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 My first encounter with David 

Herbert Donald came as a graduate stu-

dent setting up the Lincoln Room at the 

University of Illinois at Urbana-

Champaign.  I became intrigued with the 

compilation of James Jay Monaghanôs 

Lincoln Bibliography, and my research 

quickly led me to the James Garfield Ran-

dall papers at the University Archives.  I 

was told that David Donald was the liter-

ary executor, and that the papers required 

his permission before use.  I wrote a letter 

to Professor Donald explaining my project 

and what I planned to use from Randallôs 

archive.  Much to my surprise, I received 

a very quick and gracious reply granting 

me permission to examine whatever I re-

quired.   

 

 Later, I would have an opportu-

nity to read most of David Donaldôs stud-

ies on Lincoln, Herndon, Sumner, and the 

Civil War era.  All were elegantly written 

and brimming with insights and ideas.  

The recipient of two Pulitzer Prizes, one 

in 1960 for Charles Sumner and the Com-

ing of the Civil War and the other in 1987 

for Look Homeward: A Life of Thomas 

Wolfe, Donald was more concerned in 

writing for an informed general public 

than a narrow academic audience.  He 

wanted his books to be read by many, not 

simply admired by a few.  In the end, his 

books were both widely read and also 

admired by his academic peers. 

 

 David Herbert Donald was born 

in Goodman, Mississippi and grew up 

witnessing southern segregation firsthand.  

He attended Millsaps College in Jackson, 

Mississippi, and interviewed for a job as a 

high school band teacher, a position he 

declined after being told that he needed to 

wear a hat in order to teach at the school.  

He was accepted into the graduate pro-

gram at the University of Illinois.  I asked 

Donald in later years if he selected the 

University of Illinois in order to study 

with James Garfield Randall, the aca-

demic credited with professionalizing the 

study of Abraham Lincoln.  David indi-

cated that he selected the University of 

Illinois not because of Randall but be-

cause the school was on the Illinois Cen-

tral rail line that would easily facilitate his 

travel home to Mississippi. 

 

 Randall and his wife Ruth took 

an immediate liking to Donald.  Childless 

themselves, the Randalls treated David as 

a surrogate son.  Later, David would name 

his son Bruce Randall Donald in memory 

of the Randalls.  As a research assistant to 

Randall, Donald greatly benefited from 

his time at the University of Illinois.  His 

resulting dissertation on William Herndon 

was published as a book and remains the 

definitive study of Lincolnôs third law 

partner.  As Donald neared graduation, 

Paul Angle inquired if Donald had any 

interest in serving as his replacement as 

director of the Illinois State Historical 

Library.  Angle had accepted an offer to 
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Stefan Djordjevic, a student at Niles West 

High School, Skokie, Illinois, was hon-

ored as the winner of The Abraham Lin-

coln Association Student Award during 

the annual Illinois History Exposition held 

on May 7 in Springfield.  Stefanôs win-

ning paper was titled Rough and Tumble:  

Chicagoôs Wigwam of 1860.  His teacher 

is Janet Kelsey.  

 

Stefan also was awarded a $5,000 scholar-

ship to Illinois College in Jacksonville.  

Illinois.  The College awards the scholar-

ship each year to the student submitting 

the best essay on the theme Illinois In The 

Civil War Era.  

 

The Abraham Lincoln Association Stu-

dent Award recognizes the best Abraham 

Lincoln research paper and media project 

submitted at the Illinois History Exposi-

tion. More than 1,400 junior and senior 

high school students from across the state 

participated in this yearôs Exposition.  The 

students were winners selected during 

regional history fairs held in early 2009.   

 

The regional fairs and the Illinois History 

Exposition are coordinated by the Illinois 

Historic Preservation Agencyôs Education 

Services Program, which also publishes 

the online student history magazine Illi-

nois History and Illinois History Teacher.  

The Agency sponsors the Exposition in 

cooperation with the Chicago Metro His-

tory Education Center. 

Stefan Djordjevic was presented with The 

Abraham Lincoln Association Student 

Award at the Illinois History Exposition 

held in Springfield on May 7, 2009. 
Photograph by David Blanchette. 
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take over the Chicago Historical Society 

and was looking for another Lincoln ex-

pert to continue running the library.  Don-

ald politely declined.  When I asked him 

about it, David indicated that he had no 

aptitude for running a library or a histori-

cal society, which was also part of the 

director duties at the time.  His interest 

was in teaching and research, two tasks in 

which he excelled and left an imprint that 

remains unmatched. 

 

 After a series of teaching posi-

tions at Columbia University, Smith Col-

lege, Princeton University, and Johns 

Hopkins University, Donald joined the 

faculty at Harvard University in 1973 and 

remained until his retirement in 1991.  

Upon retirement, he began work on a new 

large-scale biographical treatment of 

Abraham Lincoln.  I got to know a num-

ber of his graduate students, many of 

whom have distinguished themselves in 

the Lincoln field.   

 

 One day a letter appeared.  It was 

from David Donald, indicating that he 

intended to spend several weeks conduct-

ing research at the library, and identifying 

the collections and materials he was inter-

ested in using.  The courtesy of providing 

this information in advance is but one 

example of Donaldôs strong sense of so-

cial manners and professional conduct.  

Always a gentleman and a scholar, Don-

ald was charming and gracious even when 

he disagreed with you. 

 

 During his time in Springfield, I 

had the good fortune to have several din-

ners with David and took him out to New 

Salem to see their outdoor theatre presen-

tations.  At the time, the Great American 

People Show offered a trilogy that pre-

sented the Lincoln story from his birth up 

to the bombing of Hiroshima.  We saw 

the first play in the trilogy, ñYour Obdt. 

Servant, A. Lincolnò which was an over-

view of his life.  Donald thoroughly en-

joyed the production as well as its lovely 

setting in Kelso Hollow at Lincolnôs New 

Salem State Historic Site.   

 

 It was during this time in Spring-

field that we talked about the Lincoln 

biography and some of the problems in-

herent in any biographical endeavor as 

well as those peculiar to Lincoln.  Donald 

was fortunate to have a son who was com-

puter savvy and who created a database 

from which to navigate the massive 

amount of information on Lincoln and his 

times compiled for the biography.  Every 

day, Donald would be the first to arrive 

and last to leave the library.  When the 

biography was published in 1995, it be-

came an immediate best seller and re-

mains the preferred starting place for most 

historians and Lincoln buffs.   

 

 In 2005, he was informed that 

the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library 

Foundation wanted to honor him during 

the opening events for the Abraham Lin-

coln Presidential Museum for his lifetime 

achievement in the field of Lincoln stud-

ies.  A $25,000 prize was awarded at a 

sumptuous dinner that was based upon 

Lincoln era cuisine.   After his acceptance 

remarks, it was announced that the prize 

would hereafter be known as The David 

Herbert Donald Prize. 

 

 David Herbert Donald remained 

a loyal member of the Abraham Lincoln 

Association and an avid reader of the 

Journal of the Abraham Lincoln Associa-

tion.  ñThe Journal of the Abraham Lin-

coln Association,ò Donald stated, ñis the 

most important periodical in the field of 

Lincoln studies.  As a Lincoln biographer, 

I rely on it heavily for both ideas and in-

formation.ò 

 

  In spite of various health prob-

lems, Donald remained engaged in public 

speaking and was always awarded new 

honors and accolades.  He was awaiting 

heart surgery when he died on May 17 at 

the age of 88.  At the time of his death, 

Donald was deeply engaged in another 

biographical study of the post-presidency 

of John Quincy Adams.   

 

 He is survived by Aida DiPace 

Donald, former editor in chief of Harvard 

University Press, a son, Bruce Randall 

Donald of Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 

and two grandchildren. 
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