























However much he may have blamed himself for the ridicule that greeted his arrival in
Washington, Lincoln’s secret approach to the capital was a prudent response to real
dangers during some of the tensest weeks in the nation’s history. Especially in view of
the genuine danger, the contempt in the nation’s reaction to Lincoln’s unfortunate arrival
was so widespread, so vicious, and so personal that it marks this episode as the historic
nadir of presidential prestige in the United States. Though scandal and resignation would
stain the terms of many presidents before and after Lincoln, presidential authority would
never again sink to the low level it reached at Lincoln’s arrival.

How could a man elected President in November be so reviled in February? The
insults heaped on Lincoln after his undignified stumble into Washington were not the
result of anything he himself had done or left undone. He was a man without a history, a
man almost no one knew. Because he was a blank slate, Americans, at the climax of a
national crisis thirty years in coming, projected onto him everything they saw wrong with
the country. To the opinion-makers in the cities of the East, he was a weakling,
inadequate to the needs of the democracy. To the hostile masses in the South, he was an
interloper, a Caesar who represented a deadly threat to the young republic. To millions on
both sides of the Mason-Dixon line, he was not a statesman but merely a standard bearer
for a vast, corrupt political system that had become unmoored from the bedrock of the
Constitution and had conspired to rob them of “government by the people.”

The political times had made the anonymous Railsplitter’s presidency possible, and at
the same time robbed it of esteem. His predicament was a legacy of the rowdy
adolescence of American politics, the “Age of Jackson.” Three broad historical trends in
Jacksonian America combined to create this lowest ebb of the presidency as Lincoln took
it up. The first was the notorious disrepair of the presidency that Lincoln inherited—weak
from the beginning, further weakened by decades of shabby treatment, and stained by
feeble performances from a string of the poorest Presidents in the nation’s history. The
second was the wave of corruption that had debauched the political system during the rise
of political parties after Jackson and destroyed the public’s respect for its elected
officials. The third was the hostility produced by the slavery crisis, which withered the
people’s toleration for different points of view and resulted in the creation in the North of
a sectional party—the Republicans—whose victory was unacceptable to the South, where
Lincoln had not garnered so much as one vote. To appreciate the depth and breadth of the
contempt that Lincoln faced during his four years in office, it is necessary to understand
the savage times in which he so suddenly ascended.





