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In 1860, Lincoln, the Republican presidential candidate, rec-
ognized that his uncertain religious image put him at a distinct polit-
ical disadvantage on the national scene, possibly inviting disturbing
inquiries into his orthodoxy. In a preemptive move against this
prospect, Lincoln ensured that two biographers, Joseph Hartwell
Barrett and John Locke Scripps, separately, would describe his reli-
gious attitudes favorably, showing him clearly to have Protestant
Christian inclinations.

Lincoln’s obscure religious beliefs had sufficed, tolerably,
until his 1860 entry into the national arena, although it was later
argued by one of his closest friends that as early as 1854 he had
devised a strategy, with but limited success, to become acceptable to
the clergy.! The actual nature of his beliefs at the time is still debated,
though he is perhaps most often described as a “Deist.”> But in the
1860 contest, the broader electorate would not warm to a candidate
who, it could be alleged, had questioned any of the fundamental doc-
trines of Christianity. Further, by reason of his indefinite religious
image, Lincoln’s early Catholic associations, if brought to light by a
- heightened interest in his beginnings, could be turned against him.
Although any accusations that he was a “secret Catholic” could be
refuted, they would be credited by the many who believed that
Catholics were engaged in a conspiracy against protestant and
republican America. Such accusations, even if quickly dismissed by
others, would raise the question of Lincoln’s beliefs to an elevated
level of interest, possibly leading to an unwelcome probing of his
Christian convictions. Lincoln would have been aware of these dan-
gers, for the previous Presidential campaign could not have faded
from his memory.

In 1856, John C. Frémont, a famed western explorer and mili-
tary ftigure, had been the Republican party’s nominee for President.
Trading on public sentiment, the American Party, whose candidate
was ex-President Millard Fillmore, branded Frémont a clandestine
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