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few days after his reelection on Tuesday, November 8, 1864, President
Abraham Lincoln made a startling revelation to his inner circle. Accord-
ing to the diary of aide John Hay, the president “took out a paper from
his desk” at the Friday morning cabinet meeting, and said, ‘Gentleman do you
remember last summer I asked you all to sign your names to the back of a paper
of which I did not show you the inside? This is it” Lincoln then directed Hay to
open the mysterious note, which had been “pasted up in so singular a style that
it required some cutting to get it open.” The text of the document, dated from

the Executive Mansion on Tuesday, August 23, 1864, read in its entirety: “This

morning, as for some days past, it seems exceedingly probable that this Admin-
istration will not be re-elected. Then it will be my duty to so co-operaté with the
President elect, as to save the Union between the election and the inauguration;
as he will have secured his election on such ground that he can not possibly save
it afterwards™ The sixty-word statement had been signed “A. Lincoln” and was
encorsed on the reverse side by the seven cabinet officers at that time. Postmaster
General Montgomery Blair, one of August signers, had since been fired. Lin-

coln now explained to the others that his original purpose had been to outline a

“course of action,” which he had “solemnly resolved on” during a period “when as
yet we had no adversary, and seemed to have no friends”” Lincoln described how
he had been expecting the Democrats to nominate General George McClellan,
and planned in the event of Little Macs victory to confront his former subordi-
nate “and talk matters over with him” Lincoln suggested that he had been pre-
pared to concede that McClellan was “stronger” and had “more influence with
the American people than I,” but since he retained the “executive power of the
Government” until March 4, the two men would need to work together “to try to
sitve the country” Lincoln’s proposal to McClellan would have been straightfor-

ward: “You raise as many troops as you possibly can for this final trial, and I will

devote all of my energies to assisting and finishing the war”
Hay refrained from commenting on this unprecedented offer, but the twenty-
seven-year-old made sure to include within his diary a withering response from
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Secretary of State William Henry Seward, by far the most astute politician in the
cabinet. “And the Gengral would answer you ‘Yes, Yes,” replied Seward, “and the
next day when you saw him again & pressed these views upon him he would say
_Mmm,lwa%, wmwmda‘ forever and would have done nothing at all” To this predic-
tion, Lincoln merely observed, “At least I should have done my duty and have
stood clear before my own conscience.” .

If anybody else spoke up, Hay did not record it. Nor did any of the other dia-

_rists present capture the episode for posterity. There also seems to have been no

direct account from August when the president had first asked the seven men
to endorse something they were not allowed to read, and no other type of con-
temporary testimony from November when Lincoln finally explained the docu-
ment’s purpose to the remaining six men. The adviser who finally broke the code
of silence was the fornier secretary of the navy Gideon Welles in a reminiscence
he contributed to the Atlantic Monthly in 1878. Welles labeled the document a
“desponding note,” and paraphrased it briefly to illustrate how badly things had
looked by August 1864. “At no time had Mr. Lincoln been more depressed,” he
concluded.? N

Welles’s account irritated John Hay, who was then living in Cleveland and
preparing to write an official biography of Lincoln with his former Executive
Mansion colleague John G. Nicolay. Hay was jealously protective of the original
document, which he still had in his possession. “Do you understand Mr. Welles’

- . reference to a ‘Memorandum, written by Lincoln in 1864 in anticipation of de-

feat, in [the] Atlantic?,” he complained to Nicolay. Hay reported that he had “the
whole occurrence in my notebook” but regretted that he had once distributed
copies of the August 23 note to a few of the cabinet officers. “I cussed silently;” he
recalled, when the outgoing attorney general Edward Bates and then Welles had
requested keepsakes of the document following the November 11, 1864, meeting,
implying that he had long suspected it would eventually make for wonderful post-
war memoir material. “I have been dreading their reappearance,” he added about
the copies, with the tartness of an author in the process of being scooped.*
When Nicolay and Hay finally published their ten-volume masterpiece on
Lincoln in 18go0, they did succeed in turning the August 23 memo into one of
their more dramatic set-pieces. Though agreeing with Welles that the period
had been one where “the general gloom and depression enveloped the Presi-
dent himself” they did far more to flesh out the details of that political de-
spair in late 1864—not only by publishing for the first time the text of the ac-
tual document, but also by providing excerpts from starkly pessimistic reports
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that Lincoln had received in the days just preceding his unlikely pledge of

cooperation.’

When annotating the short text of the note, which they labeled “Memorandiifn

Concerning His Probable Failure of Re-election,” Roy P. Basler and the editorial
team from The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln (1953) included nearly all the
supplementary material used by Nicolay and Hay in their biography, creating
a footnote that was more than ten times longer than the document itself.’ The
result of this unusual editorial action only increased the biographer’s tendency to
see this moment in psychological terms. Lincoln scholars James G. Randall and
Richard N. Current, for instance, titled their chapter on this episode “Dark Sum-
mer” and described the note in dramatic terms as Lincoln’s “pessimistic letter”
and “remarkable memorandum.” The episode continues to serve as a convenient
way for biographers to illustrate what they perceive as Lincoln’s depressed state
of mind in August 1864. Over the years, there has been some disagreement over
what (and whom) he feared most, but there has been little debate that the presi-
dent was in a dour mood. The historian Mark E. Neely Jr. made one notable in-
novation to an otherwise static story line by effectively renaming the document
as the “blind memorandum” in a widely read state-of-the-field essay published in
1979.8 Although Neely’s reference was slightly miscast—in modern bureaucratic
custom a “blind memorandum” is unsigned, not unseen—the terminology has
since become the norm. In his Pulitzer Prize-winning study Battle Cry of Free-
dom (1989), James M. McPherson writes, for example, that Lincoln “fully antici-
pated defeat in November;” and thus, “on August 23 he wrote his famous ‘blind
memoranduny and asked cabinet members to endorse it sight unseen.” -

But this chapter suggests that Lincoln's cabinet members are not the only fig-
ures who have struggied to see this blind memorandum clearly. Lincoln's biogra-
phers have too easily used this complicated document in ways that overstate his
electoral anxieties and underestimate his tightly controlled reelection strategy. If
Lincoln was truly anticipating defeat, then why did he not take more dramatic
(and politically obvious) action in August, such as stepping aside as the Union
nominee or flip-flopping on his most unpopular policy positions? This would
have been the moment, for example, when a lesser political figure would have
abandoned emancipation or at least opened negotiations with the Confederacy
in order to encourage public prospects for peace. By rejecting these more politi-
cally attractive options in the face of an “exceedingly probable” election defeat,
Lincoln appears in retrospect not depressed as much as uniquely determined to
stay the course. But what was his political course by this stage in the war? And
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“That's What's the Matter, or Who's to Blame—A Tragedy,” by Henry Louis Ste-
phens, Phunny Phellow 4, no. 4 (February 1863). Critics in the Republican Party
blamed Lincoln for the war’s military failures, mismanagement, a discouraged
public, and the unrealized promise of emancipation. Republicans in Congress
sought to insert their own interests by creating oversight committees, such as the
Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, which became forums for criticizing
the administration. Such critics encouraged challenges to Lincoln’s reelection in
1864, as Republicans of all stripes worried that he could not win and that with him
on the ticket Republicans would lose in congressional and state elections. (Harris

Civil War and Slavery Collection, Providence Public Library, Special Collections,
Providence, R1}

what exactly did he intend by having cabinet members sign the note without
reading it? The blind memorandum provides a useful opportunity to showcase
both the full range of Lincoln’s political skills and also the depth of his prin-
ciples. The president often acted alone, nearly always dominated his cabinet, and
routinely outmaneuvered his rivals because he was so obsessive about details
and so meticulots about understanding the perspectives of others, The docu-
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ment also reveals a profoundly principled politician who refused to cancel or
ignore an election whose outcome he feared might destroy the nation. The blind

memorandum provides much more than a dramatic snapshot of a bad summer; -

it opens a unique and revealing window into the full panorama of Lincoln’s po-
litical leadership.

Understanding Lincoln’s achievement as a political leader begins with an ac-
knowledgment that he was not only a self-made man, but also a self-made politi-
cian. “You must do like Seward does,” he was once advised by “Long” John Went-
worth, the legendary Chicago mayor and political boss. “Get a feller to run you™
But unlike his former rival William Henry Seward, Lincoln never had a Thurlow
Weed. The truth is that he never needed one. From his first campaign at the
age of twenty-three until his last race thirty-two years later, Lincoln won seven
out of ten contests, mainly on his own initiative and guided by his own politi-
cal instincts. And the two “defeats” he suffered in U.S. Senate contests (1854-55,
1858-59) were not really defeats at all, but rather party setbacks handed to the Re-
publicans in an era when legislators selected senators almost always along strict
partisan lines. That is how Lincoln was able to claim in his 1859 autobiographical
sketch that his first electoral defeat in 1832, at the age of twenty-three, was “the
only time I ever have been beaten by the people” Along the way, there were al-
ways some Lincoln political intimates—usually self-proclaimed—but none who
seemed to stay with him from one stage of his career to the next. His law partner
William H. Herndon was the classic example. Herndon was an original Lincoln
man who worked side by side with the future president for seventeen years be-
fore the senior partner left for Washington and then hardly interacted with him
again,! h

The singular style of Lincoln’s wire-pulling, coupled with his “shut-mouthed”
nature, has complicated the process of writing his political narrative. Especially
on questions as nuanced as those involving the blind memorandum, the Lincoln
historian is often left with few reliable sources. The challenge is to reconstruct
what the British historian Maurice Cowling has called the “sociology of power*
Historians must take into account the competing agendas of Lincoln’s various
cronies and offer reasonable speculation about the motivations of his actions,
The basis for such analysis often comes as much from what is not written or done
as it does from actual texts or actions.

Consider the “blind” August 23, 1864, endorsement by the cabinet officers.
What might have motivated such powerful men to sign a document “sight un-
seen”? Perhaps Lincoln had really succeeded in forging a “team of rivals” to
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use the phrase popularized by Doris Kearns Goodwin. Or perhaps the peculiar
nature of the endorsement—a kind of nineteenth-century date stamp—made
knowledge of its contents seem irrelevant to the signers. But a different expla-
nation might highlight the disjointed and disgruntled nature of that cabinet.
Salmon P. Chase, the longtime secretary of the treasury, had not been one of
the “blind” signers, because Lincoln had fired him earlier that summer once the
president had secured his renomination. Maybe that decisive action had opened
a few eyes. Lincoln’s hard edge was certainly apparent in the firing of Montgom-
ery Blair, who did sign the August document but who was let go just a month
later, presumably as part of an implicit bargain to remove the third-party candi-
date John C. Fremont from the presidential race. Nothing better demonstrates
the awkward chemistry of this cabinet group than the realization—almost never
expressed in the scholarship—that regardless of their motivations for signing,
Lincoln must have demanded “blind” endorsements from his cabinet because
he did not trust his closest subordinates to keep such an explosive statement
secret. This significant distrust would also help explain their bewildered reac-
tion to the president’s dramatic revelation about the memorandums contents in
November 1864. _

Analyzing the power relationships within the administration and the Union
coalition is especially challenging during the 1864 campaign. There were a be-
wildering variety of party organizations supporting the president, from the
regular state and national Republican committees to a veritable maze of ad hoc
Union Leagues.” Elected officials, cabinet members, newspaper editors, inde-
pendent operators, army officials, and government agents all claimed roles in
the campaign and were prone to bitter divisions over everything from ideclogy
to patronage to regionalism to Jacksonian-era party affiliations—even to family
feuds. Lincoln gave hardly any public speeches or published interviews during
the contest, but met almost daily with friends and rivals to discuss political ques-
tions. Meanwhile, the campaigns that truly mattered were still being fought on
the battlefields—often with frustrating results for a weary northern public. Thus
Lincoln's victory over George McClellan inspired more relief than celebration.
The president himself soberly concluded that the election had been a “neces-
sity” and that he was gratified by the “right conclusion” to an otherwise divisive
contest."

Over the years, there have been several hotly disputed points of interpreta-
tion regarding the campaign. The sudden collapse of the presidential boom for
Treasury Secretary Chase generated much attention at the turn of the twentieth
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“Presidential Cobblers and Wire-Pullers Measuring and Estimating Lincoln’s
Shoes” New York Hlustrated News, March s, 1864. This oft-referenced cartoon
casts Lincoln’s rivals and critics as lilliputians looking for a replacement nominee
for the presidency. Eight of the persons depicted were newspaper publishers. The
Radical Republican and popular antislavery orator Charles Sumner is also in the
band. Surprisingly, the cartoon also includes William Henry Seward, who was a
strong Lincoln supporter by 1864, which fact contributed to the Radicals’ disgust

with Lincoln and Salmon P. Chase’s ambition to unseat him. (Library Company of
Philadelphia) ,

century. In the 1890s, the Pennsylvania journalist Alexander McClure and the
former presidential aide Nicolay launched a debate that continued for decades
over whether Lincoln engineered the replacement of his vice president, Hannibal
Hamlin, with the Tennessee War Democrat Andrew Johnson. Historians in the
twentieth century also investigated the deal that allegedly got Fremont out of the
race in exchange for the removal of Postmaster Blair from the cabinet.

But interpreting the blind memorandum has not proved nearly as controver-
sial as these SQ_TFSQa@E&Q_u@E?mw ..,mn!..n_.... 1 F.E H.:wﬁw_v__ all the standard accounts,
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the president’s darkest moment came in late August when stalemate on the bat-
tlefield had spooked many northern Republicans into contemplating the pos-
sibility of dumping him from the Union ticket. The failure of Grant’s armies to
capture Richmond during the summer, growing discontent on Capitol Hill over
Reconstruction policies, and the recent announcement of another half-million-
man call-up seemed to have deflated almost everyone. Even Lincoln himself, ac-
cording to the usual plotline, feared the worst and was preparing for the likeli-
hood of his own defeat until General William T. Sherman’s capture of Atlanta
in early September transformed public opinion and saved his reelection.” Yet
under closer scrutiny, it appears that while many around the president were
clearly alarmed over his prospects, he remained confident, or at least unshaken.
All of his previous political experience had taught him that despite the sound
and fury of his increasingly forlotn campaign team, his position as the regular
party nominee was practically unassailable. For Lincoln, the only serious ques-
tion concerned whether he could win at the polls without his generals gaining
any more victories in the field. Despite expectations to the contrary, it was a
question the president seemed prepared to answer with a tactic that showed his
more anxious contemporaries a glimpse of the worst. In other words, Lincoln
spent most of August attempting to scare his more lukewarm allies straight, The
blind memorandum was in effect a culmination of this strategy.

One of the best illustrations of this tactic in action occurred on Friday, Au-
gust 19, 1864. It was a typically full day for the president, with an agenda that
included a perfunctory cabinet meeting as well as discussions with the abolition-
ist Frederick Douglass and the former Wisconsin governor Alexander Randall.
The meetings with Douglass and Randall were anything but perfunctory, how-
ever, since the topic of discussion in both cases was a politically charged let-
ter that Lincoln had drafted regarding peace negotiations with the Confederacy.
"The question had become more and more pressing during the period of military
stalemate, and Lincoln had reluctantly authorized a series of secret, back-chan-
nel missions to sound out Jefferson Davis. In public, however, Lincoln remained
resolute about negotiations. In a general statement issued on July 18, 1864, Lin-
coln had announced that “any proposition” which included the “integrity of the
whole Union” and the “abandonment of slavery” would be considered by his
administration. Naturally, such a hard line seemed to foreclose the possibility
of talks. It also suggested to some northern critics that emancipation had been
transformed from a temporary and somewhat limited policy of military neces-
sity into a sweeping national political objective. Tn his August 19 meetings, the
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president openly discussed a letter he was drafting in response to the particu-"

lar concerns of Charles T. Robinson, a newspaper editor and leading pro-war

Democrat from Wisconsin, who had challenged Lincoln to explain how he was .
supposed to convince his skeptical readers that saving the Union and “freeing the.

slaves” were now inseparable goals.”®

Randall had delivered the confidential note from Robinson earlier in the week,
and he and some associates planned to visit with Lincoln at the president’s sum-
mer cottage at the Soldiers' Home on Friday evening to hear his draft response.”
“To me it seems plain;’ Lincoln began, “that saying re-union and abandonment
of slavery would be considered if offered is not saying that nothing else would be
considered, if offered” But if Lincoln’s opening gambit was designed to appeal to
conservative sensibilities, the rest of the response was a passionate, often indig-
nant, defense of his emancipation policy. “I am sure you would not desire me to
say, or to leave an inference;” Lincoln wrote in the original draft, “that T am ready,
whenever convenient, to join in re-enslaving those who shall have served us in
consideration of our promise.” Lincoln might have hoped that such a balancing
act would satisfy both conservatives and radicals, but he more likely had another
plan in mind. He read the draft first to Douglass, and then to Randall’s party,
revised it at least once, but never sent it.” '

Other scholars have commented on Lincoln’s habit of drafting but not send-
ing materials, usually in the context of angry outbursts aimed at wayward gener-
als, but in this case the strategy seemed to have had a more calculated effect.”
Lincoln wanted to bring his political allies around by showing them the war

from his perspective and by offering a sign of how bad things would become

if he went down in defeat. Nothing suggests this scheme more clearly than the
meeting with Frederick Douglass at the White House on Friday morning. The
orator had opposed efforts to renominate Lincoln and was actively considering
supporting John Fremont. “When there was any shadow of a hope that a man

of 2 more decided anti-slavery conviction and policy could be elected,” Doug- -

lass wrote, “I was not for Mr. Lincoln® By this point, Douglass was far from
alone in his discontent. The day before, on August 18, a group of leading Radical

Republicans had met in New York City at the home of former mayor George.

Opdyke to organize a movement that might be able to recruit a substitute for

Lincoln as the Union candidate. “Mr. Lincoln is already beaten,” Horace Greeley :

argued. “He cannot be elected. And we must have another ticket to save us from
utter overthrow”? Aware for some time that such movements had been afoot,
Lincoln had asked Colonel John Eaton, who supervised the escaped slaves or
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‘contrabands” :&um,w.mﬁsm Union lines in the Mississippi Valley, to arrange the
meeting with Douglass.”

Once he heard the draft of Lincolr’s answer to the conservative critics, Doug-
lass’s reaction was ..,roﬁcum_rq predictable. The black abolitionist argued strenu-
ously against Lincoln's proposed reply to Robinson. “It would be taken as a com-
plete surrender of your anti-slavery policy,” Douglass said, “and do you serious
damage”” Lincoln listened but then wondered aloud if it was still possible to
encourage more southern slaves to escape, since the war might end without the
complete abolition of slavery. Douglass understood this to be a veiled threat.*
The abolitionist returned home and reluctantly drafted a plan for a new “Under-
ground Railroad)” but the aspiring politician combined his reply with a request
for a personal favor. He asked the president to discharge his son Charles from
the army because of illness. Lincoln immediately ordered the discharge.” The
president was not as imposing in his conversation that evening with Randall and
the others, but he did become passionate at one point, denying that he could
abandon emancipation even if he should do so for political reasons. “I should be
damned in time & in eternity for so doing;’ he claimed adamantly.”

In retrospect, Lincoln’s objective on August 19, 1864, seems clear. He was
buying time, hoping that either better news from the front or sheer desperation
would eventually restore a unity of purpose to his shaky political coalition. This
latter, worst-case scenario often gets lost in the interpretive shuffle, drowned out
by the agonized rhetoric of Lincoln’s political lieutenants. As word of the Opdyke
meeting leaked out, for example, Republican politicians like Henry Raymond,
the New York Times editor and general campaign chairman, and even political
war horses like Thurlow Weed, began sounding despondent tones in letters that
have been widely quoted since the publication of Nicolay and Hay’s official biog-
raphy and their subsequent inclusion in the annotations for the Collected Works.
Weed wrote Seward on August 22, 1864, reminding him that for days he had
been calling Lincoln’s election “an impossibility” because the “people are wild
for peace” On the same day, Raymond sent the president a long, depressing note
outlining the party’s poor prospects in various states and warning that the “tide
is setting strongly against us

But was Lincoln equally disturbed and unsettled? He certainly appeared
in full command of his moods on August 19, 1864. Scholars occasionally cite
a thirdhand account passed along to General Benjamin Butler, a man who as-
pired to become the new Union candidate, which suggested that the president
might have been persuaded to step aside. “You think I dont know I am going
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to be beaten, but I do and unless some great change takes place badly beaten,”
Lincoln reportedly told one visitor. Yet if true, that statement was made much
earlier in the month.” There are more signs that by mid-August the frustrations.
of the summer were serving mainly to increase Lincolns determination. Illinois
Lieutenant Governor William Bross visited the White House during this period
on his way to recover the body of his brother who had been killed at Petersburg.
He tried to offer the president some political advice, but was cut short. “T will
tell you what the people want,” said Lincoln sharply. “They want and must have,
success. But whether that come or not, I shall stay right here, and do my duty’”
To another old Illinois friend, Lincoln appeared at times almost indifferent to the
political crisis around him. Leonard Swett, an instrumental Lincoln organizer
during the realignment of the 1850s, recalled that he “poured [himself] out” to
the president about the forlorn campaign, only to watch in disbelief as Lincoln
gazed absentmindedly out of a window, imitating a nearby bird: “Tweet, tweet,
tweet; isn't he singing sweetly?” Swett reported that he felt “as if my legs had been
cut from under me,” and rose angrily to leave until Lincoln called him back,
saying by way of apology, “It is impossible for a man in my position not to have
thought of all those things”* ; ;

Lincoln’s candor with his old Illinois friends hints at a likely truth. Always a
meticulous political manager, he was now verging on obsession in his attention
to the details of his final campaign—and with no sign of surrender. Nothing bet-
ter demonstrates the level of Lincoln’s preoccupation and determination than the
blind memorandum, which involved an elaborate example of worst-case plan-
ning. By noting that it seemed “exceedingly probable that this Administration
will not be re-elected,” Lincoln offered an opening line that sounded the alarm
in much the same way as all the other reports from that week. But if Lincoln was
truly shaken, as his correspondents appeared to be, then the next line shoul
have read, “Therefore I have decided for the sake of my party and country to step
aside as the Union nominee”” Instead, Lincoln announced that it would be hi
“duty to so co-operate with the President elect as to save the Union between the
election and the inauguration.” To fully appreciate the surprising nature of tha
statement, one must acknowledge that the pressure on Lincoln at that moment
was to resign or step aside as his party’s choice for president. By refusing to d
s0, as he signaled in this document, Lincoln was defying many powerful political
forces within his own party.

In crafting the memorandum, Lincoln was also defying some of his closes
allies, the ones who did not want him to step aside but who did press him to

Platforms Ilustrated (Philadelphia, [1864]), lithograph attributed to Prang and
Company. Republicans cast themselves as the true American party, and contrasted
their steadfast commitment to defeat secession while disparaging the Democrats
as a party in trouble because of its supposed dominance by Copperheads and party
bosses, a reluctant candidate in George B. McClellan, and a reliance on the immi-
grant vote, This lithograph shows Liberty crowning Lincoln, who is held aloft by
the pillars of Union strength. (Library of Congress)

¢hange his policies. Lincoln avoided the alternative policy options recommended
by his advisers. Some pushed him to abandon emancipation. Others urged him
to open negotiations with Richmond. Lincoln appeared to consider these ideas,
 but ultimately embraced none of them. During the same week that he revised the
ltobinson letter and prepared the blind memorandum, Lincoln was also pulling
together a document authorizing Raymond to open talks with Jefferson Davis.
¥et none of these materials saw the light of day in 1864. Lincoln might have been
serious in contemplating these alternatives, but more likely he was engaging in a
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political Kabuki dance to help others see their futility. The blind memorandum -

offers especially powerful evidence that Lincoln had become almost disdainful of
compromise and flip-flops by this point in the war. Consider how he was offering
in the memorandum to “co-operate” with the Democratic president-elect, but
could not resist adding in this otherwise magnanimous note that his opponent
would “have secured his election on such ground that he can not possibly save it
afterwards”” In his 1979 essay, Mark Neely suggested that this bitter edge marked
“the real operative content of the memo”—namely, that Lincoln was “a loyal Re-
publican and shared his party’s fears of a disloyal opposition” From this per-

spective, Lincoln certainly appears far more radical than pragmatic—a revealing-

insight for a man and a leader often celebrated for his conciliatory nature.

Thus, when the ever-pragmatic Henry Raymond and other leading members
of the Union executive committee finally arrived at the Executive Mansion on
August 25 to confront the president about his resistance to a peace mission and
secure final authorization for a new mission to Richmond, he dismissed them
rather easily. Along with what John Nicolay labeled the “stronger half of the Cab-
inet” which included, in the aide’s view, Seward, Edwin Stanton, and the new
treasury secretary, William Pitt Fessenden, the president provided a “respectful
answer” to the committee’s various political concerns but essentially killed plans
for negotiations, somehow leaving them both “encouraged and cheered” Writing
to Hay, who was back home in Illinois during this period, Nicolay observed, “If
the President can infect R. and his committee with some of his own patience and
pluck, we are saved.”* _

They were soon saved, and Lincoln’s “patience and pluck” was a critical ele-
ment of their salvation. The Opdyke movement began collapsing even before the
news of Sherman's victory reached the North. Governor John Andrew of Mas-
sachusetts pulled out of the cabal in late August. Even if Lincoln would have
stepped aside, which he almost certainly would not have, then who cotild have
united the disparate factions? Chase and Fremont certainly could not. Generals
like Grant or Butler might have in theory, but Lincoln kept careful tabs on both.
Grant repeatedly made clear that he would not serve as a candidate. Besides, why
nominate generals whose troops were mired in stalemate? After all, that was the
problem presumably eroding most of Lincolu’s popularity in the first place. Nor
is it conceivable that the coalitions members would have splintered or simply
accepted defeat. There was just too much at stake. Weed’s explanation for why
he refused to join the movement exposes the fatal flaw in the plans to dump
Lincoln. “Knowing that I was not satisfied with the President, they came to me
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Miscegenation; or, The Millennium of Abolitionism (New York, 1864), lithograph by
Bromley and Co. One of four political caricatures issued by the Bromley firm for
the Democratic Party, this lithograph repeated the Democratic charge that eman-
cipation meant racial mixing and a social order turned upside down. UmEH..nEs
used racial stereotypes as regular campaign fare, especially after emancipation
became Republican policy, to paint Lincoln and the Republicans as dreamers and
fanatics. The frustrations with military reverses and the cost of the war, worries
about violations of civil liberties, and racial fears proved a potent combination,
leading to Democratic successes in local, state, and congressional elections in 1862
and 1863, which worried Republicans that they might lose the White House and
more in 1864. (Library of Congress)

for cooperation;” he wrote to Seward on September 20, 1864. “But my oEmnn.H.on
to Mr. Lincoln is that he has done too much for those who now seek to drive
him out of the field”® James Gordon Bennett, the astute editor of the New York
Herald, had outlined the outcome on the very day Lincoln was penning the blind
memorandum. The various Republican factions would be “skedaddling for the
Lincoln train and selling out at the best terms they can,” the paper predicted, “be-
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cause the president has the whiphand of them” Bennett concluded, “The %.mn,_._

tacle will be ridiculous; but it is inevitable

Inevitability is an argument easy to make afterward. But if historians-fo-

cus on the sociology of power rather than the mood swings of the chattering
classes, it does appear easier to see what Lincoln saw. He was going to remain the
Union nominee with or without victories in Atlanta or Richmond. If there was
any political turning point, it was the Republican decision, orchestrated by Lin-
coln supporters, to hold an early convention in June and the subsequent Demo-
cratic move to delay their gathering from mid-July to late August. Imagine if the
meetings had been reversed. A Democratic convention held during the initial
enthusiasm surrounding Grant’s Wilderness Campaign might have resulted in
diminished influence for the Peace Democrats and a more acceptable general
election platform. A Republican or Union convention at the end of August would
have provided Lincoln’s critics with a rallying point and real opportunity.
Nonetheless, just because Lincoln was likely to remain the nominee even
without battlefield victories does not mean that he would have won in Novem-
ber. That is the final reason why the blind memorandum appears so remarkable.
Lincoln wrote the document as a last-ditch attempt to secure a policy victory
even if he endured a personal defeat. After a month spent opéning the eyes of
friends, he was now planning for the prospect of scaring his political enemies
straight, too. Few interpretations of the blind memorandum bother to dissect,

Lincoln’s extraordinary and extra-constitutional offer for a coalition government

during the period of lame-duck transition, but he clearly believed the proposal
would have had an impact on McClellan and Democratic Party leaders. Recall
Lincoln’s imagined conversation with President-Elect McClellan as recourited in
Hay’s extraordinary diary entry: “Now let us together, you with your influence
and I with all the executive power of the Government, try to save the country.
You raise as many troops as you possibly can for this final trial, and I will devote
all my energies to assisting and finishing the war”® In the event of his possible
electoral defeat, what Lincoln wanted was a statement from McClellan urging
regular troops to stay in the field and encouraging northern civilians to respond
positively to the latest call up of more men. What Lincoln feared most was that
absent such a public endorsement, the Union Army would collapse from the
weight of postelection desertions and increasing unrest on the home front. This
explains the earnest and careful nature of the August 23 document, most espe-
cially those mysterious blind endorsements. Lincoln understood full well that
McClellan and his advisers would be inherently skeptical of his motives. From

Grand National Union Banner for 1864: Liberty, Union, Victory (New York, 1864),
lithograph with watercolor by Currier and Ives. Running under the National

Union Party label, the Lincoln-Johnson ticket played up themes of military might,
harvest, commerce, and progress rather than remarking on emancipation or
responding to Democrats’ politics of race. The message was that the reelection of
Lincoln would restore the Union and ensure its future happiness, as related in this
banner with its farmer plowing a field and cornucopia spilling abundance. (Library
of Congress)




“Jeff Davis's November Nightmare,” Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, Decem-
ber 3, 1864. This cartoon spoke a great truth, for the Confederacy had counted on
Lincoln and the Republicans’ defeat in the 1864 elections as the best chance for a
negotiated peace and the prospect of realizing southern independence. Lincoln ran
hard on the need to win the war at all costs and never to concede any legitimacy to
secession. Strengthened by electoral victory in 1864, thanks in part to the soldiers’
vote, Lincoln determined to finish what in the Gettysburg Address he had called
“the great task remaining before us” (Library of Congress)
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their vnnmwmnﬁﬁ, President Lincoln—who had suspended habeas corpus in defi-
ance of the Chief Justice, and imprisoned thousands of citizens without judicial
process, and who had, as they saw it, emancipated slaves by military decree in
the unconstitutional fashion of John Brown—was utterly capable of ignoring
election results and holding power indefinitely. Thus, the blind memorandum,
with its impromptu “date stamp” secured by the unknowing cabinet officers, re-
vealed that Lincoln had been reconciled to a possible electoral defeat for months
while simultaneously offering an ominous reminder to the incoming team that
unless they found some way to cooperate with him, chaos awaited them in
March 1865.

Following his reelection, President Lincoln quietly informed a serenade of
supporters outside the Executive Mansion, “We can not have free government
without elections This was not mere rhetoric. By deciding to forge ahead with
his campaign during the parnicky days of late August, Lincoln demonstrated
that a long and successful career in politics had girded him to resist self-doubt
and ignore public criticism. He did not step aside under pressure as the Union
nominee. Nor did he flip-flop on key policies. Most important, he did not cancel
the election. Any of those choices might have fatally undermined his legacy. In-
stead, the evidence suggests that Lincoln only pretended to consider depressing
alternatives in order to draw allies—and sometimes enemies—back into his fold.
Yet none of this speculation about tactics or analysis regarding the “sociology of
power” should obscure the fact that Lincoln’s decision to commit himself wholly
to the verdict of the people at the moment when his own prospects seemed dim-

" mest marks one of the most inspiring examples of popular sovereignty in Ameri-

can history. That is surely how Lincoln saw the blind memorandum—and how
he hoped history would view it. “Atleast,” he had confided to his stunned cabinet
officers after the election, “I should have done my duty and have stood clear
before my own conscience” The self-conscious pride of that statement has long
merited more careful examination, There should no longer be much-doubt that
August 23, 1864, was a decisive day in Lincoln’s presidency, full of insight about
both his unparalleled partisan skills and unyielding faith in the people.
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