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FORTENBAUGH LECTUF

The Robert Fortenbaugh Memorial Lecture is the outgrowth of a series
of Civil War Conferences held annually at Gettysburg College from 1957
to 1961. Organized by Professor Fortenbaugh and his colleagues in the
Department of History, the conferences attracted some of the outstand-
ing historians of the nation. Papers presented at these conferences
appeared in various scholarly publications such as C. Vann Woodward’s
The Burden of Southern History (1960). The proceedings of two conferences
were published in their entirety in book form: Why the North Won the Civil
War (1960), edited by David Donald, and Politics and the Crisis of 1860,
(1961), edited by Norman A. Graebner.

The Fortenbaugh Lecture is presented each year on November 19, the
anniversary of the Gettysburg Address. It was sustained during its first
two decades by an endowment contributed by Mr. and Mrs. Clyde B.
Gerberich of Mt. Joy, Pennsylvania in honor of Professor Fortenbaugh,
Mr. Gerberich'’s classmate (Gettysburg, 1913) and long-time friend, who
taught history at their alma mater from 1923 until his death in 1959. The
endowment has been substantially supplemented by the Harry D.
Holloway Fund, a grant of the National Endowment for the Humanities,
and benefits from the continuing contributions of friends of the Lecture
and the College.

The first Fortenbaugh Lecture was delivered in 1962 by Bruce Catton;
the twentieth by C. Vann Woodward in the 150th year of Gettysburg
College in 1981. With the twenty-first lecture by Jacques Barzun, in 1982,
the College commenced the annual publication of the lectures. The lec-
tures published thus far are:

Jacques Barzun, Lincoln’s Philosophic Vision (1982)

David Brion Davis, The Emancipation Moment (1983)

James M. McPherson, Lincoln and the Strategy of Unconditional Surrender

(1984) |

Eugene D. Genovese, ‘‘Slavery Ordained of God’’: The Southern

Slaveholders’ View of Biblical History and Modern Politics (1985)

Oscar Handlin, The Road to Gettysburg (1986).

Marcus Cunliffe, The Doubled Images of Lincoln and Washington (1987).
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European students of the history of the United States are producing
works that Americanists everywhere must take into account. Yet, it is
too early to say that the discipline abroad, as a whole, has come of age—
with the chief exception of the United Kingdom. British scholars form
the vanguard of European Americanists, and among the best known is
Marcus Cunliffe. Not long ago Peter Parish, Director of the Institute of
United States Studies at the University of London, described Cunliffe in
a New York Times Book Review essay as ‘‘the most authentic and most
creative British scholar of American studies yet to appear on the British
academic scene.’’! Befitting a “/founding father”” of a field of study, to
cite another characterization,? Cunliffe has ranged widely over the ter-
rain of American Studies. His work considers themes as diverse as
literature, presidential politics, and military history, and encompasses
both the first and the sixteenth presidents of the United States. For the
bicentennial year of the founding of this nation under the Constitution
it was ““altogether fitting’” that he should combine these last two interests
to examine the doubled images of Lincoln and Washington, the “’spiritual
metamorphosis’’ of two men who vanished “‘into the American body
politic.”’

Spring, 1988 Gabor S. Boritt
Farm by the Ford
Gettysburg

Peter J. Parish, “’American History Arrives in Europe,”” The New York
Times Book Review, February 3, 1985, p. 29.

*Michael J. Heale in Guide to the Study of United States History Outside
the U.S., 1945-1980, Lewis Hanke, editor, ‘“With the Assistance of Many
Historians in Many Lands’’ (5 vols., White Plains, NY: Kraus, 1985), vol.
3, p. 368.



Two identical nuclear-power aircraft carriers are currently under con-
struction at Newport News, Virginia, at a conjectured cost of $3.5 billion
apiece. They are proclaimed to be the biggest and the best of their kind.
It seems altogether appropriate that they are to be named the Abraham
Lincoln and the George Washington. For, to all appearances, Lincoln and
Washington (or Washington and Lincoln? In many contexts the order is
reversible) loom over the rest of American history, and even today are
omnipresent images. Washington is on the dollar bill and on the twenty-
five cent coin. Lincoln has pride of place on the lowly penny and the
modestly substantial five-dollar note. Theirs are the monuments, lined
up along the same axis as the Capitol, that greet the visitor to the District
of Columbia—itself named in honor of the nation’s first President. The
recent Vietnam Memorial is deliberately angled to point in one direction
to the shrine of Lincoln and in the other to the soaring obelisk of the
Washington Monument.

A few years ago they were represented together in profile on a postage
stamp, Washington in pure white and Lincoln in complementary black.
Their primal duality is emphasized in a mass of earlier visual renderings
and inscriptions. Sometimes these renderings allotted different yet equal
roles to the two men: Washington as father of his country, Lincoln as
the nation’s noblest son; Washington as founder of the Union, Lincoln
as its savior. Sometimes the point was to suggest that they were incom-
parable except in their resemblance to each other. In fairly typical vein,
a 1941 issue of Lincoln Lore declared: “’No two names in American history
are more often associated than those of Washington and Lincoln. When
you hear one name pronounced, you expect to hear the other in almost
the same breath. When you see a portrait of one, you expect to see a pro-
file of the other facing it.”” The article goes on to list evident parallels,
such as English ancestry, lack of regular or advanced education, youthful
athletic prowess, experience as surveyors, deserved reputation for hones-
ty, military and presidential involvements, and—needless to say —the
closeness of their birthdays. ““The period between February 12 and
February 22,”" said Lincoln Lore, "“has now become somewhat of a Festival
of Patriotism, and more emphasis is being placed on the interval each
year.”” Similar notions were voiced by Theodore Roosevelt in a presiden-
tial address at Arlington National Cemetery, on Decoration Day, 1902:
Washington and Lincoln... stand head and shoulders above all our other
public men, and have by common consent won the right to this pre-
eminence.’’ Their birthdays were public holidays. But there should be
“’few such holidays. To increase their number is to cheapen them.”” In
a further address at Valley Forge in June 1904, where Roosevelt’s main



subject was George Washington, he remarked: “I am not here to say
anything about Lincoln, but I do not see how any American can think
of either of them without thinking of the other too, because they repre-
sent the same work.’’ Roosevelt went on to draw matching lessons'from
the twin ““landmarks of history,’” Gettysburg and Valley Forge, the first
signifying a “‘single tremendous effort,”” the other a “’long-sustained”’
endurance.?

The nearness has even led to a further tendency to collapse the two heroes
into a single composite persona. Charlie Brown's sister, in a Peanuts car-
toon, sets out to tell her class about George Washington, turns out to
have sketched Lincoln instead, but carries on as if the mistake hardly
matters. The writer Mary McCarthy recalls how, at school in the 1920,
teachers expected students to declare a preference for one man over the
other—to determine, that is, whether ““Mount Vernon [would] outshine
a log cabin and a powdered wig a scraggly set of chin whiskers.”’? In grade
school, twenty years later, the budding poet Sylvia Plath also encountered
and was bewildered by the supreme figures of the American pantheon:

Every morning, hands on hearts, we pledged allegiance to the
Stars and Stripes... and sang songs full of powder smoke and
patriotics to impossible, wobbly, soprano tunes. One fine, high
song, *‘For purple mountain majesties above the fruited plain,”’
always made the scampi-sized poet in me weep. In those days
I couldn’t have told a fruited plain from a mountain majesty
and confused God with George Washington (whose lamblike
granny-face shone down at us ... from the schoolroom wall
between neat blinders of white curls)....4

Commerce and Congress have added to the confusion by merging the
two anniversaries into one super-sa}le event, the ““Presidents’ Birthday,”’
in order to reawaken the American consumer from possibly unpatriotic
post-Christmas torpor. For American children, the blurring may have
another and quite old element. Little Sylvia Plath perceived George
Washington as a sort of androgynous ““granny’’, thanks to his spotless
wig. The bewhiskered Lincoln could hardly be mistaken for a woman.
Yet he is commonly described as covering his shoulders with a shawl,
and as displaying a grandmotherly tenderness for youngsters in trouble.
The duo are not merely fathers but parents.®

C'has. Shober, Behold Oh America, Your Sons. The greatest among men, Chicago (1865).
Lithograph, 9 x 11 in. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Are Washington and Lincoln then the only significant American heroes?
Obviously not. For one thing, two other mammoth aircraft carriers, of
the same “’Nimitz"’ class, have been budgeted for. Washington D.C. is
a city of monuments. In addition to our pair, Thomas Jefferson has his
lavish marble rotunda, and dozens of other figures (nearly all male) are
commemorated there. The earliest post-Revolutionary epic poem, Joel
Barlow’s Vision of Columbus (1787), placed the great explorer at the center
of his drama. He was, so to speak, the guest of honor, preceding
Washington and Lincoln, in the ““Columbian Ode’’ recited by Harriet
Monroe in October 1892, to mark the four-hundredth anniversary of Col-
umbus’ landfall, and the opening of the World’s Columbian Exposition
in Chicago. A juvenile biography of the same epoch, Abraham Lincoln:
Plough-Boy, Statesman, Patriot, began by announcing: ‘“The names of three
men—Christopher Columbus, George Washington, and Abraham
Lincoln—stand apart in the history of America. The first of the three...
was an Italian, who discovered the New World. The second was an
Englishman, who founded the United States. And the third was an
American, who saved the Union and gave freedom to the slave.’’¢ No
doubt 1992 will be another big occasion for the sailor from Genoa.



Benjamin Franklin too has exercised a powerful hold over the American
imagination, symbolizing North American rather than hemispheric
characteristics. Franklin, we are told, came a close second to Washington
as an exemplary figure in the nation’s nineteenth-century schoolbooks;
and he is still far from negligible in the reckoning.” Parson Weems'’s
famous Life of Washington (the one that introduces the story of the hat-
chet and the cherry-tree) has Ben Franklin on hand to greet Washington
on arrival in heaven—Franklin having got there ahead of him—as if to
indicate that Washington, “’first in war, first in peace, and first in the
hearts of his countrymen,’’ was not quite first in every such competition.
Among conspicuously prominent presidents are Jefferson; Andrew
Jackson, who forever tips his hat to the West in Clark Mills’s bold
equestrian statue, within full view of the White House; another soldier-
president, Ulysses S. Grant; Theodore Roosevelt; his Democratic rival,
Woodrow Wilson; and Teddy Roosevelt’s distant cousin, another
Democrat, Franklin D. Roosevelt. One could name also-rans, who in their
day had thousands of devoted admirers. The ““godlike’” orator, Senator
Daniel Webster, for example, appealed to the biographer, George Ticknor
of New England, as second only to George Washington in his soaring
dedication to the “’great institutions of the country,”” which reciprocally
’have inspired and called forth the greatest efforts of his uncommon
mind.”” Webster was for Ticknor like the mythical giant Antaeus, who
maintained his strength through rrenewed contact with his native soil.?

Jefferson and Teddy Roosevelt make a foursome with Washington and
Lincoln in the epic heroes’ gallery blasted out of a cliff by Gutzon Borglum
and his workmen at Mount Rushmore, South Dakota, between the world
wars. General Grant’s prestige stood extraordinarily high up until his
death in 1885, and beyond. If Washington had founded and Lincoln
preserved the Union, Grant was the warrior who safeguarded it. A design
for a medallion celebrating Grant’s elevation to the presidency showed
him profiled with Washington and Lincoln as the TRIUMVIRI
AMERICANI (PATER 1789, SALVATOR 1861, CUSTOS 1869). Grant’s
funeral was staged as an event of awesome significance, on a scale to
match the obsequies for his two great predecessors. When the coffin ar-
rived by train in New York, according to Grant’s popular biographer
William Makepeace Thayer, the city ‘was arrayed in mournful emblems
so elaborate that the market of black fabrics was exhausted. Nothing like
it was ever witnessed in that city.”” Thayer estimated that several hun-
dred thousand people must have filed past the coffin while the dead man
lay in state.’
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Thayer, who also produced biographies of Washington and Lincoln (in
addition to Benjamin Franklin: From Printing Office to the Court of St. James),
strove to prove that Grant belonged from childhood with the other two.
He retailed an anecdote of the ardently American.ten-year-old Ulysses
feeling obliged to fight (and overcome) a no less ardently pro—Briﬁsh Cana-
dian cousin who had dared to call Washington a “‘rebel’” and a ““traitor”’
Thayer depicted young Grant as a lover of sports, who had little formal
learning, like Washington and Lincoln, and found ‘‘no school great
enough to educate him,”” save the school of hard knocks.1® As late as 1899,
when the Hall of Fame was opened in Brooklyn, Grant tied with Lincoln
in second place, just behind Washington, when Americans were invited
to vote for their favorite heroes.

In addition to this edifying trilogy Thayer churned out a juvenile life
of James A. Garfield, From Log Cabin to White House, likewise a bestseller,
described in promotional literature as ‘‘pre-eminently suitable for
presents, prizes, and school libraries.”” Horatio Alger, another prolific
rags-to-riches author, included among his self-help homilies Abraham Lin-
coln, the Young Backwoods Boy; or, How a Young Rail Splitter Became Presi-
dent (1883) and a companion treatment, From Canal Boy to President; ot,
The Boyhood and Manhood of James A. Gatfield (1891)—the latter of these
echoing the title of Thayer’s already published George Washington: His
Boyhood and Manhood.'* Garfield not only shared with Lincoln early pover-
ty and a yearning for self-betterment: he died from an assassin’s bullet
in 1881. Twenty years later the same fate caused the death of President
William McKinley. He, Garfield, and Lincoln were bracketed as the trio
of Republican martyrs. At his death, McKinley too received the accolade
of a grand funeral and a mass of eulogies. The assassination of John F.
Kennedy in 1963 brought something of the same shock, anger, and up-
surge of communal emotion. Americans could all recall what they were
doing when they first heard of the shooting of President Kennedy, in
the same way their ancestors would always remember how the news from
Ford’s Theatre had crashed upon them. Little Jane Addams in Illinois,
four-year-old daughter of a founding member of Lincoln’s Republican
party, recounts in her autobiography her father’s grim intimation that

"“the greatest man in the world had died.”” Henry James, beginning his
author’s career in Boston, confesses long afterward to a memory of
“’shame’’: the ““dawn of April 15th,”” when Lincoln died, was also the
dawn of James’s twentieth birthday.?

The caisson that bore John F. Kennedy’s coffin had been used for
Franklin Roosevelt in 1945. In the sequence of American presidential
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