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			Preface

		

		
			It is a two-page, handwritten essay on white, blue-lined paper. The paper is not unlike the standard blue-lined paper you would find in a composition book—the kind used in school—sporting a black and white marble-finished cover. The pages themselves measure seven-and-a-half by nine-and-a-half inches. The author’s 19th century, right-slanted cursive fills 23 of the 25 available lines on the first page, eight on the second. The neat and even penmanship and rich, black, iron gall ink draw you in. The author’s words draw you in further. His eloquence draws you in completely. The pages weigh much less than an ounce, but carry the weight of the world. It is the Gettysburg Address—Abraham Lincoln’s masterpiece—one of the greatest speeches in the annals of history. 

			It was written on the occasion of the dedication of the National Cemetery at Gettysburg, a ceremony that took place a little more than four months after what was, and still is, the bloodiest battle ever fought on American soil. Approximately 52,000 Union and Confederate soldiers were killed, wounded, or went missing—the green rolling hills of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, were awash in a sea of crimson blood as Union and Confederate forces fought the Civil War’s tide-turning battle. When the smoke cleared and the deafening sounds of gunfire and exploding shells fell silent, all that remained was the sobering stillness of death, which continued to linger even as preparations for the dedication were taking place, even more so on that solemn day. The scars and ravages of war were still omnipresent as the civic procession was directed to “salute the President of the United States,” and then “advance and occupy the area in front of the stand, the military leaving sufficient space between them and the line of graves for the civic procession to pass.”

			The program for the day was simple: A prayer, then a speech by the great orator Edward Everett—both preceded and followed by music. After that, a few “dedicatory remarks by the President of the United States” were to be delivered by Abraham Lincoln. His two-minute Address was in sharp contrast to Everett’s two-hour oration, not just in length, but in outcome. Lincoln’s Address stirred the soul; instilled a sense of purpose; called its audience to action; and righted a lost and faltering nation, setting its sails on course for a new birth of freedom.

			The speech was immediately recognized for what it was, a national treasure. In May 1864, a mere six months after it was delivered, the Address was reprinted in a volume edited by Alexander Bliss, published in Baltimore by Cushings and Bailey, of the facsimile handwriting of famous Americans. While Lincoln’s Address was not the first selection printed in the book—that honor was reserved for Francis Scott Key and “The Star Spangled Banner”—it immediately followed the American anthem, a tribute to the greatness of the 16th President and his “dedicatory remarks.” Lincoln and the Address were followed in order by selections from Washington Irving, Oliver Wendell Holmes, John Greenleaf Whittier, and only then by Edward Everett. Lincoln’s handwritten version of the Gettysburg Address originally in the Bliss book now hangs in the Lincoln Bedroom of the White House.

			The occasion of the 150th anniversary of the writing and delivery of the Gettysburg Address most certainly provided a historic opportunity for solemn commemorations and possibly, sad to say, unimaginative, well-worn, though well-meant tributes. When a person has been studied, celebrated, and commemorated for more than a century and a half, having had more than 18,000 books, long, middling, or tiny written about him, as Lincoln has, it is difficult to be original, to say or do something that hasn’t been said or done before. It’s easy to become complacent. After all, it is Lincoln and the Gettysburg Address—no dressing up required. Simply display the document in all its glory and have an eloquent speaker recite it at the precise moment in time that Lincoln had delivered it 150 years earlier. That sort of tribute is simple, safe, and generally meets the expectations of Lincoln-loving scholars, armchair historians, and devotees around the world. But is it enough? Certainly not.

			While “simple” is a word which might be equated with the preferred way of life of the rail splitter from Illinois, “safe” isn’t. After all, this was the man who risked the ire of many by opposing the Mexican War, pushing through Emancipation and abolition policies, and moving forward with conscription. So while displaying and reciting the Gettysburg Address was a simple and safe way for the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum and its Foundation to commemorate the 150th, it wasn’t the only path we would travel. We didn’t want just to meet expectations, we wanted to exceed them. The magnitude of the man and his words deserved something more, something original, something, dare we say, larger than life. Enter 272 words.

			272 words—the number of words Lincoln used in the Gettysburg Address. Challenged to speak about the enormity of Gettysburg, Lincoln used a mere 272 words, in 10 sentences, to convey the greatest, most important message of the time—some say of all time. We still hold sacred its message. To commemorate its sesquicentennial, we decided to challenge people from around the world to write “272 Words” in the spirit of Abraham Lincoln. 

			This, for many, was daunting to grasp, let alone attempt. Many refused the challenge on the basis that they could never write anything that could approximate, let alone top, the simple yet profound eloquence of Lincoln and the Address. We found ourselves doing more than our share of explaining that the point of the 272-word challenge was not to try to “top” the Gettysburg Address, write as well as Lincoln, or change the course of history. It was simply to celebrate the 16th President and his words. It was hoped that essayists, in trying to get their message across in only 272 words, would come to realize in a deeper, more personal way the greatness of the Address and just how eloquent and gifted a communicator Lincoln was.

			We asked our essayists to write about the 16th President, Gettysburg, the Gettysburg Address, or a cause that inspires them. Gettysburg Replies is a compilation of 100 essays selected from the more than 1,000 written by people from all walks of life—from schoolchildren to U.S. presidents. The essays are powerful, eloquent, and insightful. They are a lasting tribute not only to the greatness of Abraham Lincoln and the Gettysburg Address, but to the power of both the written and handwritten word. 

			Yes, in addition to writing 272 words, essayists were challenged to walk further in Lincoln’s footsteps and write out their essays longhand on the stationery of their choice. Some essayists, faced with the challenge of both writing and handwriting, chose only the former. Others embraced the two. Many had to rediscover the seemingly lost art of applying pen to paper rather than fingers to keyboard. Some authors sheepishly revealed that it was easier to compose the essay than write it out by hand, but admitted that handwriting it made the challenge all the more appealing, while describing the process as “painful,” “humbling,” and in some cases “humiliating.” In the end, some of our essayists chose hand lettering instead. These choices—what to write about, whether to type or write it out longhand, what stationery to use—all add to the depth and richness of the 272-word project, to the essays, and to the essayists themselves as we view the slants, curves, and styles of their very personal penmanship.

			We commenced the project unsure of what the response would be. Would people find the mere suggestion of writing 272 words in the Lincoln tradition too daunting, too ridiculous, or too arrogant? We would soon find out. The first litmus test we seemed to pass came when we reached out to noted Lincoln scholar Harold Holzer. Harold does not suffer fools or foolish projects gladly. Undaunted, we sent an invitation to Harold encouraging him to write. He responded post haste. We had nothing to fear when he replied, “What a nice honor—272 words—wow—who can be as succinct as A.L.?” Who indeed? Perhaps no one on the face of the planet, but it didn’t mean Harold wasn’t going to give it the old college try, and as he put 272 words to paper, so too did many others.

			At the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum and its Foundation, history is our business. Every day we sail in the wake of history: collecting and preserving documents and artifacts, conducting scholarly research to uncover more of Lincoln’s rich legacy. But rarely do we have the opportunity to make history. The project allowed us to do just that. Consider one essay that arrived in an oversized envelope. A peek inside revealed the treasure within: Jimmy Carter’s 272-word reply. I pulled it out—gently, carefully—realizing that the essay, no less than any other item sitting in our Library’s archives, was already a historic document, and I may be among the first in history privileged to read it. 

			It was on his personal letterhead, sporting the centered figure of an eagle outlined in blue, with four stars descending the nape of its neck. The name Jimmy Carter, also in blue, was set in bold, capital letters, centered and printed just beneath. The words Gettysburg Address were typed a few lines below and to the left. I began reading the essay, suddenly hearkening back to 1978 with the sound of the President’s voice resounding in my head as if he were right in the room regaling me with an intimate story of a famous moment in history: “When I began peace talks at Camp David between Israel and Egypt, it soon became obvious . . .” The first 16 words drew me in completely. The essay, which was typed by the President himself on his office typewriter, was a historic recollection, a document not only for our nation’s posterity, but the world’s, a document few knew existed. We now were making history, making our own wake in which generations of readers, researchers, and scholars would sail. 

			In addition to President Carter’s essay, Gettysburg Replies presents 272-word essays by Presidents George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama, as well as essays from Nobel Prize recipients, famous jurists, filmmakers, actors, scholars, poets, and people from all walks of life. There are essays from Ginny Greer and Caleb Lewis, students and members of Little Rock Central High School’s Memory Project—a project that serves to record the stories and memories of Civil Rights activists like the Little Rock Nine. 

			And then there’s an essay we received from a man named Allen Lynch. A victim of relentless bullying in both elementary and high school, Allen Lynch found his road to peace through war. Enlisting in the United States Army in 1964, Lynch volunteered to serve in Vietnam. While every day in Vietnam called for strength and courage, one particular day required Lynch to summon all he could muster as he and his comrades were ambushed. Spotting three fallen soldiers from another platoon out in the open and under attack, Lynch, with total disregard for his own personal safety, fought his way through a barrage of intense enemy fire to rescue and bring the soldiers to safety. For his actions, Lynch was presented the Medal of Honor, the award Lincoln had created in 1862 to recognize “. . . noncommissioned officers and privates as shall most distinguish themselves by their gallantry in action, and other soldier-like qualities . . .” Allen Lynch’s essay speaks to that gallantry and that of the many Civil War Medal of Honor recipients who served and sacrificed to ensure the freedoms American citizens enjoy to this day.

			Yes, Gettysburg Replies is filled with the words of the heroic and courageous. Consider Sam Harris, formerly known as Samuel Rzeznik. Sam, a Holocaust survivor, came to America as an orphan after his parents were killed in the mass genocide. He had been shuttled off to Nazi concentration camps at Deblin and Czestochowa in Poland when he was only nine years old. After being liberated, he sailed to America aboard the Ernie Pyle to find a new birth of freedom—something he found as he was adopted by Ellis and Harriet Harris. In 1951, as a sophomore at New Trier High School in Winnetka, Illinois, he wrote an essay about his experience immigrating to America. Serendipitously, the essay was 272 words long. Some 62 years later, Sam submitted his boyhood essay as his contribution to the project and Gettysburg Replies.

			Or consider still, Babalwa Mhlauli, a young woman from South Africa, who in her essay recounts the story of how her father, anti-­Apartheid activist Scelo Mhlauli, was assassinated with three others on a dark winter’s night in 1985, because they dared speak out against oppression in their native land. They came to be known as The Cradock Four. Babalwa, a mere child at the time, lost her father to an assassin just as young Tad Lincoln had some 120 years earlier, both because they had courageous, freedom-­fighting fathers. Babalwa uses her 272 words to share her personal story as a child growing up in 1980s South Africa and her family’s struggle to free themselves from the shackles of Apartheid. 

			And some of the submissions came in pairs, like those from American singer-songwriter Pete Seeger and his nephew Bill Goodman. Their contributions are a celebration of the Address itself, Pete contributing a written version of the Address, in which the Grammy Award–winner teaches us how Lincoln’s 272 word speech might be easily memorized; and nephew Bill’s essay reminds us that Lincoln is more than a face on a five dollar bill. For most of their lives together, Uncle Pete and Nephew Bill would speak on the phone every November 19th on the anniversary of the commemoration of the National Cemetery and recite the Gettysburg Address together—a tradition for the ages. Their contributions convey their deep respect and admiration for both the Address and its author.

			All the essays in Gettysburg Replies, like the Address itself, are national treasures. When we began the project, we hoped that if the response was sufficient, we could mount an exhibition of the work. This was by no means a traditional approach to exhibit curating. It would not be composed of a group of artifacts and documents already in existence. Rather, this exhibit would rely on the creation of documents—the creation of the essays. Not knowing how many essays would be written, who might write them, or whether they would be of substance presented to us a great unknown, but not for long. As essay upon essay was received, it soon became clear that the quandary wasn’t whether we could mount an adequate display, but whether we had space enough to showcase the treasure trove we had received. 

			At the center of the exhibition, “The Power of Words,” was of course the first and finest of all the essays—the inspiration for the exhibit itself, the Everett copy of Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address (see pages xx–1). It was flanked on either side by the essays of four of the living U.S. Presidents. Unlike traditional exhibits contained in one gallery or series of connected galleries, “The Power of Words” was an extension of the Museum itself, as essays were displayed in the Treasures Gallery, Gettysburg Gallery, and Plaza. Guests lined the galleries to read them. Here were the words of filmmakers like Steven Spielberg, Ken Burns, and Kathy Kennedy; military heroes like Colin Powell, Tammy Duckworth, John Borling, and the sailors of USS Abraham Lincoln; jurists like Sandra Day O’Connor, Judith Sheindlin, and Alan Dershowitz; poets such as Billy Collins, Nikki Giovanni, and Kevin Stein; scholars such as Richard Carwardine and Allen Guelzo; astrophysicist Neal deGrasse Tyson, activist Julian Bond, astronaut James Lovell, commentators Michael Medved and Scott Simon; students such as Katherine Hitchcock, Grace Richards, and David Walser; and many, many more. This treasure trove is crowned with the beautiful visual imagery of renowned photographer Annie Leibovitz, who literally and figuratively broadened our sights by contributing her very own photo essay. 

			In modern society where attention spans are growing shorter, the need for constant visual stimulation and activity is growing greater, and there is a seemingly ever present need to tap, slide, or push something on a screen, Gettysburg Replies is a refreshing step back in time when both the written and handwritten word was the center of the cultural creative universe. Each essay is now a historic document for the ages. It is our hope that in the years to come, people will read these essays to glimpse into the thoughts of 21st century citizens of the world as they contributed their Gettysburg replies. 

			And now in 2015, as we commemorate the 150th anniversary of the passing of the Great Emancipator, let us read each of these essays with deep gratitude and in lasting tribute to the man who inspired them. Words cannot replace this leader lost, but dedicatory words may elevate our lives. 

			 

					—Carla Knorowski, Ph.D.

					Chief Executive Officer

					Abraham Lincoln Presidential 

					Library Foundation

					Springfield, Illinois

		

	
		
			
			Introduction

			A Nation “At Risk”—Lincoln’s World and Ours

			
			Abraham Lincoln has been studied and appreciated, rightly so, more than any other American. At Gettysburg he created the moment, the words, the lightning-bolt of memory about our origins and aspirations that stick with us today. Increasingly he is embraced as a figure of global importance and renown. Yet understanding his role in the world of his time has proved difficult, despite his timeless principles.

			One way to attack the problem is to see how Lincoln felt his country, his world, was at risk, just as some people today see perils at every turn. We begin with his biography.

			The Background

			The main features of the world’s political and social scene during Lincoln’s youth barely touched him. They were locally distinctive, having mainly an indirect impact on his thinking. Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo when Lincoln was 6 years old, triggering the migration of thousands of European soldiers, chiefly from the British Isles, to the New World during the postwar slump. Lincoln grew up around a number of people with foreign accents. The volcano Tambora (in what is now Indonesia) exploded that same year, 1815, literally darkening the skies over New England and elsewhere for the next three summers, reducing the harvest in enough places that a new surge of open-land seekers—including the Lincolns—headed West, mostly into those states we now call the Midwest. Most of all, the ongoing madness of King George III in the U.K., and French stumbling between violent ‘progressivism’ and African and Mexican imperialism for nearly all of 1815 to 1861, gave keen observers like Lincoln every reason to be wary of any form of government focused too largely on either an individual or on the masses. All of these events form a dim background to a  “global Lincoln” during his lifetime, even if we suppose that an embrace of his presidential leadership and presidential words would be near-universal. He may have appeared on postage stamps around the world in the last two generations, but the military success of Lincoln’s Union made some nations worry that they were at risk as a U.S. neighbor.

			The man himself was chary of self-inflating comments, or even Big Idea pronouncements, save one: that “slavery itself . . . deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world—enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites,” as he said in a speech given on October 16, 1854, in Peoria, Illinois. Lincoln believed most of all in the egalitarianism to be found in and fostered by a republic.

			In an address given to the New Jersey senate on 21 February 1861, Lincoln expressed these feelings about the Declaration of Independence and its first defenders, including George Washington: 

			I recollect thinking then, boy even though I was, that there must have been something more than common that those men struggled for. I am exceedingly anxious that that thing which they struggled for; that something even more than National Independence; that something that held out a great promise to all the people of the world to all time to come; I am exceedingly anxious that this Union, the Constitution, and the liberties of the people shall be perpetuated in accordance with the original idea for which that struggle was made, and I shall be most happy indeed if I shall be an humble instrument in the hands of the Almighty, and of this, his almost chosen people, for perpetuating the object of that great struggle.

			Lincoln that day, as president-to-be, on the eve of Washington’s Birthday, 1861, revealed himself as a product of some 18th-century forces. His patriotic adoration of the Founders may strike some today as antique or brittle in a 24-time-zones world. Resilient it was nonetheless. His maturing sense of a sound polity steered clear of autocrats like Andrew Jackson, anti-moral populists like Stephen Douglas, and the corrupt attachment to untutored immigrants whose votes could be had at a price. All of these types had been present in Old England, the system to be dropped.

			Did Lincoln then reach immediately for the anti-slavery cause? No. Perfectionism as embodied in the abolitionists—perhaps 2 or 3 percent of the populace, mainly New Englanders, and including some free-love types—or the no-­government, communal-land strongmen like Robert Owen, never attracted him at all. This should not surprise us. Those movements attracted tiny groups of people intentionally living on the margins of society whose stories now, if interesting, still remain far beyond the main path of American development.

			Lincoln, on the other hand, grew up squarely on this path. He and his forebears were daily beset by discrete, practical problems, and he trained up his detail-oriented, practical mind to address them. How to help farmers sell their oats, corn, wheat, pork, and timber for sustainable prices? By clearing the rivers and building the canals that would speed their path to consumers. How to choose the best, or at least the better, candidates for election? By assembling party organizers on a statewide basis, not letting the counties be pitted one against another. How to fix the inchoate horror of Legal Slavery as deposited in our laps by the Constitution writers? That could not be fixed unilaterally, in a nation of laws. It would take debate and compromise.

			The party-organization mechanism he picked up by the early 1840s from Democrats in the East. The canals and roads idea—what we now loosely call “infrastructure”—he picked up from the nonpolitical people all around him, big operators and small, trading in a dozen industries, and many of them—like his father, like his under-energetic stepbrother, like his New Salem neighbors the Kelsos and Onstotts and Hills—needing only a little greater connection to markets in order to help the pioneers in their thousands to open up the West, one free-soil farm at a time.

			Lincoln saw similar versions of the same national limitations in Kentucky, which he left with his family at age 7 in 1816; in Indiana, which he left with his extended and step-­family at age 21 in 1830; and at each little outpost in Illinois thereafter. He determined to run for public office at the age of 23, a young man in no particular hurry. “I am humble Abraham Lincoln,” he said to his first public in New Salem, Illinois, and declaiming with a resounding feather-thud that “If I fail, I have known failure too often for it to affect me much.” In 1832, he was also sagacious enough to apprehend that “I would not favor the passage of a law upon this subject [usury] which might be very easily evaded.” No specific class of people should be harmed or aided by any law, he sincerely felt. He simply worried that the dream of the free-soil farmer, of free homes and free men no matter their color, were at risk, and needed what amounted to about 1 percent of gross state or national product to be spent by government to fix the roads and rivers.

			His overall view of government was that it could, “where people themselves cannot, or cannot do as well,” assist the building-out of the great national raw material: its land, waterways, minerals, and connecting points thereto. He, like Karl Marx—who got the notion from John Locke and Adam Smith—saw that labor was the essential underpinning and motive force of growth, and “preceded” capital. That is, labor creates capital; it is the sine qua non of economics. 

			That is where parallels between the thought of these two contemporaries end. One was often elected as a widely admired and hard-­working man of the people; one was an underemployed dreamer, unable to grasp, or accept, or see the vast expansion of civilizational wealth in the economic and social changes around him. Lincoln felt that each man should have the right, regardless of skin color or religion, to hire himself out for wages; save his money; buy his own means of subsistence with that savings; and eventually save enough from his profits to hire another man to work with him and for him. Lincoln had seen this happen hundreds of times, and grasped how efficacious it was in uniting labor with capital in their equally contributory ways to social progress. Those “at risk” of falling behind fell victim either to bad luck (like his father), disinterest in work (like his stepbrother), or bad laws (like the African-Americans around him). An elected official could address only one of those obstacles, the laws. Shifting money from government toward the victims of the other was untenable; this shifting he and his generation left either to insurance companies, if willing; or to God. A hundred dollars sent to his stepbrother would, he knew, be ill spent, never becoming capital nor instigating labor. Even offering double the loan, if the stepbrother would only get a job, had no effect on the man’s behavior.

			Expanding on this premise, in his major speech on agriculture and technology, in Milwaukee 30 September 1859, Lincoln said:
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