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A decade after Douglass gave his oration at the dedication of the 
Freedmen’s Memorial, this piece was published in Reminiscences of 
Abraham Lincoln by Distinguished Men of His Time, a collection edited 
by Allen Thorndike Rice of the North American Review. Its wholly 
sympathetic portrait of the late President is similar to the one pre­
sented by Douglass in his 1881 autobiography Life and Times, in which 
he described Lincoln as “not only a great President, but a great man,” 
while also including his critical 1876 oration in an appendix. As the 
Republicans continued their retreat from Reconstruction, Douglass 
and other African Americans increasingly found that their fealty to 
the party, and to the memory of its greatest leader and symbol, 
brought them less than they hoped for.

from
Reminiscences of Abraham Lincoln  
by Distinguished Men of His Time

I  do not know more about Mr. Lincoln than is known by  
 countless thousands of Americans who have met the man. 

But I am quite willing to give my recollections of him and the 
impressions made by him upon my mind as to his character.

My first interview with him was in the summer of 1863, soon 
after the Confederate States had declared their purpose to treat 
colored soldiers as insurgents, and their purpose not to treat any 
such soldiers as prisoners of war subject to exchange like other 
soldiers. My visit to Mr. Lincoln was in reference to this threat 
of the Confederate States. I was at the time engaged in raising 
colored troops, and I desired some assurances from President 
Lincoln that such troops should be treated as soldiers of the 
United States, and when taken prisoners exchanged like other 
soldiers; that when any of them were hanged or enslaved the 
President should retaliate. I was introduced to Mr. Lincoln on 
this occasion by Senator Pomeroy, of Kansas; I met him at the 
Executive Mansion.
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I was somewhat troubled with the thought of meeting one so 
august and high in authority, especially as I had never been in 
the White House before, and had never spoken to a President 
of the United States before. But my embarrassment soon van­
ished when I met the face of Mr. Lincoln. When I entered he 
was seated in a low chair, surrounded by a multitude of books 
and papers, his feet and legs were extended in front of his chair. 
On my approach he slowly drew his feet in from the different 
parts of the room into which they had strayed, and he began to 
rise, and continued to rise until he looked down upon me, and 
extended his hand and gave me a welcome. I began, with some 
hesitation, to tell him who I was and what I had been doing, but 
he soon stopped me, saying in a sharp, cordial voice:

“You need not tell me who you are, Mr. Douglass, I know 
who you are. Mr. Seward has told me all about you.”

He then invited me to take a seat beside him. Not wishing to 
occupy his time and attention, seeing that he was busy, I stated 
to him the object of my call at once. I said:

“Mr. Lincoln, I am recruiting colored troops. I have assisted 
in fitting up two regiments in Massachusetts, and am now at 
work in the same way in Pennsylvania, and have come to say this 
to you, sir, if you wish to make this branch of the service suc­
cessful you must do four things:

“First—​You must give colored soldiers the same pay that you 
give white soldiers.

“Second—​You must compel the Confederate States to treat 
colored soldiers, when taken prisoners, as prisoners of war.

“Third—​When any colored man or soldier performs brave, 
meritorious exploits in the field, you must enable me to say to 
those that I recruit that they will be promoted for such service, 
precisely as white men are promoted for similar service.

“Fourth—​In case any colored soldiers are murdered in cold 
blood and taken prisoners, you should retaliate in kind.”

To this little speech Mr. Lincoln listened with earnest atten­
tion and with very apparent sympathy, and replied to each point 
in his own peculiar, forcible way. First he spoke of the opposi­
tion generally to employing negroes as soldiers at all, of the preju­
dice against the race, and of the advantage to colored people 
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that would result from their being employed as soldiers in 
defense of their country. He regarded such an employment as 
an experiment, and spoke of the advantage it would be to the 
colored race if the experiment should succeed. He said that he 
had difficulty in getting colored men into the United States uni­
form; that when the purpose was fixed to employ them as sol­
diers, several different uniforms were proposed for them, and 
that it was something gained when it was finally determined to 
clothe them like other soldiers.

Now, as to the pay, we had to make some concession to preju­
dice. There were threats that if we made soldiers of them at 
all white men would not enlist, would not fight beside them. 
Besides, it was not believed that a negro could make a good sol­
dier, as good a soldier as a white man, and hence it was thought 
that he should not have the same pay as a white man. But said he,

“I assure you, Mr. Douglass, that in the end they shall have 
the same pay as white soldiers.”

As to the exchange and general treatment of colored soldiers 
when taken prisoners of war, he should insist to their being en­
titled to all privileges of such prisoners. Mr. Lincoln admitted 
the justice of my demand for the promotion of colored soldiers 
for good conduct in the field, but on the matter of retaliation he 
differed from me entirely. I shall never forget the benignant ex­
pression of his face, the tearful look of his eye and the quiver in 
his voice, when he deprecated a resort to retaliatory measures.

“Once begun,” said he, “I do not know where such a measure 
would stop.”

He said he could not take men out and kill them in cold 
blood for what was done by others. If he could get hold of the 
persons who were guilty of killing the colored prisoners in cold 
blood, the case would be different, but he could not kill the in­
nocent for the guilty.

Before leaving Mr. Lincoln, Senator Pomeroy said:
“Mr. President, Mr. Stanton is going to make Douglass 

Adjutant-General to General Thomas, and is going to send him 
down the Mississippi to recruit.”

Mr. Lincoln said in answer to this:
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“I will sign any commission that Mr. Stanton will give Mr. 
Douglass.”

At this point we parted.
I met Mr. Lincoln several times after this interview.
I was once invited by him to take tea with him at the Soldiers’ 

Home. On one occasion, while visiting him at the White House, 
he showed me a letter he was writing to Horace Greeley in re­
ply to some of Greeley’s criticisms against protracting the war. 
He seemed to feel very keenly the reproaches heaped upon him 
for not bringing the war to a speedy conclusion; said he was 
charged with making it an Abolition war instead of a war for the 
Union, and expressed his desire to end the war as soon as pos­
sible. While I was talking with him Governor Buckingham sent 
in his card, and I was amused by his telling the messenger, as well 
as by the way he expressed it, to “tell Governor Buckingham to 
wait, I want to have a long talk with my friend Douglass.”

He used those words. I said: “Mr. Lincoln, I will retire.” “Oh, 
no, no, you shall not, I want Governor Buckingham to wait,” 
and he did wait for at least a half hour. When he came in I was 
introduced by Mr. Lincoln to Governor Buckingham, and the 
Governor did not seem to take it amiss at all that he had been 
required to wait.

I was present at the inauguration of Mr. Lincoln, the 4th of 
March, 1865. I felt then that there was murder in the air, and I 
kept close to his carriage on the way to the Capitol, for I felt 
that I might see him fall that day. It was a vague presentiment.

At that time the Confederate cause was on its last legs, as it 
were, and there was deep feeling. I could feel it in the atmo­
sphere here. I did not know exactly what it was, but I just felt as 
if he might be shot on his way to the Capitol. I cannot refer to 
any incident, in fact, to any expression that I heard, it was sim­
ply a presentiment that Lincoln might fall that day. I got right 
in front of the east portico of the Capitol, listened to his inau­
gural address, and witnessed his being sworn in by Chief Justice 
Chase. When he came on the steps he was accompanied by 
Vice-President Johnson. In looking out in the crowd he saw me 
standing near by, and I could see he was pointing me out to 
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Andrew Johnson. Mr. Johnson, without knowing perhaps that I 
saw the movement, looked quite annoyed that his attention 
should be called in that direction. So I got a peep into his soul. 
As soon as he saw me looking at him, suddenly he assumed 
rather an amicable expression of countenance. I felt that, what­
ever else the man might be, he was no friend to my people.

I heard Mr. Lincoln deliver this wonderful address. It was 
very short; but he answered all the objections raised to his pro­
longing the war in one sentence—​it was a remarkable sentence.

“Fondly do we hope, profoundly do we pray, that this mighty 
scourge of war shall soon pass away, yet if God wills it continue 
until all the wealth piled up by two hundred years of bondage 
shall have been wasted, and each drop of blood drawn by the lash 
shall have been paid for by one drawn by the sword, we must still 
say, as was said three thousand years ago, the judgments of the 
Lord are true and righteous altogether.”

For the first time in my life, and I suppose the first time in 
any colored man’s life, I attended the reception of President 
Lincoln on the evening of the inauguration. As I approached 
the door I was seized by two policemen and forbidden to enter. 
I said to them that they were mistaken entirely in what they 
were doing, that if Mr. Lincoln knew that I was at the door he 
would order my admission, and I bolted in by them. On the 
inside I was taken charge of by two other policemen, to be con­
ducted as I supposed to the President, but instead of that they 
were conducting me out the window on a plank.

“Oh,” said I, “this will not do, gentlemen,” and as a gentle­
man was passing in I said to him, “Just say to Mr. Lincoln that 
Fred. Douglass is at the door.”

He rushed in to President Lincoln, and almost in less than a 
half a minute I was invited into the East Room of the White 
House. A perfect sea of beauty and elegance, too, it was. The 
ladies were in very fine attire, and Mrs. Lincoln was standing 
there. I could not have been more than ten feet from him when 
Mr. Lincoln saw me; his countenance lighted up, and he said in 
a voice which was heard all around: “Here comes my friend 
Douglass.” As I approached him he reached out his hand, gave 
me a cordial shake, and said: “Douglass, I saw you in the crowd 
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to-day listening to my inaugural address. There is no man’s 
opinion that I value more than yours: what do you think of it?” 
I said: “Mr. Lincoln, I cannot stop here to talk with you, as there 
are thousands waiting to shake you by the hand;” but he said 
again: “What did you think of it?” I said: “Mr. Lincoln, it was a 
sacred effort,” and then I walked off. “I am glad you liked it,” he 
said. That was the last time I saw him to speak with him.

In all my interviews with Mr. Lincoln I was impressed with 
his entire freedom from popular prejudice against the colored 
race. He was the first great man that I talked with in the United 
States freely, who in no single instance reminded me of the dif­
ference between himself and myself, of the difference of color, 
and I thought that all the more remarkable because he came 
from a State where there were black laws. I account partially for 
his kindness to me because of the similarity with which I had 
fought my way up, we both starting at the lowest round of the 
ladder. I must say this for Mr. Lincoln, that whenever I met him 
he was in a very serious mood. I heard of those stories he used 
to tell, but he never told me a story. I remember of one of Mr. 
Lincoln’s stories being told me by General Grant. I had called 
on him, and he said: “Douglass, stay here, I want to tell you 
about a little incident. When I came to Washington first, one of 
the first things that Lincoln said to me was, ‘Grant, have you 
ever read the book by Orpheus C. Kerr?’ ‘Well, no, I never did,’ 
said I. Mr. Lincoln said: ‘You ought to read it, it is a very inter­
esting book. I have had a good deal of satisfaction reading that 
book. There is one poem there that describes a meeting of the 
animals. The substance of it being that the animals and a dragon, 
or some dreadful thing, was near by and had to be conquered, 
and it was a question as to who would undertake the job. By and 
by a monkey stepped forward and proposed to do the work up. 
The monkey said he thought he could do it if he could get an 
inch or two more put on his tail. The assemblage voted him a 
few inches more to his tail, and he went out and tried his hand. 
He was unsuccessful and returned, stating that he wanted a few 
more inches put on his tail. The request was granted, and he 
went again. His second effort was a failure. He asked that more 
inches be put on his tail and he would try a third time.’ At last,” 
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said General Grant, “it got through my head what Lincoln was 
aiming at, as applying to my wanting more men, and finally I 
said: ‘Mr. Lincoln, I don’t want any more inches put on my 
tail.’” It was a hit at McClellan, and General Grant told me the 
story with a good deal of gusto. I got the book afterward and 
read the lines of Orpheus C. Kerr.

There was one thing concerning Lincoln that I was im­
pressed with, and that was that a statement of his was an argu­
ment more convincing than any amount of logic. He had a 
happy faculty of stating a proposition, of stating it so that it 
needed no argument. It was a rough kind of reasoning, but it 
went right to the point. Then, too, there was another feeling 
that I had with reference to him, and that was that while I felt in 
his presence I was in the presence of a very great man, as great 
as the greatest, I felt as though I could go and put my hand on 
him if I wanted to, to put my hand on his shoulder. Of course 
I did not do it, but I felt that I could. I felt as though I was in 
the presence of a big brother, and that there was safety in his 
atmosphere.

It was often said during the war that Mrs. Lincoln did not 
sympathize fully with her husband in his anti-slavery feeling, 
but I never believed this concerning her, and have good reason 
for being confirmed in my impression of her by the fact that, 
when Mr. Lincoln died and she was about leaving the White 
House, she selected his favorite walking cane and said: “I know 
of no one that would appreciate this more than Fred. Douglass.” 
She sent it to me at Rochester, and I have it in my house to-day, 
and expect to keep it there as long as I live.

1886
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