Abraham Lincoln and Charles Darwin:  An Introduction


On February 12, 1809, two men born on opposite sides of the Atlantic would leave their mark on their contemporaries, their countries, and the world.  Their legacy still reverberates today.  These two men were Abraham Lincoln and Charles Robert Darwin.  Darwin transformed the way we think about the natural world and humanity’s place within it, and Lincoln redefined our conception of freedom and forever reshaped American democracy.  


Although both died to an outpouring of mutual acclaim and respect, their origins could not have been more different, for they grew up in starkly differing circumstances.  Darwin was born in Shrewsbury, England to a wealthy family of physicians.  He received his education at Edinburgh and Cambridge, but while there demonstrated none of his later scientific genius.  He did befriend scientific men at university, one of whom encouraged him to embark on a five-year voyage as a naturalist on the HMS Beagle.  Upon his return, he distilled his notes and observations into what would become his enduring legacy—the theory of evolution.  He worked on refining his conclusions for twenty years before finally publishing On the Origin of Species in 1859.  He continued writing and elucidating his theory of evolution, but ill health plagued him.  In early 1882, he suffered a series of minor heart attacks before dying on April 19, 1882.  He was buried in Westminster Abbey. 


Whereas Darwin enjoyed all the opportunities that social status and wealth accorded one of his class, Lincoln had none.  Born in a one-room log cabin to a father who could barely read and sign his name and to a mother who died when he was nine, Lincoln’s family eked out a meager existence on the frontier.  Lincoln had only a year of formal education, which he supplemented with his own reading.  He held a number of jobs before focusing on law and politics.  In 1834 Lincoln was elected to his first of several terms serving in the Illinois state legislature.  He served one term in Congress at the end of the Mexican-American War, but only gained national prominence when he battled Democrat Stephen A. Douglas in a series of seven debates for a seat in the U.S. Senate in 1858.  Although he lost the race, Lincoln’s eloquent rhetoric, steadfast resolve, and condemnation of slavery as a moral evil throughout the campaign convinced the party leadership to select Lincoln as the Republican candidate for president in 1860.  Lincoln’s victory sparked the South’s secession, which directly led to the Civil War.  For four long, turbulent years Lincoln led the United States through its gravest crisis, but by the war’s conclusion he had achieved his initial objective—the preservation of the union—and an even more important one—the destruction of slavery.  Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation not only sounded the death knell of the institution, but also it forever redefined American democracy and freedom.  Unfortunately, Lincoln was not allowed to savor his victory because John Wilkes Booth, enraged by the South’s defeat, assassinated him on April 15, 1865.  A shocked and grieving nation buried its leader, and tried to honor his memory by completing the work he had begun.  


Both Darwin and Lincoln were two of the most significant individuals of the nineteenth century.   
When they were born, slavery was still an accepted global institution, and the belief that God had created the world for human dominion was a fundamental tenet of Western thought.  By the time they died, they had taken these beliefs and turned them on their head.  Therein lies their revolutionary significance.   The world they left would never again accept the divinity of human origins and human bondage.  Who knows how events would have unfolded if these two men had never lived.  One thing, however, is certain.  Lincoln and Darwin bequeathed to posterity a body of ideas that challenged the assumptions of the old and laid the foundations for the new.  Even today, we continue to build upon that intellectual edifice, their lasting legacy.  

Document # 1






Sep. 22, 1860
Springfield, Ill.

Hon. John Van Dyke

My dear Sir:


Your very kind letter of the 17th is duly received and for which I sincerely thank you--
Hon. Moses Hampton has written me and under similar circumstances, he now being a judge at Pittsburgh—

Please make my best respects to Mrs. D. D. of whom I have a pleasant recollection.







Yours very kindly,







A. Lincoln

Annotation
John Van Dyke was a lawyer and judge from New Jersey.  He was elected to Congress in 1847, the same year Lincoln served his one and only term in the House of Representatives.  A Whig who opposed slavery, Van Dyke was one of the founders of the Republican Party in New Jersey.  Since he and Lincoln were both Whigs and served in Congress at the same time, they were acquainted with one another well enough for Van Dyke to write Lincoln a letter offering him a service.  Since Van Dyke would later introduce Lincoln to a crowd of people at New Brunswick, NJ in late February, 1861,
 he probably was offering to act on his behalf during his campaign for the presidency in September.   The letter does not indicate if Lincoln accepted Van Dyke’s offer.  It only indicates that Lincoln had received his offer, thanked him for it, and also indicated he had received a similar offer from a judge in Pittsburgh.  Since Lincoln was from the mid-West, it was imperative that he have the help and support of men like Van Dyke who could garner votes for him in their respective states, even though New Jersey was one of the more conservative states and not particularly friendly to the Republican Party.  By asking Van Dyke to give his best regards to Mrs. D. D., who was more than likely his wife, Lincoln demonstrates courtesy and political acumen.   It was polite for one to inquire about the health of a spouse; it also made political sense to be courteous to ensure that members of one’s own political party remained friends.  

Document # 2






Janesville, IL. Dec. 8, 63

To his Excellency,


Abraham Lincoln 


          Presid. U. S.


Having learned that a court martial has convicted a young soldier, our fellow citizen, William Blake, and that the penalty will be death and if in good clemency it may be otherwise ordered, we respectfully and earnestly solicit you, both on account of his extreme youth and the regard we have [?] for his aged parents that your clemency be exercised to mitigate the severity of the sentence.  







We await your reply,







D. Applegate







E. E. Evans







C. W. Scurle







K. W. Mute







Wm. Wing







H. I. Lerbett

In this case, let the sentence of death be commuted

to imprisonment at hard labor for life.



A. Lincoln



Jan. 7, 1864

Annotation
In 1830, Abraham Lincoln’s family moved from Indiana to Macon County, Illinois before finally settling on a farm near Janesville, Illinois in Coles County.  Lincoln accompanied his parents on their initial move to Illinois, but when the family moved a second time, he opted not to join them, deciding instead to make a living as a store clerk in New Salem, Illinois.  Lincoln would come back regularly to visit his parents, and after his father died in 1851, he continued to maintain the family homestead for his mother.  What is most important is that Lincoln would have known and been known by individuals within the community of Janesville.  That is why when this letter was written in December of 1863, a group of individuals signed it.  More than likely, they were prominent members of the community of Janesville, but also they were acquainted with Lincoln and/or his parents.  Essentially this letter is a petition of concerned friends for the son of one of the members of their town.  They are able to make this plea because they have a connection to the president that most people did not have.  However, they certainly did not presume he would automatically grant their request.  They addressed Lincoln as his Excellency and they “respectfully and earnestly” ask Lincoln to reconsider the punishment.  Their appeal was successful since Lincoln commuted the sentence from death to life imprisonment.  

Document # 3


Executive Mansion



Washington, March 13, 1865

Lieut. Gen’l Grant,


I think it will tend to remove some injurious misunderstanding for you to have another interview with Judge Hughes.  I do not wish to modify anything I have heretofore said as to your having entire control whether anything in the way of trade shall pass either way through your lines.   I do say, however, that having known Judge Hughes intimately during the whole of the rebellion, I do not believe he would knowingly betray any interest of the country or attempt to deceive you in the least degree.  Please see him again.  







Yours truly,







A. Lincoln

Annotation
During the Civil War the Lincoln administration permitted and encouraged northern trade with the South.  Lincoln justified this trade for the following reasons:  (1) it would prevent European intervention; (2) it promoted unionist sentiment, especially in the border states; and (3) it ensured the survival of the northern textile industry.  Treasury agents investigated the loyalty of applicants who were then granted a trade permit.  However, the system was highly controversial and was the subject of much criticism and a congressional investigation for its corruption.   Because the blockade changed the market conditions between the North and South, between-the-lines traders could potentially make a fortune.   The decline in the supply of cotton as well as the lack of provisions in the South drove up their prices during the war.  If a trader could trade bacon, and any other necessities to Southerners in exchange for cotton, he could potentially earn over $2000 in greenbacks with an initial investment of $100.
   Because a government-issued permit would substantially diminish a trader’s risks when crossing the lines, it became a valuable commodity.  However, many military officers, among them Ulysses S. Grant, opposed the trade.  It undermined the blockade and Grant’s strategy at the end of the war to starve the Confederacy into submission.

Justice James Hughes presided over the U. S. Court of Claims during the Civil War, and therefore decided cases concerning captured cotton.  He was part of a group of men that included James Singleton, Edwin Morgan, and Orville Browning who would travel to Richmond with administration approval to make contracts to obtain Confederate agricultural products like cotton and tobacco.
   On March 11, 1865 northern troops destroyed 200,000 pounds of tobacco that had been purchased by James Singleton in Richmond and sent to Fredericksburg.  Grant sent a dispatch to Lincoln accusing Singleton and Hughes of a plot to sacrifice the good of the country to enrich themselves.
  Grant asked Lincoln if he were still in charge or if his authority had been limited in some way because Lincoln says in his response, “I do not wish to modify anything I have heretofore said as to your having entire control whether anything in the way of trade shall pass either way through your lines.”  Clearly, Grant had been upset and Lincoln was trying to placate him by asking him to speak to Hughes again to clear up any misunderstandings and by assuring him of Hughes’ loyalty to the Union. 

Document # 4
U. S. Military Telegraph

By telegraph from City Point, Mar. 27, 1865



To  Gen. Weitzel




What, if anything, have you observed on your front today?









A. Lincoln

 Annotation

Godfrey Weitzel was a career military man who defended the Union during the Civil War.  He graduated from West Point in 1855 as an engineer.  During the war, he moved up the ranks, becoming a major general, and by the end of the conflict, General Grant placed him in charge of all the northern forces in Virginia north of the James River.   He was also the army’s chief engineer and was responsible for maintaining defensive fortifications as well as transportation lines.  When Lincoln telegraphed him on March 27, 1865, a little over two weeks before the conclusion of the war, he was, as he had done throughout the war, keeping up-to-date about what was happening on the front.  Lincoln had always demanded that he be kept informed of the war’s progress, and this particular day was no different.   
Document # 5
To Andrew Murray   13 January [1872]

Down, Beckenham, Kent.

Jan 13th
Dear Sir

    I am very much obliged to you for your kindness in having sent me your article in the Westminster Review, which I have read with great interest. I am also obliged for the manner in which you notice my work.---- At present natural selection is somewhat under a cloud, but I feel the most entire conviction that it will presently be resuscitated.----

    Dear Sir 

            Yours faithfully & obliged 

                                    Ch. Darwin                                      

Transcriptions provided by the Editors of the Darwin Correspondence Project. For further information, please visit www.darwinproject.ac.uk
Annotation
On November 24, 1859, Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species.  It immediately opened a firestorm of debate that by 1872 had not yet abated.  To be certain, Darwin had his supporters, such as Fritz Müller, a German biologist, and Herbert Spencer, who in 1864 published his own Principles of Biology in which he applied natural selection to economics and sociology.  However, Darwin also had his critics, such as Bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce, and Andrew Murray, who reviewed On the Origin of Species and, as Darwin wrote to Henry Walter Bates on 22 November 1860, “sneered at me to [his] hearts’ content.”
  Surprisingly, Murray and Darwin began corresponding shortly after the publication of his review.   Murray was a member of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, and by 1872 was the acting secretary of the Royal Horticultural Society of London.  An accomplished entomologist, he had published a number of papers.
   Initially he outlined the flaws he perceived with natural selection, in particular questioning Darwin’s “explanation of the origin of blind cave insects.”
  But by the time this letter was written, he had relaxed his position, “to adopt a more general, ‘inertial,’ interpretation of the way evolution proceeded.”
  During their correspondence the two men recommended articles to read, gave, and received feedback for their own publications.   In this particular letter, Darwin thanks Murray for sending him a copy of his article, which had been published in the Westminster Review.  Darwin also expresses gratitude for the interest Murray has taken in Darwin’s theory of evolution.  Although natural selection was still generating a great amount of debate, Darwin felt confident it would win general acceptance.  

Document # 6
My dear Sir

I will send Carrier for Books tomorrow Thursday Morning & he shall pay 6 but please give a slip as receipt, for I do not like trusting Carriers.—If you have in Library Agricolas Latin Work on Agriculture (or any Translation) please send it.—If you have not Agricola please send in lieu (for he quotes Agricola) `Aldrovandi de Quadrupedibus digitatis 1637.'—Have you Castelnau voyage in S. America; I want to see the Historical part, not the pure Zoological part.

Lastly (God forgive me) if at present in, please send Brown-Sequard's Journal de Phys: Vol. 2. but I know Mr Sclater had it out.—

Yours sincerely 

                   C. Darwin
Transcriptions provided by the Editors of the Darwin Correspondence Project. For further information, please visit www.darwinproject.ac.uk
Annotation

It is believed this letter was written in February or March, 1861, because of the reference to the works that Darwin wished to consult.  Darwin would often arrange to borrow books for his research from the Linnean Society, an organization that promoted and still promotes the study of natural history, and a carrier service that operated between London and Darwin’s Down House would transport the books.  When requesting his books, Darwin may have been referring to G. A. Agricola’s 1721 work, A philosophical treatise of husbandry and gardening; being a new method of cultivating and increasing all sorts of trees, shrubs, and flowers.  If Agricola’s work were not available, then Darwin wanted a work of Aldrovandus who had produced numerous books and illustrations of animals.  Francis de Castelnau was a French naturalist who in the 1840s studied South America’s watershed by crossing the continent from Peru to Brazil. “The Journal de la physiologie de l'homme et des animaux was edited by Charles Edouard Brown-Séquard.  Volume 2 contained the third and fourth part of an article on hybridity in hares and rabbits by Pierre Paul Broca.”  The Mr. Sclater Darwin refers to is Philip Lutley Sclater.
  
Document # 7
Dear Sir
I am very much obliged to you for so kindly sending me your most interesting papers. The cases of Lopezia & Schizanthus are quite new to me. A Botanical friend, Mr. Henslow, was staying here a fortnight since, & detected & showed to me the curious movements in Indigofera, which grew in my greenhouse.— 
You may perhaps like to hear that in 1860 I watched Bombus lapidarius sucking the flowers of Pedicularis sylvatica, & I saw all that you describe: when the Bee forced its head into the corolla, the slit in the upper helmet-like petal opened & the anthers & stigma were rubbed on its back, so that its back was white with pollen.— 

Several years ago, I protected Medicago lupulina from insects, & its fertility was much impaired, but not wholly prevented. I know of many cases in which in the same genus one species requires insect aid & another is sufficiently or fully fertile without such aid; but in this latter case, the flowers are nevertheless repeatedly crossed by adjoining plants.

I have not yet read your paper on Salvia, but I recognize the beautiful structures in your excellent drawings with which I am familiar.— 

I hope that you will continue your interesting researches, & with sincere respect, remain Dear Sir 

               Yours truly obliged 

                                            Ch. Darwin

Transcriptions provided by the Editors of the Darwin Correspondence Project. For further information, please visit www.darwinproject.ac.uk
Annotation

According to a letter Charles Darwin wrote to George Henslow on 16 April 1866, he had just received the day before a set of papers by a Dr. Hildebrand of Bonn, Germany, which included a description of insect pollination of Indigofera, a flowering shrub.
  In this letter Darwin thanks Hildebrand for sending him those papers, for he especially found interesting Hildebrand’s descriptions of Lopezia coronata, a member of the primrose family,  and Schizanthus pinnatus, the poor man’s orchid, both with which he was unfamiliar.  George Henslow had visited Darwin at the beginning of April, 1866, when he had been working on a paper outlining how Indigofera was pollinated.  Darwin describes watching Bombus lapidaries, the red-tailed bumblebee, gathering pollen from Pedicularis sylvatica, otherwise known as lousewort.   He goes on to say that one summer he tried to prevent insects from reaching Medicago lupulina, a summer annual or bi-annual plant also known as Black Medic.  However, he was unsuccessful in his attempt to prevent its reproduction.  Some plant species required insects for pollination while others did not.  He then complimented Hildebrand on the beautiful drawings in his Salvia paper that Darwin had not yet read, and urged him to continue his interesting research. 
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