
8th grade Social Studies

“Eye on History”

Today’s guest: President Abraham Lincoln

Mr. Wiesen: Hello, everyone and welcome to season 2 of Eye on History. I’m your host, Mr. Wiesen. In case you have never tuned in to our fine program, this the only show that interviews historical figures to ask the tough questions so that we can figure out what really went down in history. Today I’m honored to be joined in our 1865 studios today with our nation’s sixteenth president from my home state of Illinois, Abraham Lincoln. Mr. President, thank you so much for taking the time to be on the show today.

President Lincoln: The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Wiesen. 

Mr. Wiesen: Glad to hear it! Let’s get down to business, shall we? It is my understanding that you are coming off a great victory in the American Civil War for the Union. It didn’t always look like an easy victory, though. What helped you and your military turn things around and eventually get the victory that you needed?

President Lincoln: The biggest key to victory on my end was the change in leadership in my military. McClellen was just too cautious in his planning! I needed somebody to come in with the idea that they could take risks; do anything to win even if that meant large losses in causalities. Grant was just the general I needed. He really did whatever it took to get the job done.

Mr. Wiesen: Yes, I’d say things definitely worked out for you. If you had to identify the exact moment when the Union finally had the upper hand on the Confederacy and you thought it would continue to stay that way that way, when would you say that was?

President Lincoln: It was right after the Fall of Vicksburg. We had just defeated the South from another attempted invasion into the northern states at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, and soon after we had won control over the whole Mississippi River. Things were definitely starting to play in our favor after that.

Mr. Wiesen: I would definitely agree there. Speaking of Gettysburg, I hear you gave a very influential speech following the battle. In my time, everyone pretty much considers this speech a pretty big deal. What were you hoping to accomplish when you gave the speech?

President Lincoln: I wanted to remind my fellow countrymen that this country was established for good reasons, and under my watch it would stay together for those same reasons. I wanted to let everyone know that I planned to inspire my soldiers to win the war and heal the country when the war would end. It was definitely a short speech, but I’d say it got the job done.

Mr. Wiesen: Definitely, definitely! It was inspiring in your time and it’s still considered inspiring today. Kind of like an 1860s pep talk in the locker room at halftime.

President Lincoln: I beg your pardon?

Mr. Wiesen: Never mind. Anyways, I want to jump to our next topic: General William Tecumseh Sherman. How exactly did he capture Atlanta?

President Lincoln: Ahh, Sherman. There’s a strong military man. He was committed to the idea of total war. He and I shared this plan of an all-out attack. We wanted to destroy not only the Confederate army, but also its resources and even the enemy’s will to fight. We had planned out the attack on Atlanta carefully. I was in a reelection campaign at that time, and my support from the American people wasn’t always very strong. We had planned to capture Atlanta just as we would with any other city, at first, and that’s exactly what happened. Just before the election results were in, I had learned that we had captured Atlanta. But as soon as I was able to defeat that no good McClellen in the election, that’s when the total war begun. Sherman and his men burned the entire city of Atlanta. They began a march from Atlanta all the way to Savannah, on the Atlantic Ocean, burning everything along the way, seizing crops and livestock, and even pulling up railroad tracks. That whole march to the sea devastated the South and really helped move us closer to victory.

Mr. Wiesen: This march to the sea sounds pretty graphic. Definitely not something that could be made into a Disney movie.

President Lincoln: Disney? movie?

Mr. Wiesen: Right, you’ve never heard of him...or even motion pictures. Not important right now. I want to talk about the end of the war. How and when did it end, and what are your plans now that this long and bloody war is over?

President Lincoln: The war ended just a few days ago, actually, April 9, 1865. My Union troops were finally able to break the Confederate lines and capture Richmond. This war was a terror from the beginning all the way to the very end. Both sides of the conflict were very much ready for peace. General Lee knew that surrendering would be his best option over subjecting his troops to yet another defeat. General Grant offered generous terms in the peace treaty and even reminded his fellow military men that were with him that the former Confederates were now Americans again. I think these actions show how aware both of these men were to the destruction this war had on all of our lives. But now that the war is over, I have a plan for the South to rejoin the Union. It will take a long time to work completely, but I feel optimistic about it. On a personal level, I plan on enjoying myself a little more. No longer will I have to stay up till the wee hours of the morning familiarizing myself with military strategy and constantly worrying about the reelection or even the outcome of the war. My wife and I actually made plans for a date night for the first time in years!

Mr. Wiesen: Oh wow! That sounds lovely! Where are you and Mrs. Lincoln going on your date night?

President Lincoln: We’re going to the theater. Ford’s Theater in Washington D.C. is putting on a production called Our American Cousin. I’m looking forward to it.

Mr. Wiesen: Um...I actually heard its kind of...how should i say this?....uhh...overrated? I mean the ending will be unexpected...for you at least...but probably not the way you would have liked it to turn out...

President Lincoln: I’m not sure I understand what you mean.

Mr. Wiesen: I’m not sure you want to understand what I mean. Well thats all the time we have today on the show. I’d like to thank my guest President Abraham Lincoln for joining me today. From all of us at Eye on History, I’m Mr. Wiesen. See you in the future, possibly with a person from the past. 

Learning Targets

1. How did Lincoln take advantage of the Gettysburg victory?
2. How did Sherman capture Atlanta? Why was this a boost for Lincoln?
3. How can you tell that both Lee and Grant were aware of the toll of the war? 

