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Lincoln’s jokes were legendary—and so was his honesty, his passion against slavery, and his self-deprecation about his homeliness. This collection brings a fascinating Lincoln to life. You’ll find accounts about his grief over the death of his beloved Anne Rutledge, his startling premonition about his assassination, and the challenges of the Civil War, which pushed Lincoln to blistering satire as well as to sorrow. Browsing through this unique volume you’ll encounter a man and his times in all their complexity, including selections like:



	GOVERNMENT:
	“No man is good enough to govern another man without the other’s consent.”



	FUTURE:

	“The best thing about the future is that it only comes one day at a time.”
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To the towering spirit
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EXPLANATORY NOTE

Abraham Lincoln is remembered as a tragic figure, a martyred emancipator. But he is also a great comic figure. Comedy was married to tragedy in his life and his personality.

It was the wit and wisdom of Abraham Lincoln that first won him the hearts of the people. Prior to his election as president in 1860 he never held a higher post than that of a one-term Illinois congressman. But people trusted Lincoln instinctively because he seemed wiser than other men, and they liked him because he was funnier than other men.

Abraham Lincoln was a great writer and a great orator as well as a great leader. He deserves a place in American literature as well as history. However, he wrote no books, he composed no memoirs, he left behind no magnum opus. The quotations cited in this book are drawn from a variety of sources, both oral and written.

The Wit and Wisdom of Abraham Lincoln includes both stories told about Lincoln and stories told by Lincoln.

No president has had more stories told about him than Lincoln. Many of these stories have passed from American history into American folklore. Sometimes it is hard to separate Lincoln the historical figure from Lincoln the folk hero. He is shown here in both roles.

No president told more stories than Lincoln. He was the storytelling president. He used anecdotes the way Christ is said to have used parables, to make a point, to illustrate a principle. He used humor the way Mark Twain used humor, to break down barriers and throw light on the truth.

Ultimately it’s for you to decide if the stories told about Lincoln are true and if the stories told by Lincoln contain truth.

The Wit and Wisdom of Abraham Lincoln is for anyone who would like to know what Lincoln said to us—and what he is saying to us today.


ON ABRAHAM LINCOLN

There lies the most perfect ruler of men who ever lived.

—Edwin M. Stanton

Lincoln’s Secretary of War

Lincoln, with all his foibles, is the greatest character since Christ.

—John Hay

Lincoln’s private secretary

Lincoln is the best loved man that ever trod this continent.

—Theodore Cuyler

Clergyman and author

If one would know the greatness of Lincoln one should listen to the stories which are told about him in other parts of the world. I have been in wild places where one hears the name of America uttered with such mystery as if it were some heaven or hell…but I heard this only in connection with the name Lincoln.

—Leo Tolstoy

But you have not told us a syllable about the greatest general and greatest ruler of the world. We want to know something about him. He was a hero. He spoke with a voice of thunder, he laughed like the sunrise and his deeds were strong as the rock and as sweet as the fragrance of roses…. He was so great that he even forgave the crimes of his greatest enemies and shook brotherly hands with those who had plotted against his life. His name was Lincoln and the country in which he lived is called America…. Tell us of that man.

—Tribal chief in Russia’s Caucasus to Leo Tolstoy

Mr. Lincoln’s wit and mirth will give him a passport to the thoughts and hearts of millions who would take no interest in the sterner and more practical parts of his character.

—George S. Boutwell

Secretary of U.S. Treasury under Grant

Mr. Lincoln’s flow of humor was a sparkling spring, gushing out of a rock—the flashing water had a somber background which made it all the brighter.

—Petroleum Nasby

Lincoln’s favorite humorist

Many of Mr. Lincoln’s stories were as apt and instructive as the best of Aesop’s Fables.

—Hugh McCullough

Lincoln’s Secretary of Treasury

Mr. Lincoln’s resources as a story-teller were inexhaustible, and no condition could arise in a case beyond his capacity to furnish an illustration with an appropriate anecdote.

—Lawrence Weldon

U.S. Court of Claims Judge during Lincoln administration

Mr. Lincoln was recognized as the champion story-teller of the Capitol.

—Benjamin Poore

Editor of The Congressional Record

He raised the wisecrack to the level of scripture.

—B. A. Botkin

American folklore scholar

Now his simple and weighty words will be gathered like those of Washington, and your children, and your children’s children, shall be taught to ponder the simplicity and deep wisdom of utterances which, in their time, passed, in party heat, as idle words.

—Reverend Henry Ward Beecher

Clergyman and author

Strange mingling of mirth and tears, of the tragic and grotesque, of cap and crown, of Socrates and Rabelais, of Aesop and Marcus Aurelius—Lincoln, the gentlest memory of the world.

—Robert G. Ingersoll

Lawyer, orator, author

Abraham Lincoln…was at home and welcome with the humblest, and had a spirit and a practical vein in the times of terror that commanded the admiration of the wisest. His heart was as great as the world, but there was no room in it to hold the memory of a wrong.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

This dust was once the man,

Gentle, plain, just and resolute, under whose cautious hand

Against the foulest crime in history known in any land or age,

Was saved the Union of these States.

—Walt Whitman

Lincoln was a very normal man with very normal gifts, but all upon a great scale, all knit together in loose and natural form, like the great frame in which he moved and dwelt.

—Woodrow Wilson

Lincoln’s words have become the common covenant of our public life. Let us now get on with his work.

—Lyndon Johnson

If it wasn’t for Abe, I’d still be on the open market.

—Dick Gregory

Black activist and comedian
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ADVICE

Better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak out and remove all doubt.

—Attributed to both Abraham Lincoln and Mark Twain

My advice…is to keep cool.

—Speech, Pittsburgh, February 14, 1861

Beware of rashness, but with energy and sleepless vigilance go forward and give us victories.

—Letter to Major General Joseph Hooker, January 26, 1863

Now, as to the young men. You must not wait to be brought forward by the older men. For instance, do you suppose that I should have ever got into notice if I had waited to be hunted up and pushed forward by older men?

—Letter to William H. Herndon, June 22, 1848 (see COUNSELORS, LAWYERS)

AGRICULTURE

“No other human occupation opens so wide a field for the profitable and agreeable combination of labor with cultivated thought, as agriculture,” Abraham Lincoln declared in a speech before the Wisconsin Agricultural Society on September 30, 1859. “Every blade of grass is a study; and to produce two, where there was but one, is both a profit and a pleasure.”

Lincoln then told a little parable. “An Eastern monarch once charged his wise men to invent him a sentence to be ever in view, and which should be true and appropriate in all times and situations. They presented him the words: ‘And this, too, shall pass away.’ How much it expresses! How chastening in the hour of pride! How consoling in the depths of affliction!

“And yet let us hope it is not quite true. Let us hope, rather, that by the best cultivation of the physical world beneath and around us, and the intellectual and moral world within us, we shall secure an individual, social and political prosperity and happiness, whose course shall be onward and upward, and which, while the earth endures, shall not pass away.”

AID

In a desperate predicament, it is human nature to turn to any available source of aid, however unreliable.

President Lincoln was reading over a stack of telegrams from General George B. McClellan pleading for more troops and more supplies. “It appears to me that poor McClellan has got himself lost,” remarked Lincoln. “He’s been hollering for help ever since he began his Southern campaign. I think he wants somebody to come to his deliverance and rescue him from the place he’s got into.

“He reminds me of the story of a man out in Illinois who visited the state penitentiary in company with a few friends. They took a tour of the institution and saw all the facilities, but near the end of the tour this fellow got separated from his friends and couldn’t find his way out.

“He roamed up and down one cold prison corridor after another, becoming more desperate with each passing minute, when, at last, he came across a convict who was peering out from between the bars of his cell door. Here was salvation at last. Breathing a sigh of relief, the man hurried up to the prisoner and hastily inquired, “‘Say, pal! How do you get out of this place?’”

(see ASSISTANCE, GENERALS, MCCLELLAN)

ALCOHOLISM

The demon of intemperance ever seems to have delighted in sucking the blood of genius and of generosity.

—Temperance Address, February 22, 1842

to the Springfield Washington Temperance Society, Springfield, Illinois

ALGER, HORATIO

Horatio Alger was a nineteenth-century novelist whose name has become synonymous with the moral version of the American dream: the rags-to-riches tale of the good-hearted poor boy who makes good.

The heroes of Horatio Alger’s dime novels were always underprivileged youths who won fame and wealth through practicing civic virtues, such as honesty, diligence, and perseverance. Alger’s many novels sold millions of copies and influenced American youths by stressing merit, rather than birth or background, as the secret of success.

Abraham Lincoln, of course, was the real-life model for the Horatio Alger hero. His “log cabin to White House” success story epitomizes the Horatio Alger sequence, which is similar to the fairy-tale pattern. Abe Lincoln is the proof of the Alger maxim that “any boy can become president.”

Horatio Alger wrote a biography of Lincoln, Abraham Lincoln, The Backwoods Boy; or How a Young Rail-Splitter Became President (1883), which shows how Lincoln’s life has provided a text from which American pulpiteers can preach. This excerpt illustrates Lincoln’s proverbial honesty:


A woman entered the store and asked for half a pound of tea. The young clerk weighed it out, and handed it to her in a parcel. This was the last sale of the day.

The next morning, when commencing his duties, Abe discovered a four-ounce weight on the scales. It flashed upon him at once that he had used this in the sale of the night previous, and so, of course, given his customer short weight. I am afraid there are many country merchants who would not have been much worried by this discovery. Not so the young clerk in whom we are interested. He weighed out the balance of the half pound, shut up store, and carried it to the defrauded customer. I think my young readers will begin to see that the name so often given, in later times, to President Lincoln, of “Honest Old Abe,” was well deserved. A man who begins by strict honesty in his youth is not likely to change as he grows older, and mercantile honesty is some guarantee of political honesty.



Young Abe Lincoln was a storekeeper for a year in New Salem, Illinois. A fact not mentioned in the Horatio Alger history is that the store went out of business and Lincoln was left with a debt he was not able to pay off in full until 1848, nearly two decades later.

(see HONEST ABE)

ALIENS

In 1854, when Abraham Lincoln was campaigning on his unsuccessful bid for the Illinois Senate seat, he received the endorsement of the Know-Nothings, who thought only native-born Americans should have rights. Declining their endorsement, Lincoln said in defense of aliens:

“Who are the native Americans? Do they not wear the breechcloth and carry the tomahawk? We pushed them from their homes, and now turn upon others not fortunate enough to come over as early as our forefathers. Gentlemen, your party is wrong in principle.”

Then he told this story: “I had an Irishman named Patrick cultivating my garden. One morning I went out to see how he was getting along. ‘Mr. Lincoln, what do yez think of these Know-Nothings?’ he asked. I explained what they were trying to do, and asked Pat why he had not been born in America. ‘Faith,’ he replied, ‘I wanted to but my mother would not let me.’”

AMBIGUITY

A successful politician must be a master of ambiguity. President Lincoln was quite accustomed to ambiguity; it did not disconcert him.

On one occasion the president and some members of his cabinet were with the army south of Washington when they were joined by Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton. Stanton said that just before he left Washington he received a telegram from General Ormsby M. Mitchel in Alabama, asking instructions to cope with a military emergency.

“I am afraid that I did not precisely understand the nature of the emergency explained by General Mitchel, but I answered back, ‘All right, go ahead,’” Secretary Stanton told President Lincoln. “Now, Mr. President, if I have made an error in not understanding him correctly, I will have to get you to countermand the order.”

Presented with this puzzle, President Lincoln cleared his throat. “Well,” he said, “that is very similar to the circumstances of a certain horse sale that I remember took place at the crossroads down in Kentucky, when I was a boy.

“A particularly fine horse was to be sold, and a large crowd had assembled to witness the spectacle. They had a small boy to ride the horse up and down while the spectators examined the horse’s points.

“As the boy paraded past, one old man called out: ‘Look here, boy, hain’t that horse got the splints?’

“The boy replied: ‘Mister, I don’t know what the splints is, but if it’s good for him, he has got it; if it ain’t good for him, he ain’t got it.’

“Now,” concluded the president, “if this was good for Mitchel, it was all right; but if it was not, I shall have countermanded it.”

AMBITION

Every man is said to have his peculiar ambition…I have no other so great as that of being truly esteemed of my fellow-men, by rendering myself worthy of their esteem.

—Communication to the people of Sangamo County (Illinois), March 9, 1832

You know better than any man living that from my boyhood up my ambition was to be President.

—Lamon, Recollections of Abraham Lincoln, 1847–1865

[Ward Lamon was Lincoln’s law partner in the 1850s.]

(see PRESIDENCY)

AMERICA, UNITED STATES OF

“Most governments have been based, practically, on the denial of equal rights of men,” wrote Abraham Lincoln in an essay on slavery on July 1, 1854. “Ours began by affirming those rights. They said, some men are too ignorant and vicious to share in government. Possibly so, said we; and, by your system, you would always keep them ignorant and vicious. We proposed to give all a chance; and we expected the weak to grow stronger, the ignorant wiser and all better and happier together. We made the experiment, and the fruit is before us.”

Lincoln never tried to redefine America; rather, he tried to reaffirm the original definition given to the nation by the Founding Fathers. “They knew the tendency of prosperity to breed tyrants, and so they established these great self-evident truths, that when in the distant future some man, some faction, some interest, should set up the doctrine that none but rich men, or none but white men, were entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, their posterity might look up again to the Declaration of Independence and take courage to renew the battle which their fathers began.”

No president since the time of Washington and Jefferson has been closer in spirit to the Founding Fathers than has Lincoln. His political principles were not new; they were essentially the principles of Jefferson and Washington, adapted to his own time. It was with deep-felt reverence that he invoked their memory at the beginning of his greatest speech; “Four score and seven years ago our fathers set forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”

What Lincoln accomplished was not only the preservation of that Union first formed by the Founders from the most serious threat in the history of the nation but’ the reestablishment of the nation itself on its founding principles—in practice as well as in theory. The Emancipation Proclamation removed the greatest barrier to a true and faithful observance of the Declaration of Independence and its charter principles of equality and liberty for all. Lincoln continued the work started by the Founders, preserving what they established and realizing one of their greatest unfulfilled dreams. For this achievement Lincoln should be recognized not only as a great successor to the Founders of America, but as one of them.

I hold that, in contemplation of universal law and of the Constitution, the Union of these States is perpetual.

—First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1861

As a nation of freemen we must live through all time, or die by suicide.

—Speech, Springfield, Illinois, January 27, 1838

What constitutes the bulwark of our own liberty and independence? It is not our frowning battlements, our bristling sea coasts…. Our reliance is in the love of liberty which God has planted in us. Our defense is in the spirit which prized liberty as the heritage of all men, in all lands everywhere.

—Speech, Edwardsville, Illinois, September 13, 1858

Many free countries have lost their liberty, and ours may lose hers: but if she shall, be it my proudest plume, not that I was the last to desert, but that I never deserted her.

—Speech, Springfield, Illinois, December, 1839

At what point then is the approach of danger to be expected? I answer if it ever reach us it must spring up amongst us; it cannot come from abroad. If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher.

—Speech, Springfield, Illinois, January 27, 1838

We here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain, that this nation shall have a new birth of freedom.

—Gettysburg Address, November 19, 1863

We shall prove, in a very few years, that we are indeed the treasury of the world.

—Letter to coal miners, conveyed by Schuyler Colfax (written hours before Lincoln’s death, April 14, 1865)

(see CIVIL WAR, DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE, DEMOCRACY, EQUALITY, LIBERTY)

AMERICANS

We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.

—First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1861

(see ENEMIES, FRIENDS)

ANARCHY

Plainly, the central idea of secession is the essence of anarchy. A majority held in restraint by constitutional checks and limitations, and always changing easily with deliberate changes of popular opinions and sentiments, is the only true sovereign of a free people. Whoever rejects it does, of necessity, fly to anarchy.

—First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1861

(see SECESSION)

ANCESTRY

Abraham Lincoln’s innate sense of democracy was so
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