
Washington Square Park 
 

Where Lincoln ' s  voice  
was FIRST heard !   

Located between LaSa l le  & Columbus  
and 

 Lafayet te  & Jackson Streets   
in Downtown Ottawa  

In September  of  
1873,  a   marble         
S o l d i e r ' s    
Monument was  
dedica ted here 
in memory  of  
the 800 men 
f r o m  L a S a l l e  
C o u n t y  w h o 
perished in the 
C i v i l  a n d  

Spanish American Wars  .   The   
monument was  res tored in  2006.   A 
new crowning Goddess  of  Liberty  
was  set  a top the column and the 
names  i t  bore before ,  weathered 
near ly   invis ible ,  were  re -engraved on 
p laques  surrounding the  Monument.   
A memoria l  to the  veterans of      
Ottawa whose  l i ves  were  lost  in 
World War I ,  World War I I ,  the    
Korean War and Vietnam war i s     
loca ted on the north s ide  of  the park 
long Lafayet te  s treet .  
 
In 2007 and outdoor  mural  was     
unvei led  on Jackson s treet  direc t ly  
south of  Washington Square  park   
depicting Ottawa’s  Debate ,  p ic tured 
below,   created by  ar t is t  Don Gray.  

For more information on 
Washington Square park  or  for  

MORE Ottawa Experiences  
contact  the   

Ottawa Vis i tors  Center.  
 

Also be sure to  stop in to  the 
Ottawa Vis i tors  Center  where  

you wi l l  f ind  Souvenir s ,  FREE 
Maps and Guides !  

 

The Ottawa Vis i tors  Center  

100 West  Lafayet te  Street   
Ott awa,  IL 61350 

Tol l  Free :  1-888-OTTAWA -4  
           ( 6 8 8 2 9 2 ) 

Visi t  us  onl ine:   
W w w . E x p e r i e n c e O t t a w a . c o m 

Emai l :   
Touri sm@ExperienceOttawa.com  



On August  21, 
1858,  two years 
before he would 
b e c o m e      
P r e s i d e n t ,     
l a w y e r -
p o l i t i c i a n    
Lincoln had his 
s ights  set  on a 
U . S .  S e n a t e 
seat .   His  chief  obstacle to that  goal  
was  not  a  short  one,  short  and stocky 
maybe,  but formidable .   Incumbent  
Sen. Stephen A.  Douglas ,  nicknamed 
“The Lit t le  Giant ,”  was running for  
his  third term.  
 
Douglas has  been, and would be again,  
pres identia l  mater ia l .   His  intent ion 
that  summer in 1858 was to shake 
loose a  lesser -known opponent who 
had been dogging in his  footsteps  on 
the stump-speaking circui t .  
 
Eventual ly ,  the two men agreed to   
appear formal ly  together  at  seven s i te  
around the s tate :  Ottawa,  Freeport,  
Jonesboro ,  Charles ton,  Galesburg ,  
Quincy and Alton.   That  summer and 
f a l l ,  e a ch  m a n  m a i n t a i n ed  a n          
exhaust ing schedule,  travel ing some 
5,000 miles  and making dozens of  
speeches outs ide the formal  debate .  
 
When they arr ived in Ottawa,  both 
men were greeted by parades ,  bands 
and  cheer ing  c rowds  and  were         
escorted to Washington Square,  the 
s i te  of  the debate .   

Some 14,000 people witnessed the     
debate.   The dust  s t i rred up by a l l  the 
foot  and wagon traf f ic  hung over  the 
val ley  and bluffs  of  town l ike a  smoke 
haze.   Hotel  and boarding houses f i l led 
up quickly ,  and many people  s imply set  
up camp around town.   Picture     
Washington Square Park as  the crowd 
gathered.   Smel l  the   mouth-water ing 
aroma of  roast  pig  prepared for the 
crowd.   Hear the boom of  the cannons,  
the music  of  brass  bands,  and the 
shouts of  s treet  vendors  as  they hawked 
pain ki l l ers  and watermelons.  
 
The debates  were remarkable for  many 
reasons.   In the last  decade,  Douglas  
had faded from prominence,  but  in 
1858 he far  outshone Lincoln.   The  
debates  got  Lincoln noticed,  won him           
invi ta t ions to speak  on the east  coast  
and made him a pres identia l  contender  
for  1860.  
 
One other  factor  that  made the debates  
s igni f icant ,  Douglas and  Lincoln were 
busy  appeal ing direct ly  to people  who 
DID NOT control  the elect ion of  U.S . 
Senator.   In those days ,  I l l inois ’     
Senators  were e lected by the s tate     
leg is lators .   But the debates  drew 
c r o w d s          
everywhere they  
went .  Al l  seven 
debates fo l lowed 
t h e  s a m e       
pattern:  Douglas 
would open for 
one hour,  

Fol lowed by 90   
m i n u t e s  o f      
rebutta l   by  his      
opponent,  and 
t h e  o r i g i n a l  
speaker would 
take over  the 
stump again for  
the last  hal f  
hour.   Douglas  
o p e n e d  i n      
Ottawa. 
 

Both Lincoln and Douglas  could 
c la im victory .   Douglas  won the   
e lect ion of  1858,  but  his  s tances   
during the debates  sea led the fate  of  
his  Pres identia l  aspirat ions .   Two 
years  later ,  the Democratic  Party  
s p l i t ,  a n d  L i n c o l n  a n d  t h e     
Republicans rose through the gap.      
 
Though no bloody batt le  was  fought 
on I l l inois  soi l  during the civ i l  war ,  
Ottawa was  the center  of  a  batt le  of  
words that  would determine the     
future of  the country .   The debate 
preceded any of  the bloodshed,  but  
was engagement where va lues of  a  
spl i t t ing nat ion were personif ied in 
men know as  “The Rai l  Spli t ter”  and 
“The Lit t le  Giant” 
 
I n  2 0 0 2 ,  t h e  c o m m u n i t y      
commiss ioned a  founta in dominated 
by Heroic -Sized bronze s tatues  of    
L incoln and Douglas  surrounded by a  
beauti ful  p laza .   Sculptress  Rebecca 
Childers  Caleel  des igned the s tatues .  


