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On August 19, 1837, a handbill was dis-
tributed along the streets of Springfield,
1llinois. Characteristic of such items, it was
printed on cheap paper with uneven sides.
The inking was inconsistent and the col-
umns resembled 2 mountain range,
ragged and zigzagging. It is not surprising
that people did not deem it worth saving,
accounting for only one known extant
copy.! What the handbill lacked in neat
appearance, however, was offset by its con-
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tent. No ordinary issue was being argued
within the document’s columns. And cer-
tainly, no ordinary individual penned its
prose. For the document leveled the very
serious charge of fraud—possibly theft—
against a highly regarded Springfield citi-
zen, General James Adams. Moreover, the
accusation was made by one of Spring-
field’s most recent residents, Abraham
Lincoln.

The handbill itself is an item of note.
Not only is there only one extant copy, but
the handbill is the first known printed
piece of Lincolniana. Roy P. Basler, editor
of The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln,
had to rely on a newspaper version
because no copy of the actual handbill was
known to exist. As a result, there are dif-
ferences in puncwation and spelling
between the original and the newspaper
versions.? In addition, Lincoln wrote the
original handbill without identifying him-
self. Only weeks later was he revealed as
the author ®

The cast of characters involved in the
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handbill’s publication have all the makings
for the plot of a dime novel: a young aspir-
ing lawyer/politician trying to better him-
self in a new town; a poor widow and her
son seeking help in recovering property
allegedly stolen by a politically powerful
land speculator; and a greedy speculator
seeking greater fortune and political
. office. The result was a heated mud-sling-
ing political contest and a libel suit fought
between two leading Springfield residents.
Lincoln scholars have tended to interpret
the story as a study in partisan politics.
Beginning with Albert J. Beveridge and
slightly modified by Paul Angle, Benjamin
Thomas, and Reinhart Luthin, the conclu-
sion has been that the handbill repre-
sented a concerted Whig effort to discredit
the Democratic candidate for probate
judge, General James Adams.*

But as David C. Mearns, one of the most
intelligent Lincoln scholars of the twen-
tieth century, has pointed out, “Our so-
called ‘knowledge’ is (as it is too often)
mistaken, unfounded, disterted, perjured,
easily contradicted, or, simply untested by
the most elementary rules of evidence.”®
And so it is true for the Adams/Lincoln
controversy; for there is more to the story
than merely a partisan clash between Whig
and Democratic personalities.

The most prominent figure in the story
is General James Adams. Characteristic of
many early lllinois residents, Adams was
born out East in Hartford, Connecticut.
He entered the military, moving quickly in
the ranks. By 1818 he had auained the
rank of brigadier general, accounting for
his later appellation, “General” Adams. In
1821 he moved to Hlinois, where he estab-
lished himself first as postmaster at Peoria
and later as a justice of the peace in
Springfield. He was Springheld’s first law-
yer and certainly one of its most popular
citizens.* Adams was also heavily involved
in land speculation in Sangamon County
and throughout the state. It was that activ-
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ity that fomented the controversy with
Lincoln.

The accusations against Adams
appeared only a few weeks before the elec-
tion for probate judge in August of 1837,
and they were intended—as Beveridge,
Angle, Thomas, and Luthin state—to
strengthen the Whig candidacy of Dr.
Anson G, Henry. Lincoln and Henry were
close political associates and would become
lifelong friends. Dr. Henry was also the
personal physician of the Lincoln family.

The election for probate judge reflected
the heated partisanship characteristic of
the party battles of the Jacksonian era.
One of the most noticable effects of
Andrew Jackson’s Presidency was the cre-
ation of clearly defined party organiza-
tions, and those distinctions were
becoming visible even in the frontier town
of Springfield. But to explain the contro-
versy as an exercise in political partisan-
ship is to overlook the legal and ethical
implications of the case.

The controversy had its origin in a series
of land title transfers. Ten acres of land,
now located in Oak Ridge Cemetery, were
the source of the dispute. On November
29, 1825, John Dixon sold and deeded the
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