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History is about learning and understanding 
the past. �e past does not change, but 
interpretations do. One cannot erase history 
and expect to remember the past. 

D. H. Coop
Author, Teacher, 

Student

Coop’s Corner

Presidents Day
The third Monday in February is the 

official federal holiday celebrating the 
American presidents’ birthdays. Four of our 
presidents were born in February: George 
Washington on Feb. 22, Abraham Lincoln on 
Feb. 12, William Henry Harrison on Feb. 9 
and Ronald Reagan on Feb. 6.

The first president was George 
Washington, and the 16th was Abraham 
Lincoln. Together, 

they helped shape the nation by 
their actions. Both men understood 
the importance of history in the 
development of the nation and looked 
to the past for guidance.

George Washington is called the 
American Cincinnatus after Lucius 
Quinctius Cincinnatus, who in 458 B.C. 
was appointed dictator of Rome during 
an emergency. He ended the threat to Rome quickly and 
returned his dictator power to the Roman Senate. George 
Washington gave up power when many in the country 
wanted him to stay in power. When King George III heard 
of Washington giving up power, he is quoted as saying, “If 
he does that, he will be the greatest man in the world.”

The skilled leadership of George Washington molded the 
beginning of a strong central federal government. He held 
that “you have only one way to convince others: listen to 
them” and “when there is no vison, there is no hope.” That 
hope expanded suffrage over time and tried to address 
issues that divided the nation with compromises.

In 1858, a lawyer named Abraham Lincoln gave a 
speech on the state of America that included that “a house 
divided against itself cannot stand …I do not expect the 
union to be dissolved — I do not expect the house to 
fall — but I do expect it will cease to be divided.” Lincoln 
went on to win the election in 1860 and built his cabinet 
with his rivals to save the Union. The country went to 
war with itself. Abraham Lincoln was the force that held 
the nation together during this bloody struggle, making 
changes when he could. On Jan. 1,1863, after a major union 

victory at Antietam, he issued the 
Emancipation Proclamation on 
slavery in states in rebellion. Then, 
on Nov. 19, 1863, he redefined 
the basic principle of the United 
States Constitution to include the 
Declaration of Independence, with 
the words “Four score and seven 
years ago ...” in the Gettysburg 
Address. Before this speech, each 

state referred to itself as an independent nation within the 
union. They would say that the United States are plural, 
and after the speech, the United States was a singular 
nation. By Jan. 31, 1865, President Lincoln was able to 
push the 13th Amendment through Congress and ended 
slavery in the United States. President Lincoln believed, 
“America will never be destroyed from the outside; if we 
falter and lose our freedom, it will be because we destroyed 
ourselves.”

Presidents Day is more than just a national holiday for a 
long weekend. It is a time for reflecting on all those leaders 
that made this nation one of hope and of listening 
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The 1936 Olympics were hosted by Germany. Adolf 
Hitler wanted to make the games a showcase for his 
“master race.” The antisemitic signs were removed 
from public view and from the news media. The Berlin 
committee president was Theodor Lewald, who was half-
Jewish, and Committee Secretary-General Carl Diem, who 
also had Jewish association, were both members during the 
games. The threat of an international boycott had the Nazis 
on their best behavior.

The American team was one of 49 teams that 
participated in games, with 4,000 athletics. The American 
team included 18 African Americans—12 were members 
of the track events. The Nazis labeled these 12 men the 
“black auxiliaries.” They included Jesse Owens, who would 
win four gold medals. Avery Brundage removed two Jewish 
runners, Sam Stoller and Marty Glickman, to appease the 
Nazi government.

During the long jump contest, Jesse Owens failed his 
first two jumps. The German long jump record holder, Carl 
Ludwig “Luz” Long, showed remarkable sportsmanship and 
gave Owens advice on his starting run position. Owens won 
the event, and Long fell to second. A solid friendship was 
created between the two men. The two Jewish committee 
members were removed after the games.

By 1938, the Nazis were making noise about their 
“superior race.” Their heavyweight fighter, Max Schmeling, 
had knocked out the young American fighter Joe Louis in 
12 rounds in 1936. A rematch between the two fighters 
was scheduled for June 22, 1938. Leading up to the fight, 
the press went wild with racist articles about both men. 
Schmeling never joined the Nazi party and had saved 
two Jewish children during the Night of Broken Glass in 
Germany. He was not able to get a match with Jim Braddock, 
the heavyweight champion, because the American promoters 
feared that if Schmeling won the championship, Joe Louis 
would never get a chance to fight the German champion.

Louis won the heavyweight championship in 1938, and 
the fight between the German and American fighters was 
arranged. The fight was broadcast live over the radio. Louis 
came out battering Schmeling with punches and knocking 
him down three times in the first round. The round ended 
when Schmeling’s corner tossed in the towel. Schmeling 
went to the hospital for 10 days and learned that Joe had 
cracked several of his vertebrae. The press still went on, 
with outrageous articles on both sides.

Schmeling was drafted into the German Army as a 
paratrooper, and Louis did exhibition fights and donated 
the money to the war effort. After the war, the U.S. Internal 
Revenue Service charged Louis for back taxes. Schmeling 
had begun working for Coca-Cola and helped Louis get 
back on his feet. The two men developed a friendship. 
Schmeling was a pallbearer at Louis’ funeral.

The story behind each of these men is known but is 
hidden by the sensationalism of the story.

History Behind the History
Abraham Lincoln was a successful lawyer for the 

railroads, a detail that is often left out of the history of 
our 16th president. Honest Abe or rail splitter are terms 
we most use today in classrooms when we talk of this 
president’s history.

John Wilkes Booth changed the popular image of 
President Lincoln. Before Abraham Lincoln became 
president, he would move around the country collecting 
stories, many that were too off-color for mixed company. He 
was a popular speaker at the boarding lodges.

President Lincoln’s humor was never just to tell a dirty 
joke. He told the story to make a point, to deflate, or to make 
a parable. He had a quick wit and could be self-deprecating. 
For example, when an individual yelled out during a speech 
that Lincoln was two-faced, Lincoln replied that if he had 
two faces, “do you think I would wear this one?”

Many of the anti-Lincoln cartoons of the time referred to 
Lincoln’s dirty jokes and storytelling. Lincoln would often 
begin with “That reminds me of a story…” The English 
magazine Punch called Lincoln the National Joker. Carl 
Sandburg used many of the cartoons from Punch in his 
fourth volume of his six-volume history of Lincoln. Stephen 
Douglas said that he did not worry about debating Lincoln 
on the facts. However, it was when Lincoln began telling a 
story that he felt nervous.

The Democratic Party inserted into every campaign 
something about candidate Lincoln’s dirty jokes. Even after 
he was president, the Democratic Party spread rumors 
about President Lincoln singing dirty songs on the tour of 
the Antietam battlefield. Cartoons of Lincoln as an ape or 
sitting up in a tree were very common. The false rumors and 
attacks on President Lincoln stopped with his assassination. 
His popularity went global.

When President Theodore Roosevelt was visiting with 
a nomadic tribe with a chief present, he was introduced as 
the recent president of the United States. The chief was 
unimpressed. Then he was told, “The land of Lincoln,” and 
the chief’s face lit up with the mention of President Lincoln, 
who freed the slaves.

Today, President Lincoln is known for his Gettysburg 
Address and leading the nation through the Civil War 
with the emancipation and freedom of the slaves in North 
America. Little is mention of his earthy jokes and his 
unpresidential behavior that were a constant attack on his 
character before his death.

President Lincoln was a student of the United States 
Constitution and our history. The Gettysburg Address 
connected the Declaration of Independence to the U.S. 
Constitution and Bill of Rights, changing the country from 
a group of states into a nation. The jokes and stories had 
a purpose that allowed a gifted leader to guide the nation 
during a time of crisis.Two books that will give details of 
President Lincoln’s fabled sense of humor:

Lincoln’s Sense Of Humor, Richard Carwardine, 2017
Abe Lincoln’s Legacy of Laughter, Paul M. Zall, ed., 2007

President Abraham and Humor
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Every school child knows of Marco Polo’s 17-
year journey (1271–1295) to China, as told in 
The Travels of Marco Polo. When Polo returned 
from China, the city of Genoa captured him 
and placed him in prison with another prisoner 
from Pisa named Rustichello. Rustichello was 
a romance writer, and he put Polo’s story to 
print. The story has been viewed with doubts 
by many then and now.

The story opened a clear view of Europe 
and Asian ideas and wealth. Earlier contact 
between the West and East had been made on 
the Silk Road between the Han Dynasty and 
the Roman Empire. Polo’s story of a young 
man’s adventure sparked a romantic idea of 
adventure in Europe.

However, few know of Rabban bar Sauma, 
a Nestorian monk who visited Europe in 
1287 and met with popes and kings. The 
Nestorians were Christians who split from the 
Orthodox Church in 431 over the idea of the 
independence of divine and the human nature 
of Christ. They believed that there were two 
distinct persons in Christ (dyophysitism). The 
Nestorian faith of Christianity spread east and 
into China by the early seventh century. 

Emperor Arjun Khan was a religiously 
tolerant monarch in the Middle East, which 
was embroiled in conflict with the spread 
of the Mamluk Sultanate and the internal 
struggles with family members over power. 
To ease the Mamluk problem, the Khan sent 
bar Sauma to the West as his ambassador to 
win support for a new crusade against the 
Mamluks.

When bar Sauma reached the Holy City of 
Rome, Pope Honorius IV had recently died, 
and bar Sauma had to wait for the new pope to 
be named and seated. While he waited on his 

official diplomatic mission, he met with kings 
and nobles in Europe. His quest did secure 
promises of political and military aid, which 
was never sent because of the political and 
family conflicts disrupting Europe.

Marco Polo was a youth as well as a 
merchant within an expanding world when 
he entered Asia, while bar Sauma was middle 
aged and was sent as a diplomat. Eastern and 
Western cultures have had many contacts over 
centuries, each adopting and sharing ideas 
and goods though history. The West during 
the 15th century combined the ideas of the 
West and the East to expand their influence 
around the world; the East, on the other hand, 
saw itself as the “Middle Kingdom” and began 
to close itself off from outside world influences 
in 1434, utilizing the Edict of Haijin to protect 
and isolate itself from Western influence. The 
last voyage of the Chinese world explorer 
Admiral Zheng He was in 1433. 

For the next centuries, China and India 
would be a European market and, in some 
cases, colonies. Asia would not become a 
modern world participant until Commodore 
Matthew Perry opened Japan to trade in 1852. 
The leaders of Japan recognized the need 
to change and modernize their society and 
government. Japan jumped into the modern 
world within 50 years, and in 1904 took on and 
defeated a European naval power by sinking 
two Russian fleets.

The 20th century saw renewed interest in 
the relationship between the east and the west. 
What the two early men discovered was two 
cultures that were different and, at times, the 
same. American history needs to explain more 
than The Travels of Marco Polo or play the 
game Marco Polo in swimming pools!

The Meeting of Western and Eastern Worlds

D.H.Coop is a retired fire/paramedic 
and retired teacher having taught  
IB and AP World History 30 years. 
He continues to write, tutor and consult. 
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Discover a New Read Today

A madcap satire 
set in a small beach 
town. When an 
early morning small 
fire breaks out in 
a vacant theatre, 
the town gossip, 
Mabel, starts a 
chain of events that 
has local, state and 
federal governess 
in a state of panic. 
Mabel’s odd 
behaviors make for 
a hilarious story.

While hospitalized, a soldier, 
Joe, received a package of 
cookies. The simple act of 
kindness from a stranger 
helped the soldier during his 
recovery. For many years 
Joe and his wife repaid the 
kindness by anonymously 
sending packages of cookies 
to local hospitals for first 
responders and military 
individuals. When Joe passed 
away his grandson carried on 
the cookie tradition. One day a 
local reporter happened to be 
in a hospital when a package of 
cookies arrived for a patient. 
The reporter was determined 
to discover the name of the 
anonymous sender, which set 
off a string of events.

The trilogy begins with The Philatelist, where 
the death of an elderly German lady sets off 
a series of events that leads to murder and 
links to the historical past. The key to the 
events is an international stamp book that C.E. 
Hall, a fire insurance investigator/philatelist, 
purchased from a stamp store. The stamp 
book is a record of a mysterious organization 
that links back before World War II. Powerful 
figures are trying to find the stamp book as C.E. 
Hall tries to unravel the mystery held within 
the stamp book. As C.E. Hall goes through the 
book, he discovers a sinister organization that 
had possibly tried to assassinate world leaders 
during World War II.

Follow C.E. Hall, a fire insurance investigator/philatelist through a series of events that begins with an international stamp book

Opportunity for Evil is the second book in a 
trilogy with C. E. Hall as a fire investigator and 
FBI consultant. The local fire chief has called 
C.E. Hall to investigate the cause of a small fire 
in a print shop. When a body is discovered in an 
adjoining stamp store the investigation takes a 
turn when looking into the cause of death. The 
coroner finds a series of rare stamps that are 
counterfeit. FBI agent Nick Thomson joins the 
investigation. C.E. Hall and Nick uncovered that 
the counterfeit stamps have links to criminal 
organizations from drug cartels to the Russian 
Mafia, Chinese spies, and middle east terrorists. 
The groups had been using the stamps as a way 
to launder international money.

While unraveling this case they discover a 
link with the past sinister case of a post-Nazi 
organization in the first book, The Philatelist. 
To find the answers C.E. and Nick first must 
weave their way through interlocking webs of a 
drug cartel, Chinese espionage, and break-up a 
terrorist plot in the port of Los Angeles before 
they bring down international bankers that 
finance criminal activities.
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