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			Introduction

			On the afternoon of May 30, 1922, while most Americans were home for the Memorial Day holiday, more than three thousand invited guests and thirty thousand spectators gathered in Washington, DC, for the dedication of the recently completed Abraham Lincoln Memorial. The invited guests, each of whom had received an engraved invitation according them special seating on or near the memorial structure, included President Warren G. Harding and members of his cabinet, congressmen, governors, justices of the Supreme Court, military officers, diplomats, civic leaders, various distinguished citizens, and a handful of Civil War veterans from both the Union and Confederate armies, most of whom were now in their seventies and eighties. The ordinary spectators, who stood spread out across the vast grounds of the memorial and the reflecting pool leading to the Washington Monument, more closely represented the century-and-a-half-old nation: young and old, men and women, black and white, farmers, factory workers, clerks, housewives, and immigrants. Also present in the crowd were hundreds of former slaves and descendants of slaves. 

			Fifty-seven years had passed and three generations of Americans had been born since John Wilkes Booth, an angry Confederate sympathizer, assassinated Abraham Lincoln just days after General Robert E. Lee surrendered to General Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Court House, Virginia, effectively ending the nation’s bloodiest war. During that time, America had transformed itself into an industrial power, asserted economic and political influence abroad, fought in a world war, and struggled with domestic upheavals over equal rights for blacks and labor rights for an increasingly urbanized workforce. America at the time of the dedication of the Lincoln Memorial was not the America of Lincoln’s time. Yet on that day, the past and the present came together to honor the nation’s sixteenth president. 

			One of the invited guests present on that beautiful spring day was seventy-eight-year-old Robert Todd Lincoln, the eldest and only surviving son of Abraham Lincoln. Except for having a beard, the gray and bespectacled Robert bore no physical resemblance to his famous father. With a rounded face featuring a wide nose and a short and stocky frame, which was by then slightly stooped with age, Robert more closely resembled his plump and fleshy mother than his six-foot-four father with his gangly arms and chiseled cheekbones. In further contrast to his father, whose dress was often awkward and careless, Robert was scrupulously fashion conscious. On this special day he wore a top hat, a crisply pressed white shirt, and a perfectly tailored black suit with a gold watch chain hanging prominently from his vest. 

			Assisted by two young marines, one on each side, Robert slowly climbed the fifty-eight granite steps leading to the east colonnade on the main level of the memorial, where the speakers and other special guests were seated in dark wooden Thonet cafe chairs. When Robert finally reached the top at about 2:30 p.m., the crowd burst into applause as he took his seat beside Mary Harlan Lincoln, his wife of more than fifty years and the daughter of a former United States senator from Iowa. Behind Robert, set back within the central chamber of the memorial and facing outward to the crowd, was the nineteen-foot-high statue of the seated Lincoln, painstakingly carved from the finest Georgia white marble. The statue aptly represented the larger-than-life figure that Lincoln had become in the eyes of most Americans. 

			Following the invocation and the presentation of colors, Dr. Robert R. Moton, who had succeeded Booker T. Washington as leader of the Tuskegee Institute, delivered the principal dedication address. The only black man on the speaker’s platform, Moton focused his speech on Lincoln’s impact on black Americans, fully crediting Lincoln with emancipation of the slaves and holding Lincoln up to a standard of immortality. With his voice being broadcast over amplification speakers placed around the memorial grounds—representing the latest in oratorical technology—Moton said of Lincoln that “[h]e freed a nation as well as a race. . . . Sixty years ago he stood in lonely grandeur above a torn and bleeding Nation, a towering figure of patient righteousness. Today his spirit animates the breasts of millions of his countrymen who unite with us to pay tribute to his lofty character and his immortal deed.” 

			Poet Edwin Markham followed Moton with his own graceful tribute to Lincoln, entitled “Lincoln, The Man of the People,” which included these lines:

			When the Norn Mother saw the Whirlwind Hour

			Greatening and darkening as it hurried on,

			She left the Heaven of Heroes and came down

			To make a man to meet the mortal need . . .

			And laid upon him a sense of the Mystic Powers

			Moving—all husht—behind the mortal veil,

			Here was a man to hold against the world,

			A man to match the mountains and the sea.

			Former President William Howard Taft, who was by then the chief justice of the United States Supreme Court, spoke next. Taft accurately described the heights to which Americans had elevated Lincoln: “We feel a closer touch with him than with living men. The influence he still wields, one may say with all reverence, has a Christ-like character. It has spread to the four quarters of the globe. The oppressed and lowly of all peoples, as liberty and free government spread, pronounce his name with awe, and cherish his assured personal sympathy as a source of hope.” 

			Ironically, it was President Harding, widely known for his bombastic and often wandering oratory, who added some historical perspective to Lincoln’s role in emancipation by acknowledging that Lincoln initially saw preservation of the Union as more important than abolishing slavery: 

			The simple truth is that Lincoln, recognizing an established order, would have compromised with the slavery that existed, if he could have halted its extension. . . . Hating human slavery as he did . . . he was the last man in the Republic to resort to arms to effect its abolition. . . . He believed . . . firmly in the perpetuity of the Union of the States. . . . His was a leadership for a great crisis, made loftier because of the inherent righteousness of his cause and the sublimity of his own faith. Washington inspired belief in the Republic in its heroic beginning, Lincoln proved its quality in the heroic preservation. 

			Throughout much of the dedication ceremony, Robert remained quiet and reflective, lost in a world of distant memories. He did not deliver a speech, and perhaps that was fitting. As the speakers made clear, this was a day to remember Abraham Lincoln in all of his public greatness. To those present, it was a day to recall the Great Emancipator, the Savior of the Union, an American martyr, one of the greatest American presidents whose name and face and accomplishments were intimately familiar not only to all Americans, but also to much of the world. That man, however, was not the man that Robert knew best. To be sure, Robert knew Lincoln the president and was fully aware of the successful efforts by so many people to elevate Lincoln to greatness after his assassination in 1865—efforts that occasionally left a trail of myths and embellishments that became ingrained as fact in the American memory. Robert had quietly participated in efforts to ensure his father’s proper place in history, though he scrupulously tried to keep the memories fair and accurate. But the man that Robert knew best was not Lincoln the president, it was Lincoln the father. On that spring day in 1922, however, just as the thousands of men and women who came to honor a larger-than-life figure were not interested in the personal story of Lincoln’s relationship with his four children, the intensely private Robert was not interested in sharing that story with the gathered mass of admiring Americans.

			Yet the story of Lincoln the father is worth telling. It is worth telling not only because it reveals a very human side of Lincoln largely ignored by his biographers, but because it illuminates a challenge that many fathers face: balancing a successful career with fulfilling the various roles that society assigns to fathers—roles that most fathers actually desire to play in their children’s lives. That challenge was no less present in Lincoln’s time than it is today. In fact, nineteenth-century fathers, far from being the detached and unemotional patriarchs often portrayed in books and movies, actually craved emotional attachment with their children and desired to be intimately involved in their upbringing, even though that desire often competed with their own ambitions and career demands.

			Lincoln had to balance his ambition and demanding career with his fatherhood responsibilities. Robert presented Lincoln with the greatest challenge in achieving that balance. He was a child and adolescent when Lincoln was achieving great success as a trial lawyer and political leader, and with Lincoln’s increasing success and notoriety came frequent absences from home. Historians have typically concluded that Robert’s relationship with his father was always distant and strained largely as a result of the ambitious Lincoln spending little time with Robert when he was a boy. That conclusion is incorrect. The perceived emotional distance between Lincoln and Robert that is so often reported by biographers and historians has been based on incomplete research as well as comments and events taken out of context. It is true that Lincoln was often away from home on business during Robert’s youth, sometimes for weeks at a time. Yet the complete record reveals a father who loved his son and who actively participated in the boy’s upbringing despite these absences. Even after Robert left for college, Lincoln increasingly sought to maintain a close relationship with him. Faced with the prospect that his son was likely out of the house for good, Lincoln, who was by then the president of the United States, frequently made time for the young man, and Robert happily accepted his father’s overtures. 

			In discussing his father in the years following Lincoln’s assassination, Robert often minimized the amount of time that they spent together, suggesting that they did not really know each other well. As a result, most biographers have concluded that Robert’s own statements were evidence of a strained relationship between father and son. It is now clear, though, that Robert minimized their relationship simply in order to fend off prying reporters so that a level of privacy could be maintained within the family. The record is full of interactions and conversations between Lincoln and Robert that demonstrate their closeness. Also, certain events that some biographers have characterized as slights or neglect that Robert felt at the hands of his father are more accurately explained by the fundamental differences in their personalities. Robert tended to share the formal and refined personality and mannerisms of the Todd family from whom his mother descended, and whose behavioral traits contrasted mightily with Lincoln’s homespun persona. While Lincoln occasionally did things that may have embarrassed Robert, such occurrences are common parent-child experiences that are hardly indicative of a difficult relationship. 

			Lincoln also had a close relationship with his two younger sons who survived into childhood, Willie and Tad. During their formative years Lincoln was home in Springfield a bit more than he had been with Robert. Willie and Tad then later lived in the White House and thus were able to see their father throughout the day almost every day, often to the chagrin of important visitors who sought the president’s undivided attention.

			But the story of Lincoln the father is much deeper and more complex than merely calculating the amount of time that he spent with his children. Like most fathers, Lincoln had many roles to fulfill in his relationships with his children: educator, provider, disciplinarian, religious guide, moral example, counselor, and playmate. Lincoln played all of these roles and more. In doing so, he followed both his natural instincts and lessons learned from experience, often building upon what was good about his own childhood while trying not to repeat the mistakes of his father—and Lincoln believed that his own father had made plenty of mistakes. Indeed, during his adult years, Lincoln consciously distanced himself from his father as much as he could, and in doing so he treated him rather harshly. Moreover, just as Lincoln’s career inevitably affected his relationships with his children, his relationships with his children affected his career. Lincoln found that it was neither easy nor always desirable to completely separate work and home. 

			For the modern historian far removed in time and place from the events of Lincoln’s life, the most satisfying aspect of examining Lincoln the father is that there is no temptation to create a larger than life figure, elevate him to immortality, or minimize, ignore, or even amplify his shortcomings. For the modern father, the most satisfying aspect of examining Lincoln the father is coming to the inescapable conclusion that Abraham Lincoln was, as a father, quite ordinary. He was ordinary in the sense that he did things that most fathers do, felt things that most fathers feel, and made mistakes like most fathers make. And he was ordinary not only by nineteenth-century standards, but by modern standards as well. In Lincoln’s life as a father, modern fathers can see themselves: their successes, their failures, their struggles, their hopes, their fears, their joys, and their sorrows. 

			Here we see not the imposing marble statue of a determined president sitting inside the Lincoln Memorial, gazing out across the reflecting pool toward the Washington Monument, but a man frolicking with his sons on the floor of the White House; we see not the thoughtful, burdened president delivering the Gettysburg Address to a war-torn nation, but a man quietly reading bedtime stories to his sleepy-eyed sons; and we see not the resolute commander-in-chief seeking out winning generals and forming war policy, but a man wrestling with his own grown son’s desire to join the army and go off to war. Sadly, Lincoln twice experienced every parent’s worst nightmare: the death of a child. Eddy, his second son, died before his fourth birthday, and Willie, regarded by some as Lincoln’s favorite, died in the White House at eleven. While the death of a child is certainly an extraordinarily tragic event for any parent, Lincoln reacted to their deaths as any ordinary parent would: with a broken heart. 

			Lincoln, of course, did not parent alone. His wife, Mary Todd Lincoln, was intimately involved in raising the boys. The evidence is mixed as to whether theirs was a thoroughly happy marriage. Nevertheless, two things clearly emerge from the record. First, Mary could be a very difficult spouse at times. She had a short temper and was prone to jealousy, craved an extravagant lifestyle and high social acceptance, and spent money well beyond her and her husband’s means. Second, Lincoln had a great fondness for her—indeed, he loved her, and she loved him. While some may fairly question whether she satisfied all of his emotional needs and whether her difficult personality wore on him, his surviving correspondence to her reveals a great affection. There has never been a credible allegation that he was unfaithful in their marriage or that he sought to end their marriage by divorce. In many ways, they were a typical married couple, with differences, disagreements, and occasional hurt feelings, but with an underlying bond of love that was perhaps strengthened by the presence of their children. Though Lincoln’s relationships with his sons cannot be viewed in isolation from his marriage, his marriage was not a dominating factor in those relationships. To some extent, Lincoln saw his time with the boys as an escape from the pressures that Mary imposed on him. Mary also reinforced Lincoln’s paternal role and encouraged him to spend as much time with them as possible. Mary, however, did not greatly influence Lincoln’s relationship with his sons one way or the other. For better or for worse, his performance as a father was largely guided by his own instincts and experiences.

			For more than a century and a half, countless historians have told the story of Lincoln the president. In doing so they have asked and answered, or at least attempted to answer, the question, “What kind of president was Abraham Lincoln?” Now, here is the complete story of Lincoln the father, which asks and answers the question, “What kind of father was Abraham Lincoln?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Thomas Lincoln and His Son

			Someone once said that most men are trying to either make up for their father’s mistakes or live up to their father’s expectations. So it was with Abraham Lincoln. In Lincoln’s case, Thomas Lincoln’s mistakes as a father, rather than any meaningful expectations that he had for his son, burdened and influenced the future president as he later sought to fulfill his own paternal roles and obligations. If the largely illiterate and unambitious Thomas expected anything of his son, it was simply that he would continue to live on the rapidly developing western frontier and work the land. Thomas saw his young son’s interest in reading and learning as both wholly unnecessary and an unwelcome infringement on the rugged work ethic required to achieve even minimal success as a subsistence farmer. One historian correctly observed that Lincoln’s “ambitions exceeded his father’s expectations.” But it could also be said that Lincoln’s ambitions as a lawyer and politician developed and thrived despite his father’s lack of any meaningful expectations of him.

			It was Thomas Lincoln’s mistakes as a father—or at least his mistakes as Lincoln perceived them—that often weighed on Lincoln and later influenced the way that he raised his own sons. Lincoln clearly wanted to be a different kind of father to his boys than Thomas was to him, but with no other close role models to emulate, he often struggled to break free from Thomas’s influence. On parental responsibilities related to education, discipline, work ethic, favoritism toward siblings, and spiritual guidance, Lincoln sometimes repeated mistakes that he himself thought Thomas made with him and sometimes parented on the opposite extreme from Thomas, as if to maximize the contrast between them. 

			Early Lincoln biographers were not kind to Thomas. Caught up in efforts to elevate Lincoln to near godlike proportions, they promoted a “self-made man” image by contrasting his rise to power with Thomas’s lack of career success. Relying on candidly harsh recollections of Lincoln’s family and friends given shortly after his assassination, these writers portrayed Thomas as a ne’er-do-well drifter who was both chronically unlucky and a failed farmer and businessman. Princeton political science professor Woodrow Wilson, who himself would one day occupy the White House, wrote that Abraham Lincoln “came of the most unpromising stock on the continent, the ‘poor white trash’ of the South.” By diminishing Thomas, biographers were better able to immortalize Lincoln by making his rise to power and prominence all the more remarkable in light of his humble beginnings. 

			Even John Hay and John Nicolay, who had served as Lincoln’s secretaries, were tempted to pile onto Thomas. Two decades after Lincoln’s assassination, they were writing what could be considered the closest thing to an official biography of the late president. Lincoln’s eldest son, Robert, provided the men with virtually unlimited access to his father’s papers. Their initial draft of the biography, which they shared with Robert, described Thomas as an “idle, roving, inefficient” man who lacked both “will” and “intelligence” and thus “accomplished little.” In letters to Hay following his review of that draft, Robert sought to soften their assessment of Thomas. “It is beyond doubt that my departed grandfather Lincoln was not an enterprising man and it is likely that your graphic assaults on him in passim are not undeserved but I could not help feeling better if you ‘let up’ on him a little on a final revision. . . . It was a rough life, the Lord knows, and my grandfather had so much of the roughness from the very start, and nothing else, that I don’t want to see him sat down on.” 

			Perhaps taking a cue from Robert, modern historians and biographers have somewhat rehabilitated Thomas’s reputation by evaluating him squarely within the context of the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century social and economic structure that prevailed on the western frontier. Viewed through the proper lens of his times, Thomas can be seen in a more sympathetic light as what Professor Kenneth Winkle described as “a respectable, landowning farmer who was broadly typical of the time and place in which he lived,” a man of limited means and limited faculties, who probably did the best that he could with what he had. Yet Thomas’s lack of education and dogged acceptance of physical labor as the only legitimate way of life, typical as those traits may have been at the time, collided with his son’s burning desire to develop into a man of thoughts and words rather than blood and sweat. This collision and other tensions between Thomas and his son resulted in an emotional distance between the two men that was never remedied. Though Lincoln used stories of his humble roots for political gain by, for example, endorsing his image as a rail-splitter, behind closed doors he constantly sought to separate himself from his father and the only world his father ever knew. 

			Born in rural Virginia in 1776, Thomas, at the age of ten, watched in horror as Indians murdered his father on the family homestead in the backwoods of Kentucky. At the time of his death, Thomas’s father owned several thousand acres of land in Kentucky, but the family was not wealthy. They were, like many frontier settlers, “land poor,” meaning that they had substantial land holdings but had to work the land themselves to barely eke out a living as subsistence farmers. With five children ranging in age from six to fifteen, Thomas’s mother, Bathsheba, struggled to keep the family together following her husband’s death. 

			Under the laws of primogeniture that prevailed in Kentucky at the time, Thomas’s oldest brother, Mordecai, inherited his father’s entire estate upon reaching majority. But Mordecai, who was just fifteen at the time his father died, had to wait several years to realize his inheritance. In the meantime, the family needed help to survive. Shortly after her husband’s death, Bathsheba moved the family to a neighboring county where, for the next five years, they lived with a cousin of her late husband. Despite some help from the family, Bathsheba still lived in what Lincoln later described as “very narrow circumstances.” Nevertheless, she managed to keep the family under one roof until all of her children reached adulthood. 

			Without paternal guidance, and needing to help support the family, Thomas became, in Lincoln’s words, “a wandering, laboring boy, and grew up literally without education.” At the age of nineteen, Thomas enlisted for a short stint in the Fourth Regiment of the Kentucky militia. The following year, he worked as a common laborer for several weeks helping to build a mill and millrace in a neighboring county. Thomas later worked as a hired hand with an uncle in North Carolina and, according to family lore, once joined family friend Daniel Boone on a short venture into the Missouri territory.

			In 1803, at the age of twenty-five, Thomas purchased a 238-acre farm at Mill Creek in Hardin County, Kentucky. To buy the farm, he used money he had saved from his labor as well as money given to him by Mordecai, who had recently sold some of their father’s lands. Thomas soon began to enjoy the benefits and responsibilities of land ownership. He paid taxes, served on juries, and petitioned the local government for road improvements. Thomas not only farmed his land, but earned money from carpentry work and as a hired hand on a flatboat carrying goods to New Orleans, something that his son would later do himself to make ends meet. It was a subsistence life: just getting by with no thought of getting ahead. 

			In 1806, Thomas married Virginia native Nancy Hanks, who some historians believe was the illegitimate daughter of Lucy Hanks and an unknown father. The newlyweds soon moved to a fourteen-by-fourteen-foot cabin that Thomas built on a lot that he purchased in Elizabethtown, a small but thriving village eight miles south of his Mill Creek farm. Their first child, a daughter they named Sarah, was born there in 1807. If Thomas was indeed “a wandering, laboring boy” as his son later described him, he grew up to become a wandering, laboring man, constantly moving his family. Some of these moves were rooted in Thomas’s desire for better land to farm, while others resulted from disputes over land titles that Thomas ultimately lost or simply failed to pursue aggressively. Land title disputes were a common problem in frontier Kentucky, where “the unskillful hands of the hunters and pioneers” drew the surveys, wrote the land patents, and kept the title records that ultimately “piled upon each other, overlapping and crossing in endless perplexity.” 

			Less than two years after Sarah was born, Thomas purchased and moved his family to a three-hundred-acre farm at the South Fork of Nolin Creek, not far from their home in Elizabethtown. Three months after settling in, a son, the future president, was born on February 12, 1809. The one-room, ramshackle cabin in which Lincoln was born, typical of the “mean and little” homes that dotted the frontier, reflected both the simplicity of the life that Thomas had established and the impermanence with which he saw his roots. Western frontier settlers like Thomas experienced the same challenges that their forefathers had in settling regions farther east as they migrated from New England, as “climate and disease often cut life short, creating an unstable atmosphere in which families had difficulty surviving long enough to build for the future.”

			In 1811, when a dispute arose over the title to the South Fork farm, Thomas moved the family to Knob Creek, less than ten miles away, where they rented a farm that had some of the most fertile soil in the area. A second son, Thomas Jr., was born there in 1812 but died shortly after birth. In 1814, Thomas sold the Mill Creek farm (less 38 acres he had lost in a title dispute) and the next year purchased a 230-acre farm in Knob Creek, near their rented farm. Less than a year later, however, Thomas lost the entire Knob Creek farm in yet another title dispute. Having lost all or parts of three properties to title disputes in less than six years, Thomas decided to move his family from Kentucky into neighboring Indiana in search of more reliable land ownership. Abraham Lincoln was just seven years old when he made the rough hundred-mile journey north to the new homestead with the rest of his family. It was there that Lincoln would spend his formative years. 

			Two years before leaving Kentucky, six-year-old Lincoln attended a country subscription school for about three months, and he later briefly attended a school near the family farm in Indiana. The cumulative total of his formal education was less than one year. The balance of Lincoln’s education came from helpful relatives and neighbors. While Lincoln undoubtedly had Thomas’s permission to attend school for those brief terms, Thomas saw little benefit in education. Though one neighbor later recalled that Thomas “had suffered greatly for want of an education and . . . determined that Abraham should be well educated,” in reality Thomas merely tolerated Lincoln’s learning efforts. As Lincoln reached adulthood and his interest in learning continued unabated, Thomas reportedly told a family friend, “I suppose that Abe is still fooling hisself with eddication. I tried to stop it, but he has got that fool idea in his head, and it can’t be got out. Now I hain’t got no education, but I get along far better than if I had.” Thomas also predicted of his young son that “if Abe don’t fool away all of his time on his books, he may make something yet.” Thomas’s second wife, Sarah, whom he married less than two years after the death of his first wife when Lincoln was nine, tried to put the best face on Thomas’s opposition to Lincoln’s education. In an interview given shortly after Lincoln’s assassination, she said that her late husband “was not easily reconciled” to Lincoln’s desire to attend school, but that he eventually gave in. “When Abe was reading,” Sarah recalled, “we took particular care not to disturb him—would let him read on and on till Abe quit of his own accord.” Another family member recalled, however, Thomas “having sometimes to slash him for neglecting his work by reading,” while others said that Thomas sometimes hid or destroyed some of Lincoln’s books to keep him from reading.

			It is not difficult to imagine Thomas resisting Lincoln’s efforts to learn. Having lived all of his life in the backwoods of the western frontier, and never setting foot in a city with a population larger than three thousand inhabitants, the prospect of an education bringing any meaningful benefits to his son was beyond Thomas’s contemplation. Thomas, according to someone who knew him, “looked upon bone and muscle being sufficient to make the man and, that time spent in school as doubly wasted.” Friends described Thomas as “not a lazy man—but a tinker—a piddler—always doing but doing nothing great—was happy—lived easy—and contented. Had but few wants and supplied these.” 

			Supporting his family by working the land and earning extra money here and there by hiring himself out as a laborer defined Thomas’s own paternal role and that which he sought for his son. In that way, Thomas was fairly typical of late seventeenth-century and early eighteenth-century frontier patriarchs, whose “authority grew out of the very nature of the agricultural world in which [they] lived.” One relative described early on what it took Lincoln historians generations to realize: “Well, you see, he was like the other people in that country. None of them worked to get ahead. The[re] wasn’t no market for nothing unless you took it across two or three states. The people just raised what they needed.” Generally, frontier men of Thomas’s generation viewed the family as an economic unit, with each member being required to contribute in order to ensure survival of the family with no consideration given to the economic or educational advancement of any one member. 

			Although Thomas’s emphasis on agricultural subsistence and de-emphasis on education was typical of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century frontier farmers, it was not typical of East Coast farmers of that era, especially those close to urban areas. When future president John Adams was an early teenager in the mid-1700s, he told his father, who was a farmer on the outskirts of Boston, that he did not like school and would be content to follow in his footsteps and work the land. After one laborious day of cutting thatch, Adams’s father said, “Well, John, are you satisfied with being a farmer?” 

			“I like it very well, sir,” Adams replied, though the work had been hard and muddy. 

			“Aya, but I don’t like it so well: so you will go back to school today.”

			Thomas’s ambivalence toward his son’s education and his insistence that Lincoln carry his share of the hard labor needed to support the family resulted in a strained relationship between the father and son. Whatever latitude Thomas granted Lincoln to pursue his learning, Thomas expected the boy to both work the farm and hire himself out to others to earn extra money for the family. It was commonly understood that frontier parents would, in a sense, profit from the labor of their children. At the age of six, boys were typically expected to be “breeched” from their mothers and perform at least half a man’s work until age twelve to sixteen, when they assumed a full man’s workload. Lincoln wryly recalled that at a very young age he “had an axe put into his hands” and that thereafter “he was almost constantly handling that most useful instrument.” Thomas once hired young Lincoln out to a neighbor to earn money to repay a debt that Thomas had incurred. Lincoln, however, preferred learning to working, and that preference was evident to all who knew him. “Lincoln was lazy—a very lazy man,” noted Dennis Hanks, a cousin of Lincoln’s mother. “He was always reading, scribbling, writing, ciphering, writing poetry, etc.” Another family member wrote that “Lincoln was not industrious as a worker on the farm or at any kind of manual labor, he only showed industry in attainment of knowledge.” A neighbor for whom Lincoln sometimes worked concurred with these assessments and recalled Lincoln’s own view of his father’s work ethic: “Abe was awful lazy. Was always reading and thinking—[I] used to get mad at him. . . . [He] didn’t love work but dearly loved his pay. Lincoln said to me one day that his father taught him to work but never learned him to love it.”

			Lincoln’s distaste for farming was matched by his distaste for the distinctly masculine job of hunting. For Thomas, field work necessary for a small subsistence farm was suitable for both women and children. Hunting, however, was the exclusive province of males. Thomas was “fond of hunting and a fine hunter” who “like most pioneers delighted in having a good hunt,” one relative recalled. “Thomas Lincoln could with propriety be classed with the ‘Hunters of Kentucky,’” wrote one admiring contemporary, who noted that “he seldom failed of success.” Lincoln, however, did not take to hunting the way that his father did. Lincoln later wrote that, shortly after he moved to the Indiana farm, he “took an early start as a hunter, which was never much improved afterwards.” Just before his ninth birthday, Lincoln shot a turkey, but “never since pulled a trigger on any larger game.” Lincoln’s aversion to hunting and his apparent lack of skill at it must have disappointed Thomas, who thrived when he had a rifle in his hand and boasted when he brought home a good kill for supper. The seasonality of crops and their inherently uncertain yield forced the family to rely on the abundant game for their food. According to cousin Dennis Hanks, “We always hunted. It made no difference what came for we more or less depended on it for a living—nay, for life.” Moreover, good marksmanship was necessary for daily security as well as sustenance. “The deer, the turkeys, the bear, the wild cats, and occasionally a big panther afforded [Thomas] no small amusement and pleasure—and a great source of subsistence as the wild turkeys and deer were very abundant.” But Lincoln declined to participate in this activity, which Thomas clearly saw as central to family life. 

			Lincoln would never push his own sons into physical labor or hunting, for the family’s urban, middle-class lifestyle did not require it. Curiously, though, as will be seen, Lincoln had a mixed record in pushing education on his sons. His eldest son, Robert, attended prep school and Harvard with his father’s support and encouragement, and Lincoln displayed a genuine interest in the specifics of Robert’s studies. Lincoln also arranged for Willie to attend school in Springfield and later to have tutoring in the White House. On the other hand, Lincoln took a rather cavalier approach to Tad’s education, which resulted in the boy falling substantially behind his peers in the ability to read and write. This ambivalence toward Tad’s education was primarily due to Lincoln’s belief that the boy had a learning disability that would have subjected him to ridicule by his peers, although Lincoln preferred to leave others with the impression that he simply did not want to push Tad into doing anything tedious in the way that Thomas had pushed him with physical work. Lincoln did attempt to teach a work ethic to his sons by bringing them to the office with him or letting them accompany him on official duties. But that was an altogether different experience than he had with Thomas. In order to see his father at work, Lincoln had to work side by side with Thomas as he toiled in the fields or undertook carpentry projects for which the son held little interest. Lincoln, however, would offer his own sons a glimpse of his career by letting them tag along and have a good time. 

			The strain between Lincoln and his father ran deeper than just differences over the value of an education and the rugged work ethic that children should undertake in order to contribute to the family’s economic survival. The distance between them was also rooted in Thomas’s methods of discipline, favoritism toward Lincoln’s stepbrother, and commitment to organized religion, all matters that later influenced Lincoln’s own relationships with his sons.

			Thomas was a stern disciplinarian who physically punished his children when he thought they were out of line. When Lincoln did something wrong in Thomas’s eyes, the father would “sometimes knock him a rod” or give him a “drilling.” The young boy struggled to maintain his pride as he received his punishments. A relative who observed some of the beatings said that “Abe when whipped by his father never bawled but dropped a kind of silent unwelcome tear, as evidence of his sensations.” While Lincoln later wavered on the degree to which he emphasized formal education for his own sons, he never wrestled with the degree of physical punishment to impose on them: there is no record of Lincoln ever spanking his own sons. In fact, he rarely imposed any meaningful degree of discipline on the boys, physical or otherwise, even when, by any objective measure, they were out of control or otherwise warranted punishment. 

			When Thomas remarried after the death of Lincoln’s mother, he brought into the household his new bride’s three children, a boy and two girls. The boy, John D. Johnston, was a year younger than Lincoln. Unlike his older stepbrother, Johnston showed little interest in learning, though he eventually became literate. Johnston followed in Thomas’s footsteps as a laborer and subsistence farmer. Johnston was, in the words of one historian, “a pioneer who continually sought a better piece of land for his family farther westward,” a description equally applicable to Thomas. Johnston’s interest in Thomas’s way of life stood in stark contrast to Lincoln’s preference for books, and that interest must have been evident to Thomas. One relative observed that Thomas “never showed by his actions that he thought much of his son Abraham as a boy; he treated him rather unkind than otherwise. Always appeared to think much more of his stepson John D. Johnston than he did of his own son Abraham but after Abe was grown up and had made his mark in the world the old man appeared to be very proud of him.” One historian argued, however, that whatever Thomas may have thought about Lincoln in later years, it is likely that Thomas’s “preference for Johnston hurt Lincoln deeply.” If true, Lincoln’s reaction was typical of a child who senses that a parent favors another sibling over him or her. Yet as a father, Lincoln may have subconsciously repeated the favoritism that he endured under Thomas. As many observers noted, Lincoln’s third son, Willie, was his “favorite,” in part because the boy was most like him in terms of temperament and interests.

			Thomas’s inability to interest his son in religious activities was likely another source of distance between father and son. Thomas grew up at a time when, as Professor Anthony Rotundo pointed out, “a father was charged with the moral and spiritual growth of his children.” Little reliable evidence exists pinpointing the time of Thomas’s own religious conversion. Having grown up fatherless, and given the eighteenth-century cultural norm that fathers were responsible for religious education, Thomas’s primary spiritual awakening likely occurred after he reached adulthood. 

			Wherever the roving Thomas lived as an adult, he attended church regularly and became active in the leadership of the congregation. At one point he was, according to one biographer, “one of the five or six most important men” in his local church. Though young Lincoln read the Bible and grasped the principles of Christianity, he did not, in the words of Dennis Hanks, hold “any views very strong.” “I cannot tell you what his notions of the bible were,” explained Lincoln’s childhood friend Nathaniel Grigsby. “He talked about religion as other persons did but I do not know his view on religion—he never made any profession while in Indiana that I know of.” Lincoln’s own stepmother later recalled that “Abe had no particular religion—didn’t think of that question at the time, if he ever did. He never talked about it.” Perhaps realizing that children often shade the truth in order to please their parents, she went on to note candidly that Lincoln “read the bible some, but not as much as he said.” 

			While Lincoln’s religious beliefs deepened over time and crystallized upon the death of his second child, at no time in his life did he join an organized church. While no record exists of whether Thomas ever expressed disappointment to Lincoln over his refusal to join an organized church, it is quite likely that he did so. Throughout his adult life, Thomas was a member of various sects of Baptist churches whose influence typically reached well beyond Sunday services and touched the everyday lives of their members. “If there ever was a religion that functioned during the week-days as well as on Sundays,” noted one Lincoln historian, “it was the type found among the pioneers.” That Thomas would enthusiastically subscribe to this degree of religious involvement and not chastise his own son for failing to do so seems unlikely, and thus Lincoln’s disinterest must have been a source of friction between the two. While it would be tempting to suggest that the absence of a role model in Thomas’s youth was responsible for his own struggle to interest his son in organized religion, in reality, many religiously oriented parents of his time encountered the same struggle (as do modern parents). Lincoln, however, dealt with his responsibility to provide spiritual guidance to his children in a much different way than Thomas. Though he allowed the boys to attend church and often read the Bible in their presence, Lincoln never pushed religion on his own sons, even as the depth of his own faith strengthened in the face of continuing adversity.

			Some of these spheres of conflict between Lincoln and his father were clearly rooted in changing notions of masculinity. Thomas came of age in a time of transition between an eighteenth-century family culture that depended on agrarian subsistence and an emerging nineteenth-century family culture that increasingly emphasized upward mobility and urbanization. In a sense, Thomas was caught in a twilight zone of patriarchy, when the very essence of what it meant to be a man was being transformed. Where Thomas “looked upon bone and muscle being sufficient to make the man,” Lincoln’s generation aimed to enter “the distinctly male worlds of politics and finance.” Where Thomas came of age at a time when father-son relations were best described as “distant, didactic, and condescending,” Lincoln matured at a time of increasingly “intense emotional involvement between generations of males.” Where Thomas saw his role as being the patriarch of a family where all members were obligated to contribute to the economic survival of the whole, Lincoln saw himself as the head of a household and the sole economic provider. Thomas brought home food, while Lincoln brought home money. For Thomas, success was measured by the quality of a crop or the size of the prize bagged on a hunt; for Lincoln, success was measured by earning power, accumulation of material things, and recognized advancement in a profession. 

			In 1831, less than a year after helping his father relocate yet again, this time to Coles County, Illinois, Lincoln left home for good. He was twenty-two, over the age for which Thomas could claim any legal dominion over him. Thereafter, Lincoln tried to put as much distance between himself and his father as possible. Though they lived in the same state, Lincoln did not invite Thomas to his wedding, and Thomas never saw any of his own grandchildren and never even met Lincoln’s wife. Although Lincoln would name his fourth son after his father (the first three boys were named after Lincoln’s father-in-law, a family friend, and a brother-in-law), he did so only after Thomas died, depriving Thomas of the satisfaction of knowing that he had a namesake. Even then, Lincoln always called the boy “Tad” rather than Thomas. When Lincoln’s stepbrother, John Johnston, informed him that Thomas was dying and requested that Lincoln come home to say farewell, Lincoln declined, directing Johnston to tell Thomas “that if we could meet now, it is doubtful whether it would not be more painful than pleasant.” After Thomas died, Lincoln neither attended the funeral nor contributed to the purchase of a gravestone. Reflecting on Lincoln’s relationship with his father, cousin Dennis Hanks said, “I never could tell whether Abe loved his father very well or not. I don’t think he did.” Lincoln did, however, use his humble origins for some political advantage. His presidential campaign biography, which he authorized, said that “it would be difficult to conceive of more unpromising circumstances than those under which he was ushered into life.” Lincoln himself later wrote, “I happen temporarily to occupy this big White House. I am a living witness that any one of your children may look to come here as my father’s child has.” In a sense, the more undistinguished and obscure he could render Thomas, the more he could claim credit for being a self-made man. 

			Armed with the memories and lessons of his childhood, and with Thomas as the role model to either follow or ignore, Lincoln embarked on his own journey of fatherhood. He would first choose to establish himself in a career and next find a wife to bear his children. Only then would Lincoln begin to make up for the mistakes of his father and offer his own style of fatherhood.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Putting Down Roots

			As Lincoln began life on his own, he had not yet mapped out a career path. He knew, however, that he did not want to follow in his father’s footsteps and eke out a living as a farmer and carpenter. Despite having the physical strength ideal for hard labor—he was six feet, two inches tall by the time he was sixteen—Lincoln deliberately sought work that required the use of his mind rather than his body. In this way, he joined many young frontier men of his generation who were increasingly leaving the farm in search of a more prosperous and stable life in both small towns and larger urban areas. Lincoln reportedly told his cousin John Hall that he “intended to cut himself adrift from his old world.”

			In March of 1831, after several months of roaming about Illinois working at odd jobs, Lincoln migrated to Springfield, a town of about seven hundred residents that was on the verge of more rapid growth. Springfield offered a variety of occupations for young men, ranging from manual labor and skilled crafts to entrepreneurial and professional careers unavailable and even unknown in the backwoods of Kentucky and Indiana. Unfortunately for Lincoln, with the increasing numbers of young men flowing into the growing town, many of whom were college educated, competition for the good jobs was fierce. Though Lincoln later became Springfield’s most famous and beloved resident, his first attempt to settle there was a failure. Lacking the education and intellectual skills necessary to practice a profession, the capital needed to become an entrepreneur, and the social connections required to break into the higher echelons of the community, Lincoln abruptly left Springfield just as he had arrived there two months earlier: in his own words a “strange, friendless, uneducated, penniless, boy” who “did not know much.” 

			Lincoln departed Springfield on a flatboat hauling goods down the Mississippi River to New Orleans, just as his father had done years earlier. While in Springfield, he met Denton Offutt, a local merchant. Offutt told Lincoln that he planned to open a general store in New Salem, Illinois, and offered Lincoln a job there when he returned from the South. New Salem was a tiny village located on a bluff above the Sangamon River, about twenty miles northwest of Springfield. Despite its relatively small permanent population of about one hundred residents, the village was a bustling commercial center that catered to the surrounding rural areas. Featuring a gristmill, sawmill, blacksmith shop, wheelwright, cooper, several general stores, a tavern, and even a doctor, New Salem presented young men with opportunities to explore various occupations in a setting far less competitive than larger towns like Springfield. Seeing himself as “a piece of driftwood,” but intrigued by the opportunity presented by Offutt, Lincoln moved there in July of 1831. For Lincoln, New Salem offered not only brighter employment prospects, but an ideal geographic distance from his father. Thomas could not reasonably expect his son to frequently make the 150-mile trek over rough terrain for casual visits or to help with work, yet Lincoln was still close enough to reach the family in the event of an emergency.

			Lincoln remained in New Salem until 1837. The six years that he spent there were crucial to his career path. During that time, Lincoln completed his journey from manual laborer to mental laborer. Along the way, he worked as a surveyor, postmaster, and storekeeper, the latter job being considered “an honorable occupation that naturally attracted any ambitious young man.” His job as a postmaster allowed him to read all the newspapers that were sent to town for him to deliver to the local subscribers. In this way, Lincoln kept abreast of state and national political developments, matters in which he was developing a growing interest. 

			Not all of his career moves in New Salem were successful, however. Offutt’s store failed not long after Lincoln arrived, leaving the ambitious young man unemployed. Lincoln and a friend eventually opened another general store, but that venture soon failed, too, this time leaving Lincoln both unemployed and deeply in debt. Starting in the late twentieth century, as college became more commonplace, many ambitious young men would begin their adult lives deeply in debt from student loans used to finance their education. Those debts followed them for years and acted as a drag on their economic advancement until fully repaid. For Lincoln, it was not college debt that burdened him as he developed his career, but debt from an entrepreneurial venture that he viewed as an opportunity to escape a life of hard labor experienced by his father. Though it took him years to pay off what he later wryly referred to as the “national debt,” Lincoln eventually paid every cent that he owed, though not before suffering the humiliation of having some of his personal property seized by the sheriff to apply against amounts owed to one of his more impatient creditors. 

			At one point when he was broke and out of work, Lincoln volunteered for service in the Blackhawk War, the last organized and successful military campaign to eject Native Americans from Illinois. Lincoln later joked that during his uneventfully brief (eighty-day) stint in the military, “I had a good many bloody struggles with the musquitoes; and although I never fainted from loss of blood, I can truly say I was often hungry.” Yet he was clearly proud of his service, which included being elected captain by the other men in his regiment who recognized leadership qualities in the future president. More than a quarter century later, Lincoln faced the prospect of his own son volunteering for a truly bloody conflict, where mosquitoes would be among the least of a soldier’s worries. 

			Lincoln’s entry into politics was the most significant product of his years in New Salem. His homespun personality fit in nicely with the other residents of the tiny village, and he “rapidly made acquaintances and friends.” In early 1832, less than a year after moving to New Salem, friends and other citizens with whom Lincoln frequently interacted at Offutt’s store and at the local taverns persuaded him to run for a seat in the Illinois General Assembly, the lower house of the state legislature. Unfortunately for Lincoln, he was little known outside of New Salem, and the legislative district stretched well beyond his hometown and even included Springfield. Running as a Whig, Lincoln finished eighth out of thirteen candidates vying for four seats. Undeterred by his loss, Lincoln ran again two years later. This time, with the help of farmers in the outlying areas whose votes he actively solicited, Lincoln was elected. 

			Before the first legislative session commenced, Lincoln began studying law using books he borrowed from lawyers in surrounding towns. The sessions in Vandalia, then the state capital, were brief, so Lincoln still needed employment back home. During the session breaks, he worked at various jobs back in New Salem, and in his spare time he continued to study law. When the legislature was in session, Lincoln networked with powerful colleagues, many of whom became increasingly impressed with his mastery of the law and his commitment to the Whig party. Voters reelected Lincoln in 1836, and shortly thereafter he persuaded two justices of the Illinois Supreme Court to license him to practice law throughout the state. The requirements of admission to the bar in Illinois at that time required only that a county judge attest to the
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