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o It is well that the people of this country should assemble once &
— &t least to do honor to one of the moblest figures of whom hi

3 record., ‘'To Abraham Lincoln moee than to any other one man, we
i undivided country. What his wisdom, his patience and his un
& courage saved us from, we may see in distracted Europe, re:
= able race hatreds and insane jealousies, and toea with
27  greed, If the rebellious States of the South had ducce
e ishing on this continent an independent government, we @&
>  the evils under which Europe is reeling, intensified and
) the existence of conditions from which ﬁuroyc is free, Th
=  tween free labo® and slave labor, well described, as "an ir
S conflict between opposing and enduring forces," would hav
e ::mo.} continuous state of war, relieved only by periods
Co haustion, ' :

The name of him who saved his country from such unsp
ties will, in the years to come, stand with the greatest
with the names of those men whom the world cherishes as f”'*
icent rulers, as law-givers, and as the founders of great s
will be honored as is Moses, who gave to his people the ¢
; that, after the lapse of five and thirty centuries, form
.. ©of the moral systems that govern all civilized countries
~will equal that of Alfred, who laid surely and deeply t!
‘that state around which are grouped the commonwealths tha
SR pnpi;;g erntggt of Charlemagne, who brought order ou
: ,..&!'Eﬁig obng§=bn%. pafed ﬁhe way for the‘nxoctionﬁo:‘ﬁyg -2




' the party, and he could not compass the two-thirds mecessary to nomi=

. ber of Comgress, and for two terms he was Speaker of the House

It is my purpose to tell you this evening, as briefly as I may,
an episode in the life of Abraham Lincolm that I think all will agree
must have had an important influence on his mental and spiritual ovel= .
opment. The incident has strangely escaped the attention of his blog-
ragher-, yet it 1is not unknown to close students of the early history of
Illinois, It has been mentioned at some length by Mr. J. Seymour Curry
of Evanston, im his"Mistory of Chicago." It has been told by Dr., X B,
J. Cigrand, in articles contributed to the press. R¥¥XX Rev. Dr. Wille
lam E., Barton has made mention of it in several historical addresses,
But- in the formal biographies of Lincoln, now something like three<score
in number, no mention of this episode is made. I think, therefore, we
are quite justified in calling it "meglected." : :

1.,
This event in the life of Abraham Limcoln had its genesis in & mes=

dage of President Polk, vetoing a bill that Congress passed im the sum-

mer of 1846. This bill made an appropriation of something like ome amd

@ third millions of dollars for the improgement of certain rivers and th€
construction of harbors on the great lakes. President Polk comsidered
the bill uncomstitutional. Hence the veto. : e

James Knox Polk was the eleventh Predident of the United States.
Heyas the first "dark horse"™ to win a Presidential nopimation. He
wak also the first bemeficiary of the two-thirds rule. This was a de-
vice of the slave power, adopted by the Democratic national cpnvention -
of 1833 to prevent the nomination of any candidate not tco‘pt;blpfto’
that interest. Martim Van Buremn received an actual majority im the
Democratic national convention of 1844, but his position 11-:Q!u:d~to.*- i
the annexation of Texas was not satisfactory to the Southera wing of

nate, S8even ballots were taken before Polk's name was mentioned. ,Q“*“

the ninth ballot he received the vote of every delegate in the‘oocha@f: Y
tion. i e

Mr., Polk was a man of pure character and respectable ab11 
had served as Governor of Tennessee. For fourteen years he

sentatives, Polk was the only Speaker who ever attained the

In politics he was a disciple of President Jefferson and a de
er of President Jackson. ; e
o



From the time of the sdoption of the Comstdtuyion, there had been
sharp conflict im regard to the powers of the general vernment under
that inmstrument, Two echools of political thought had sprung up.
school, called strict comstructionists, held that Comgress cpuld exer-
cise no powers except such as were specifically granted in the Comstitu~
tion. The loose or liberal comstructionists contended that Congress hael
the right and the power to enact any measure authority for which might
reasonably be inferred from the language of the basic law. The strict

- comstructionists were usually members of the Democratic party. The

liberal. constructionists were usually Federals or Whigs.

’ Yet party lines were not always rigidly drawn on this &ssue. The
firet wide departure from the theory of stricy comstructiom came when
President Jeffersom bought the Louisiana Territory from Napoleom. Jef-
ferson was a high priest of strict congtruction. He held that the gov=
ernment which governs least is the best govermnment. Logically, there-
fore, he was opposed to injecting into the Comstitution any meaning or
purpose that was mot clearly expressed in the instrument. His ideas on
the subject, however, were , on occasion, quite elgstic. One of his
bilographers says: "Jefferson had a fair measure of respect for the Com=
stitution, but he thought it might too often have the effect of fetters
on the mation." And again the same biographer says: "If the will of
the people was with him in an uncomstitutional policy, which he believed
to be sound, he would speak respectfully of the Comstitution, but he

- would not hesitate to disregard it."

The truth of this estimate of the views of Jefferson in regard to
the Comstitution is seen in the course he pursued when it was proposed
to purchase the Louisiana Territosy. He was clearly of the opimidoa
that the measure was unconstitutional. At first he thought it would be
necessary to amend the Comstitution, so as to authorize the purchase.
But quick action was N¥¥ imperative, : vishe it =
and that idea was abandoned. The purchase treaty was entered into "by
and with the advice and consent of the Senate,"™ and the Congress appro-
priated the money that constituted the price. '

This measure, uncomstitutional though it was, both in theory aand ia
fact, has come to be regarded as an act of the highest statesmanship,
But for that purchase, the vast domain comprised in what was then known

as the Louisiana Territory would have been wrested from France by:vug.;;.if:

overwhelming HENNEXAXXEXRXXXEXXXY na%I power of Great Britaim, and we
should have had in the Mississippi valley a powerful, unfriendly amd
possibly hostile neighbor. : o Wt
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Since the day of the Louisiana purchase, the strict comstruction
theory of the Comstitution has received many a severe shock., Alaska
was purchased from Russia in 1867. The Hawalan islands have been ac-
quired. Texas has been annexed, and also other parts of old Mexigo.
Porto Rico and the Phillipines were obtained as the spoils of war, and o
have been govermed as conquered provinces., The first Pacific llilrbad i
was built by the aid of the nation's ceedit and the gift of immense :
tracts of land. The isthmus of Panama has been severed, and a canal
connecting the two greatest oceans in the world has been built by the ]
government of the United States at a cost equal to thirty times the i
price of the Louisiana Territory. : : :

The Preamble to the Federal Constitution sets forth that that im=
strument was ordained and established, among other things, to "promote
the general welfare." Perhaps we have reached that stage in our nation~
al development where any measure designed to effect that purpose will be
regarded as constitutional. ; : :

But that point had nmot been reached in the days of President Polk.
He was a strict constructionist of the straightest sect. His views are
clearly expressed in the following extract from his veto message of
1846:: : A

"The Comstitution has not, in my judgment, conferred upom the
Federal Government the power to construct works of internmal im-
provement within the States, or to appropriate money from the .
treasury for that purpose. . . . The general proposition thay
the Federal Government does not possess this power is so well = =
settled, and has for a considerable period been so generally ac-
quiesced in, that it is not deemed necessary to reiterate all
the arguments by which it is sustained. . . . .+ It is mot
questioned that the Federal Government is one of limited powers. '
Its powers are such, and such only, as are expressly gramted im
the Comstitution, or are properly incident to the expressly =
granted powers, and necessary to their execution.," o

It seems strange to us now that President Polk, a stickler fo:
narrow interpretation of the Conmstitution when it e to makin
provements that would protect life and promote cpmmerce, should
scruples about aoquiringuand annexing territory that was obtai:
tically, by conquest. t land hunger is a ‘great and universal
It has produced countless wars, and, among individuals, has caused
suits without number., The fa.ui,.on is illustrated by the old
who protested that he was not land greedy, all h;<ibn$cd‘wt¢,
land "jined" him, Ly e Nanarane



N The passion is again illustrated by a logoad tcld.
— Johnm Fiske. The legend rums that at a Fourtl J

e Americans in Paris soon after the civil war, =

.y to the glory of the American mation, the leading th

B territorial expansion of the country. "“Here's to the

L "said the first speaker, "bounded on the north by the
&  of Canada, on the -cutﬁ by the sun-lit waters of ‘the

b by the stormy Atlantic, and on the west by the bound
sentiment elicited but slight applause. It offered
the imagination. The second speaker said, "Th
view. We must look to the future for the
our country. Here's to the United States,
north pole, on the south by the south pole,
~and on the west by the setting sun,"™ This was
‘applause, It did not seem that hnnax 1na¢1:ation
dimensions to the country.

Bt thera arose a third speaker, a very se
uapk&suod pruirio- of the far West. "If we ar
the future,” he said, "let us draw aside the veil,
in the glory of its ripened perfection. I give y
a8 in the fullness of time it shall be, ded
AKX aurora borealis, on the south by the pzoooss n
on the ou-t by primeval chaos, and on the wost by tha”




prairie,

II.

Whether we regard the position of President Polk as logical or 1

logical, it is certain that his veto of the river and harbor bill of 18&6
and the comsequent defeat of the appropriatiom, caused a storm of pro-
test to sweep over the country. The indignation wae particularly in-
tense in the regioms tributary to the great lakes. That section was
Just beginning to receive the Bide of westward flowinf migration that
soon became a flood. A very large portion of this migration came by
way of the lakes. These great inlamd waters were without natural hare
bors. Vessels were compelled to take on and discharge cargo in open
roadsteads, at great expense &nd no little peril of life. The demand
for national aid in the construction of proper harbors om the lakes was
therefore loud and insistent. ‘

A mumber of devoted and interested citizens undertook to provide
means by which this public feeling might be given voice. The prime
mover in this work was one William Moseley Hall, then a resident of
Buffalo., He traveled about the country, calling and addressing public
meetings and civic bodies of various kimnds, writing for the newspapers,
and arousing public opinion by the usual propaganda methods. lt;”ﬂhli!y~_,
efforts resulted in the calling of a convention to be held at Chicago '
on July 5, 6 and 7, 1847, ;

; The convention proved to be a success far beyond the hopes of &ts
most emthuslastic projectors. Authemtic accounts placed the mumber of
people in attendance at 35,000, The mumber of accredited delegates was
5000. Chicago wae then an ambitious, self-comscious little town of @
about 16,000 imhabitants. Of cpurse a town of that size could not begite
to properly care for such a number of visitors. Not a single lime of
railroad then entered Chicago, now the world's greatest railroad cemtre.
Thousands came to the comvention by %k wey of the lakes, by steamboat or
salling vessel. Other thousands came on foot, or on horseback, or By
some sort of wheeled conveyance. A portion of the people in attemd- =
ance obtained shelter at night under some roof. Thousands Zounds
quarters on the vessels that had brought them to the city. Other thou=
sands were compelled to sleep in the streets, or camp on the opem

If the convention was great in quantity, it was also high in g
ity. No assemblage had ever gathered in the West that surpasse
the high character and solid ability of its membership. From N
came a group of eminent men: David Dudley Field, acclaimed by
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lations with it. He was achieving prominence im the counecil

friends, and perhaps justly, "the most commanding figure at the American
bar;" Horace Greeley, just rising into fame as the editor of the most

.influential newspaper the country has ever known; Thurlow Weed, ome of

the early political bosses, perhaps the best, and certainly the most fa«
mous of the tribe. From Ohio wame the eloquent Tom Corwin, just elect-
ed to the United States Senate. Ohio also sent her Governmor, William =
Bebb, and two or three former Govermors. Missouri sent a nmumerous dele=
gation, headed by Edward pates, of 8t. Louis, From Indiana came Schuy-
ler Colfax, a future Vice Presidemt. From Michigan, Iowa and Wiscomsin
came & host of actual and potential Govermors, Congressmen and Judjes.

Illinois had an immense representation in the convention. Kane
County, with a population of probably less tham 15,000, ,sent 77 dele=
gates. Among them were John F. Farmsworth, of St. Charles, afterwards
representative in Congress for many years; E. R, Allen and W, P. West,
of Aurora; E. Wilcox and P. Sylla, of Elgin; John Van Nortwick, of =
Batavia; Luther Dearborm, of Geneva. Among the delegates from Kemdall
gounty was L. D, Brady, who afterwards moved to Aurora, and was one of
the early Mayors of the city. Most of the counties in northeasterm @
Illinois had large delegatioms. The Cook county delegation was headed
by "Long" John Wentworth. ' : R

From Bangamon county came Abraham Lincoln. By comvictiom, and by
party affiliation, Mr. Limcoln was a warm advocate of intermal improve®
ments, His interest in this convention must be measured by the time,
trouble and expemnse it cost him to attend. He probably came to Chicage
from Springfield on horsewack, and the jourmey, with the retura trip, amd
his stay in Chicago, must have occupied at least tenm daye LR

One distinﬁuished citizen of Illincis was comspicuous by his ab-
sence, Stephen A, Douglas. Mr. Douglas was naturally an internal im-
provement man, He had become a residemt of Chicago in this very year,
1847, and he was deeply interested inm the growth and prosperity of the
eity. Possibly he visioned its future greatmess. He was the author
of the bill chartering the Illinois Central Railroad, which gave to s
gorporation a land grant of emormous value. But Mr. Douglas had ju e
been elected United States Senator, ome of the youngest mem that
sat in that body. He was on good terms with the Polk adminis

and perhaps he saw no reason to break with it, or even to i

Democratic party, but he was not then the assured leader that |
in the next Yen years, whem he broke with another demoeratic Pre
James Buchanan. _7 ' S
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in 1847 Lincoln was thirty-eight years old. He had served four
terms in the lower house of the Il%inois General Assembly. He had prac~
ticed law for about ten years, and was acquiring the reputation of a law.
er who kmew well three things--the law, the Judge, and human nature,
ese qualifications had made him a very successful trial lawyer, In
1846 he had bheen elected to Congress, but had not yet takem his seat.
His presence at the River and Harbor Convention was his first appear-
ance on what was really a national stage. He there had an opportunity,
a8 we shall see, to measure himself with men of mational reputjation.
We cannot doubt that the event had a bearing on his mental development.

‘Lincoln was the only Whig Congressman elected in Illimois in 1846.
That fact, of itself, gave him promimence. The Chicago Evening Jour~
nal, a Whig orgapn, recognized in the only Whig representative in Congres
from Illinois a ;ers ge of importance. It welcomed him with enthusi-
asm to the city. "We expect much from him as a representative in Con- :
sronl,"it said. And it added, in the fine jourmalese of that day:

We have no doubt our expectations will be more than realized, for never
was reliance placediin a nobler heart and a sounder judgment, We know
the banner he bears will never be soiled."™ : S

E. B. Washburne, for many years representative in Comgress from the
Galena district, and the American minister to France during the Framco-
Prussian war, has given us a picture of Lincoln as he appeared whem
attending the River and Harbor Convention. Washburne wae a delegate t
' the comvention, and in a magazine article published many years ago he
set down his recollections as follows: ‘ s

*I met Mr. Lincoln at the celebrated River and Harbor Comven~
tion at Chicago, held July 5, 6 and 7, 1847. His dress and per-
sonal appearance on that occasion could not well be forgotte 0
It was then for the first time I heard him called '0Old Al
"Abe, as applied to him, seemed strange enough, as he wa
young man, only thirty-eight years of age. One aft &

eral of us sat on the sidewalk under the balcony in I3
Sherman House. = Among the number was the accomplished
and unrivaled orator, Lisle Smith. He suddenly intez
conversation by emclaiming, 'There is Lincoln on the ¢
of the street. Just look at 0ld Abe.' From that

" all called him '0ld Abe.' No one who saw him can for;
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';;\ letter Mr., Greeley mentions this incident in this quaint way: "Hom,

appearance at that time. Tall, angular and awkward, he had on a short-
waisted, thin, swallow-tailed coat, a short vest of the same material,

thin pantaloons, scarcely coming down to his ankles, a straw hat, and &

pair of brogans, with woolen socks."

IV,

The River and marbor Conmvention promptly organized on Monmday, July
5. The sessions were held in an immense tent. Edward Bates, of Mis-
souri, was elected President. The usual committees were appointed.
On Tuesday, in the morning, XKEX¥AX letters from many distinguished men
were read. Former President Van Buren, Henry Clay, Thomas .art Beatonm,
Silas Wright and many others sent letters commending the objects for
which the comvention had been called. The longest letter received was
from Daniel Webster. The great expounder of the Comstitution argued at
great lemgth, and in his customary stately style, the comstitutiomality
of Congressional appropriations for internal improvements. ke

On that morning there was also considerable 'speech-making. Honm.
Alexander T. Stewart, of Pemnsylvania, made a vigorous plea for intermal
improvements. This brought -out David Dudley Field, who made an adroit
speech in favor of strict conmstruction, and of such inprovements only as .
might be consistent therewith, He demied the right of the Federal Gov- =
ernment to improve the navigation of the Illinois river, since it runs
through & single State only, but thought that seaboard ports might be
improved at the expense of the national government. Mr. Field was an
. ardent pemoorat, and a firm supporter of the Polk administration. It
> may XX¥ fairly be inferred that he attended the convention with a view
if possible, of pYeventing any radical expression in favor of iatqrgni :

improvements. A President was to be elected in 1848, and the two .
great parties then dividing the country were already prepaeing for .that
gontest. It would not do to permit a supposedly nom-partizan conven-
to directly or even impliedly censure a Democratic administration.

Mr, Lincoln was called upon to answer Mr, Field. In hil.tﬁibﬁgp .

Abraham Lincoln, a tall specimen of an Illinoian, just elected to Com-
gress from the only Whig district in the State, was called out, and
spoke briefly and happily in reply to Mz, Field! No report was made
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any of these speeches, but there is a tradition that\M¥. Lincoln, ia the
course of his remarks, replying to Mr. Field's 4 bout the illinoil
river, asked how many States the Hudson river ran through; and that

Mr, Field explained that in his opinion Congress had no right to make

~appropriations for the improvement of a river %bgve a port of entry.
The convention, however, was clearly against him,

In the afternoon of that second day the committee on resolutions
pYesented what might be called the platform of the comvention. There-
upon the struggle between the strict constructionists and the liberal
constructionists was on again., The first four planks of the platform
declared in positive and unmistakable language that the Comstitution was
framed by practical men for practical purposes; that under the grant to
Congress of power to "regulate commerce with foreign nations and among
the States,! that body became obligated by every comsideration of good
faith and common justice to cherish and increase™ both foreign and do-
mestic commerce; that thie obligation had been recognized firom the
foundation of the government; and that "the primciple has been most em-
phatically acknowledged to embrace the Western lakes and rivers by appro=
priations for various light-houses upon them, which appropriations have
never been guestioned in Congress as wanting comstitutional authority.™
The fifth plank in the platform was in this language: ;

"That thus, by a series of acts which have received the sanc-
tion of the people of the United States, and of every department
of the government under all administrations, the common under-
standing of the intent and objects of the framers of the Comsti-
tution gn granting to Congress the power to regulate commerce
has been manifasted, and has been confirmed by the people; and

ghis understanding has become as much a part of that instrument
as any part of its most explicit provisions.® . T

Mr, Field now remewed his attack on the theory of the liberal eom-
struction of the comstitutional powers of Congress. He moved to strike
out all in this plank after the word "people. The clause he objected
to was certainly strong enough to satisfy the most r%bid loose comstruoc-
tionist., It was like what Tom Benton called making®a stump speech

' 1y of the platform."™ Even Horace Greeley thought Mr, Field's
motion ‘pught to have prevailed. But the convention was in no mood for
moderaton, or for mild statements of its views, and Mr, Field's mot ;
was rejected. : Wi

The fifteen planks of the platform, with one slight &‘.ldﬂﬁkf,
10 e



then adopted as reported by the committee.

This practically closed the work of the comvention. The last day
was devoted to gathering up the odds and ends of business. The comvem-
tion adjourned after listening to a powerful speech by the Presidemt, :
Mr, Bates, in which he rdurmed thamks for the homor dome him, a speech

which, as Mr, Greeley said, "took the comvention completely by surprise,
80 able, so forcible, and replete with the soul of eloquemce.,"

V.

The River and _arbor Comvention of 1847 is now an almost forgotte .
even in the State wlere it met and comsidered am important questi
public policy. An official narrative of its proceedi is ¢
in a thin volume that is buried in obscurity im a few libraries
Abraham Lincoln, whose fame and work overshadowed the land ia Le
a score of years after the convention, has left no record of his
it in any writing that has come to light. In a letter to his
Orville H., Browning, dated Jume 234, 1847, after recounting some
and personal news, he says: "I am preparimg to atteand the Chicago
and parbor Comvention."™ That is all, : e

Yet it is fair to infer that some after events had their roof
that convemtion. It was there that Horace Greeley met Edward npa
the first time. Mr. Greeley comceived a high respect for him &
of sterling character and great ability. Bates was Greeley's
for the Republican nomination for President in 1860. By wit
considerable element from Seward, at the outset the leadi: e
for the nmomination, he made certain the nomination of Lincola.
likewise in the River and parbor Conventiom that Mz. Lincoln met
for the first time, and when he became President he called Bates
cablnet as Attorney General. ; e
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~ We know, also, that tho onvution m.m
rum ]b came dominant im the growing West. ’

t now be measured in electing AT
,Iutn.lu 1848, nm tm
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