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15-1 | President Foct Last Public Address (1865)

ABRAHAM LINCOLN,

iov-filled crowd gath
1111 braham | incoln spoke to a joy-fi gathered at y o
On the night of Aprit 11 865, A

'« Confederate army, a sign
£ Robert E. Lee's 9N of the
White House 10 celebrate |1¢ Surlietr;\(iero?casion to address the work ahead. In this Speech

i | 0 ing so, signaled hi :
war's imminent end. HNCf toent legislative efforts and, DY d°.‘”§ d kgw d IS approacy
Lincoln discussed Louisiana > rec ' he audience that night anc near Lincoln speay

to Rec<(>jnstrt1ctti0na.i tj(;g?d\'f%eesa?r%o he aimed a pistol at the back of Lincoln’s head and pyjjeq
Three days latef, '

the trigger.

: . oladness of heart. The evacuatio
We meet this even.ing, iy Sc:irr&vglslzllrlze:rr:fer of the principal insurgent arI:n(;’f
FefEmE £ Rl chmone, gn eedy peace whose joyous expression can not bé
give hope ot & A s ! He from whom all blessings flow, m
restrained. In the midst of this, however, O e ooematad, And , Must
not be forgotten. A call for a national thanksgiving is being prep , and will be
duly promulgated. Nor must those whose harder part ﬁwss uts tk}; cause of
rejoicing, be overlooked. Their honors rpust not be pafrtce e -Otltl' with others, |
myself was near the front, and had the high pleasure of transmitting I.nuc}} of the
good news to you; but no part of the honor, for plan or execution, is mine. To
Gen. Grant, his skilful officers, and brave men, all belongs. The gallant Navy
stood ready, but was not in reach to take active part.

By these recent successes the re-inauguration of the national authority—
reconstruction—which has had a large share of thought from the first, is presseq
much more closely upon our attention. It is fraught with great difficulty. Unlikea
case of a war between independent nations, there isno authorized organ for us to
treat with. No one man has authority to give up the rebellion for any other man,
We simply must begin with, and mould from, disorganized and discordant ele-
ments. Nor is it a small additional embarrassment that we, the loyal people, dif-
fer among ourselves as to the mode, manner, and means of reconstruction.

. As a general rule, I abstain from reading the reports of attacks upon myself,
W1sh1-ng not to be provoked by that to which I can not properly offer an answer.
In spite of this precaution, however, it comes to my knowledge that I am much
censured for some supposed agency in setting up, and seeking to sustain, the
new State government of Louisiana. In this [ have done just so much as an,d no
more than, the pl.lblic knows. In the Annual Message of Dec. 1863 and a’ccompa-
I‘,lv}ﬁii PIroclam.ahon,.I presented a plan of re-construction (as the phrase goes)
tained’ byprg\r:l]zii’c;ft'adopted by any State, should be acceptable to, and sus-
was not tl’le only 1ar:\$hg_ol\lferr}ment of ‘the nation. I distinctly stated that this
protested okl pE Mc mfght p0581.b1y be acceptable; and I also distinctly

€ Executive claimed no right to say when, or whether members

should be admi '
mitted to seats in Congress from such States. This plan was, in
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advance, Submitted to the then .
it. One of them Suggesteq t
the _EI.nanCipation Proclamation

practically applies the PrOClam
adopt ap};rennceshlp f<?r freed’PQOple- an
erwise, about the admissijop of

Louisiana, €very member of th
went to Congress, and Teceived my,
verbal; and not 5 single Objection to it
to my knowledge, untj] after the ne

it, whenever I shall be convinced that keeping it is adve ~ iy
break I ,B t I have not yet been so convinced.
interest. ubeen shown a letter on this subject, SUpposed to be ap able one, jn
L have iter expresses regret that my mind has not S€emed tp pe definit’ely
which the wr estion whether the seceding States, sq called, are in the Union of
fixed on the qu 1d perhaps, add astonishment to his regret, were he to learn that
out of it. It wou dp rofessed Union men endeavoring to make that question, |
since I have fou? lf)orne any public expression upon it. As appears to me that
have purposely for nor yet is, a practically material one, and that any discus-
stion has not been, ; ractically immaterial, could have no effect other
qil;le‘t of it, while it thus r emafll’(‘:ﬁ pl ding our friends. As yet, whatever it may here-
tshan the ml'SChl'e?VtOuLS1 eoSItlieOE is l;)/ad, as the basis of a controversy, and good for
aftehr beC({;i’ 1'i;lam(grrely pernicious abstract;cl)lrze-d afe out of their proper relation
motiitg AkdT == seceded States, so called, ivil and military, in
We all agree that the se le object of the government, civi o
e Lon Satn fe;h;t t{: i;in gejt them into that proper practical
regard to those Sta

g,

he Union, than
been out of t : .
whether these States have ex‘/terw i be utterly - material
. i

acts necessary to
d the Union; and

even considering, t home, it -

with it. Finding themselves bsafe(ljy [?et us all join in doing the
road.

Whether they had ever been a

aC
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y s whether, in doj
5 n Oplnlon n
innocently indulge his ow e Union, or only gaye 3 ‘©
each forever after, inno hout, into th hern

it
acts, he brought the States from W

P en out Of it. . .
propex assistance, they never ha¥as tboespeak, on which [he S IESF;SIS? .
Theameunt of Consmuere );’atisfactory to all, if it ;0 T itld Irty Or
Somitient Fes, wenlc b? rfltoad of only about twe]_ve .t Out ivén to th o is
even twenty thousand, inste t the elective franchise 1s not g e c0_10red
also unsatisfactory to some tha ow conferred on the very 1ntelhgent’

that it were n ! . -

man. L wonld myse s prjiircause as soldiers. Still the.i' qclllesi?;:; ;S ?ﬁzwﬂet}{er the

and on those who serve it stands, is quite all that is es - q es.tlo

Lonistana government, as nd help to improve it; or to reject, and dlsp
a

AT 3 i take it as it is, g lation with ¢
‘t‘;\'{ll’l’(lft lf[‘f(;iiitaona be brought into proper practical re he U
1t a

?I’
: State government?
ini iscarding her new o
sooner by Sustlamltl;lgr C;ZEZ ilo ters in ‘tghe heretofore slave-state of Louisjang have
Some twelve thou

ightful political power

sworn allegiance to the Union, assumed ‘t‘;rze;rfzs;agdopteg a free-sEate conosftii}:i
State, held elections, organlzeq a State 1goe ually to black and white, and empoy,.
tion, giving the benefit of pubh(;l scl’izgtf’veqfranchise upon the colored man_ Their
e A Coniefitts Eriatify the constitutional amendment recently
Legistature has already VQ e. 1 dhroighant the rEkisn. Thesa oo

assed by Congress, abolishing s ave;?y _ a
Ph dY ersons are thus fully committed to the Union, and to perpetua] free.
(tio(;;llszlnthg state—committed to the very things,. :fmd nea1:1§7 all‘ the things the
nation wants—and they ask the nation[’].s recognition and it’s [sic] assistance tq
make good their committal. Now, if we reject, and spurn them, wedo Our Utmost
to disorganize and disperse them. We in effect say to the white men ’You afe
worthless, or worse—we will neither help you, nor be helped by you.” To the
blacks we say “This cup of liberty which these, your old masters{ hold to your
lips, we will dash from you, and leave you to the .chances of gathering the spilled
and scattered contents in some vague and undefined when, where, and how ~ If
this course, discouraging and paralyzing both white and black, has any tendency
to bring Louisiana into proper practical relations with the Union, I have, s far,
been unable to perceive it. If, on the contrary, we recognize, and sustain the ney,
government of Louisiana the converse of all this is made true. We encourage the
hearts, and nerve the arms of the twelve thousand to adhere to their work, and
argue for it, and proselyte for it, and fight for it, and feed it, and grow it, and
ripen it to a complete success. The colored man too, in seeing all united for him, is
inspired with vigilance, and energy, and daring, to the same end. Grant that he
desires the elective franchise, will he not attain it sooner by saving the already
advanced steps toward it, than by running backward over them? Concede that
the new government of Louisiana is only to what it should be as the egg is to the
fowl, we shall sooner have the fowl by hatching the egg than by smashing it?
Again, if we reject Louisiana, we also reject one vote in favor of the proposed
amendment to the national Constitution. To meet this proposition, it has been
argued that no more than three fourths of those States which have not attempted
secession are necessary to validly ratify the amendment. | do not commit myself
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al . . .
{ sure 10 be persistently questioned; while a ratification by three-fourths of all

ne States would be unqpestioned and unquestionable.

[ repeat the quesﬁon, “Can Louisiana be brought into proper practical
lation with the Union sooner by sustaining or by discarding her new State
Govemment?”

What has been said of Louisiana will apply generally to other States. And yet
s0 great peculiarities pertain to each state, and such important and sudden
changes occur in the same state; and withal, so new and unprecedented is the
whole case, that no exclusive, and inflexible plan can be safely prescribed as to
Jetails and colatterals [sic]. Such exclusive, and inflexible plan, would surely
pecome a NEW entanglement. Important principles may, and must, be inflexible.

In the present “situation” as the phrase goes, it may be my duty to make some
new announcement to the people of the South. I am considering, and shall not
fail to act, when satisfied that action will be proper.

st this, further than to say that such a ratification would be questionable

READING AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. How would you characterize Lincoln’s policy toward Reconstruction? Does
Lincoln come across as an idealist, like Radical Republicans, or a pragmatist who
accepted compromise for the sake of progress?

2. What cari you infer about Louisiana’s recent experience that angered some,
encouraged others, and led to Lincoln’s support and approval?

3. What about his speech do you think provoked John Wilkes Booth, a southerner
and Confederate sympathizer, to murder Lincoln?




