Bill Convery
Abraham Lincoln and Colorado

Honorable members of the state legislature, ladies, and gentlemen: My name is
Bill Convery. I am the state historian at the Colorado Historical Society and a member of
the Colorado Lincoln Bicentennial Commission. On this day two hundred years ago,
America’s sixteenth President, Abraham Lincoln, was born. Exactly seventy years later,
on February 12, 1879, Fredrick W. Pitkin, the second governor of the Centennial State,
signed House Bill 134 creating the Colorado Historical Society. On this dual birthday, 1t
is altogether fitting and proper, to borrow the President’s phrase, to take a moment to
reflect on Lincoln’s role in shaping Colorado.

Although he never set foot here, Abraham Lincoln at heart a Westerner and his
political party, the Republicans, framed themselves as the party of expansion and
opportunity for small family farmers. As President, Lincoln signed several measures
intended to expedite the settlement and development of the West. The Homestead Act of
1862, put 160 acres of public land within reach of the most humble citizens—and
potential citizens. The Pacific Railroad Act subsidized the construction of a steel lifeline
between the West and the rest of the nation. And the College Land Grant Act, which
allotted federal land to states in order to fund agricultural and technical colleges, allowed
Westerners to develop their own human capital, and in Colorado’s case, led to the
establishment of the Colorado Agricultural College (today’s Colorado State University)
in 1877.

Lincoln was instrumental in shaping Colorado’s political future as well. Although

Colorado Territory was created on President James Buchanan’s watch, the outgoing




President left the appointment of territorial officials to Lincoln. The knowledge that
Lincoln would select Colorado’s first territorial administrators helped persuade Congress
to shy away from a provision, proposed by Southern Congressmen, to guarantee slavery
in Colorado. So in a sense, Lincoln’s ascendancy helped Colorado remain free of the
stain that precipitated the Civil War.

Lincoln appointed Colorado’s first territorial officials in the spring of 1861, as
war clouds covered the horizon in the East. Yet although the President’s attention was
diverted elsewhere, he made up for it with some strong appointments. Colonel William
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Gilpin, his selection as Colorado’s first territorial governor, was one of the nation’s
foremost experts on Western affairs. Under Gilpin’s supervision, Colorado convened its
first territorial assembly, established official courts, drafted a code of laws, and instituted
voting qualifications that included African Americans. Gilpin raised a volunteer regiment
that successfully turned back a Confederate invasion at the Battle of Glorieta Pass, New
Mexico, in March 1863—although his unauthorized expenditure of $375,000 to outfit his
army eventually led to his removal.

Lincoln’s second choice, John Evans of Illinois, was a respected physician,
politician, railroad developer, and financier who had co-founded both Evanston, Illinois,
and Northwestern University. Over time, Evans did as much, and more, for his adopted
home, developing railroad systems and public utilities, founding churches and a college
(the University of Denver) and generally leaving Colorado a better place than when he
found it; but he too ran into problems. Charged with keeping the peace with Cheyenne

and Arapaho Indians, whose land settlers had abruptly appropriated, Evans fell victim to

the anti-Indian panic that gripped the territory during the Civil War. Governor Evans’
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