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Chapter 1

“A House Divided . . . Cannot Stand”

On a warm autumn day, two men walked into the Illinois Statehouse in
Springfield. One was thin and tall, about 6 feet 3 inches. He was wearing a
short-sleeve shirt and loose-fitting trousers. His face was weathered from
the years he had spent working in the sun. The other man was just the
opposite. He was nearly a foot shorter at only 5 feet 4 inches tall. He was
chubby and round. The smooth, rosy skin on his face proved that he had
spent very little time working outdoors. His tailored clothing was neat and
trim.

The tall man was a practically unknown Illinois lawyer named
Abraham Lincoln. The other was Stephen A. Douglas, a famous Illinois
senator. They were opposite not only in appearance, but in ideas too.

On this day, October 4, 1854, Lincoln stood on a platform and spoke.
He talked about the Kansas-Nebraska Act that Douglas had encouraged
Congress to pass in May 1854. The Kansas-Nebraska Act would let people
decide whether to allow slavery in the northern territories. Many people
were very upset by this new act, and Lincoln was one of them. He did not
think that slavery should move into new parts of the country. In fact,
during this speech, Lincoln made a very important announcement. He
proclaimed for the first time in public that he didn’t think slavery was
right at all, anywhere. Douglas believed that people should have the right
to own slaves and take them wherever they wanted, like any other kind of
property. Lincoln believed that a country could not be half slave and half
free. Lincoln’s words left a powerful impression on many of the people
who were in the audience that day.



Statues of Abraham Lincoln (left) and Stephen A. Douglas in
Washington Park, Ottawa, Illinois, near the site of the first of
the 1858 Lincoln-Douglas debates.



A political map of the United States in 1850 shows free
states (red), slave states (brown), and the vast
territory in which the right to own slaves was yet to be
decided.

Just a few months before this event, on March 1, 1854, a group of
people met in an old schoolhouse in Ripon, Wisconsin. They, too, felt like
Lincoln. They didn’t agree with the Kansas-Nebraska Act. They talked
about slavery and about keeping the northern territories free for settlers.
By the time they left that night, they had all agreed to form a new political
party. They felt that none of the current political parties represented their
views. They named their new party the Republican Party.



The Republican Party was founded in the Little White
Schoolhouse in Ripon, Wisconsin. The schoolhouse has
been a National Historic Site since 1974.

Many people in the Northern states felt the same way as
these new Republicans in Wisconsin. They became Republicans, too.
Branches of the Republican Party popped up all across the North.

Lincoln wasn’t yet a member of the Republican Party when he gave his
speech on that warm October day in 1854. But he would become one of its
most important leaders. In fact, six years later, in November 1860, he was
the first Republican to be elected president of the United States. This
election was important not only for the Republican Party, but also for the
history of the nation.

The first Republican National Convention was held in 1856. John C.
Fremont was named the party’s first candidate for president of the



United States. His slogan was, “Free soil, free labor, free speech, free
men, Fremont.”

Lincoln once said, “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” He
was right. The United States was divided on the issue of slavery.
Republicans, for the most part, were antislavery. They had supporters in
many parts of the country, but not in the South. When Lincoln was elected
as the 16th president, the South wasn’t happy. One by one, the Southern
states announced that they were seceding, or leaving the union. By the
time Lincoln took office on March 4, 1861, the Southern states had already



formed their own country. They called it the Confederate States of
America. They had chosen a Democrat—Jefferson Davis—as their
president. Civil War was declared.

A political party isn’t a fun celebration that guests attend.
Rather, it’s a group or organization of people who share
common beliefs and values. The goal of the party is to
increase political power and use it to make the changes in

government that it sees fit. A party’s platform is how the party will
handle the important issues of the day. A convention is a big meeting
where the party meets to talk about its platform and choose its leaders.

Platform of the Early Republican Party

Do not allow slavery in the northern territories
Give free homesteads in the West to farmers
Improve public education
Place taxes on goods coming from other countries
Help new immigrants become citizens
Build a railroad to the Pacific

Early Republican Heroes
The Civil War lasted for four years. During that time, Lincoln left his
mark as one of the most influential presidents the country has ever known.
He appointed people to his cabinet who were the best qualified for the job.
It didn’t matter that many of them had once been his political rivals. To
understand what was happening in the war, he went to the front lines to
visit his generals and the troops. He wrote letters to the families of fallen
soldiers. He gave powerful and memorable speeches that he researched
and wrote himself. In 1863, he freed the slaves with the Emancipation
Proclamation. Many Northerners said his leadership saved the Union.



Frederick Douglass

Lincoln was one of many important Republicans during the Civil War
Era, as well as Frederick Douglass, who was born a slave and escaped to
freedom when he was eighteen. In the North, he joined a group of
abolitionists, or people against slavery. Douglass was a writer, editor, and
speaker. He was a friend and adviser to President Lincoln. After the war,
he worked with five more Republican presidents in many important
positions.



First Reading of the Emancipation Proclamation of
President Lincoln by Francis Bicknell Carpenter. A
proclamation is an executive order issued by a U.S.
President.

Clara Barton spent her life serving others. When the Civil War broke
out, she nursed wounded soldiers—even those on the front lines. After the
war, Barton helped thousands of missing soldiers find their way home. She
founded the American chapter of the Red Cross. She helped campaign for
many Republican presidential candidates, including James Garfield.
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