Abr aham Li ncol n by James Russel|l Lowel |

THERE have been many painful crises since the inpatient
vanity of South Carolina hurried ten prosperous Conmonweal t hs
into a crinme whose assured retribution was to | eave them
either at the nmercy of the nation they had wonged, or of the
anar chy they had sunmoned but could not control, when no

t hought ful Anerican opened his norning paper w thout dreading
to find that he had no |l onger a country to | ove and honor.
What ever the result of the convul sion whose first shocks were
beginning to be felt, there would still be enough square
mles of earth for el bowroom but that ineffable sentinent
made up of nenory and hope, of instinct and tradition, which
swells every man's heart and shapes his thought, though

per haps never present to his consciousness, would be gone
fromit, leaving it common earth and nothing nore. Men m ght
gather rich crops fromit, but that ideal harvest of

pricel ess associ ati ons woul d be reaped no |l onger; that fine
virtue which sent up nessages of courage and security from
every sod of it would have evaporated beyond recall. W
shoul d be irrevocably cut off fromour past, and be forced to
splice the ragged ends of our |ives upon whatever new

condi tions chance m ght | eave dangling for us. W confess
that we had our doubts at first whether the patriotismof our
peopl e were not too narrowy provincial to enbrace the
proportions of national peril. W felt an only too natural

di strust of imense public neetings and enthusiastic cheers.
That a reaction should follow the holiday enthusiasmw th

whi ch the war was entered on, that it should foll ow soon, and
that the slackening of public spirit should be proportionate
to the previous over-tension, mght well be foreseen by all
who had studi ed human nature or history. Men acting
gregariously are always in extrenes; as they are one nonent
capabl e of higher courage, so they are liable, the next, to
baser depression, and it is often a matter of chance whet her
nunbers shall multiply confidence or di scouragenent. Nor

does deception lead nore surely to distrust of nmen, than

sel f-deception to suspicion of principles. The only faith
that wears well and holds its color in all weathers is that
which i s woven of conviction and set with the sharp nordant
of experience. Enthusiasmis good material for the orator,

but the statesman needs sonething nore durable to work



In,--nmust be able to rely on the deliberate reason and
consequent firmmess of the people, w thout which that
presence of mnd, no |less essential in tines of noral than of
material peril, will be wanting at the critical nonent.

Wuld this fervor of the Free States hold out? Was it

ki ndl ed by a just feeling of the value of constitutional
liberty? Had it body enough to withstand the inevitable
danpeni ng of checks, reverses, delays? Had our popul ation
intelligence enough to conprehend that the choice was between
order and anarchy, between the equilibriumof a governnent by
| aw and the tussle of msrule by *pronunciam ento?* Could a
war be mai ntained wi thout the ordinary stinmulus of hatred and
pl under, and with the inpersonal |oyalty of principle? These
were serious questions, and with no precedent to aid in
answering them At the beginning of the war there was,

I ndeed, occasion for the npbst anxious apprehension. A

Presi dent known to be infected with the political heresies,
and suspected of synpathy with the treason, of the Southern
conspirators, had just surrendered the reins, we wll not say
of power, but of chaos, to a successor known only as the
representative of a party whose |leaders, with |ong training

i n opposition, had none in the conduct of affairs; an enpty
treasury was called on to supply resources beyond precedent
in the history of finance; the trees were yet growi ng and the
iron unmned with which a navy was to be built and arnored,;
officers without discipline were to nake a nob into an arny,;
and, above all, the public opinion of Europe, echoed and
reinforced with every vague hint and every specious argunent
of despondency by a powerful faction at hone, was either
contenptuously sceptical or actively hostile. It would be
hard to over-estimate the force of this latter el enent of

di sintegration and di scouragenent anong a peopl e where every
citizen at home, and every soldier in the field, is a reader
of newspapers. The peddlers of runor in the North were the
nost effective allies of the rebellion. A nation can be
liable to no nore insidious treachery than that of the

tel egraph, sending hourly its electric thrill of panic al ong
the renotest nerves of the comunity, till the excited

I magi nati on makes every real danger | oom heightened with its
unreal double. And even if we | ook only at nore pal pabl e
difficulties, the problemto be solved by our civil war was
so vast, both inits imediate relations and its future
consequences; the conditions of its solution were so
intricate and so greatly dependent on incal cul abl e and



uncontrol | abl e contingencies; so many of the data, whether
for hope or fear, were, fromtheir novelty, incapable of
arrangenent under any of the categories of historical
precedent, that there were nonents of crisis when the firnest
believer in the strength and sufficiency of the denocratic

t heory of governnment mi ght well hold his breath in vague
apprehensi on of disaster. Qur teachers of political

phi |l osophy, solemly arguing fromthe precedent of sone petty
Grecian, Italian, or Flem sh city, whose | ong periods of

ari stocracy were broken now and then by awkward parent heses
of mob, had al ways taught us that denocracies were incapable
of the sentinent of loyalty, of concentrated and prol onged
effort, of far- reaching conceptions; were absorbed in
material interests; inpatient of regular, and nuch nore of
exceptional restraint; had no natural nucleus of gravitation,
nor any forces but centrifugal; were always on the verge of
civil war, and slunk at last into the natural al nshouse of
bankrupt popul ar governnent, a mlitary despotism Here was

I ndeed a dreary outl ook for persons who knew denocracy, not
by rubbi ng shoulders with it lifelong, but nerely from books,
and Anmerica only by the report of some fellow Briton, who,
havi ng eaten a bad dinner or |ost a carpet-bag here, had
witten to *The Ti nes* demandi ng redress, and draw ng a

mour nful inference of denocratic instability. Nor were nen
want i ng anong ourselves who had so steeped their brains in
London literature as to m stake Cockneyi sm for European
culture, and contenpt of their country for cosnopolitan
breadth of view, and who, owing all they had an all they were
to denocracy, thought it had an air of high-breeding to join
in the shall ow epi cediumthat our bubble had burst. But
besi de any di sheartening influences which mght affect the
timd or the despondent, there were reasons enough of settled
gravity agai nst any over-confidence of hope. A war--which,
whet her we consi der the expanse of the territory at stake,
the hosts brought into the field, or the reach of the
principles involved, may fairly be reckoned the nost

nonment ous of nodern tines--was to be waged by a peopl e

di vided at hone, unnerved by fifty years of peace, under a
chief nmagistrate wi thout experience and wi thout reputation,
whose every neasure was sure to be cunningly hanpered by a

j eal ous and unscrupul ous mnority, and who, while dealing
Wi t h unheard-of conplications at honme, nust soothe a hostile
neutrality abroad, waiting only a pretext to becone war. Al
this was to be done w thout warning and w t hout preparation,



while at the sane tine a social revolution was to be
acconplished in the political condition of four mllions of
peopl e, by softening the prejudices, allaying the fears, and
gradual | y obtaining the cooperation, of their unwilling

| i berators. Surely, if ever there were an occasi on when the
hei ght ened i magi nati on of the historian m ght see Destiny
visibly intervening in human affairs, here was a knot worthy
of her shears. Never, perhaps, was any system of governnent
tried by so continuous and searching a strain as ours during
the | ast three years; never has any shown itself stronger;
and never could that strength be so directly traced to the
virtue and intelligence of the people,--to that general

enl i ghtennent and pronpt efficiency of public opinion
possi bl e only under the influence of a political franmework
like our own. W find it hard to understand how even a
foreigner should be blind to the grandeur of the conbat of

| deas that has been going on here,--to the heroic energy,
persi stency, and self-reliance of a nation proving that it
knows how much dearer greatness is than nere power; and we
own that it is inpossible for us to conceive the nental and
noral condition of the American who does not feel his spirit
braced and hei ghtened by being even a spectator of such
gualities and achi evenents. That a steady purpose and a
definite aimhave been given to the jarring forces which, at
t he begi nning of the war, spent thenselves in the discussion
of schenes which could only becone operative, if at all,
after the war was over; that a popul ar excitenent has been
slowy intensified into an earnest national will; that a
somewhat inpracticable noral sentinent has been made the
unconsci ous instrunent of a practical noral end; that the
treason of covert enem es, the jealousy of rivals, the unw se
zeal of friends, have been nade not only useless for

m schi ef, but even useful for good; that the conscientious
sensitiveness of England to the horrors of civil conflict has
been prevented fromconplicating a donestic with a foreign
war;--all these results, any one of which mght suffice to
prove greatness in a ruler, have been mainly due to the good
sense, the good-hunor, the sagacity, the |arge-m ndedness,
and the unsel fish honesty of the unknown rman whom a bl i nd
fortune, as it seenmed, had |ifted fromthe crow to the nost
dangerous and difficult em nence of nodern tines. It is by
presence of mnd in untried energencies that the native netal
of a man is tested; it is by the sagacity to see, and the
fearl ess honesty to admt, whatever of truth there may be in



an adverse opinion, in order nore convincingly to expose the
fallacy that lurks behind it, that a reasoner at |ength gains
for his nmere statenment of a fact the force of argunent; it is
by a wise forecast which allows hostile conbinations to go so
far as by the inevitable reaction to becone elenents of his
own power, that a politician proves his genius for
state-craft; and especially it is by so gently guiding public
sentinent that he seens to followit, by so yielding doubtful
points that he can be firmw thout seem ng obstinate in
essential ones, and thus gain the advantages of conprom se

wi t hout the weakness of concession; by so instinctively
conprehendi ng the tenper and prejudices of a people as to
make them gradual ly consci ous of the superior w sdomof his
freedomfromtenper and prejudice,--it is by qualities such
as these that a nmagistrate shows hinself worthy to be chief
in a coomonweal th of freemen. And it is for qualities such

as these that we firmy believe Hstory will rank M. Lincoln
anong the nost prudent of statesnen and the nobst successful

of rulers. If we wish to appreciate him we have only to
concei ve the inevitable chaos in which we should now be

wel tering, had a weak man or an unw se one been chosen in his
stead. "Bare is back," says the Norse proverb, "w thout
brother behind it;" and this is, by analogy, true of an

el ective magi stracy. The hereditary ruler in any critical
energency may reckon on the inexhaustible resources of
*prestige,* of sentinent, of superstition, of dependent
interest, while the new man nust slowy and painfully create
all these out of the unwilling material around him by
superiority of character, by patient singleness of purpose,
by sagaci ous presentinent of popul ar tendencies and

I nstinctive synpathy wth the national character. M.

Li ncoln's task was one of peculiar and excepti onal

difficulty. Long habit had accustoned the Anerican people to
the notion of a party in power, and of a President as its
creature and organ, while the nore vital fact, that the
executive for the tinme being represents the abstract idea of
governnent as a permanent principle superior to all party and
all private interest, had gradually becone unfamliar. They
had so | ong seen the public policy nore or |ess directed by
views of party, and often even of personal advantage, as to
be ready to suspect the notives of a chief nmagistrate
conpel l ed, for the first tinme in our history, to feel hinself
t he head and hand of a great nation, and to act upon the
fundanental maxim laid down by all publicists, that the



first duty of a governnent is to depend and naintain its own
exi stence. Accordingly, a powerful weapon seened to be put
into the hands of the opposition by the necessity under which
the adm nistration found itself of applying this old truth to
new rel ati ons. Nor were the opposition his only nor his nobst
danger ous opponents. The Republicans had carried the country
upon an issue in which ethics were nore directly and visibly
mngled with politics than usual. Their |eaders were trained
to a nethod of oratory which relied for its effect rather on
the noral sense than the understandi ng. Their argunents were
drawn, not so nuch from experience as fromgeneral principles
of right and wong. Wien the war cane, their system
continued to be applicable and effective, for here again the
reason of the people was to be reached and ki ndl ed t hrough
their sentinments. It was one of those periods of excitenent,
gat hering, contagious, universal, which, while they | ast,
exalt and clarify the mnds of nmen, giving to the nere words
*country, human rights, denocracy,* a neaning and a force
beyond that of sober and | ogical argunent. They were

convi ctions, maintai ned and defended by the suprene | ogic of
passi on. That penetrating fire ran in and roused those
primary instincts that nake their lair in the dens and
caverns of the mnd. What is called the great popul ar heart
was awakened, that indefinable sonething which may be,
according to circunmstances, the highest reason or the nost
bruti sh unreason. But enthusiasm once cold, can never be

war med over into anything better than cant,--and phrases,
when once the inspiration that filled themw th beneficent
power has ebbed away, retain only that senblance of neaning
whi ch enabl es themto supplant reason in hasty m nds. Anpong
the | essons taught by the French Revolution there is none
sadder or nore striking than this, that you may nmake
everything el se out of the passions of nen except a political
systemthat will work, and that there is nothing so
pitilessly and unconsciously cruel as sincerity fornul ated
into dogma. It is always denoralizing to extend the domai n of
sentinment over questions where it has no legitinmate
jurisdiction; and perhaps the severest strain upon M.
Lincoln was in resisting a tendency of his own supporters

whi ch chimed with his own private desires, while wholly
opposed to his convictions of what would be wi se policy. The
change whi ch three years have brought about is too remarkable
to be passed over w thout conmment, too weighty in its |esson
not to be laid to heart. Never did a President enter upon



office with |l ess neans at his conmand, outside his own
strength of heart and steadi ness of understandi ng, for

i nspiring confidence in the people, and so winning it for
hinsel f, than M. Lincoln. Al that was known of himwas
that he was a good stunp-speaker, nom nated for his
*availability,*--that is, because he had no history,--and
chosen by a party with whose nore extrene opinions he was not
In synpathy. It mght well be feared that a man past fifty,
agai nst whomthe ingenuity of hostile partisans could rake up
no accusation, nust be |acking in manliness of character, in
decision of principle, in strength of will; that a man who
was at best only the representative of a party, and who yet
did not fairly represent even that, would fail of political,
much nore of popul ar, support. And certainly no one ever
entered upon office with so few resources of power in the
past, and so nany materials of weakness in the present, as
M. Lincoln. Even in that half of the Union which

acknowl edged himas President, there was a | arge, and at that
ti me dangerous, mnority, that hardly admtted his claimto
the office, and even in the party that elected himthere was
also a large mnority that suspected himof being secretly a
comruni cant with the church of Laodicea.(1) Al he did was
sure to be virulently attacked as ultra by one side; all that
he | eft undone, to be stigmatized as proof of | ukewar mess
and backsliding by the other. Meanwhile he was to carry on a
truly col ossal war by neans of both; he was to di sengage the
country fromdi pl omati c entangl enents of unprecedented peri
undi sturbed by the help or the hindrance of either, and to
win fromthe crowning dangers of his adm nistration, in the
confidence of the people, the neans of his safety and their
own. He has contrived to do it, and perhaps none of our

Presi dents since Washi ngton has stood so firmin the
confidence of the people as he does after three years of
storny administration. (1) See *Revel ation,* chapter 3,
verse 15. M. Lincoln's policy was a tentative one, and
rightly so. He laid down no programe which nmust conpel him
to be either inconsistent or unwi se, no cast-iron theoremto
whi ch circunstances nust be fitted as they rose, or else be
usel ess to his ends. He seened to have chosen Mazarin's
notto, *Le tenps et nmoi.*(1) The *noi,* to be sure, was not
very promnent at first; but it has grown nore and nore so,
till the world is beginning to be persuaded that it stands
for a character of marked individuality and capacity for
affairs. Time was his prinme-mnister, and, we began to



think, at one period, his general-in-chief also. At first he
was so slow that he tired out all those who see no evidence
of progress but in blowing up the engine; then he was so
fast, that he took the breath away fromthose who think there
Is no getting on safety while there is a spark of fire under
the boilers. God is the only being who has tinme enough; but

a prudent man, who knows how to seize occasion, can comonly
make a shift to find as nmuch as he needs. M. Lincoln, as it
seens to us in reviewing his career, though we have soneti nes
I n our inpatience thought otherw se, has always waited, as a
wi se man should, till the right noment brought up all his
reserves. *Senper nocuit differre paratis,*(2) is a sound
axiom but the really efficacious man will also be sure to
know when he is *not* ready, and be firm agai nst all

per suasi on and reproach till he is. (1) Tinme and |

Cardinal Mazarin was prinme-mnister of Louis XIV. of France.
Time, Mazarin said, was his prinme-mnister. (2) It is always
bad for those who are ready to put off action. One would be
apt to think, fromsone of the criticisns nade on M.

Li ncol n's course by those who mainly agree with himin
principle, that the chief object of a statesman should be
rather to proclaimhis adhesion to certain doctrines, than to
achieve their triunph by quietly acconplishing his ends. In
our opinion, there is no nore unsafe politician than a
conscientiously rigid *doctrinaire,* nothing nore sure to end
I n disaster than a theoretic schene of policy that admts of
no pliability for contingencies. True, there is a popul ar

I mage of an inpossible He, in whose plastic hands the

subm ssi ve destinies of manki nd become as wax, and to whose
commandi ng necessity the toughest facts yield with the
graceful pliancy of fiction; but inreal |ife we comonly
find that the nen who control circunstances, as it is called,
are those who have |learned to allow for the influence of

t heir eddies, and have the nerve to turn themto account at
the happy instant. M. Lincoln's perilous task has been to
carry a rather shaky raft through the rapids, making fast the
unrulier logs as he could snatch opportunity, and the country
Is to be congratulated that he did not think it his duty to
run straight at all hazards, but cautiously to assure hinself
with his setting-pole where the main current was, and keep
steadily to that. He is still in wild water, but we have
faith that his skill and sureness of eye will bring himout
right at last. A curious, and, as we think, not inapt
paral |l el, m ght be drawn between M. Lincoln and one of the



nost striking figures in nodern history,--Henry IV. of

France. The career of the latter may be nore picturesque, as
that of a daring captain always is; but in all its
vicissitudes there is nothing nore romantic than that sudden
change, as by a rub of Aladdin's lanp, fromthe attorney's
office in a country town of Illinois to the helmof a great
nation in tinmes |like these. The anal ogy between the
characters and circunstances of the two nen is in many
respects singularly close. Succeeding to a rebellion rather
than a crown, Henry's chief material dependence was the
Huguenot party, whose doctrines sat upon himw th a | ooseness
di stasteful certainly, if not suspicious, to the nore
fanatical anong them King only in nanme over the greater

part of France, and with his capital barred against him it
yet gradually becane clear to the nore far-seeing even of the
Catholic party that he was the only centre of order and

| egiti mate authority round which France coul d reorganize
itself. Wile preachers who held the divine right of kings
made the churches of Paris ring with declamations in favor of
denocracy rather than submt to the heretic dog of
Bearnoi s, (1)--much as our *soi-disant* Denocrats have lately
been preaching the divine right of slavery, and denouncing
the heresies of the Declaration of |Independence,-- Henry bore
both parties in hand till he was convinced that only one
course of action could possibly conbine his own interests and
those of France. Meanwhile the Protestants believed sonmewhat
doubtfully that he was theirs, the Catholics hoped sonewhat
doubtfully that he would be theirs, and Henry hinself turned
asi de renonstrance, advice and curiosity alike with a jest or
a proverb (if alittle *high,* he Iiked them none the worse),
j oking continually as his manner was. W have seen M.

Li ncol n cont enptuously conpared to Sancho Panza by persons

i ncapabl e of appreciating one of the deepest pieces of w sdom
i n the profoundest romance ever witten; nanely, that, while
Don Qui xote was inconparable in theoretic and ideal

st at esmanshi p, Sancho, with his stock of proverbs, the ready
noney of hunman experience, made the best possible practical
governor. Henry IV. was as full of w se saws and nodern

i nstances as M. Lincoln, but beneath all this was the

t houghtful, practical, humane, and thoroughly earnest man,
around whom the fragnments of France were to gather thensel ves
till she took her place again as a planet of the first

magni tude in the European system |In one respect M. Lincoln
was nore fortunate than Henry. However sone may think him



wanting in zeal, the nost fanatical can find no taint of
apostasy in any neasure of his, nor can the nost bitter
charge himw th being influenced by notives of personal
interest. The | eading distinction between the policies of

the two is one of circunstances. Henry went over to the
nation; M. Lincoln has steadily drawn the nation over to
him One left a united France; the other, we hope and
believe, wll leave a reunited America. W | eave our readers
to trace the further points of difference and resenbl ance for
t hensel ves, nerely suggesting a general simlarity which has
often occurred to us. One only point of nelancholy interest
we will allow ourselves to touch upon. That M. Lincoln is
not handsone nor elegant, we learn fromcertain English
tourists who would consider simlar revelations in regard to
Queen Victoria as thoroughly American in the want of

*bi enseance.* It is no concern of ours, nor does it affect
his fitness for the high place he so worthily occupies; but
he is certainly as fortunate as Henry in the matter of good

| ooks, if we may trust contenporary evidence. M. Lincoln
has al so been reproached with Anericani sm by sone not
unfriendly British critics; but, with all deference, we
cannot say that we |ike himany the worse for it, or see in
It any reason why he should govern Anericans the | ess w sely.
(1) One of Henry's titles was Prince of Bearn, that being
the old province of France from which he cane. People of

nore sensitive organi zati ons nmay be shocked, but we are gl ad
that in this our true war of independence, which is to free
us forever fromthe dd Wrld, we have had at the head of our
affairs a man whom Ameri ca nmade, as God made Adam out of the
very earth, unancestried, unprivileged, unknown, to show us
how nuch truth, how nmuch magnanimty, and how nuch statecraft
await the call of opportunity in sinple manhood when it
believes in the justice of God and the worth of man.
Conventionalities are all very well in their proper place,
but they shrivel at the touch of nature |like stubble in the
fire. The genius that sways a nation by its arbitrary wll
seens | ess august to us than that which nultiplies and
reinforces itself in the instincts and convictions of an
entire people. Autocracy may have something in it nore

mel odramatic than this, but falls far short of it in human
val ue and interest. Experience would have bred in us a
rooted distrust of inproved statesnmanship, even if we did not
believe politics to be a science, which, if it cannot always
command nmen of special aptitude and great powers, at |east
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