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Lincoln’s Early Visits 
 

 Lincoln is widely known for his appearance in Alton during the 
Lincoln and Douglas debates, held in the year 1858, but this was not his first 
appearance in Alton. 
 
 His first appearance in Alton, which appears in the Alton Evening 
Telegraph, April 11, 1840 was on April 9, 1840, in the old courtroom of the 
Riley Building.  Editor Bailhache reported: 
 

Abraham Lincoln, Esq. of Sangamon County, one the 
Presidential Electors, addressed the citizens of Alton, on last 
Thursday evening at the old Courtroom, on the great questions 
at issue between the people and office-holders.  Although not 
more than two or three hours previous notice could be given of 
the intended meeting, the room, which is very spacious, was 
crowded to excess, and his speech which, although highly 
argumentative and logical, was enlivened by numerous 
anecdotes, was received with unbounded applause, and left a 
very favorable impression on the minds of his auditors. (1) 

 
Lincoln’s second visit to the city of Alton was on August 21, 1840, as 

the was passing through on his way to Waterloo, Illinois.  Alexander P. 
Field, a Southern Illinois politician, who at that time was Secretary of State, 
accompanied him. (2) Their purpose was to speak in the southern counties 
on the principles of the Whig party and the administration of Governor 
Duncan and the senatorship of E. D. Baker to the Illinois Senate.(3) They 
also passed through Belleville on their way to Waterloo, and this gave the 
Belleville Advocate an opportunity to hold them up to ridicule.  The paper 
was violent in its criticisms.  It referred to these two campaigners as 
“Missionaries Field and Lincoln.” 

 
“These same missionaries were in Belleville last week, (August 22), 
for the purpose of lecturing the besotted St. Clair men for their 
obstinate adhesion to their sins…”(4) 
 
There was no public speaking in either Alton or Belleville. Only 
personal contact was engaged in on this visit. 
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The Duel 
 
 Lincoln’s third visit to Alton was on September 22, 1842, one which 
he always wished he could forget.  For it was a duel which brought Lincoln 
to Alton in that year. 
 
 The chain of events th
a series of satirical, insulting letters 
letters were aimed at Jam rney and the Auditor of 
the State of Illinois. 

 Shields was a high-spirited, hot-tempered Irishman and a naturalized 
citizen who had by great effort and intelligence, plus a prescient sense of 
public relations, moved up to his present high state office.  As with most 
self-made men, Shields was sensitive about his position and his origins.  The 
letters and some editorials goaded him unmercifully.  The letters attacked a 
proclamation published and signed by the Governor, the State Treasurer, and 
Auditor Shields.  The proclamation ordered the county tax collectors to 
refuse the State’s own paper money in payment of taxes and school debts.  
Only specie – gold and silver – could be accepted the people had almost no 
gold or silver. (5) 

 
 
 
 

at led to the duel began in August of 1842, with 
that were signed, “Rebecca.”  These 

es Shields, a respected atto
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STATE REGISTER. EXTRA 
 

SPRINGFIELD 
 

Monday, August 22, 1842 
 

Executive Department Illinois, 
August 15th, 1842    

 
We the undersigned officers of the State being of opinion that there will be danger of loss 

by receiving the bills of the State Bank of Illinois and branches in the year 1842, and in payment 
of college, school and seminary debts and interest, do hereby prohibit the reception of said bills 
for the purpose aforesaid after the 12th day of September next until otherwise provide by law. 

Given under our hands the day and year above written. 
THO. CARLIN, Gov. 

JAS. SHIELDS, Auditor 
MILTON CARPENTER, Treas. 

 
All the publishers of newspapers in this State are requested to publish the above notice 

for three successive weeks and send their bills for the same to the Auditor’s offce. 
 

JAS. SHIELDS, Auditor 
 

It would not have been so bad if Shields had stayed with the one 
proclamation, but he issued a second one under his signature alone and, in, 
it, advised the State officers, the Legislature, the people how to conduct 
themselves so as to restore tranquility and a sound currency.  By exposing 
himself alone, Shields drew all the fire of the political opposition, and he 
became his party’s symbol: a blow at Shield’s was a blow at his party. (6) 

 
Auditors Office, Illinois 

Springfield, August 20, 1842 
 

To the collector of the county of 
  
Dear Sir: The Governor, Auditory, and Treasurer have prohibited the reception of the 

bills of the State Bank of Illinois and branches in the payment of the revenue of 1842, and of 
debts due the school fund. The bills of the Bank of Illinois at Shawneetown would have been 
included in the prohibition also, if the law had only invested us with such powers. The object of 
this measure is to suspend the collection of the revenue for the current year, which would 
otherwise commence in September next, until the next Legislature may have an opportunity of 
acting on the subject. 

Without some such suspension act a large portion of the revenue of 1842, particularly 
that portion payable by non-resident land owners and large land companies, would be paid to 
collectors before the meeting of the legislature; and that body would be consequently prevented 
for the space of another year, not only form making any change in the system, but from 
dissolving the degrading connexion now subsisting between the State and a bankrupt institution. 
The restoration of a sound currency which is so essentially needed at present in this State can 
only be effected by the joint efforts of the government and the people, and the first step towards 
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the accomplishment of this object, is the rejection of depreciated paper by the State. - It is folly to 
hope for a sound circulation while the government is patronizing a worthless one. To prevent this 
change from operating oppressively the legislature will have it in its power, by the reduction of 

co
y

 
 

 
 

 

 

salaries and the curtailment of all expenses not absolutely indispensible to the existence of 
government, to make a material reduction in the taxes for the next two years. 

By this means a sound currency can be gradually, though perhaps slowly, introduced 
without increasing the burdens of the people. The exigency of the present crisis requires a 

mmon sacrifice, and if it be wisely and firmly made, both by the people and their agents, a few 
ears will suffice to lift our young State out of its present prostration. – Once more I take the 

liberty of repeating that the object and intention of the present notification is to suspend the 
collection of the revenue for the year 1842 until the meeting of the Legislature, at which time that 
body can such reduction in the amount of revenue as it may deem practicable. 

Your obedient servant,  
JAS. SHIELDS, Auditor. 

There were four Rebecca letters and one poem in a similar vein but 
signed “Cathleen.” 

Poem by, “Cathleen.”  September 16, 1842 issue of the Sangamon Journal: 
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 Two of the letters were excessively punishing, and Abraham Lincoln, 
n 

 
 ber 

 

 
During the barrage of letters, poems, editorials, Shields had to leave 

Springfield for Quincy on State business.  Before he left he demanded and 
got from the editor of the Sangamon Journal, Simeon Francis, the name of 
the author of the Rebecca letters.  Although they were friends, Francis gave 

at the time of the duel, said he wrote one of them.  This letter appeared o
September 2, 1842. 

Another letter was published in the Sangamon Journal on Septem
9, 1842.  It is the shortest letter and is presented below in its entirety. (7) 
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Lincoln’s name.  It seemed a betrayal at first, but Lincoln must have given 
Francis permission to give his name if Shields demanded it. (8) 

On Saturday, September 17, 1842, in Tremont, Illinois, General J. D. 
 the 

 

Merrym . 
Merrym

 
 
 

Whiteside, a friend of Shield’s, approached Lincoln and handed him
following note after which he returned to his principal Shield. 

Mr. Lincoln and his two friends, William Butler and Dr. Elias 
an, studied the note, and Lincoln wrote an answer to it.  Dr
an had had a good deal of experience in the art of the duel and 

understood the code duello and those stylized progressions that the punctilio 
of the duel demanded. 
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About sundown the same evening, General Whiteside called to 
receive Lincoln’s answer.  He accepted the note and returned to Shields.  
Within an hour he returned with yet another note from Shields: 

 
k it “consistent 

  At once Shields 
name that a challenge 
accompanied the naming of Whiteside – and Lincoln chose Dr. Merryman. 
(10) 

Merryman and Whiteside met to discuss arrangements for the duel.  
Between them they secretly agreed to make every effort to resolve the affair 
peaceably. 

To forestall arrest it was agreed between Merryman and Lincoln that 
Lincoln should leave town very early Tuesday morning.  Since Butler 
believed that shields would settle the matter, it was decided that Lincoln 
should write a note in two parts, the first to be a full explanation and apology 
to be presented to Shields IF he first withdrew his notes

 
Butler, not Lincoln, received the note and read it.  Butler told 

Whiteside that Mr. Lincoln could not receive any note until the first one was 
withdrawn. 

On Monday morning, Whiteside again presented the same
unacceptable note to Butler.  Lincoln said that he did not thin
with his honor to negotiate for peace with Mr. Shields unless Mr. Shields 
would withdraw his former offensive letter.” 

Again Whiteside returned empty handed to Shields.
d Whiteside as his second – it can only be presumed 

.  If Shields refused 
to do this, then the second part of the note was to be given him, and this part 
held the terms for the duel.  Since Mr. Lincoln was the challenged party, he 
had the right to set these terms. (11) 
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presented the conditions to Whiteside, Mr. Lincoln left for Jacksonville to 
procure the broadswords.  He may not have been spoiling for a fight but 
neither was he shrinking from one.  He seems to have been thoroughly 
enjoying himself. (12) 

 
After Mr. Lincoln left for Jacksonville the same morning, Merryman 

met Whiteside and read to him Lincoln’s prerequisite to an apology and then 
he read the terms of the duel.  When Whiteside and Merryman finished 
discussing Lincoln’s note, Dr. Merryman quickly rounded up William Butler 
and Albert T. Bledsoe.  The three men rode to Jacksonville where they met 
Lincoln near midnight on Tuesday.  Early Wednesday morning they let for 
Alton, arriving there about noon on Thursday. 

 
Whiteside rode north toward Tremont to meet Shields twenty miles 

out.  Whiteside told Shields what had occurred, and the two men to went 
Hillsboro, Illinois, where they selected General L. D. Ewing as another 
“friend,” it having been verbally decided by the seconds that each principal 

Mr. Lincoln did not expect Whiteside or Shields to accept because 
early Tuesday morning, before Shields had returned to Merryman and 
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could have three aids.  In Alton they selected their third man, Dr. T. M. 
Hope. (13) 

 
The duel was on. 
 
They all went over onto the Missouri shore on the little old “blind-

horse” ferryboat that was then owned by a Mr. Chapman, and quite a crowd 
went with tem.  Among them a man named Jake Smith, who was a 
constable, a tall, lank, fellow, not unlike Lincoln, who was all legs and arms, 
while Shields was all body and no legs. (14) 

 
They stood separated by space and friends.  Shields postured, scowled 

ferociously, strutted about eager and anxious to begin the duel.  On the other 
side, Mr. Lincoln was represented by good friends who meant to protect 
him.  His dueling terms further protected him if he should have to fight. 

 
In desperation, vastly unsure of their man and their own position, they 

discussed how to proceed, Whiteside and his two “friends” knuckled under 
the inexorable, implacable Mr. Lincoln and altogether abandoned Shields, 



refusing to sustain him further.  They withdrew the notes, as Whiteside said, 
to 
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refusing to sustain him further.  They withdrew the notes, as Whiteside said, 
to give the friends of Mr. Lincoln an opportunity to explain.  Even this slight 
concession was not allowed them by Merryman who later stated that the 
papers were withdrawn “to enable Mr. Shields’ friends to ask an 
explanation.” 

 
The combative Dr. Merryman could stand pat over a single word. 
 
At last peace was made although Shields never acceded to it.  Without 

his consent, all parties declared the matter satisfactorily concluded, and 
James Shields was left hung high on the same hook Lincoln had used in 
Tremont. (15) 

 
There is another version of the ending of the duel, and this one has the 

two men in the clever positions Lincoln had required, close enough for 
Lincoln to reach Shields but separated far enough so that if he chose to 
Lincoln could retreat out of reach of Shields.  At this point, Lincoln was said 
to have reached incredibly high above his head and, with his sword, lopped-
off a willow limb. 

The act was far more revealing to Shields than any argument.  His 
impossible, ludicrous position became quite suddenly apparent, and he burst 
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out laughing at Lincoln’s clever, telling stroke.  Laughter supposedly purged 
him of his anger so that he was ready to make peace and did. 

In either case, the two men seem to have become friends again for, on 
the way back, they were seen talking in a friendly way. (16) 

 
They all returned on Chapman’s ferryboats and headed for the Alton 

shore.  On the way across the river Jake Smith was bound to have his fun out 
it and laid down on a bench in the bow of the boat and covered himself up 
with General Shields’ cloak and had three or four men with their coats off 
fan him with there hats to keep the flies off.  They were standing near 
Lincoln and Shields who had become quite friendly again.  The latter 
remarked to Lincoln, “As that fellow on the bench is about your size, they 
will think it is you.” I did not hear what Lincoln‘s reply was.  By that time it 
had been noised about the city that a duel had been fought and by that time a 
crowd of several hundred had gathered on the levee to learn the result.  The 
boat landed directly in front of the warehouse where Lovejoy was killed. 

 
As she touched the bank ‘Jake’ jumped to his feet and gave a loud 

laugh.  The crowd said that they had been sold out and joined in heartily and 
left in disgust. (18) 

 
When the duelists landed they lost no time in getting into carriages 

and making their way up State street out of town. (17) The Springfield party 
and some others hurried to Charlie Uber’s saloon and, amidst general 
rejoicing, soon consumed what champagne he had on hand, a fit ending to a 
farce.”(20) 

 
In 1865, writing to Mrs. Gideon Welles, Mary Todd recorded that she 

and a friend, Julia Jayne, had composed these rhymes concerning Shields, 
which, without her knowledge, were published later in the Sangamon 
Journal. (21) 
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SOME OF LINCOLN’S OTHER VISITS 
 

It wasn’t until March 27, 1849, that Lincoln again came to Alton.  
This time it wasn’t as exciting as it had been on his previous visit.  He was 
on his way home from the inauguration of President Zachary Taylor. (22) 

While there he writes to Cyrus Edwards explaining that he has made 
no recommendation for the General Land Office because, while he is for 
Edwards, E. D. Baker is ss one or the other will 
withdraw so that he and Baker can agree upon a recommendation, the 
appointme her state.  If one will withdraw he 
and Baker will both reco

On August 15, 1856, Lincoln was advertised in the Alton Weekly 
Courier as a guest sp the great Mass Meeting in Alton for 
Fremont who was running as a Republican candidate for President and 
Bissell for the Governorship of Illinois.  The meeting was to be held on 
August 16, 1856, but Lincoln did not attend.  He was in Oregon, Illinois, in 
the northern part of the st of the meeting may have 
been misinformed. 

for Don Morrison, and unle

nt will probably go to some ot
mmend the other. (23) 

eaker to attend 

ate.  The men in charge 





The State Fair 
 

On September 30, 1856, the Fourth Annual Illinois State Agricultural 
Fair was officially opened to the public.  It was a grand affair with exhibits 
from farmers, stock-growers, mechanics, and artists not only from Illinois, 
but from neighboring states as well.(24) 

It also became a political arena for the campaigners of Fremont and 
Buchanan during the Presidential Campaign of 1856.  Abraham Lincoln and 
Stephen A. Douglas both took advantage of the Fair and its vast crowds that 
it gathered during the four days it was open.  Each spoke and campaigned 
for his man. 

It was on April 9, 1856, that word was received from Colonel S. A. 
Buckmaster that the sight for the next Illinois State Agricultural Fair was to 
be in Alton.  Since the Fair had been held in Chicago the previous year, it 
entitled the southern part of the state to it in 1856.(25) There was stiff 
competition for the sight, and after Alton was chosen, there was severe 
criticism from the other cities that were in the running for the sight. Here is 
one of the best examples: 

 
The Salem Weekly Advocate… 

To the astonishment of every sensible mind and (as the lawyers say) 
against pledges and gages, it has been determined by authority, to hold the 
coming State Fair at Alton.  This announcement was scarcely believed, and 
yet it is true.  The State Fair at Alton!  Of all places in the world least 
eligible, and as far as Southern Illinois is concerned, the most impracticable 
point-why, it might have been held with equal advantage to “Egypt” in the 
moon! 

 
The Advocat further says: 

We promise these gentlemen a searching investigation of their 
conduct; and if it turns out, as we have reason to believe, that they have been 
bribed -yes, BRIBED- to do a monstrous injustice to the whole Southern 
Illinois, the amount of the money and sum total of the consideration shall be 
specifically stated, with appropriate remarks, illustratively, and 
condemnatory. (26) 

 
Salem had offered $3000 and a guarantee that a police force would be 

there to keep order.  They would also allow the Committee to select the 
grounds. 
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Salem then had a population of about 1200 inhabitants, which could 
hardly accommodate the estimated 8,000 to 20,000 people that would attend 
the fair. 

Jonesboro, another town who wanted to be the sight, had at the time 
of the Agricultural State Fair meeting in Springfield $1,700 in donations 
with its representatives saying the amount could be increased to $2000.  
They also said that the Illinois Central Railroad Company would contribute 
$2000 in addition when the Agricultural Society had provided sleeping 
accommodations for 500 people and that the Union Grays would be on the 
grounds as a police force.  Jonesboro had a population of a few hundred and, 
being situated in the extreme Southern part of the State it would not have 
been judicious. 

Alton’s facilities and accommodations were as follows: 
1- A railroad from Chicago, and one from the extreme eastern border 

of the State which terminated in Alton, with these roads crossing 
the Central line and connecting with roads from all parts of the 
State as well as States east of Illinois. 

2- A railroad connection with St. Louis. 
3- Accessibility by steamboats from the Illinois, Upper Mississippi, 

Missouri, Lower Mississippi and Ohio Rivers. 
4- A population with the suburbs and Upper Alton of 12,000 which 

could furnish temporary accommodations for twice there number 
of people. 

5- The Committee from Alton had raised nearly $5,000 to prepare the 
grounds and fixtures at the time of the Societies meeting.  Also 
guaranteeing to furnish any further sum which might be found 
necessary for construction of the Fair. (27) 

 
Alton citizens had made no movement to secure the location of the 

Fair until a few days before the meeting of the Committee and, when the 
effort was made, it was in response to requests from other parts of the State, 
as it was evident that no place in Southern Illinois, besides Alton, could 
furnish the appropriate accommodations. 

 
On Saturday, April 19, 1856, Dr. H. C. Johns, the President of the 

Illinois State Agricultural Society, in company with a committee of Alton 
citizens, began the visiting of the different proposed sites in the City of 
Alton.  After a great deal of decision the Hopkins tract, later known as the 
Turner tract near Sempletown, immediately adjoining the northern boundary 
of the City of Alton, was selected just being one mile back from the river.  
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The piece comprised about thirty acres with twelve acres of the ground 
being entirely clear of timber, the balance of it being a fine open grove with 
firm blue grass sod, and to point of natural beauty far surpasses, so informed 
Dr. John’s of the Society to the people of Alton, any piece of ground he had 
ever ex

be subm
(28) 

 
The grounds were excellent with fine plank and pike roads leading 

directly to the grounds.  They could be reached on foot, form the steamboat 
landing, the hotels, and the business part of the city, in a walk of fifteen 
minutes. (29) The supply of water was quite abundant with a fine spring and 
six wells; one eight feet in diameter. (30) 

 
The buildings were quite outstanding.  The immense “Palace of 

Industry,” which was built in the form of a cross, was 55 by 280 feet, with 
the center being a rotunda 80 feet in diameter, with glazed sky-lights, and 
the corner walls being gratuitously papered with figures of immense deeds 
of daring horsemanship; of brave acrobats poising on a slack rope, high from 
the surface of the earth, and with all the other objects of gaping wonder, 
which a Barnum could conceive for the exhibition of the Fine Arts.  Besides 
this, there were two substantial buildings, each 100 feet long, for heavy 

amined with the same view. 
 
J. A. Miller, Esq. was chosen to draw up the plans, which would then 

itted to the Executive Committee of the Society for its approval. 



implements, textile fabrics, and other paraphernalia.  Another building, 
which was of the same length, was used for the displaying of motive power 
implements and machinery, while the society’s tent was used for kitchen 
garden and diary products.  There were 250 stalls for cattle, horses, and 
other animals, each being 8 ½ feet, with 100 larger pens for sheep and 
swine, and abundant accommodations for poultry.  There were also plenty of 
offices, a dining hall, 50 by 300 feet, with 12 refreshment stalls, plus a race 
track which had been plowed and conditioned for the races that were 
planned. (31) And surrounding the refreshment stands, the “Palace of 
Industry,” the track, the pens, the stalls, and everything else, a high and 
extending board fence enclosed the seemly impenetrable growth of trees 
which surrounded the enter Fair. 

 
A large welcome banner was displayed at the main entrance of the 

Fair, which was 50 feet long and 6 feet wide, but the grandest welcome 
banner of all was erected by Superintendent Ezra Miller.  Placed on pillars 
25 feet high and 1600 feet apart on the face of the bluffs, where all riverboat 
passengers could see and read it, appeared the announcement of 

 
1856 STATE FAIR 

TO BE HELD AT ALTON, 
SEPTEMBER 30 AND OCTOBER 1, 2 AND 3. (33) 

 
The City of Alton, itself also went to extremes to prepare for the Fair.  

The Gas Company, with its regiment of employees, did a wholesale business 
at pipe lying to throw a glaring light upon the dark streets of Alton.  The 
Alton House built an addition to it, which presented from the river an 
imposing front, excelled by none upon its banks. (34) The Franklin was 
designated as the official center for information and schedules of activities.  
It was remodeled, providing ladies’ entrance to the parlor, and a lookout 
tower was added to provide the special entertainment of watching all the 
activities on the river. 

The hotels were known for delicious meals, so they brought in 
monstrous supplies of fresh foodstuffs. (35) 

For further accommodations nearly all the public halls in town had 
been engaged, to be occupied for lodging purposes during the Fair and 
several large steamboats, the Reindeer, the Baltimore, the Jennie Deans, and 
the Winchester, made tow trips per day to St. Louis and Alton.  Meals were 
furnished at all hours, on all of these boats, and three of them remained at 
Alton’s Levee over night, to furnish sleeping accommodations. (35) The 
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charges of all being fixed by agreement with the Society.  And then for 
further accommodations the people of Alton threw open their doors in open 
hospitality. (37) 

Highly satisfactory arrangements had been made with the railroads.  
Visitors to the Fair would only be charged one way, being passed back free, 
on having their railroad tickets stamped by the Recording Secretary on the 
Fair grounds.  Animals and articles for exhibition, would go free both ways; 
in freight being charged, but again refunded on the return of the articles. (38) 

The Chicago, Alton and St. Louis Railroad Company ran a special 
train between Springfield and Alton, during the Fair, to accommodate more 
fully people living between all these points.  The train commenced on 
Tuesday morning, September 30th, from Springfield, and ended on Saturday 
night October 4th, up from Alton.  It would leave Springfield at 6:15 a.m., 
and reached Alton at 9:40 a.m.  Returning it left at 5:15 p.m., and reached 
Springfield at 8:45 p.m.  This arrangement was a great convenience to the 
people on the line.  Mr. Moore, the Superintendent, was responsible for this 
arrangement. (39) 

It was on October 2, that the politicians started arriving.  Abraham 
Lincoln arrived by train to speak for the Fremont for President cause.  The 
Alton Weekly Courier, October 9, 1856, writes: 

  
 Hon. A. Lincoln, finding it necessary to return by the evening 

train, spoke in the afternoon to a large audience in front of the Presbyterian 
Church.  He made, as he always does, an earnest, argumentative, patriotic 
and exceedingly able speech.  The crowd continued to increase till the 
conclusion of his speech, and the cheers that went up for free labor, free 
territory and Freemont, were an unequivocal certificate that the hearts of the 
masses are right on the issue. 

Lincoln’s entire speech is presented below: 
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FROM A SPEECH ON SECTIONALISM MADE 
DURING THE FREMONT CAMPAIGN 

 
The charge of sectionalism, which was to be the dominant note used against 
Lincoln during his own Presidential campaign, was often made during the 
Fremont-Buchanan canvass. This reply to the charge was made by Lincoln, 
during the State Fair that was held there. 
 

October [2?], 1856 
 

The thing which gives most color to the charge of  sectionalism, 
made against those who oppose the spread of slavery into free 
territory, is the fact that they can get no votes in the slave States, and 
also a large number in the free States. To state it in another way, the 
extensionists can get votes all over the nation, while the restrictionists 
can get them only in the free States. 

This being the fact, why is it so? It is not because one side of 
the question dividing them is more sectional than the other, nor 
because of any difference in the mental or moral structure of the 
people North and South. It is because in that question the of the 
people South have an immediate palpable and immensely great 
pecuniary interest, while with the people of the North it is merely an 
abstract question of moral right, with only slight and remote pecuniary 
interest added. 

The slaves of the South, at a moderate estimate, are worth a 
thousand millions of dollars. Let it be permanently settled that this 
property may extend to new territory without restraint, and it greatly 
enhances, perhaps quite doubles, its value at once. This immense 
palpable pecuniary interest on the question of extending slavery unites 
the Southern people as one man. But it cannot be demonstrated that 
the North will gain a dollar by restricting it. Moral principle is all, or 
nearly all, that unites us of the North. Pity’t is, it is so, but this is a 
looser bond than pecuniary interest. Right here is the plain cause of 
their perfect union and our want of it. And see how it works. If a 
Southern man aspires to President, they choke him down instantly, in 
order that the glittering prize of the Presidency may be held up on 
Southern terms to the greedy eyes of Northern ambition. With this 
they tempt us and break in upon us. 

The Democratic party in 1844 elected a Southern President. 
Since then they have neither had a Southern candidate for election nor 
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nomination. Their conventions of 1848, 1852 and 1856 have been 
struggles exclusively among Northern men, each vying to outbid the 
other for the Southern vote; the South standing calmly by to finally 
cry “Going, going, gone” to the highest bidder, and at the same time 
to make its power more distinctly seen, and thereby to secure a still 
higher bid at the next succeeding struggle. 

“Actions speak louder than words” is the maxim, and if true the 
South now distinctly says to the North, “Give us the measures and you 
take the men.” The total withdrawal of Southern ures and you take the 
men.” The total withdrawal of Southern aspirants for the Presidency 
multiplies the number of Northern ones. These last, in competing with 
each other, commit themselves to the utmost verge that, through their 
own greediness, they have the least hope their Northern supporters 
will bear. Having got committed in a race of competition, necessity 
drives them into union to sustain themselves. Each at first secures all 
he can on personal attachments to him and through hopes resting on 
him personally. Next they unite with one another and with the 
perfectly banded South, to make the offensive position they have got 
into “a party measure.” This done, large additional numbers are 
secured. 

When the repeal of the Missouri Compromise was first 
proposed, at the North there was literally “nobody” in favor of it. In 
February, 1854, our legislature met in called, or extra, session. From 
them Douglas sought an indorsement of his then pending measure of 
repeal. In our legislature were about seventy Democrats to thirty 
Whigs. The former held a caucus, in which it was resolved to give 
Douglas the desired indorsement. Some of the members of the caucus 
bolted-would not stand it-and they now divulge the secrets. They say 
that the caucus fairly confessed that the repeal was wrong, and they 
pleaded the determination to indorse it solely on the ground that it was 
necessary to sustain Douglas. Here we have the direct evidence of 
how the Nebraska bill obtained its strength in Illinois. It was given, 
not in a sense of right, but in the teeth of a sense of wrong, to sustain 
Douglas. So Illinois was divided. So New England for Pierce, 
Michigan for Cass, Pennsylvania for Buchanan; and all for the 
Democratic party. 

And when by such means they have got a large portion of the 
Northern people into a position contrary to their own honest impulses 
and sense of right, they have the impudence to turn upon those who do 
stand firm, and call them sectional. Were it not too serious a matter, 
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this cool impudence would be laughable, to say the least. Recurring to 
the question, “Shall slavery be allowed to extend into United States 
territory now legally free?” This is a sectional question –that is to say, 
it is a question in its nature calculated to divide the American people 
geographically. Who is to blame for that? Who can help it? Either side 
can help it; but how? Simply by yielding to the other side; there is no 
other way; in the whole range of possibility there is no other way. 
Then, which side shall yield? To this, again, there is no other way. 
Then, which side shall yield? To this, again, there can be but one 
answer-the side which is in the wrong. True, we differ as to which 
side is wrong, and we boldly say, let all who really think slavery 
ought to be spread into free territory, openly go over against us; there 
is where they rightfully belong. But why should any go who really 
think slavery ought not to spread? Do they really think the right ought 
to yield to the wrong? Are they afraid to stand by the right? Do they 
fear that the Constitution is too weak to sustain them in the right? Do 
they really think that by right surrendering to wrong the hopes of our 
Constitution, our Union, and our liberties can possibly be bettered? 
 
 
 
Stephen A. Douglas also spoke at the Fair.  His candidate, Buchanan.  

His visit wasn’t as beneficial as Lincoln’s.  The Alton Weekly Courier, 
October 9, 1856, writes about Douglas’ campaign: 

 
 Judge Douglas spoke yesterday, near the fair grounds, to a slim 

audience.  The highest estimate of the audience we heard was 500.  In view 
of the facts that his handbills were distributed throughout the Fair Grounds, 
and a crier was sent round the ring, where thousands upon thousands were 
assembled, announcing the hour and place of speaking, and giving him more 
laudatory superlatives than is justifiable in auctioneers’ parlance, it is 
apparent that our Senator, whose name was once “dear to fame,” has lost his 
power with the people…  The fact is also significant that Douglas evaded to 
appointment made for him weeks ago, by his party origins to speak here on 
Wednesday, and resorted to occupy time, which his opponents had 
designated for their demonstration.  His signal failure to call out the people 
shows that they understood and properly appreciated his intrigue. 

 
History of course shows us that Buchanan won, but Lincoln and 

Douglas were to speak in Alton again, this time in a debate over slavery. 
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The Lincoln / Douglas Debate 
At Alton 

 

5:00 a.m

 
When the boat docked, both men were escorted to the Alton House,  

on the corner of Front and Alby streets, which had been selected as 
Democratic headquarters. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Leaving Quincy on Thursday, October 14, 1858, on board the steamer 
City of Louisiana, Lincoln and Douglas arrived in Alton with the dawn at 

. Friday, October 15th. (40)  They had debated in Quincy on the 
thirteenth, remaining in that city until the following day. 
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The men breakfasted and later a committee of Republicans led Mr. 
Lincoln from that citadel of Democracy to their own headquarters on State 
Street in the Franklin Hotel, later changed to the Lincoln Hotel in his honor. 
(41) 

 
Samuel Pitts recalls that morning: * 
 
It was the lot of my good wife and me to set at the table at the right 

and left with Lincoln and Douglas at my father and mother’s table.  The 
conversation between the two great men was very friendly, but they would 
occasionally resume their individual sides of the questions with much spirit 
and as both orators were of marked ability, strong points were brought out 
by them. 

 
 
* “Though Mr. Pitts does not say it was at breakfast; It is my belief 

that it was at this time because I don’t think Douglas ate with Lincoln for 
lunch, nor does Mr. Pitts mention Mrs. Lincoln. She would have been there 
in time for the noon meal and would have eaten with her husband.” 



As my wife and I were married diagonally across the street from 
Lincoln’s home in Springfield, we felt more freedom than other guests at the 
table.(42) 

 
It was here at the Franklin Hotel that Mr. Lincoln visited and 

“politicked” with his friends, including Alton’s own republican, United 
States Senator Lyman Trumbull. (43) 

 
As the morning progressed, with indications of rain, the people began 

to arrive.  They had been arriving for several days by the steamboats from up 
and down the river.  Boats from St. Louis, bringing visitors with long black 
hair, goatees, and stolid, Indian-like faces.  Slave –owners and slave dealers, 
from the human marts of Missouri and Kentucky.  The northern visitors 
arrived by boat or rail abolitionists and Republicans, with a cast of features 
distinctly different from the types coming from the South. 

 
They came from villages, townships, the prairies, from all the 

adjoining counties, from across the Mississippi, from faraway cities, from 
representative societies north and south, form congressional committees in 
the east, from leading journals of all political parties, and from every 
religious denomination within hundreds of miles. (44)  They came on foot, 
on horseback, by carriage, by wagon sitting on hickory-bottomed kitchen 
chairs and in the wagon beds, by lumber wagon, by train, and by boat. (45) 

 
From St. Louis, one crowd went up on the Terre Haute railroad, 

another took the steamboat Baltimore at seven o’clock, and a third 
detachment followed on the White Cloud, which left at ten o’clock.(46) 

 
The Missouri Republican advertised: 
“the fine passenger steamer White Cloud will leave the Union 

Railroad Line wharf boat, foot of Olive Street, at half past nine o’clock, 
returning in the evening, after the speaking.  Fare for round trip one dollar. 
Come one, come all.”(47) 

 
As it turned out, three hundred people did come on this voyage and as 

a reporter wrote later of the trip over: 
 
There were fierce and furious friends of Douglas, whose admiration 

for the “Little Giant” knew no bounds: steady old Adamantive 
Administration Democrats, who supported the President at all hazards and to 
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the last extremity; rampant Republicans, and neutral Americans.  Of course, 
such an assemblage contained the elements of boundless and endless 
political disputes, and the boat was no sooner afloat than whole crowd got 
ciferous in praises of the “Little Giant.”  …the cabin of the White Cloud was 
as uproariously interesting and fondly instructive as one of the midnight 
seasons of the last Congress, when the Kansas question was up.  The 
disputation was vigorously kept up until the boat arrived at half past twelve. 
(48) 

Upon arriving into the City of Alton one of the first things they would 
see would be the banners which both parties hung all over the city.  Some of 
the banners were: 

 
 “FREE TERRITORIES AND FREE MEN 
   FREE PULPITS AND FREE PREACHERS, 
     FREE PRESS AND FREE PEN, 
            FREE SCHOOLS AND FREE TEACHERS.” 
 
Harry Lea, son of Mr. Henry Lea went to great troubles to hang 

several banners and flags on his father’s store.  Some of his handy work was: 
 
 “Illinois, Born Under the Ordinance of ’87 
        SHE WILL MAINTAIN ITS PROVISIONS!” 
 
 “LINCOLN NOT YET TROTTED OUT” 
 
alluding to Douglas’ saying that he would trot Lincoln down in Egypt. 
Mr. E. H. Goulding notified everybody in this style: 
 
 “SQUAT ROW FOR OLD ABE AND FREE LABOR” 
 
A cord stretched from the store of I. Scarrit to that of DeBow and Barr 

sustained a large flag, bearing the mottoes: 
 
 “OLD MADISON FOR LINCOLN” 
 
 “TOO LATE FOR MILKING” 
 
The Douglas men concentrated their whole energies in one grand, 

magnificent, superb, right-royal banner, which was suspended between the 
store of Mr. Henry Lea and Bank building.  The words: 
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 “POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY, NATIONAL UNION!” 
  Stephen A. Douglas, the People’s Choice. 
 
Were surrounded by five stars, intending to represent the four states of 

Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana and Iowa, which had already supported 
Douglas’ policies, and saying Illinois would do so in November. 

 
Other banners were: 
 
 “ADD MADISON FOR LINCOLN” 
 
 “MADISON FOR ABE AND FREE LABOR’ 
 
There were also flags streaming from the two hotels to denote the 

headquarters of the two politicians. 
Ever since the Alton State Fair, Alton had been known for its banners.  

Again the people of Alton did not disappoint the crowds of people that came 
to Alton.(49) 

At 10:30 a train of eight cars on the Chicago, Alton and St. Louis 
railroad arrived, freighted with its passengers from Springfield, Auburn, 
Girard, Carlinville, Brighton, and who knows how many more towns.  Other 
trains arrived during the morning hours and early afternoon, but this train 
was special.  For this train had as passengers on it Mrs. Lincoln and her 
older son Robert Lincoln who accompanied the Springfield Cadets. 

This military company upon arriving formed into their designated 
groups and , preceded by Merritt’s Cornet Band, marched through the streets 
playing to the visitors delight. (50) This along with the banners were the 
only attraction getters Lincoln had in Alton.  Senator Douglas had a six-
pound traveling swivel which was kept blazing to impress the Altonians with 
a proper sense of the respect due the “big gun” who was its master. (51) By 
the hour of twelve, the great American people were showing magnificent 
enthusiasm carrying banners, flags, and all kinds of devices to show the 
strength of their side.  Gradually the scores of people headed for the 
speakers’ platform that was located on the northeast corner of the new City 
Hall. (52) 
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Presbyteri

Governor John Reynolds, Lieutenant-Governor Koerner, and many other 
notables and local officials were also present at this closing scene of the 
seven-days’ battle, and the representatives of at least six important 
newspapers reported the proceedings in detail from tables which were placed 
in front of the stand.(55) 

It had been prearranged before hand that Senator Douglas was to 
speak first for an hour, then followed by Mr. Lincoln who would speak for 
an hour and a half, finally concluded by a half hour rejoined by Senator 
Douglas. 

As the Senator started to speak his voice could hardly be heard.  It 
was very indistinct.  It seems that the wear and tear of the campaign had 
taken its toll on the Senator.  Lincoln, however, seemed to gain strength as 
the campaign progressed.  Horace White noted that Lincoln did not appear to 
be affected by the strain of the canvass and added that Lincoln was able to 

The speaking platform had no banners on it but the Stars and Strips, 
which had been prearranged.  The platform was about sixteen feet long by 
twelve feet wide with a railing made of two by fours, about four feet high, 
which reached nearly to Douglas’ shoulders.(53) 

As the hour of two approached the masses of people began to gather, 
to the first floor of the City Hall Building and ground between that and the  

an Church.  Then Mr. Lincoln and Mr. Douglas made their 
appearance upon the platform.(54) 

On the platform itself sat no fewer than four future aspirants for the 
Presidency – Lincoln, Douglas, Lyman Trumbull, and Major-General John 
M. Palmer.  Near them were grouped Norman B. Judd, Henry S. Baker, and 
Dr. George T. Allen; whose opposition to Lincoln when Trumbull and he 
were candidates for the Senate, probably saved him to the nation.  Ex-
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speak as clearly at the end of the campaign as he had at the beginning but 
that Douglas had become quite hoarse.(56) 

During Douglas’ speech Lincoln sat at the rear of the platform, 
leaning back against the wall of the City Hall, close to the spot where the 
Memorial Tablet was placed.  He did not look up, nor did he make notes of 
any remark that Douglas making, but after Douglas finished speaking, 
Lincoln rose in a dignified manner, stood in about the same place that 
Douglas had stood, and looked over the audience.  He appeared like a giant 
in comparison to Douglas. (57)  He was loudly cheered by a portion of the 
crowd, while a magnificent bouquet of dahlias and roses, thrown at his feet, 
bespoke the admiration which the tall Republican had inspired in the bosom 
of one of the ladies in the crowd. (58) 

 
When Lincoln sat down Douglas made a last attempt to answer 

Lincoln’s remarks, but Lincoln in reply to a spectator who manifested some 
apprehension as to the outcome, rose, and spreading out his great arms at full 
length, like a condor about to take wing, exclaimed, with humorous 
indifferences: “Oh! Let him go it!”(59) 

As the debate ended Lincoln bundled up his papers and withdrew.  
Excited crowds followed him about, reporters caught his slightest word, and 
by nighttime the barrooms, hotels, street corners, and prominent stores were 
filled with his admirers, fairly intoxicated with the exciting triumph of the 
day. 
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