Des Moines Civil War Roundtable

September 2026

Headquarters District lowa General Order No. 512

The First meeting of the 2026 Fall campaign will be Wednesday, September 2", at the
Machine Shed

Speaker - Brian Rumsey - Cedar Falls/UNI

Presentation - “"From Strategic Cover to Foraged Food: Fruit and Nut Trees During the
Civil War.”

5:30 pm - Social Hour - Cash Bar Opens
6:30 pm - Dinner by Reservation and advance payment
7:15 pm - 8:00 pm - Program

Dinner - Machine Shed meals are served family-style. $27.00
2 Entrées:
Marinated Grilled Chicken Breast Flavored with our house blend and grilled
Old Fashioned Pot Roast Slow-roasted beef with onions, carrots, and baby red potatoes
Sides: Coleslaw, cottage cheese, vegetable, choice of potato, and freshly baked bread
Beverages are included: coffee, tea, milk, or soda.

Reserve & Pay for Dinner

Reservation Deadline - Sunday, August 30, 2026

President: Gordon McKenzie
Program Director: John Liepa (Soon to transition fo Marv Wilson)

Treasurer: Dave Moraniec Thanks to Ron Nurmi for many years of outstanding service!
Our web address: dmcivilwar.com email: dsmcivilwar@gmail.com
Link to Mail-in Reservation Form Link to Upcoming Programs

Thanks to Rhoda Sneller for hosting our website



https://www.dmcivilwar.com/index.htm
mailto:dsmcivilwar@gmail.com
https://www.dmcivilwar.com/reserve.htm
https://www.dmcivilwar.com/presentprograms.htm
https://www.zeffy.com/en-US/ticketing/dinner-reservation-september-2--2026?impact_chain_source=dmoran825%40gmail.com

An Apple of Gold: Lincoln and the Declaration of Independence
by Evan Portman

Posted on July 4, 2026

Few documents compare to the Declaration of Independence. In 250 years, its words and ideas have
rippled across the world, inspiring the likes of Mahatma Gandhi, Simén Bolivar, and, yes, even Ho Chi
Minh. But perhaps the greatest fan of the Declaration of Independence was the sixteenth president of the
United States: Abraham Lincoln.

Like nearly every American reared in the nineteenth century, Lincoln grew up learning about the
Revolution, and he knew he was living in the shadow of the august founders.[1] However, unlike others of
his time, who believed the Constitution to be the country’s premier founding document, Lincoln claimed a
special affection for the Declaration of Independence.

Monument to the Gettysburg Address, which indisputably
o contains Lincoln’s most famous reference to the Declaration
4. of Independence.

He harkened to the Declaration in his first major political speech, the Lyceum Address, and again in his
response to the Dred Scott decision in 1857.[2] In fact, some of Lincoln’s most famous words reference
the Declaration itself: “Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth upon this continent, a
new nation, conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”

As Lincoln faced the greatest Constitutional crisis in American history—secession—he looked to the
Declaration of Independence for wisdom and guidance. In early 1861, the president-elect received a letter
from his one-time friend from Congress, Alexander Stephens. Stephens was destined to become vice
president of the fledgling Confederacy, but in 1861 he had merely resigned his Congressional seat when
Georgia seceded.


https://emergingcivilwar.com/author/evanportman/
https://emergingcivilwar.com/2026/07/04/an-apple-of-gold-lincoln-and-the-declaration-of-independence/#_ftn1
https://emergingcivilwar.com/2026/07/04/an-apple-of-gold-lincoln-and-the-declaration-of-independence/#_ftn2
https://emergingcivilwar.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Gettysburg-Address-Memorial.jpg

Alexander H. Stephens.

Thus, Stephens wrote to Lincoln on the eve of war, asking the president-elect to offer some words that
might diffuse the growing hostility between North and South. “A word fitly spoken by you now would be like
‘apples of gold in pictures of silver,” Stephens urged. The Georgian was almost directly quoting Proverbs
25:11, which states, “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in pictures of silver.” The phrase compares
graceful speech to the treasures of gold and silver.

Of course, Stephens thought that “words fitly spoken” by president-elect Lincoln could yield the
reunification of the Union and prevent war. But Lincoln saw the “apple of gold” and “picture of silver”
differently within the context of the secession crisis. He replied directly to his friend Stephens, but he
privately expounded upon his thoughts on the “apples of gold in pictures of silver” in what historians call
Lincoln’s “Fragment on the Constitution and the Union.”

Throughout his presidency, Lincoln often scribbled thoughts to himself as he navigated the difficulty of
prosecuting the war and defending the Constitution. This note, likely written in response to Alexander
Stephens in January 1861, offers insight into Lincoln’s musings on the relationship between the
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.[3]

Lincoln in 1860. Wikipedia.

“Without the Constitution and the Union, we could not have attained the
result; but even these, are not the primary cause of our great prosperity,”
Lincoln mused. “There is something back of these, entwining itself more
closely about the human heart. That something, is the principle of ‘Liberty to
all’ — the principle that clears the path for all — gives hope to all — and, by
consequence, enterprize [sic], and industry to all.” That principle of “Liberty
to all,” so coveted by Lincoln, appears in the Declaration.
Lincoln believed that the thirteen colonies might have been able to declare
independence without the Declaration, “but without it,” he mused, “we could
¥ not, | think, have secured our free government, and consequent prosperity.”
. He believed that the Founding Fathers were idealists, writing that “no
oppressed, people will fight, and endure, as our fathers did, without the promise of something better, than
a mere change of masters.”
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Then he pondered over Stephens’s remarks by invoking the “apples of gold in pictures of silver” phrase.
“The assertion of that principle, at that time, was the word, fitly spoken,” which has proved an ‘apple of
gold’ to us. The Union, and the Constitution, are the picture of silver, subsequently framed around it.” In
Lincoln’s view, the Declaration of Independence—and its “proposition” that “all men are created equal’—is
the ideal, while the Constitution is the practical and imperfect framing of that ideal. Therefore, the
Declaration is the “apple of gold” and the Constitution is the “picture of silver.”

“Lincoln at Independence Hall” by Jean-Leon-Gerome Ferris. Library of
Congress.

- Lincoln went on. “The picture was made, not to conceal, or destroy the
‘f;; apple; but to adorn, and preserve it. The picture was made for the apple
ﬂ - not the apple for the picture,” he wrote. This line is key, as Lincoln
~ inferred that the Constitution was framed to protect the Declaration’s
w assertion that “all men are created equal,” not to “destroy” it as
secession and slavery threatened to do.

“So let us act, that neither picture, or apple shall ever be blurred, or
bruised or broken,” he resolved to himself. “That we may so act, we must
study, and understand the points of danger.”[4]

One month later, Lincoln stood on the steps of Independence Hall on his
way to his inauguration in Washington, D.C. He addressed a crowd and
professed that he had “never had a feeling politically that did not spring from the sentiments embodied in
the Declaration of Independence.” The Declaration, Lincoln believed, promised “that in due time the
weight [of oppression] would be lifted from the shoulders of all men”, not just Americans. Then, the
president-elect eerily admitted that he would rather be assassinated than forsake the ideals of the
Declaration.[5]
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Lincoln at Independence Hall on February 22, 1861. Library
of Congress.

In the end, Lincoln’s reverence for the Declaration of
Independence reveals the moral foundation beneath his
leadership during the nation’s greatest crucible. By elevating
the Declaration as the “apple of gold” and the Constitution
as its protective “frame,” Lincoln affirmed that the survival of
the Union depended not only on legal structures, but on
fidelity to the enduring principle of human equality. It was
this conviction that guided him through the Civil War and ultimately redefined the nation.

During this semiquincentennial anniversary of independence, let us embody Lincoln’s great respect and
defense of our founding moment.

Notes:
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Independence,” History Now, issue 67, (Summer 2023), https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-
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President (New York: Random House, 2021), 131-132.
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