and denominations and people of every class have shown an extended liberality” to the freedmen as well as to the sick and wounded. “If Friends have done more than others, it is because they are better able to do it.” While Stanton stated that he had “great respect for the conscientious scruples of Friends” and would be “very sorry to oppress them,” he emphasized that he was “responsible for executing the laws; not for making them.” Repeating his earlier proposal, the secretary of war said that he would “hold the plan open to the Society of Friends, or any individual Friend,” promising that the $300 payment would “not go into the general war fund, but be used to aid the destitute and suffering contrabands.” There would be no changing his mind. Afterward, the Baltimore Conference issued an advice to all Meetings for Sufferings to urge their members to “maintain a meek and quiet spirit, avoid unprofitable discussions on the exciting topic of the day, and be not hasty in determining in advance what course you will pursue.” Instead, “wait in patience, in faith and filial love and your Heavenly father will show you what you shall do.”15

Two months later, in February 1864, Congress, persuaded by Lincoln, passed an amendment to the Enrollment Act based largely on Stanton’s proposal. According to the provision,


[m]embers of religious denominations, who shall by oath or affirmation declare that they are conscientiously opposed to the bearing of arms, and who are prohibited from doing so by the rules and articles of faith and practice of said religious denominations, shall, when drafted into the military service, be considered non-combatants, and shall be assigned by the Secretary of War to duty in the hospitals, or to the care of freedmen, or shall pay the sum of three hundred dollars . . . to be applied to the benefit of the sick and wounded soldiers.16



The amendment represented the first federal provision of noncombatant service for religious objectors. It was a generous concession to the peace churches and satisfied the requirements of the Mennonites and Dunkards by providing two further alternatives to fighting: work in a military hospital and care of freedmen. Although the amendment stopped short of what the Baltimore Conference desired, most Quaker conscientious objectors complied with the measure.17 In addition, the amendment allowed Lincoln to fulfill a promise he had made to many of the Quakers who had written and visited him, not the least of whom was Eliza Gurney.

Having recognized and sympathized with the Friends’ “great trial of principle and faith,” Lincoln had earlier vowed to do “the best I can in my own conscience [and] under my oath to the law . . . for those appealing to me on conscientious grounds.”18 The president’s sacrifice did not go unnoticed by the Quaker minister, either. On September 8, Gurney responded with a letter thanking Lincoln for his “very kind consideration for the religious scruples of the Society of Friends which has been so invariably and generously manifested by the government.” Speaking on behalf of her co-religionists, Gurney “ventured to say that Friends are not less loyal for the leniency with which their honest convictions have been treated” and expressed her belief that “there are few among us who would not lament to see any other than Abraham Lincoln fill the presidential chair.”19 But even Gurney did not appreciate the extent of the sacrifice Lincoln had made by urging Congress to pass such generous terms for conscientious objection.

Just 46,000 men were conscripted into the federal army during the Civil War, and another 118,000 furnished substitutes. Collectively, these 164,000 men along with several thousand from earlier militia drafts made up barely 8 percent of Union troops.20 Thus, the draft had never been very successful, and by the spring of 1864, volunteering had virtually ceased. War weariness had taken hold in the North. Many soldiers had volunteered for three-year terms, which would expire in 1864. Despite congressional inducements of bounties and furloughs to those who would re-enlist, at least 100,000 decided not to. The bloody Battle of the Wilderness, fought in early May 1864, resulted in another 17,000 casualties, further discouraging re-enlistment.21 By allowing Quakers and the members of other peace churches to be exempt from the draft by a commutation fee or alternative service, Lincoln weakened the manpower of the Union army. Viewed in this light, Friends, for better and worse, registered a profound impact on Lincoln’s prosecution of the war.

II

Levi Coffin was not a very patient man. Like many Quaker reformers, he was committed to social justice and human equality, but he carried the commitment to extremes. An obsessive compulsion to rescue runaway slaves prior to the Civil War became a fierce campaign to aid freedmen during and after it. Truth be told, Coffin could not help himself. His personal moral crusade against slavery began during his childhood near New Garden, North Carolina. Frequently exposed to the peculiar institution as a boy, Coffin became an abolitionist at age seven when he asked a slave who was in a chain gang why he was bound. Told that the shackles were meant to prevent him from escaping and returning to his wife and children, the youngster became disturbed by the thought of his own father being taken from him in a similar fashion. By age 15, he was violating the federal fugitive slave law on a regular basis, helping his family harbor runaway slaves on their Guilford County farm. Suffering persecution by local slaveholders, the Coffin family was forced to relocate to Newport, Indiana, in 1826.22

Once in free territory, Coffin opened his home as a station on the Underground Railroad and excelled as a local merchant and farmer, accumulating enough wealth to invest in the Richmond branch of the Bank of Indiana. During the 1830s, he served as director of the bank. His wealth and influence in the community allowed him to provide most of the funding necessary to supply food, clothing, and transportation for the region’s clandestine—and illegal—operation.23 Known as the “president of the Underground Railroad,” Coffin and his wife, Catharine, are believed to have assisted more than 2,000 fugitives between 1826 and 1846.24 Perhaps the most famous was Eliza Harris, who escaped across the Ohio River on a winter night when it was frozen over. Barefooted and carrying her baby, she was exhausted and nearly dead when she reached Coffin’s home. He provided her with food, clothing, new shoes, and shelter before helping her to continue on her journey to freedom in Canada. The abolitionist writer Harriet Beecher Stowe, who was well acquainted with the Coffins, may have used them as the inspiration for the Quaker couple in her powerfully influential book Uncle Tom’s Cabin.25

At the urging of fellow abolitionists, Coffin moved to Cincinnati in 1847 to operate a warehouse selling only goods produced by free labor. He also opened his house as a station on the Underground Railroad and, along with his wife, helped to organize a large network of safe houses in southwestern Ohio. Their own home at 3131 Wehrman Street was large enough to rent out rooms for boarders. With many guests coming and going, the home was an excellent place to hide fugitives without arousing suspicion. Catharine created costumes, and when runaways arrived they would be dressed as butlers, cooks, and other workers. Some of the mulattoes were even able to pass as white guests.26 It was still a risky operation replete with dangers. Unlike his circumstances in Newport, Indiana, Coffin did not enjoy the same wealth or influence in Cincinnati. Neighbors could not be trusted to keep his secret. Some would be more than willing to reveal his illegal activities in return for the financial reward they would receive from federal authorities. If caught, Coffin faced stiff fines and imprisonment, which would easily bankrupt him. Years later, when asked why he jeopardized his financial success as well as his own safety by aiding fugitive slaves, the Quaker stationmaster pointed to the righteousness of following God’s unerring law instead of those more fallible ones of civil society. “If by doing my duty and endeavoring to fulfill the injunctions of the Bible, I injured my business, then let my business go,” he explained. “As to my safety, my life was in the hands of my Divine Master, and I felt that I had his approval.”27

By 1864, Coffin had turned his attention to the relief of freedmen. The abrupt transition from human bondage to freedom and personal responsibility was extremely difficult for enslaved blacks. Once the Union army entered the South, thousands of former slaves wandered through the region in need of food, clothing, and shelter. Some of the contrabands worked for the army as laborers or farmers until July 1862, when the Lincoln administration allowed them to enlist in the military. Others, most notably women, children, and the elderly, were forced to fend for themselves. Most had to beg or steal scraps of food to survive and to seek shelter in abandoned warehouses, cellars, or makeshift camps behind Union lines.

Coffin recognized the need and immediately began to investigate ways to assist these destitute contrabands. “I wrote many letters to my friends in Ohio and Indiana, and they began to collect bedding, clothing and money and forward them to me,” he recalled in his Reminiscences. “We had no facilities to send them to the various camps of the freedmen, or for properly distributing them. It seemed necessary to have some regular and responsible organization here on the border, to receive and forward the supplies.”28 To that end, Coffin helped form the Western Freedman’s Aid Society to offer assistance to the slaves freed during the war. He also traveled to Great Britain to seek aid for the relief of the freedmen.29 Impressed by Coffin’s efforts, Lincoln, in December 1863, invited him and the leaders of similar freedmen’s associations to meet in Washington in order to discuss the establishment of a federal Freedmen’s Bureau by Congress. After meeting with the delegation, Lincoln “promised to send a message to Congress” and to “do all he could to promote the passage of a bill” creating such an organization.30

After the Civil War ended, Coffin raised $87,750 for the Western Freedman’s Aid Society to provide aid to the free blacks, though he considered his efforts demeaning as if he was “begging for money.”31 He was also concerned about giving money freely to all blacks, some of whom he believed would never be able to care for themselves unless adequate education and farms were provided to them. Instead, Coffin felt that the society should distribute its limited resources only to those freedmen best able to benefit from them.32 Nevertheless, he continued his involvement with the society until it disbanded in 1870, the same year blacks were guaranteed the right to vote by the Fifteenth Amendment. In April of that year, Coffin, age 72, publicly relinquished the title of “president of the Underground Railroad” that had been conferred upon him by Southern slave catchers. When asked to speak at a huge interracial rally in Cincinnati, the elder Quaker stationmaster stepped to the podium and delivered a fitting epitaph to his long and storied antislavery crusade. “Our underground work is done,” he declared, “and as we have no more use for the road, I would suggest that the rails be taken up and disposed of, and the proceeds appropriated for the education of the freed slaves.”33

Levi Coffin was only one of many Quakers involved in the relief of former bondsmen. Freedmen’s aid committees and sewing groups existed in most American meetings regardless of theological orientation. In Philadelphia, the Friends Freedmen’s Association was organized in 1863 by some of the most prominent Orthodox families, including the Copes, Cadburys, Shipleys, and Scattergoods. The following year, Hicksite Quakers established the Friends Association for the Aid and Elevation of the Freedmen. Even Lucretia Mott, famous for understatement, could not contain her enthusiasm for the effort. “We are really beginning to do something,” she gushed, “the Biddles, the Parrishes, Whartons, and such like [are] alive to the subject!”34 Both organizations provided both financial and material aid to former slaves, most notably in Virginia.35 Philadelphia’s Hicksite Friends formed the Women’s Aid Society in April 1862, which later worked with the National Freedmen’s Relief Association, raising $349,000 for work in camps near Vicksburg and at Helena, Arkansas.36 Although Orthodox and Hicksite Friends tended to work separately, they did occasionally cooperate in aid to the freedmen.37 In 1865, when newly freed slaves began to arrive in Philadelphia in record numbers, the two groups worked with the Pennsylvania Abolition Society in funding an office to find jobs and homes for the refugees.38 New England Friends established the Washington Mission for Freedmen and raised $4,264 in 1867.39 In the Midwest, Quaker efforts were more impressive. Indiana Yearly Meeting (Orthodox) provided financial and material aid to freedmen in Mississippi and Louisiana and sent a Quaker couple, Elkanah and Irena Beard, to monitor the distribution of supplies among the refugees.40 “We stood almost baffled by the inroads of disease and death in the crowded camps,” they reported, noting that there were more than 30,000 refugees without food, shelter, or medical care in just three of the contraband camps they visited.41 Western Yearly Meeting, which encompassed parts of Indiana, Illinois, and Iowa, established the most extensive plan to provide food, blankets, and shelter for freedmen who had relocated nearby. In 1864 alone, they provided for the relief of 576 families and 3,242 individuals.42 That same year, Laura Haviland was made a paid agent of the Michigan Freedmen’s Aid Commission and traveled in Mississippi and Louisiana establishing aid stations and medical care for freed slaves.43 Ohio Yearly Meeting donated about $6,000 worth of clothing to the freedmen of Jackson, Mississippi, and later raised more than $16,000 for their relief.44

Like Coffin, however, Quaker abolitionists were especially concerned that the freedmen not become dependent on aid but rather assume responsibility for themselves. Friends believed that education offered the most effective means to ensure not only personal responsibility but also financial independence for the freedman.45 Just as important, education, according to Yardley Warner—the Quaker founder of several freedmen’s schools in the South—would lessen white prejudice against African Americans. “An increase in the intelligence of the blacks engages the confidence of the white population, and wins them over to the good work,” he insisted.46 To that end, Quakers became instrumental in establishing freedmen’s schools throughout the South, sometimes with the federally sponsored Freedmen’s Bureau.

One of the early efforts was located at Port Royal, near Beaufort, South Carolina, where Union troops occupying the sea islands off the coast found themselves responsible for large numbers of slaves left behind when their plantation owners departed. Philadelphia Quakers assisted federal efforts by establishing the Port Royal Relief Committee in 1862. The committee set about finding teachers for these former slaves, many of whom were Quakers.47 The very first school for freedmen—the Penn School on St. Helena Island, South Carolina—was also established in 1862 and sponsored by Philadelphia Friends. The Penn School, named after William Penn, was an important outgrowth of the federal government’s “Port Royal Experiment” on South Carolina’s Sea Islands. Designed to demonstrate that the freedmen were capable of self-sufficiency, the experiment paired government funding with private philanthropy to insure its initial success. Although the Penn School was not a Quaker institution per se, money and supplies came at various times from the Friends Freedmen’s Association and individual Quakers, and a majority of the trustees were Friends. Within three years, the school was sending teachers of African descent into the surrounding area to open schools of their own.48 In 1864 alone, the Friends Freedmen’s Association of Philadelphia provided for the education of 3,700 pupils and another 21,200 Sunday school students in Virginia.49 New York Yearly Meeting began a similar project in 1862 that eventually built a system of industrial and elementary schools in the South as far as Tampa, Florida, while New England Friends concentrated their efforts in the Washington, D.C., area and Tennessee.50 Ohio Yearly Meeting operated a school for freedmen in Jackson, Mississippi, under the care of Beulah Henderson, Hannah Binns, and Emma Jones.51 Western Yearly Meeting employed three teachers in Clarksville, Indiana, in 1865. A year later they opened nine new schools for Freedmen in Columbia, Mississippi, before expanding their educational outreach to Macon, Mississippi.52

Individual Friends also founded and taught schools for freedmen. Emily Howland and Julia Wilbur of New York Yearly Meeting taught at the Miner Normal School for Colored Girls in Washington, D.C., from 1857 to 1859. After 1862, Howland relocated to Arlington, Virginia, where she taught freed slaves in refugee camps to read and write.53 Cornelia Hancock, a New Jersey Quaker, went south to Charleston, South Carolina, where she started a small school for freedmen in an abandoned church. She remained there until 1876.54 In 1864, Indiana Friends Calvin and Alida Clark moved to Helena, Arkansas, where they opened an orphanage and a school, which later became Southland College, for some 80 needy black children. Alida was the “moving spirit” of the enterprise who ran the school and raised the money to keep it afloat, while Calvin “ably and faithfully supported his wife.”55 Sarah Smiley, a New England Friend, started freedmen’s schools in Virginia and raised funds to establish others along the East Coast.56

It is important to note that virtually all of these relief and educational efforts were initiated and led by Friends prior to the establishment of a federal agency for the same purpose. Lincoln, already impressed by Quaker humanitarianism, urged Congress to establish the government’s own “Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands” to further such efforts. Approved by Congress in March 1865, the so-called Freedmen’s Bureau was charged with the mission to feed and care for the thousands of refugees living in the South, to build schools and hospitals, to relocate refugees under the 1862 Homestead Act, to monitor the production of crops and the distribution of food and medicine, to find work for the freedmen, and to supervise labor contracts between them and their employers. Initially approved for just one year, Congress reauthorized the bureau for a second year and its educational programs for a third.57 Providing financial and material assistance to Quaker and other relief organizations, the Freedmen’s Bureau helped to establish 4,239 schools serving 274,000 students between 1865 and 1871.58

The Society of Friends’ work for the relief of the freedmen represented a watershed in the history of American Quakerism. Compassion for the suffering of African slaves and a fierce commitment to social justice had thrust Friends into the forefront of the abolition movement in the late seventeenth century where they remained for nearly two centuries. At times, their efforts were praised. On other occasions, when their Underground Railroad activities violated federal law, Friends were denounced by the general public and, when caught, prosecuted by state and federal authorities. Humanitarian aid to freedmen, however, allowed Friends to express their loyalty to the Union in a practical way and one in which they had traditionally excelled. Instead of challenging government, Quakers were cooperating with it to further the cause of human freedom. Their relief work for freedmen had allowed Friends to redeem themselves for whatever criticism they had suffered in placing their peace principles above patriotism.

III

Quaker relief efforts for the freedmen anticipated—if not helped to inspire—the vital work of Reconstruction that lay ahead for Lincoln and the nation. Those efforts represented the kind of compassion and disinterested benevolence that the president hoped would guide the long, arduous process of restoring the Union.

Convinced of the eventual success of the federal army, Lincoln, as early as December 8, 1863, announced a generous plan of reconciliation. Hoping to restore the rebel states as soon as possible, the president not only offered to grant amnesty to those rebels who declared their loyalty to the Union but also stated his willingness to recognize the reconstituted governments of former Confederate states that formally abolished slavery and where at least 10 percent of eligible voters took a loyalty oath.59 Congress repudiated Lincoln’s lenient 10 percent plan, demanding a slower and harsher readmission process. In the summer of 1864, they passed the Wade–Davis bill, calling for the president to appoint a provisional governor for each conquered state. When the majority of white males in each state swore allegiance to the Union, the governor could call a state constitutional convention whose delegates were elected by voters who had not fought for the Confederacy. The new state constitutions would be required to abolish slavery, disenfranchise Confederate civil and military leaders, and repudiate debts accumulated by state governments during the war. Only then would Congress readmit the states to the Union.60 Lincoln vetoed the measure.

What plan he might have passed is not known, though his second inaugural address, delivered on March 4, 1865, urged generosity and goodwill. “With malice toward none and charity for all,” Lincoln declared, “let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan—to do all which may achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.”61 The speech, according to historian Ronald White, was a “blueprint for tolerance.” Appealing to the high ideals of the American people, Lincoln hoped that his speech would “lay the groundwork for a reconstruction of compassion and reconciliation.”62

Lincoln had impressed at least one Southern Friend, John B. Dutton, who had “not favored his elevation to the presidency four years ago.” But Lincoln had “changed [his] opinion.” Dutton now believed that the president was “the most suitable man for putting down the rebellion and establishing a nation of free men” and that emancipation would allow the United States to “rise to a pinnacle of greatness never attained by a nation since the creation of the world.”63 Then there was Philadelphia Quaker Lucretia Mott, who believed that Lincoln had not gone far enough. “How good the late Inaugural was, and how determined the colored people are to have their own right to vote,” wrote Mott, referring to the final conciliatory paragraph of Lincoln’s address.64 Mott, never satisfied with the status quo, was a step ahead of Lincoln, interpreting his appeal to “strive on to finish the work we are in” as a desire to achieve black voting rights. That battle would have to wait. Only recently had the president secured congressional passage of a constitutional amendment abolishing slavery for all time. It had not been an easy task, either.

Lincoln had been a polarizing leader during his first four years in office. The Democratic opposition excoriated him as “King Abraham Africanus the First” for stretching his war powers to their constitutional limits. At the same time, the conservative wing of his own Republican Party ridiculed him as too liberal, while the liberal wing criticized him for not being liberal enough.65 There were even some Quakers who excoriated the president. Perhaps the most famous was Anna Elizabeth Dickinson of Philadelphia, a strikingly attractive novelist and abolitionist who rose to fame as a much admired lecturer against slavery in 1860 at the age of 18. Shortly after Lincoln’s first inaugural address in March 1861, Dickinson, a radical abolitionist who was put off by the president’s assurance to the South that he would not interfere with the institution of slavery where it already existed, told a gathering of Boston abolitionists that he was “not so far from a slave catcher after all.” In private, she was even more insulting, ridiculing Lincoln as “an Ass for the slave power to ride.”66

Dickinson’s youth, gender, diminutive size, and forceful delivery made her unique on the lecture circuit where she crusaded for a vindictive reconstruction policy and justice to the freed slave.67 She became such a popular speaker that Republicans enlisted her to campaign in New Hampshire, Connecticut, and New York in 1863 and persuaded her to address Congress the following year.68 Accordingly, on January 16, 1864, the small Quaker orator addressed federal legislators in the House of Representatives. While in the midst of a violent attack on Lincoln’s lenient amnesty proclamation, the president and the First Lady entered the House chamber. “Let no man prate of compromise,” she declared. “Defeated by ballots, the South appealed to the bullet. Let it stand by the appeal. There is no arm of compromise long enough to stretch over the sea of blood, and the mound of fallen heroes, to shake hands with their murderers.” The audience applauded her sentiments as well as the courage she demonstrated in expressing them. Although Dickinson went on to advocate Lincoln’s reelection in order “to complete the grand and glorious work left for a second term in office,” her criticism clearly registered with the president, who “sat with his head bowed, rarely looking at Miss Dickinson.”69

That spring, the radical abolitionist visited Lincoln at his request. When she began to urge a more vigorous enforcement of the Emancipation Proclamation, the president tried to divert her by telling a humorous story. According to her own account of the interview, Dickinson was annoyed by the diversion and snapped: “I didn’t come here to listen to stories. I can read better ones in the newspapers than you can tell me!”

Lincoln relented. Instead he shared some letters indicating the progress of Reconstruction in Louisiana. But Dickinson remained unmoved. “These plans are all wrong,” she allegedly said. “They are as bad as can be.”

The president had heard enough. “If the radicals want me to lead, let them get out of the way and let me lead,” he declared as he ushered the brash Quakeress out the door.70

It is highly doubtful that Anna Dickinson would have been this insulting toward Lincoln. Her recollection of the interview, published in Boston’s Daily Courier, was probably designed to maintain her high standing among radical abolitionists who, generally, believed that Lincoln was moving too slowly on emancipation. An alternative account of the interview, provided by J. M. McKim, is perhaps more accurate. McKim was a mentor of Dickinson and one who maintained close ties to several legislators on Capitol Hill. One of his confidants was Congressman William D. Kelley of Pennsylvania, who supposedly attended the interview with the radical Quaker abolitionist and provided McKim with the following account: Dickinson “said but very few words,” being “more a witness than a party.” When she did voice an opinion, it was “foolish, according to her own acknowledgement” and she “burst into tears, begging the president to excuse her.” Lincoln was extremely considerate and assuaged her feelings.71 Regardless of the version, Dickinson remained opposed to the president and withdrew her endorsement for Lincoln’s reelection later that year.72

To be sure, few predicted that Lincoln would win reelection in 1864. He was not the unanimous choice of the Republicans for the nomination since a mix of radicals, abolitionists, and disappointed office-seekers favored General John C. Fremont. They hoped to divide the Republican Party with a platform calling for a constitutional amendment ending slavery.73 Only after several prominent Republican businessmen and professionals, including Quaker newspaper editor John G. Whittier, convinced Fremont to “stand aside for the greater number in the party” did he agree to withdraw his candidacy.74 Even then, Lincoln’s reelection was far from certain, in spite of the fact that he secured the dissenters’ desired constitutional amendment in his party’s platform. The president was running against his former commanding general, the highly popular George B. McClellan, who was nominated by the Democrats. Nor was the war going well, with Union forces unable to make any significant gains during the spring and summer of 1864.75 It was during these dark days that artist F. B. Carpenter, a frequent guest at the Executive Mansion, noted, “Mr. Lincoln had the saddest face I ever painted.” Carpenter added that on one occasion, he found the president “alone, pacing up and down a narrow passage, his head bent forward upon his breast, heavy black rings under his eyes revealing sleepless nights.” Such a “careworn and troubled appearance,” he added, “was enough to bring tears of sympathy into the eyes of his most violent enemies.”76

Although Lincoln’s bid for reelection was threatened by his detractors, he also enjoyed a solid base of supporters, including many Friends. In addition to Whittier, who discouraged Fremont’s candidacy, Lincoln enjoyed the ongoing support of Quaker minister Eliza Gurney, who, by September 1864, was addressing her letters to him, “Esteemed Friend.” Gurney spoke to the president’s spiritual needs during this time, assuring him that “in thy time of trouble a gracious God who comforts all that mourn will continue to sustain and strengthen, uphold and comfort thee.” Urging Lincoln to find solace in his Christian faith, the Quaker minister reminded him that the “believer in Jesus will have a holy calm, peace with God, a deep, still undercurrent of soul-satisfying happiness which even the rudest storms of time cannot fail to disturb.” She repeated her firm belief that the president was chosen by God “to fulfill the important trust of achieving an unbroken Union where the oppressed are set free.” Gurney concluded the letter by assuring the president that most Quakers felt that he was “conscientiously endeavoring to fulfill the solemn duties of his high and responsible office according to his own convictions of right” and that he would enjoy their support in the “next Presidential election.”77 Similarly, Lincoln, meeting with the female officers of the Philadelphia Sanitary Commission to thank them for their service, was consoled by a Quaker member. She could see the heavy toll the war had taken on him and, taking his hand in hers, she said, “Friend Abraham, thee need not think thee stands alone. We are all praying for thee. All our hearts, the hearts of all people, are behind thee and three cannot fail. The Lord has appointed thee and He will sustain thee. Take comfort, friend Abraham, God is with thee.” Noticeably moved by her words, Lincoln admitted that it had been a “bad day,” and that he had “almost forgotten that the hearts of all loyal people are with me.” “If I didn’t have that knowledge,” he added, “and the knowledge that God is sustaining and will sustain me until my appointed work is done, I could not endure it. My heart would have broken long ago.” Thanking the Quakeress for her kindness, he turned to the other women and said, “God bless you all.”78

Support of other Friends came from political considerations. The English parliamentarian and Quaker John Bright had long admired Lincoln’s efforts at restoring the Union and aided those efforts abroad whenever possible. As the election of 1864 neared, Bright wrote a letter to Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, endorsing a second term for Lincoln. Bright stated his “fervent hope that Mr. Lincoln may be placed at the head of your Executive for another term” due to his “grand simplicity of purpose, and a patriotism which knows no change, and which does not falter.” Bright counted himself among those British subjects “who deplored the calamities which the [Confederate] leaders of secession have brought upon your country, who believe that slavery weakens your power and tarnishes your good name throughout the world, and who regard the restoration of your Union as a thing to be desired and prayed for by all good men.” He was also aware that some Americans found fault with Lincoln but surmised that “it would be strange indeed, if, in the midst of difficulties so stupendous and so unexpected, any administration should wholly avoid mistakes.” Bright concluded his endorsement with this perspective: “To us, looking on from this distance, and unmoved by the passions from which many of your people can hardly be expected to be free, regarding his Presidential path . . . we see in it an honest endeavor faithfully to do the work of his great office, and, in the doing of it, a brightness of personal honor on which no adversary has yet been able to fix a stain.”79 In the United States, Lincoln enjoyed almost uniform backing from Midwestern Friends, who believed that a second term for the president represented the best chance for a constitutional amendment abolishing slavery as well as the restoration of the Union.80 Although Lincoln did not enjoy as strong support among Friends in the East, he had, by 1864, won over some of his fiercest critics, like Lucretia Mott. Writing to her sister, Martha Coffin Wright, Mott, who flattered herself a “watchful critic of the administration,” begrudgingly admitted that Lincoln “has done well for the colored people” and that it was “doubtful if one could have been elected who would have done more.”81

Lincoln’s fortunes changed as the presidential campaign unfolded. McClellan, who supported a continuation of the war and restoration of the Union, was forced to repudiate the Democratic Party’s platform, which called for an immediate cessation of hostilities and a negotiated settlement with the Confederacy. The act divided the Democrats and made McClellan’s success at the polls remote at best.82 Union military success in the autumn of 1864, highlighted by the fall of Atlanta, also boosted Northern support for Lincoln’s prosecution of the war. Thus, the president won reelection easily with 212 electoral votes to McClellan’s 21 and a popular vote margin of 403,000, or 55 percent83 Armed with such a popular mandate, Lincoln was determined to complete the work of emancipation.

Although he had freed the slaves by executive order, it was done as a “wartime necessity” implemented by his ill-defined powers as commander-in-chief. Thus, the Emancipation Proclamation was a temporary measure that could easily be overturned by the courts after the war ended. “A question might be raised whether the proclamation was legally valid,” Lincoln feared in early February 1865. “It might be added that it only aided those who came into our lines . . . or that it would have no effect on the children of slaves born hereafter.” The passage of a constitutional amendment abolishing slavery once and for all would be a “King’s cure for all the evils.”84 If, on the other hand, the Civil War ended without a constitutional amendment ending slavery, the very purpose of the war would be undermined and the Union soldiers who sacrificed their lives would die in vain. The Senate had already passed such an amendment the previous spring, but there were not enough Republicans in the House to provide the two-thirds majority required for passage in that branch of Congress.85 The main obstacle was the proslavery Democrats, who would eagerly embrace a peace settlement realizing that it would undermine the campaign for emancipation. If Lincoln could secure 20 votes from the opposition party before the war ended, he would finally abolish slavery for all time. To this end, he enlisted the support of James Ashley, an Ohio Republican and the House floor manager, who persuaded several Democrats to back the measure.86 Lincoln also relied on Secretary of State William Seward to persuade reluctant representatives, many of whom were lame ducks, having been voted out of office in the previous year’s congressional elections. To give Lincoln plausible deniability, Seward assembled a team of lobbyists to do the heavy arm-twisting and promises of patronage.87

On January 31, 1865, the U.S. House of Representatives narrowly reached the two-thirds majority needed to pass the bill by a vote of 119 to 56.88 Afterward, the amendment was sent to the state legislatures, where the Northern states quickly ratified it. Although the formal adoption of the amendment would not come until December 6, 1865, Lincoln had redeemed himself in the eyes of African Americans and secured his place in history as the “Great Emancipator.”89

IV

On the evening of Good Friday, April 14, 1865, President Lincoln and his wife attended Ford’s Theater on Tenth Street in Washington, D.C., to see Our American Cousin, a popular farce about the visit of an awkward, boorish American to England, where he goes to claim the family estate from his aristocratic relatives. Lincoln was exceptionally happy. Five days earlier, Confederate General Robert E. Lee had surrendered his massive army at Appomattox Court House, Virginia, effectively ending the American Civil War. With the bloody carnage behind him, the president looked forward to the business of Reconstruction. It was a time for celebration.

At 10:15 p.m., John Wilkes Booth, a famous actor and Confederate sympathizer, quietly slipped into the presidential box intent on seeking revenge. Just three days earlier, Booth had attended a speech in which Lincoln voiced his support for enfranchising the former slaves. Furious at the thought of “nigger citizenship,” the Maryland actor swore that it would be the president’s “last speech” and that he would “put [Lincoln] through.”90 Booth went unnoticed, inching toward the president. Suddenly he fired his .44-caliber single-shot derringer into the back of Lincoln’s head.

As the president slumped forward in his seat, mortally wounded, Booth leapt onto the stage. Although he broke his leg in the fall, the assassin still managed to escape out the back door of the theater. Lincoln was immediately examined by a doctor in the audience and then carried across the street to William Petersen’s boardinghouse and into the first-floor bedroom. He never regained consciousness. The next morning, at 7:22 a.m., the president was pronounced dead. Upon learning of Lincoln’s death, Secretary of War Edwin Stanton uttered the words, “Now he belongs to the ages.”91

No American president had ever before been murdered. The tragedy triggered an outpouring of grief beyond anything the United States had ever witnessed. People turned out by the thousands to pay their last respects in every city where Lincoln’s funeral train stopped en route from Washington, D.C., to Springfield, Illinois, where he was laid to rest. After the train arrived at Philadelphia on April 22, the president’s coffin was placed inside the Assembly Room of Independence Hall, the same room in which the Declaration of Independence had been signed and in which Lincoln spoke four years earlier en route to Washington to take office. A public viewing began at 6:00 a.m. on Sunday, April 23, and lasted 20 hours, ending at 1:17 a.m. the following morning. An estimated 128,640 mourners filed past the open casket to offer their last respects to the martyred president.92

Between April 15, when news of the assassination reached Philadelphia, and April 23, when Lincoln’s coffin arrived in the city for a public viewing, thousands of people mourned the martyred president. Public buildings were draped in mourning. Women pinned crepe bows to their dresses with Lincoln’s image and the red, white, and blue colors of the American flag. Philadelphia’s Quakers had been conducting their own memorial services since learning of Lincoln’s death and continued to do so throughout the following week.93 Friends were overwhelmed with emotion, some unable to perform their daily routines. Philadelphia Monthly Meeting (Hicksite) suspended its business and adopted a minute expressing their grief over the death of the “chief magistrate of our nation,” who “manifested the most friendly feelings toward us as Society, always respecting, as far as lay in his power, our conscientious convictions.”94 Green Street Monthly Meeting’s memorial was more poignant, reflecting the spiritual and emotional bonds Friends shared with Lincoln:


The president’s death has filled our hearts with great sorrow and appreciation of the many virtues in his character as well as the great loss sustained by the people of this nation, especially the freedmen, who truly looked up to him as a father. We hold in grateful remembrance the consideration with which he regarded our conscientious scruples in relation to military enactments, and believe he did for us in this respect, all that his position allowed. Yielding to the holy promptings of “Love to God and love to man,” he was instrumental in measurably redeeming our country from the dark stain of slavery; saying to the Bondmen, “be ye free.” His integrity of purpose, Christian charity and acknowledgement of the Divine Spirit are forcibly expressed in his late Inaugural Address . . . While we deplore the loss of so good and great a man, because he loved righteousness and hated inequity, we remember the source whence wisdom is derived and believe if we are sufficiently humbled to seek for it, in the confiding faith becoming a Christian People “our house shall not be left unto us desolate” but in the mercy and goodness of our all-wise Providence the future will be brighter than the past.95



Many of Philadelphia’s monthly meetings—both Hicksite and Orthodox—adopted similar minutes expressing their high regard for the fallen president as well as their appreciation for his sympathy for their religious principles during the war and for his commitment to human freedom.96

At Haverford College (Orthodox), “neither professors or students felt like going on with the usual recitations.” Samuel Gummere, the president, canceled classes and scheduled a memorial service for April 19. As students took their seats in Founders’ Hall, “there was not a dry eye in the room.” Former college president Thomas Chase began the service by reading “some appropriate passages from the Bible.” He was followed by Professor William Wetherald, who urged students to “emulate the virtues of the departed, his modesty, his humility and his uprightness.”97

Individual Friends also paid homage to the fallen president. On April 20, Martha Schofield, a Philadelphia Quaker school teacher, closed and shuttered her schoolhouse. Inside, she hung five flags draped in black outside along with two photographs of Lincoln. “Never do I want to forget this impressive time,” she recorded in her journal, “and I want to impress the children with the weight of it.” Schofield also wore a crepe bow on her dress commemorating the dead president for a total of 90 days. On the afternoon of April 23, when Lincoln’s coffin arrived in the city, she watched the somber procession to Independence Hall. At 6:00 a.m. the next morning, Schofield and her sister stood in line outside for four hours waiting to pay their final respects to the martyred president as he lay in state inside the Hall. Later that day, she recorded in her journal that her visit was “not for show” as was the case with so many curiosity seekers who came to view the body, “but because Abraham Lincoln had grown into the hearts of the people.” “His truth, integrity, honesty and great works winning for him a love that no other man living or dead ever before enjoyed,” she added.98 Quaker minister Rachel Wilson Moore memorialized Lincoln as “the right man in the right place at the right hour.” In “letting the oppressed go free,” she wrote in her journal, “the president ushered in a wonderful era in the history of the world. Sad indeed is the thought that his useful and valuable life was sacrificed to pay for his devotion to the cause of humanity.”99

There were even those Quakers living in the South who were quick to voice their sorrow. Samuel Janney, a prominent Friends of Loudoun County, Virginia, observed that the members of his Goose Creek Monthly Meeting also “feel the sad bereavement which has brought deep and universal distress upon the people of the loyal states.” Janney had reason to be especially saddened by the president’s death. He had met with him on several occasions regarding a partnership between the federal Freedmen’s Bureau and Quaker relief efforts in the war-torn South. “For myself,” he wrote in an April 19 journal entry, “I can say that I felt for him an affection and reverence that I never felt for any other statesman, and having had some acquaintance with him, I mourn the loss of a personal friend.” At the same time, Janney “dreaded the rigid [Reconstruction] measures [he] anticipated from [Lincoln’s] successor, [Andrew Johnson].”100 Nor was he alone in this concern.

Rebecca Williams, also a Quaker resident of Loudoun County, was filled with doubt about the nature of Reconstruction under another president. In an April 23 journal entry, she evokes the language of the Old Testament, writing that while “Lincoln, like Moses, led his countrymen through many trials,” the nation must find “a Joshua to lead on until we can reach the consummation of peace and a restored union.”101 On the other hand, J. M. Walker, a Waterford, Virginia, Quaker, believed it possible that Providence played a role in Lincoln’s passing and would also find the right person to lead the nation through Reconstruction. “Are the ways of Providence past finding out?” he wrote in an April 25 letter to Janney. “Can it be that Abraham Lincoln, having fulfilled his mission and duty so well . . . is now removed in order that another man of different temperament may take the helm of state to conduct it through the difficult process of Reconstruction?”102

These memorials indicate the special bond Quakers felt with Abraham Lincoln. Their shared virtues, which included a firm respect for the liberty of conscience and human equality, allowed them to work together during the Civil War, respecting the problematic circumstances each other faced. Although Friends may have disagreed with Lincoln’s prosecution of the fratricidal conflict, they could not help but respect his difficult position as president charged with defending of the federal constitution. As a result, they were most grateful for the consideration he gave them in matters regarding emancipation and conscientious objection. What’s more, Lincoln’s integrity of purpose, Christian charity, and acknowledgment of the divine spirit were at the core of Quaker faith and practice. These shared qualities not only allowed both parties to achieve a spiritual kinship with each other but also enabled them to weather the near-impossible challenges of the Civil War and overcome a similar trial of principle and faith.


Conclusion

Abraham Lincoln was a complex, private person. He may have prosecuted the Civil War in a seemingly arbitrary manner, but he was wracked by guilt over the terrible carnage he helped to create. What’s more, Lincoln suffered the loss of a favored son and the erratic and often embarrassing behavior of a wife who was growing insane, while tolerating the haughtiness of a commanding general and the constant bickering of a divided cabinet. Still, he managed to preserve the Union and redefine the American experiment in democracy by abolishing slavery forever. Through it all he maintained a humility that was truly exceptional among wartime leaders, most of whom assume their cause is favored by God. Lincoln simply did not possess that kind of arrogance.

In April 1864, Lincoln was asked why he had been compelled to make such a dramatic shift in policy from preserving slavery in the areas where it already existed to complete emancipation. “I claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly that events have controlled me,” he explained. “Now, at the end of three years struggle, the nation’s condition is not what either party or any man devised, or expected. God alone can claim it.”1 Lincoln repeated this belief a year later on March 4, 1865. “We cannot expect God to serve our purposes,” he declared in his second inaugural address, “we serve His. Fondly do we hope that war passes, but if God wills it continues, God has His purposes.”2 These modest statements of human limitation grounded in a firm conviction in the doctrine of necessity are perhaps the clearest expressions of Lincoln’s belief in God’s role in shaping his actions on Earth. They also echo the same sentiments he expressed to the various Quaker groups and individuals he interviewed during the war and endeared the president to the Society of Friends.

While it is impossible to determine the exact degree of influence Quakers may have had on Lincoln’s decision-making and wartime policies, their relationship was based on a mutual trust inspired by a common belief in the doctrine of necessity and the understanding that human beings are instruments of the divine will. Lincoln and the Quakers supported each other throughout the Civil War in seeking a resolution to a similar trial of principle and faith, specifically how to achieve emancipation while ending the bloody carnage of war. Friends met with the president and wrote to him constantly, offering their prayers, urging emancipation, and assisting with the education and relief of freed slaves. This Quaker influence played an important role in the president’s evolving spirituality as well as his wartime policies.

Lincoln’s thinking on emancipation changed over the course of his presidency, and those changes coincided with his correspondence and interviews with Quaker groups and individual Friends. When Lincoln took office in April 1861, he was morally opposed to slavery but respected his constitutional obligation to protect the institution in the states where it already existed. Within the next year, however, he initiated a voluntary program of gradual, compensated emancipation in Delaware, believing that the other border states would follow its example.3 As a result, Confederate leaders would recognize the futility of their cause, putting an end to war and eventually paving the way for emancipation in the South. That Lincoln chose Delaware for this plan is no coincidence. The state was home to a considerable Quaker population with a strong antislavery tradition and an active Underground Railroad network that assisted an increasing stream of fugitive slaves after the passage of the federal Fugitive Slave Act in 1850.4

When the plan for gradual compensated emancipation followed by colonization in Africa or the Caribbean was rejected by the border states, Lincoln planned to end slavery in Confederate-controlled areas by executive order.5 His thinking was encouraged on June 20, 1862, when he was visited by a delegation of progressive Friends, including Thomas Garrett, Oliver Johnson, William Barnard, Eliza Agnew, Dina Mendenhall, and Alice Hambleton. The delegation urged Lincoln to pursue a policy of “immediate and universal emancipation.”6 Although the request was more radical than the subsequent Emancipation Proclamation, issued on September 22, 1862, it did anticipate Lincoln’s ultimate goal for a constitutional amendment forever banning slavery in the United States and the assimilation of the freedmen into American society. Between September 22, when the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation was issued, and April 14, when the president was assassinated, Quakers continued to press Lincoln for that goal, insisting that it was in accordance with God’s will. Among the most persuasive abolitionists were Quaker ministers Elizabeth Comstock, Rachel Grellett, and Eliza Gurney, all of whom appealed to Lincoln’s firm belief in the doctrine of necessity. Comstock and Grellett, who visited Lincoln in December 1862, urged him to surrender his soul to God’s will. “May it not be that God has raised thee up, like Moses, to be the great emancipator of His people?” they asked. “To establish the nation united and free?”7 Gurney was apparently more persuasive.

In her October 1862 visit, Gurney, quoting from 1 Peter 4:12, evoked the “fiery trail” experienced by the early Christians who were facing persecution for their faith. She compared Lincoln’s circumstances to “God’s chosen people,” recognizing the “trials and persecutions” he would have to confront because of his recent decision to emancipate the slaves. Gurney urged the president to “commit his way unto the Lord by prayer” whenever those trials emerged. If he did so, she believed that “the peace of God” would “keep the president in heart and mind.” She then knelt and offered a prayer “that light and wisdom might be shed down from on high, to guide our President,” bringing Lincoln to tears.8 He was so moved, he wrote to her admitting that both the Quakers and himself were “indeed going through a great trial—a fiery trial.” He also shared his belief that God “for some wise purpose of His own, allows the war to continue” and that he might be an “instrument in the hands of our Heavenly father.”9 Lincoln’s letter to Gurney represents the most complete expression of his belief in the doctrine of necessity to that point in time, a theme that began with the “Meditation on the Divine Will” a month earlier and reached its fullest expression in his second inaugural address of March 4, 1865.

Similarly, Friends pressed Lincoln to establish a conscription policy that would acknowledge conscientious objection based on religious principles. Having been approached by many Quakers on this subject since the outbreak of war in April 1861, Lincoln, despite his precarious position, pardoned those Friends who “appeal[ed] to [him] on conscientious grounds,” and did so “the best [he] could, in [his] own conscience, under [his] oath to the law.”10 To that end, Congress, persuaded by Lincoln, in February 1864, passed an amendment to the Enrollment Act allowing “[m]embers of religious denominations, who . . . are conscientiously opposed to the bearing of arms” to be considered “non-combatants, and assigned . . . to duty in hospitals, or to the care of freedmen, or to pay three hundred dollars . . . to be applied to the benefit of the sick and wounded soldiers.”11

Finally, Quakers influenced Lincoln’s thinking on Reconstruction by providing material aid and education to freedmen. Lincoln, impressed by Quaker humanitarianism, urged Congress in spring 1865 to establish the government’s own Freedmen’s Bureau to further such efforts. Approved by Congress in March 1865, the federal agency provided material aid, education, and relocation for the thousands of refugees living in the South. It also provided financial and material assistance to Quaker relief organizations in establishing schools for freedmen.12

Lincoln’s association and cooperation with Quakers became so common during the war that many Friends felt as if they enjoyed a special relationship with the president, so special that they addressed him as “friend.” When he was assassinated, Quakers felt as if they had lost one of their own. Not before or since Lincoln’s administration has the Religious Society of Friends been as devoted to a U.S. president, this in spite of the fact that two of his successors were Quakers.13

With the passage of time, Lincoln’s relationship with the Quakers assumed mythological proportions. One story involves the influence of a Quaker couple—Isaac and Sarah Harvey of Clinton County, Ohio—on Lincoln’s decision to emancipate the slaves. The Harveys felt themselves “called” to pay a visit to the president in the late summer of 1862. They arrived in Washington, D.C., on September 18, just as news of the Union victory at Antietam reached the capitol. The two Friends happened to meet Salmon Chase, a fellow Ohioan and the secretary of the treasury, who arranged an interview for them with the president and escorted them to the Executive Mansion the following day. The Harveys told Lincoln that he could end slavery as well as the Civil War if the federal government agreed to pay $300 per slave to every slaveholder. After hearing the idea, the president allegedly informed them of his similar plan for compensated emancipation and then wrote a brief note to the Harvey’s monthly meeting certifying that the couple had fulfilled their mission:


I take pleasure in asserting that I have had profitable intercourse with friend Isaac Harvey and his good wife, Sarah Harvey. May the Lord comfort them as they have sustained me.

Abraham Lincoln

September 19, 1862



Three days later, Lincoln, in a sudden shift of policy, issued the preliminary draft of the Emancipation Proclamation.

The story first appeared in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine in September 1870. Titled “A Day among the Quakers,” the essay was authored by Nellie Blessing-Eyster, who had interviewed Isaac and Sarah Harvey two years earlier.14 The essay was republished, in revised form, in New York’s New Voice in 1889 under the title “Mr. Lincoln and the Crazy Quaker.”15 Afterward, the story gradually worked its way into the history books. In 1912, Henry W. Wilbur adapted the story in his work Friends with Lincoln in the White House.16 Twenty-seven years later, Carl Sandburg repeated the account in his seminal book on Lincoln, titled The War Years, giving it credibility among historians.17

Not until 1952 was the accuracy of the Harvey visit challenged by Quaker historian Henry J. Cadbury, who noted the absence of any primary source documentation of it. According to Cadbury, Lincoln’s alleged written acknowledgment of the meeting with Isaac and Sarah Harvey, penned on September 19, 1862, has never been found. In addition, Roy Basler, editor of the Lincoln papers, cited just three documents from the president’s collection that identify the Quaker couple: (1) a letter of introduction from Governor Richard Yates of Illinois, dated September 3, 1861; (2) a letter of introduction from Governor Oliver P. Morton of Indiana, dated September 23, 1861; and (3) a letter to Lincoln from Isaac Harvey himself, dated July 25, 1864, asking the president “when it would be convenient to receive a short call from my wife and self in a little matter of business.” Harvey also writes, “I will be prepared to present a letter of introduction from Governor Brough [of Ohio], endorsed by Governor [Andrew] Curtin [of Pennsylvania].” Although Isaac Harvey appears to have had some influential contacts among the war governors, Cadbury concludes that any claim of an 1862 visit as well as any claim about his influence over Lincoln’s decision to free the slaves is fictitious.18 But Cadbury’s conclusion is too severe for this writer.

The existence in the Lincoln Papers of three letters of introduction suggests that Isaac Harvey took the time to plan his visit with the president, not that it was a spontaneous event as suggested by Blessing-Eyster’s account. While there may be some question as to the actual date of the interview, it does appear that the Harveys and Lincoln met sometime between 1861 and 1864. It is possible that Blessing-Eyster embellished the story by placing the Harvey’s visit in September 1862, a few days before Lincoln issued the first draft of the Emancipation Proclamation, in order to suggest a connection between the two events. What is important is that the visit actually took place, reinforcing the unique relationship the Quakers enjoyed with Lincoln. Descendants of the Harvey family have made painstaking efforts to ensure the credibility of such a visit.19 As a result, Wilmington College, a Quaker institution in Clinton County, Ohio, felt strongly enough about the accuracy of the event that it raised $84,000 to cast and erect life-sized bronze statues of Isaac and Sarah Harvey on its campus. Dedicated on September 20, 2009, the statues, titled “Who Sends Thee?,” depict the local Quaker couple on their way to Washington, D.C., to speak with President Lincoln about emancipation. While the actual date of the Harvey’s interview with Lincoln is debatable, the couple’s intentions are not and, like the statues, reflect the Quaker testimonies of peace, integrity, and equality, which are among the core values of Wilmington College.20

Another story involves Quaker minister Eliza P. Gurney’s August 18, 1863, letter to Lincoln, which was allegedly found in the president’s coat pocket after he was assassinated on April 14, 1865. To be sure, Lincoln valued Gurney’s friendship and expressed his great appreciation for her spiritual support and prayers in a subsequent September 4, 1864, letter to her.21 But there is no indication that Gurney’s letter was among his personal belongings on the night he was killed. Instead, the legend was fabricated by the Quaker minister’s friends, probably to enhance her stature and influence after her death in 1881. Joseph Bevan Braithwaite, the biographer of Eliza’s husband, Joseph John Gurney, was the first to make the claim in an obituary published the following year. On that occasion, Braithwaite wrote, “E. P. Gurney had the mournful satisfaction of learning that her letter to the president written nearly two years before, had been carefully treasured by him and was in his pocket when [John Wilkes Booth’s] fatal shot reached him.”22 Richard F. Mott, a Burlington, New Jersey, neighbor, repeated the story in almost identical wording in his edited work Memoirs and Correspondence of Eliza P. Gurney, which was published in 1884.23 From there, the legend proliferated being exaggerated each time it appeared in print. In 1895, for example, Augustus J. C. Hare, another Gurney biographer, included Eliza’s photograph, writing, “A letter to President Lincoln from Mrs. J. J. Gurney, an intimate friend, was found in his pocket, with her photograph, after his death.”24 Fifteen years later, Amelia Mott Gummere, the daughter of Richard F. Mott, suggested that Lincoln had always kept the letter in his possession after receiving it. “Eliza Gurney’s letter was discovered in President Lincoln’s breast pocket,” she wrote, “where, much worn and read, it had been constantly carried even to the moment when the fatal shot was fired.”25

However, Lincoln scholar F. Lauriston Bullard found no trace of Gurney’s letter among the contents of Lincoln’s pockets after they were donated by the president’s granddaughter, Mary Lincoln Isham, to the Library of Congress in the 1940s. The contents had been placed in a box that had been in the possession of Robert Lincoln, the president’s eldest son, since the death of his father. While Bullard admitted that the absence of Gurney’s letter was “not conclusive” since “all that was in Lincoln’s pockets may not have been kept with the box,” it did cast doubt over the accuracy of the story.26

At the same time, it is important to note that the absence of Gurney’s letter in Lincoln’s coat pocket does not eliminate the fact that the president and the Quaker minister had interacted. That Lincoln initiated a two-year correspondence with the Quakeress suggests that he felt a degree of intimacy with her that was exceptional and one that, if made public, would be embarrassing for a married man. Thus, if, in fact, Lincoln was carrying Gurney’s August 18, 1863, letter in his coat pocket on the night of his assassination, his son Robert may have quietly removed it in order to spare his mother and the family any humiliation.

These stories make an important statement about historical memory and how Quakers viewed their relationship with Abraham Lincoln. There is no doubt that Lincoln valued his association with Eliza P. Gurney, for it provided him with a spiritual and perhaps emotional solace that he enjoyed with few, if any, family, friends, or cabinet members. On the other hand, the president’s association with Isaac and Sarah Harvey was fleeting but still reflects the special relationship Friends believed they enjoyed with Lincoln.

These accounts of Lincoln and the Quakers, regardless of their authenticity, remind us that the presidency, if occupied by one who genuinely seeks to serve the interests and needs of the American people, is not so much an office as a trust. Just as important, Lincoln and the Quakers remind us that it is possible for individuals as well as religious groups to work together with those they elect to public office to further the ideals upon which our nation was founded. For Quakers, those ideals include the liberty of conscience and the freedom of all human beings. That Lincoln, our nation’s greatest president, struggled with the same spiritual trial in securing those ideals endeared him to the Society of Friends, one of the country’s most respected humanitarian and religious groups.
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