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Lincoln scholars have often wondered
why there is not more documentary evi-
dence on the private lives of Abraham Lin-
coln and his family. Why not more letters
between husband and wife, father and sons,
mother and sons? Often, the blame is laid
on the last surviving member of the family,
Robert Todd Lincoln, who has been ac-
cused of burning many of the family pa-
pers. Columbia University President
Nicholas Murray Butler claimed to have
been a witness to such destruction at Hil-
dene, Robert Lincoln’s Vermont estate.’
Most scholars do not consider Butler’s story
entirely accurate, yet they believe that
Robert Lincoln was in fact responsible for

! Emanuel Hertz, The Hidden Lincoln: From the Letters
and Papers of William H. Herndon (New York: Viking
Press, 1938), p. 18: David C. Mearns, The Lincoln Pa-
pers: The Story of the Collection with Selections to fuly 4,
1861 (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1948), I, 114-15,
121-29.

*Towers's letter, dated March 21, 1947, is in the
Robert Todd Lincoln Collection, Illinois State Histori-
cal Library, Springfield. All letters hereafter cited, un-
less otherwise identified, are from that collection.

destroying important letters and papers of
the Lincoln family.

The Butler story was the subject of a 1947
letter from Frederic N. Towers, one of the
Lincoln family attorneys, to Jessie Lincoln
Randolph, youngest of the Lincoln chil-
dren. Writing in behalf of Library of Con-
gress officials, Towers asked: “Do you know
anything that would shed light on what 1
believe to be a story concocted by Dr. But-
ler? I know that your father never had
much use for him.” Towers was curious also
over the whereabouts of Robert Lincoln’s
own papers. As he reminded Mrs. Ran-
dolph, the Library of Congress had “a very
particular interest” in such a collection.
Perhaps hoping to prod the seventy-two-
year-old, he concluded: “Your father’s pa-
pers are where they were, namely either in
the small office adjoining the library at Hil-
dene or in the downstairs’ bedroom
closet.”? No answer from Mrs. Randolph
has been found. In fact, she may not have
responded to Towers at all.

Not until 1975 were the papers of Robert
Todd Lincoln discovered. The author
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found them, hidden and forgotten under
other family memorabilia, in the closet of
that bedroom at Hildene. Most of the new
information in this article comes from those
papers, now designated the Robert Todd
Lincoln Collection. The papers were given
to the Illinois State Historical Library by
Robert’s grandson, Robert Todd Lincoln
Beckwith. They suggest a number of pos-
sibilities as to why there are so few original
Lincoln family papers from the 1840s,
1850s, and 1860s.

To deal with the question of what sur-
vived of the “purely private” letters of the
family of Abraham Lincoln, let us go back
to early 1861, when the President-elect and
his family were closing their Springfield
home. We know that they took with them a
great number of letters and documents, for
there were many in the collection given to
the Library of Congress by Robert Lincoln
in 1919. There is also substantial proof that
many personal items were discarded.

One of the mysteries associated with the personal papers
of Abraham Lincoln concerns the number of papers
that were destroyed before the family left Springfield in
1861. Pictured at right is Lincoln’s desk as drawn by
an artist for the March, 1861, issue of Leslie's 1llus-
trated Weekly magazine. Jared Irwin, a neighbor,
came upon the President-elect at his “tall mahogany
cabinet,” busily discarding family letters. With Lin-
coln’s permission, Irwin picked up some sixty of the
unwanted letters.
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Among items that the President-elect ap-
parently intended for the rubbish pile are
sixty-odd pieces that have come to be
known as the Irwin Letters, named for their
rescuer Jared P. Irwin. A neighbor from
three houses away, Irwin dropped in as
Lincoln was cleaning out his desk and set-
ting aside a number of old letters for burn-
ing. Irwin asked to keep them as mementos,
and Lincoln gave permission. Among dis-
carded pieces are such historically sig-
nificant letters as the ones from Lincoln to
his wife on April 16 and July 2, 1848, and
hers of May, 1848. There are also others
that have since been lost, including a
“pathetic and humble” note from Lincoln’s
father, a letter from one of his half-
brothers, and school letters from Robert to
his mother. The Irwin Letters are sig-
nificant not only for their contents but also
because they prove that at least one mem-
ber of the Lincoln family was not a scrupu-
lous saver of personal correspondence.?




Clark Moulton Smith, Mary Lincoln's brother-
im-law who stored several Lincoln papers dur-
ing the Civil War and eventually returned them
to his nephew Robert

We know also that Lincoln left a carpet-
bag of letters, manuscripts, and speech
texts with Elizabeth Todd Grimsley, a
cousin by marriage. The contents of that
bag included such famous items as Lin-
coln’s 1859 address “Lecture on Discoveries
and Inventions.” In later years, Mrs.
Grimsley gave away that and probably

¥The Irwin letters are described in articles written
by journalist Nathaniel Howard and published in the
Feb. 10, 11, and 12, 1924, issues of the Cleveland Plain
Dealer. The articles are bound in an eleven-page
scrapbook titled with the name of the Feb. 10 article,
“Letters of Lincolns’ Inner Life Discovered by the
Plain Dealer . . . Cherished by Neighbor Whose Es-
teem Led Him to Pick up Discarded Epistles,” a copy ol
which is in the Hlinois State Historical Library.

‘Justin G. Turner, “Lincolniana: The Grimsley
'I‘I'llnk.”l,’rmrﬁﬂf of the Hlinois State Historieal Surn'f_\', 66
(1973), 455-59.

*Smith was the husband of Mary Lincoln’s sister
Ann. Lincoln to David Davis, Aug. 21, 1866.

“Mearns, I, 17-18, 22-23; James T. Hickey, "His
Father's Son: Letters from the Robert Todd Lincoln
Collection of the IHlinois State Historical Library,”
Journal of the Hlinois State Historical Society, 73 (1980),
217.

other equally valuable original Lincoln
manuscripts, until a maid mistakenly
burned the remainder of the contents as
rubbish.?

A small box of letters and papers was
stored at the home of Clark Moulton Smith,
a Todd brother-in-law. That collection con-
tained law notes and items from Lincoln’s
senatorial campaigns of 1854 and 1858.°

The largest collection that remained in
Springfield was from the law firm Lincoln
and Herndon. That collection, which in-
cluded law books, correspondence, and
legal papers, was left in the care of partner
William H. Herndon.

After. Lincoln’s assassination in April,
1865, David Davis—at Robert Lincoln’s
request—took the White House papers to
his home in Bloomington. Robert, mean-
while, brought his mother and brother to
Chicago, where he resumed his study of
law.® Within a few weeks, however, he
traveled to Springfield in hopes of locating
some of his father’s private papers. Several
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letters describing these efforts are in the
Robert Todd Lincoln Collection.

On August 8, he wrote Davis: “1 went
down to Springfield last week and brought
back all papers that I could find except
some law briefs etc.” Many years later he
would refer to those trips in greater detail.

In a letter to biographer Frederick Trevor

Hill on December 13, 1904, he wrote: “Af-
ter my father’s death I made a mild attempt
to get something out of his law office, as a
part of my souvenirs of him, but was met by
Herndon’s proposition that everything had
been given to him when my father went to
Washington, in 1861.”7 Herndon appar-
ently later volunteered some division of the
law books, for in February, 1866, Robert
states: “Mr. Herndon has written me about
the law books at Springfield and I asked
him to get together what he could and hold
them. I suppose there will be no objection to
a division of them.”*

Also, Robert was weighing the requests of
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Herndon and others regarding the papers
he had in Chicago. A letter to Davis states:
“My father left a small box of papers at
C. M. Smith’s which I have here. . . . Mr.
Herndon has written me saying he wishes to
look at them. I think if you so advise I will let
him look at them after having gone through
them myself.”?

Lincoln was determined, however, that
the family papers would not be available for
public examination. His earliest mention of
them—in response to a request in Sep-
tember, 1865—was unequivocal. “The pri-
vate papers of my father,” he wrote to John
Fry of Washington, D.C., “have not been
and cannot be opened for sometime.”!?

Lincoln reconsidered that decision from
time to time, but there is no evidence that he
relented. In 1866, as he was reading proof
sheets for Life of Abraham Lincoln, he wrote
the author, Isaac N. Arnold: “I have often
wished since you first informed me of the
commencement of your book that you

The Bloomimgton home of David Davis from 1844 to 1870. In ."r‘s’?.U‘ Judge Davis began
construction of Clover Lawn, the stone mansion shown on the opposite page.
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might have access to the papers in my pos-
session but after great reflection and con-
sultation with gentlemen on whose judg-
ment I relied it seemed best that those pa-

" Lincoln reported to Hill: “I find 1 have absolutely
nothing relating to my father's career at the bar, except
a written brief for an oral argument.” That case was a
divorce, Lewis v, Lewis, tried in 1854; see Earl Schenck
Miers, William E. Baringer, C. Percy Powell, eds., Lin-
coln Day by Day: A Chronology, 1809-1865 (Washington,
D.C.: Lincoln Sesquicentennial Commission, 1960), 11,
117.

*Robert Lincoln's remarks during an interview with
Ida Tarbell several years later suggest that no such
division took place. What is known of the firm of Lin-
coln and Herndon comes [rom the Herndon-Weik
Collection, sold to the Library of Congress. Mearns, I,
B7-88.

*The letter is dated Aug. 21, 1866. For Herndon's
unsuccessful attempts at acquiring Mary Lincoln's per-
sonal papers, see Mearns, I, 49-51.

""The letter is dated Sept. 14, 1865.

" The letter is dated Nov. 9, 1866. Robert Lincoln's
conviction about his father's papers did not prevent
him from corresponding extensively with Arnold,
however, and the Robert Todd Lincoln Collection con-
tains numerous exchanges.

2Both letters are dated Nov. 18, 1867.

31ohn S. Goft, Robert Todd Lincoln: A Man in His
Ouwn Right (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1969), pp. 74-105.

pers should remain sealed for along time to
come. The reasons for this course are
doubtless plain to you.”"!

Meanwhile, Lincoln was carefully read-
ing through his collections, often request-
ing the advice of Judge Davis. In at least two
instances he returned documents that he
and Davis thought might be of importance
to the original writer. Lincoln, for example,
wrote the clerk of the Tazewell County Cir-
cuit Court: “I send enclosed a paper which
ought apparently to be in the files of your
Court. It was found by me among the old
papers of my father.” On the same day he
returned a letter to the firm of Cook and
Campbell of Ottawa, Illinois: “Judge Davis
requested me to send the enclosed. . .
found among my father’s papers.”'?

Amid several moves, admission to the
bar, marriage, and establishment of a law
practice, Robert Lincoln safeguarded his
collection of family memorabilia and let-
ters.'? It is not known whether he kept the
papers at his residence at 653 Wabash or at
his law office, located in the Marine Bank
Building at 154 Lake Street. It is likely that
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the collection was somehow divided be-
tween the two. The bank building was a
casualty of the Great Fire that destroyed
much of Chicago in 1871. The law firm had
a fireproof vault that, in Lincoln’s words,
“stood the fire,” but the files not stored in
the vault were destroyed.'! Several letters
i the Robert Todd Lincoln Collection state
that family papers were among those lost in
the blaze. To one querist, Robert reported:
“l am not the possessor of any autograph
letter of my father. Everything of that kind
owned by me was burned in the Chicago
Fire.” Later letters repeat this explana-
tion.'?

By 1873, Robert Lincoln was rebuilding
and eager to regain the letters stored in
Bloomington by Davis. “I get into my new
office [at 31 Portland Block] next week,” he
wrote in April, “and will have a vault room
for the boxes with which you have been

Ruins of the Marine Bank after the Chicago Fire in
1871. Robert Lincoln’s law office was located in the
building.
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inconvenienced.” '* Almost a year later, he
had yet to pick up the papers. On February
18, 1874, Robert wrote that he had decided
to turn the manuscripts over to his father’s
former secretaries, John Hay and John G.
Nicolay, who were researching their biog-
raphy of the former Chief Executive.
“Nicolay and Hay,” he wrote, “are both anx-
ious to get to work on the papers you have at
Bloomington.” Robert proposed making a
“hasty examination” of the papers at his
Chicago office “so as to weed out anything
purely private and [then] let Hay and
Nicolay have the rest for their use.” He
urged Davis to send the papers im-
mediately.'?

It would thus appear that the White
House papers and those that Lincoln
gathered up in Springhfield (whatever re-
mained of them after the Chicago Fire)
were kept separate until 1874 and that he
had not thoroughly read through the White
House papers. Whatever weeding Lincoln
attempted would have been accomplished
over a period of only a few weeks,

By July, Nicolay and Hay had both
the White House and Springfield
manuscripts—less what Robert Lincoln
considered “purely private.” The papers
stayed with Nicolay in Washington, D.C., in
various banks, vaults, and offices, as related
in David Mearns’s The Lincoln Papers.'® The
location and safety of the “purely private”
collection is less documented.

From 1881 to 1885, Robert Lincoln was

" Lincoln to A. G. Randall, Dec. 12, 1871.

* Lincoln to ]. A. Knight, Jan. 13, 1902; Charles S.
Sweet (Lincoln's secretary) to George S. Benson, Jan.
29, 1902,

"“The leter is dated April 19, 1873,

17Se¢e Mearns, 1, 69-72.

"Ibid., pp. 69-88.

"Henry Isham was the brother of Edward Swift
Isham, Lincoln’s law partner since 1872. Homer
Worthington Brainard, 4 Survey of the Ishams: Eight
Hundred and Fifty Years of History and Genealogy (Rut-
land, Vt.: Tuttle Pub. Co., 1938), pp. 292, 410-12.
Isham’s telegram was answered by Robert on Oct. 21.
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Robert Lincoln’s Washington home diring his years as Secretary of War, 1881 to 1885. A reporter
from The Republic described the brick and stone structure as handsome and picturesque. He noted
also that G. P. A. Healy's life-sized picture of Abraham Lincoln was hung prominently in the dining

riom.
Secretary of War to Presidents Garfield and
Arthur. Were the papers with him? Per-
haps, but if not, they were subject to de-
structive forces in Chicago. In October,
1882, Henry Pierrepont Isham, a Chicago
real estate executive, sent word that bur-
glars had broken into the Lincoln family
stable and gone through the things stor ed
there. Lincoln replied that the barn con-

tained a “great many old odds and ends

such as books, possibly letters, and that class
of things which a man hardly knows what to
do with, and yet is very averse to destroying.
I should be very sorry to have letters and
things of that kind, out of my possession.”
He then instructed Isham to “send some-
body to box such things as are not plainly
worthless and store them in some
warehouse.”'? Less than a week later,
Lincoln shipped nine trunks of items to
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his aunt Elizabeth Todd Edwards of
Springfield and a box of books to her
daughter, Mrs. John Baker.?°

Over the next few years, professional re-
sponsibilities seriously limited Lincoln’s
available time for exploring his father’s pa-
pers. In 1889 he received appointment as
ambassador to Great Britain, a position he
held until 1893. After his diplomatic ser-
vice, he returned to Chicago as Special
Counsel for the Pullman Company. In that
capacity, he increasingly divided his time
between Chicago and New York.?!

Years later, correspondence reveals his
honest surprise at finding any personal let-
ters in his possession. Writing from Chicago
in response to a request for information on
his father’s 1860 tour through New Eng-
land, Robert stated: “I happened to find a
few days ago, in a most unexpected place a
letter of his [my father] dated March 4,
1860 . . . to my mother.”??

In addition to his other responsibilities,
Robert was involved in transferring his
father’s papers, which since 1874 had been
stored in Washington by Nicolay. Nicolay
died in 1901; whereupon Hay, recently ap-
pointed Secretary of State by William
McKinley, offered to move the manuscripts
from the National Capitol Bank to a State
Department vault. Robert acquiesced with
thanks. “As you have been good enough to
offer to take charge temporarily,” he wrote
Hay, “I write this as authority to the Bank to
deliver to you any papers of my father.”??

Three years later, in 1905, Hay died. Lin-
coln was soon in correspondence with An-
drew H. Allen, chief bursar of the rolls in
the State Department, regarding the “con-
dition of boxes and trunks of father’s pa-
pers.” On October 21, he wired Allen that
he would arrive in Washington at “11 a.m.
Monday for the purpose of removing the
boxes and trunks.” Seven days later, writing
from Chicago, Robert reported: “Advised
that the two trunks containing my father’s
papers arrived safely this morning in per-
fect good order.”24
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Lincoln by this time was president of
Pullman. The examination of the papers,
therefore, was turned over to his Chicago
secretary, Charles Sweet, who was in-
structed to sort through the manuscripts,
“particularly to weed out and destroy any-
thing which ought not to be retained.”?®
Since Lincoln spent a great deal of time
traveling to New York and Hildene, his
newly purchased country retreat in Ver-
mont, Sweet provided written descriptions
of his findings.

On December 21, 1907, for example,
Sweet reported on a wide variety of letters
and documents—including war orders, the
Bedell letters, family correspondence, and
an unsuccessful search for the Gettysburg
Address.

I have been devoting as much time as possible
. . to going through your father’s papers, and
have examined all contents of one of the boxes,
and am now getting close to the bottom of
another. In doing this, I have taken out and
bundled up such letters, etc., as do not seem to be

*'Sweet to Edwards and Baker, Oct. 26, 1882.

*!' Hickey, “His Father's Son,” pp. 223-24.

#2Lincoln to George Carr Round, Feb. 14, 1902; a
resident of Manassas, Round was the author of at least
two articles on Bull Run. The letter described by Lin-
coln was excerpted in a 1908 letter to James Schouler;
see Mearns, I, 129-30, and Roy P. Basler, ed., Marion
Dolores Pratt and Lloyd A. Dunlap, asst. eds., Collected
Works of Abraham Lincoln (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rut-
gers University Press, 1953-1955), 111, 555 (hereafter
cited as Collected Works). Robert Lincoln's grandson
Lincoln Isham eventually presented the letter to the
Library of Congress; the text appears in Basler, ed.,
Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln: Supplement, 1832
1865 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1974), pp.
49-50.

#3The letter is dated Nov. 8, 1901. See also Mearns,
I, 88-89.

* Lincoln to Andrews, Oct. 13, 21, and 28, 1905.

25 Lincoln to Eba Anderson Lawton, Jan. 25, 1911.
Sweet was a graduate of the University of Chicago and
Columbia Law School. His association with Lincoln
dated from 1876—first at the firm of Isham and Lin-
coln, then at the War Department, and finally at the
Pullman Company; Sweet joined Pullman as private
secretary to George M. Pullman. See Hickey, “Charles
S. Sweet,” TS, Biographical File, Illinois State Histori-
cal Library.



John G. Nicolay, Abraham Lincoln’s secretary and biographer.

Nicolay's colleague John Hay advised him in 1886 “We ought to

write .
through and through.”

worth keeping; and in the next place, have set
apart everything which bears the marks of your
father’s pen or pencil. . . . Many of these pa-
pers are of great importance, historically. For
instance, the original manuscript of your
father’s farewell address at Springfield: his orig-
inal draft of his first proclamation (April 18th,
1861), calling forth the militia of the several
states of the Union to the aggregate number of

28 The letter was later returned to Grace Bedell Bill-
ings by Mary Harlan Lincoln. See George Dondero,
“Why Lincoln Wore a Beard,” Journal of the Illimois State
Historical Society, 24 (1931), 321-32.

. . like two everlasting angels.

. . Weare Lincoln men

5,000, and also convening a special session of
Congress for July 4th; also the original draft of
your father's letter (not signed or sent) to Gen-
eral Meade, after the Battle of Gettysburg, and
quite a number of original drafts of letters and
dispatches to [Generals] McClellan, Halleck,
Rosecrans, Hooker, Hunter, Grant, Schofield,
Burnside, Buell, and others.

You will recollect your father’s letter, (copy of
which is enclosed), written at Springfield, Oc-
tober 19th, 1860, to Miss Grace Bedell, the little
girl who wrote him about letting his whiskers
grow. 1 found her letter in one of the older
packages, and it is a very interesting one from a
child of her age, 11 years, I send you a copy of
it.?8 In it she speaks of the rail fence around your



lirs. Robert T. Lincoln
Manchester, Vermont.

Dear Madams

Through your kindness and that of Mr. Don-
dero I am in possesion of a copy of the
letter written so long ago to Abraham Lin-
coln, "The man of the ages? It seems
wonderful that it has been preserved almost
sixty-nine years,

Mr, Dondero has written me that he is bring-
ing the origional next month for me to see.
He writes that you thought I should have
~the final disposition of the letter. I am
wondering what the child of today would
think of its crudeness, I have received
letters without number about the incident
but none vwhich so pleased me as a sheaf of
notes from a group of Chicago school child-
ren vhich came last winter, They were so
childish and sincere in their opinions,

Thanking you very much for any trouble you

may have had in the matter, I am,
very sincerely

GB/AB _’-!&,._@&.Lﬂ) M? &

Grace Bedell Billings is best known as the eleven-year—old from Westfield, New York, who in 1860
suggested that presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln grow a beard. Almost seven decades later, she
was su rprr'.-.'fd and dr-ﬁghrf’rf to discover that her letter had been pn{s‘fn'f’d by Lincoln’s family. Mary
Harlan Lincoln, Robert’s widow, at the urging of George Dondero of Michigan, offered to return the
letter to Mrs. Billings, whose letter of thanks is f'f"ﬁ?’ﬂ(fih“f’d above.
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Robert Lincoln’s secretary Charles S. Sweet came upon the Bedell correspondence
while sorting through the President’s papers in 1907, He remarked that the letter
was a “very intevesting one from a child of her age.” As an adult, Mrs. Billings
liomesteaded in Kansas with her husband George,

father’s picture. 1 do not remember ever seeing
any picture of that sort, butin going through the
papers of that year. I found two or three en-
velopes, mailed in different parts of the country,
with a rail fence on one side and at the top,
around a vignette picture ol your father and
another of a flat boat on the Mississippi. One of
them is enclosed.

Yesterday among other interesting items |
found your father’s letter of August 8th, 1863, to
your mother, in reference to the loss of Tad's
“nanny-goat”, a part of which letter was pub-
lished in The Unit Book “Letters and Addresses
ol Abraham Lincoln”. It appears from an at-

tached letter that this letter of your father’s was
also lost and was returned to him on April I,
1864, by D. H. Bacon, Postmaster, LeRoy, N.Y.,
who states that be obtained it from a young man
when visiting the Army of the Potomac a few
weeks previously.

So far no original writing or memoranda of
the Gettysburg Address have been found, butin
the last envelope which I examined there is an
original draft of a note from your father, under
date of February 4th, 1864, to Hon. Edward
Everett, in which he says: “I send herewith the
manuscript of my remarks at Gettysburg, which,
with my note to you of Nov. 20th, you are at
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liberty to use for the benefit of our soldiers as
vou have requested”, Mr. Everett wanted it for
presentation to the N.Y. Metropolitan Fair.

Sweet also discovered twenty letters writ-
ten by Robert to his father—including
seven from Exeter, ten from Cambridge,
and one from Union Army field headquar-
ters on March 31, 1865. Among Robert’s
twelve letters to his mother, there were four
from Exeter and one from Cambridge.

Three months later, Sweet made a fur-
ther report: “I have been putting in all my
spare time since I got back on your father’s
papers, and have now completed the first
examination. I think I have gotten every
paper in your father’s handwriting, and 1
shall have many very interesting things to
bring to your attention upon your return. I
have not found a single line in reference to
the Gettysburg Address, nor the letter to
Mrs. Bixby.”2?? Sweet’s examination of the
Lincoln papers extended through 1907 and
the greater part of 1908. He then im-
mediately began a second reading, as he
told Robert, “so that nothing written by
your father may be overlooked.” Sweet’s
correspondence shows that he took particu-
lar care in locating drafts or reading copies
of the President’s speeches and checking
them against newspaper versions or those
published in the Complete Works volumes
edited by Nicolay and Hay.*®

In June, 1909, Sweet became aware that
the Lincoln family memorabilia stored in
the Chicago house was being depleted—to
what extent may never be known. Delia, the
housekeeper, revealed that the valet,
Henry, had been stealing books and selling
them to a Chicago dealer. She had wit-
nessed one such sale for $5.00 in the Lin-
coln home; at that time Henry also pro-
ceeded to help the dealer carry off the loot.
On three other occasions, Henry had taken
wrapped packages to the dealer. Among
the volumes Delia had seen were reminis-
cences by Indian fighter General Oliver
Otis Howard, law books, and volumes in-
scribed with the name of Mary Lincoln. (It is
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almost certain that the books were those of
the former First Family. Robert's wife,
Mary Harlan Lincoln, usually signed her
name in full, while his mother favored the
signature Mary Lincoln.) According to
Sweet, Delia had refrained from reporting
the thefts because, as she said, she “was
afraid of making trouble.”?*

Sweet completed the second reading by
October, 1909. In the following letter he
reports on two subjects of great importance
to Robert Lincoln—correspondence with
William Herndon and Abraham Lincoln’s
1860 letter to Samuel Haycraft about the
Lincoln and Hanks families.?®

We have finished going through your father’s
papers for the second time, and have taken out
all letters written by Mr. Herndon, or referring
to him in any way. There are only three of them
which bear any reference upon an official ap-
pointment, and these were found among a lot of
unassorted miscellaneous papers. 1 have had
verbatim typewritten copies made of them, and
they are enclosed herewith. 1 cannot find any
record of the telegram from your father to
which reference is made in the letter dated Feb-
ruary 21st, 1863, so we do not know what the
“little office” was. [Lincoln, on February 19, had
offered to Herndon “a job of about a month's
duration at St. Louis, five dollars a day &
mileage."]*! It is possible that it may be among
the papers which are classified as “Military,” and
which we will go through again with that specific
thought in mind.

You will remember that after your return
from Louisville, Judge [George] Du Relle sent
you a photographic copy of your father’s letter
of May 28th, 1860, to Hn. Sm’l. Haycraft,
Elizabethtown [in which Lincoln identified him-
self as the second, not first, child of Thomas and
Nancy Lincoln].** In going through the papers
for the second time, I had this in mind, and

27Sweet’s letter is dated March 28, 1908.

% See, for example, Sweet to Lincoln, July 19, 1909.

2 Sweet's letter, addressed to Lincoln's traveling sec-
retary H. A. Matthews, is dated June 26, 1909.

3The report is dated Oct. 2, 1909,

N Collected Works, VI, 111.

3lbid., 1V, 56-57.



ErLizaBeth Town HarbpIN Co Ky
May 31, 1860.

Hon. A. Lincoin,

DEAR SIR,

I acknowledge with satisfaction the receipt of yours of 28th inst. in reply
to mine of a few days before (without date).

I am very much obliged to you for correcting me in relation to your
history. 1 was mistaken about your mother, supposing her to be Sally
Llewellen instead of Nancy Hanks—I distinctly remember the Hanks fam-
ily, and Joseph Hanks in particular. I saw a fine stalwart son of his last year at
the house of Mr. Vestrey, in this County. You are right about Ben Helm
being my predecessor—Jack Thomas was in the office when I entered in
October 1809. He left and became Clerk of Grayson County. William
Fairleigh came in after I did, and finished under me after I became Clerk.
He is now and has been since 1823 Clerk of Meade Circuit and County
Courts. Mr. Ben Helm lived to be about 90 years of age, and died a little over
a year ago. These facts are of no importance, yet they might interest you in
the way of bringing up olden time. I was Clerk about 35 years—Had the start
of you in the world nearly 14 years, yet you have jumped ahead of me
considerably.

From what I have heard of you for many years, I do not suppose that you
give yourself much playtime. Yet I would think that a visit to the place of
your nativity would be pleasant to you. Since your letter came to hand this
morning, | have conversed with gentlemen who live in Hodgensville, par-
ticularly Mr. Wm. B. Read, a lawyer of that place, and he informs me that a
portion of the building in which you first saw light and breathed republican
air is yet visible on Knob Creek, about 5 or 6 miles of Hodgensville, and a
most excellent Turnpike road passes near it.

I shall be 65 in August, and am gradually retiring from public life. My
senatorial term expires in August 1861, and I never expect to struggle for
office again. Time has dealt kindly with me, and tho it has whitened my head,
yet I enjoy a bouyancy of spirits such as would befit a man of 30.

My great hobby for a few years past has been the cultivation of fruits—
which [ have thoroughly studied and enjoy with much relish.

Excuse this intrusion upon your time. My best wishes for your prosperity.

Very truly yours,
SaMm HAYCRAFT

P.S. That you may not mistake my position, I will simply say that I am an
old line Clay Whig, and went thro the grades of Americanism and now
Union.

Lincoln’s reply of June 4 was wry: “You suggest that a visit to the place of my nativity might be pleasant
to me. Indeed it would. But would it be safe? Would not the people Lynch me?" Also, the President
pointed out another of Haycraft's errors: “The place on Knob Creek, mentioned by Mr. Read, 1
remember very well; but I was not born there. As my parents hauve told me, I was born on Nolin, very
much nearer Hodgin's-Mill than the Knob Creek place is. My earliest recollection, however, is of the
Knob Creek place.”
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looked for the letter from Mr. Haycraft to which
it was a reply, but it was not found. I found,
however, Mr. Haycraft's answer to your father’s
letter, and I am sending you a copy as a matter of
interest, and also because it refers to the condi-
tion at that time of the cabin in which your father
was born.

It is clear from the letters exchanged by
Sweet and Lincoln that Robert answered
hundreds of letters from autograph and
memento seekers—so many, in fact, that he
and Sweet developed form letter responses.
Samples are printed below:

[February 9, 1909 ] 1 received this morning, and
have read with much interest, your letter of Feb-
ruary 6th. Your suggestion is only one of very
many which have come to me from all parts of
the country during the past month, and with
many of which it would have been a personal
pleasure, as it would be in this instance, if 1 were

able to respond favorably. The manuscripts of

my father which are in my possession are almost
all of them of a documentary character, and
therefore not suitable for a public exhibit. 2

[February 11, 1909 ] Replying to your letter of

February 8th, I must say, as 1 have said in re-
sponse to many similar suggestions, that the
manuscripts of President Lincoln, which are in
my possession, are almost wholly of an official or
documentary character, and if they are to be
distributed, they would naturally go as matters
of public interest, to historical societies or librar-
ies; and quite a number of applications from
those sources have already come to me.

These manuscripts are not regarded as avail-
able for personal distribution except in particu-
lar cases where there may be very special reasons
because of historical associations. . . .*

[May 3, 1909 ] 1 have your letter of April 29th,
and while I appreciate the spirit which prompts
the request, I regret very much to have to say to
you, as I have been compelled to say in response
to very many similar applications, especially at
the time of the Centennial Anniversary, that my
supply of my father’s signatures upon which 1
could draw in cases of this kind, namely, can-
celled cheques, has long since been exhausted,
and I have no other memento which I could send
vou. It is true that I have manuscripts of my
father in my possession, but they are largely of a
documentary character, and if they are to be
distributed, they would naturally go as matters
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of general interest 1o Historical Societies, Librar-
ies or Public Institutions. Personal distribution
would necessarily be very limited, and would be
based upon historical associations. , . .%

Robert was not entirely honest about his
father’s checks, for he continued to distrib-
ute them on special occasions, He was sin-
cere, however, about sharing the Presi-
dent’s letters and documents with historical
societies and libraries, In 1909, he made
possible exhibits at both the Chicago Histor-
ical Society and the library of Columbia
University. He personally selected the items
for the latter exhibit after year-long corre-
spondence with University Librarian James
H. Canfield. As a further precaution, the
chosen papers were hand delivered by Lin-
coln’s traveling secretary, H. A. Matthews.
Even with those “unusually thorough”
measures, Robert confessed that there was
“a little apprehension upon my part as to
their safe return.”?®

Lincoln was quite generous to certain
biographers. For example, he made a gift of
one of his father's incoming letters to a
Drake University professor of economics
and political science, Irving Frank Herriott.
The letter had been written on September
13, 1859, to Abraham Lincoln by John A.
Kasson, chairman of the lowa State Repub-
lican Committee. The letter was valuable
because it was still in its original envelope,
which bore pencil notations by the future
President.?”

Robert provided assistance to Eba An-
derson Lawton, daughter of Union Major
Robert Anderson, commander of Fort

# Lincoln to Darwin C. Pavey of the Boston Press
Club.

# Lincoln to Rev. Rennetts C. Miller.

¥ Lincoln to De Witt C. Hayes.

*Lincoln to Canfield, April 22, 1908, and Jan. 30,
1909; Lincoln to Miller, Feb. 11, 1909,

7 Lincoln to Herriott, Feb. 1, 1909; see also Mearns,
[, 30-31. The Lincoln-Kasson letter is reprinted in Col-
lected Works . . . Supplement, p. 46.



Restored bedroom of Robert Todd Lincoln's Hildene. Because of its convenient first-floor location, this room
was used in Lincoln's later years mstead of the larger and more formal second-floor bedroom. The Lincoln
family papers discovered in 1975 by the author were in the closet of this room, and it was here also that Robert

Lincoln died.

Sumter in 1861. Mrs. Lawton was writing a
biography of her father, whom she believed
had been maligned by some critics. In addi-
tion to sending the information requested,
Robert described the condition of his
father's papers in 1911, which then filled
“three medium sized trunks.” He remarked

# Lincoln’s leuer is dated Jan. 25, 1911. Lawton’s
book, published by Knickerbocker in 1911, is Major
Robert Anderson and Fort Sumter, 1861,

that Sweet had “not yet undertaken to
index them, or to make in any limited way,
any orderly arrangement of any of them.”
Regarding the size of the collection, he con-
cluded that the papers were actually “few in
number, considering the enormous busi-
ness which reached him during his four
years in Washington.”®

Many hours of research were spent in
finding answers to researchers’ questions.
At Robert’s direction, Sweet would go to
great effort in accommodating certain writ-
ers or friends, even seeking material from




libraries or other individuals. Robert him-
self conducted searches when he was in
Chicago, on occasion forwarding letters to
his father's old friends or colleagues. Also,
he maintained personal reference files with
such titles as “A. Lincoln—Religion,” “Fu-
neral Car,” “Lincoln Statue—Kentucky,”
“Pennsylvania Ancestory,” “Lincoln
Memorial—Washington,” “Lincoln Cab-
in—Kentucky,” “Lincoln Tomb,” “Lin-
coln Home,” “Hanks Family,” and “Ken-
tucky Lincolns.” These files contain many
pages of notes in Robert’s hand.

Robert Lincoln’s contributions to the
work of Nicolay and Hay are well known,
but his correspondence shows that he
helped a host of other Lincoln authors as
well, including Isaac Markens, Frederick
Hill Meserve, Isaac Arnold, George Carr
Round, James Grant Wilson, Frederick
Trevor Hill, David Homer Bates, Richard
Watson Gilder, James Henry Lea, and F. L.
Dillon.

Such willingness to cooperate with biog-
raphers was quite remarkable in a man who
was as personally circumspect as Robert
Lincoln. He once observed-to David D.
Thompson, editor of the Northwestern Chris-
tian Advocate: “There are few if there are
any men, living or in history, whose private
character is so thoroughly well known to the
public as is that of my father.”**

Some time between 1911 and 1918,
Robert retrieved his father’s papers from
Chicago and took them to Hildene. It is
likely that the transfer was prompted by the
death of Charles Sweet on June 6, 1912.
Lincoln was one of the honorary pallbear-
ers.

At Hildene, Robert continued to refer to
the collection often. This author met A. P.
Federline, Robert’'s secretary at Hildene

from about 1918 to 1921, who recalled

" The letter is dated Feb. 24, 1908.
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Letter book from the Robert Todd Lincoln Collection. The original black leather binding is visible in the left corner
of the photograph above. The earliest of these books survived the Chicago Fire, prrotected in a vault in Robert
Lincoln’s office. Some time during his lifetime, those black volumes (many of which bore the imprint of his various
lau affices) were ene losed in _;jru’rf \f.'l,‘u'ﬂ\r s, numbered, and labelled, A I,'r)'urfrllgir‘ifn!! of the collection is on page 79 of

this issute.
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Architect’s drawing of the first floor of Hildene. In his declining years, Lincoln rarely ventured to
the second floor of this Vermont mansion. He spent most of his time in the first-floor wing
containing his bedroom, den, office, and private porch. The office, from which he often
conducted Pullman business, had extensive built-in filing cabinets (see page 78), but the letter
books were kept instead in the closet of his bedroom.



Robert Todd Lincoln’s shelf-lined office as restored by
Friends of Hildene

reading through the papers with his em-
ployer.

Mr. Lincoln sat in a large easy chair and in-
structed me to remove the bundles of letters
from one trunk, read the information on the
cover of bundle, and then put them in another
trunk. Occasionally, Mr. Lincoln would have me
open a bundle and pull out a letter which he
would read to me and reminisce about, but
mainly it was a task of packing.

Federline said there was “no truth what-
ever” in Butler’s claim that Robert was at
this time destroying his father’s letters. It
may have been that Butler visited Robert
during the repacking of the papers and
misunderstood the activity and that Robert,
because of his dislike of the younger Butler
(who was nearly twenty years Robert’s
junior), did not explain himself.*°

Another recollection of Robert’s han-
dling of the papers comes from Lincoln
family attorney James B. Campbell, who
has worked with this author since 1975,
Campbell is the son of Dr. C. M. Campbell,
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who was Robert Lincoln’s personal physi-
cian at Hildene until his death in 1926. The
younger Campbell often accompanied his
father and recalled several discussions
about the Lincoln family and Butler's
claims. Dr. Campbell was in the house sev-
eral times when Robert was burning his in-
coming correspondence. It was Dr.
Campbell’s opinion that the items Butler
saw being destroyed were Robert’s papers,
not those of his father. Campbell—like
Federline—believed that Robert simply did
not attempt to correct Butler's assumption.
It should be added that the fle boxes in
which Robert had kept his incoming corre-
spondence were indeed empty at his
death."

Robert Lincoln presented his father's
papers to the Library of Congress in 1919.
At that time, after all of his examining and
repacking, there was a total of eight trunks.
Those papers, plus the President’s letters in
other collections, were printed in The Col-
lected Works of Abraham Lincoln in the 1950s
and the Supplement in 1974.

What is the likelihood of there being other
Lincoln family letters?

It may well be that other manuscripts will
turn up, for Robert's widow, Mary Harlan
Lincoln, made many personal gifts of fam-
ily items after her husband’s death, as did
daughters Mary Isham and Jessie Ran-
dolph. Robert’s grandson Lincoln Isham,
who lived near Hildene, removed many
items from the family home during his
mother’s residence there. He was generous
with friends; also, he gave the last of the
Lincoln checks to the Library of Congress
before his death in 1971. Unfortunately,
the contents of Isham’s home were sold at
auction after his death, and whatever fam-
ily manuscripts remained were then

40 Author's interview with Federline, Autumn, 1955,
1 Author’s conversations with Campbell; Mearns, I,
100-01.
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scattered—yet to be made known. Finally,
Robert's granddaughter Mary Lincoln
Beckwith, during the years that she lived at
Hildene, gave away many items.

The last chapter may have been written

79
when Robert Todd Lincoln Beckwith re-
cently gave the last of the Hildene Lincoln
family material to many close friends and
selected historical agencies, including the
[llinois State Historical Library.

Robert Todd Lincoln Collection, Illinois State Historical Library
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