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William Osborn Stoddard 

(1835 – 1925) 

Born on September 24, 1835, at No. 5 Albany Street in Homer, 
Stoddard went on to be an editor, an author of adventure stories 
for children, and an inventor, but he is best known for serving as 
an assistant private secretary to President and Mrs. Lincoln.  As a 
youngster he discovered his grandfather, John Osborn, was 
harboring a runaway slave in the cellar of the Homer farmhouse. 
As a teenager he participated in the famous “Jerry Rescue” in 
Syracuse on October 1, 1851. Thus, by the time he arrived out 
West in 1857 and became co-editor of The Central Illinois Gazette, 
his abolitionist sentiments had been formed. 

He joined a new political party, the Republican Party, and made the acquaintance of one 
of its rising stars -- a tall, lanky, circuit-riding lawyer from Springfield named Abraham 
Lincoln. He campaigned in Illinois for Lincoln during the 1860 presidential election and 
was rewarded with a post in the nation’s capital in the Department of the Interior. When 
the Rebellion broke out in April 1861, Stoddard and his brother Harry served a brief stint 
with the D. C. Rifles to protect the city. Soon, he was “loaned” to the White House to 
assist John Nicolay and John Hay in their role as personal secretaries. His daily duties 
included opening mail addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Lincoln (averaging 250 pieces per day) 
and determining what was worthy of their time. Copious amounts of hate mail were 
discarded. He attended to President and First Lady during White House social events and 
signed Lincoln’s name to many official documents.  He personally made the first two 
copies of Lincoln’s draft of the famous Emancipation Proclamation in September 1862.  
According to him, no other Civil War event generated as much mail for him to handle. 

Stoddard served at the White House during the six months in 1864 when friend and 
portrait painter Francis B. Carpenter worked on the iconic painting of the “First Reading 
of the Emancipation Proclamation before the Cabinet.”  Stoddard successfully lobbied on 
behalf of Carpenter for the painting to be placed in the U.S. Capitol building in 1878.  

Before the war’s end in 1865, Stoddard was appointed Marshal of the Eastern District of 
Arkansas. He was in the Little Rock Statehouse when news arrived of Lincoln’s 
assassination, and he wrote to John Hay: “Men who had never seen him wept when the 
news came. How shall we say our sorrows, - who knew him as he really was?” 

Stoddard married Susan Eagleson Cooper in 1870. He outlived her, his siblings, five 
children, a grandson, and most contemporaries, including his life-long friend, Andrew D. 
White, of Cornell University fame. On August 29, 1925, Stoddard died in Madison, New 
Jersey, leaving the world six published books about Lincoln and an unpublished memoir. 
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This legacy has proven valuable to Lincoln scholars. Stoddard contributed to the world’s 
understanding of Lincoln as a man, a statesman, and “a synonym for all that is best in 
democracy” (eulogy for Stoddard in the New York Times, 1925). 

 


