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			For all the teachers who have dedicated their careers to showing young learners that America is a truly exceptional nation—not because we are perfect, but because we try to be.

		

	
		
			
			Liberty has been won. The battle for Equality is still pending.

			charles sumner, june 1, 1865
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			PREAMBLE

			
				We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

				—Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776

			

			In an early draft of the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson called slavery “a cruel war against human nature itself.”[1] James Madison argued that “it would be wrong to admit in the Constitution the idea that there could be property in men.”[2] Benjamin Franklin, a former slaveholder, described slavery as “an atrocious debasement of human nature.”[3] But in the early days of the republic, slavery remained legal, the law of the land.

			The Founders recognized that slavery, which was still practiced on every continent, threatened the new nation’s foundation. But the men who possessed the genius to launch a country that changed the world could not agree upon a way to end the institution of human bondage. The closest they came was to acknowledge, as Jefferson confided sadly to a friend, “We have the wolf by the ear, and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go.”

			Every generation since—including our own—has grappled with this legacy of racial inequity, bequeathed by our political parents. In 1861, that inheritance threatened to destroy the United States in a bloody civil war. No longer was it possible to ignore the question of whether the Declaration’s ideals of “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” applied to all people. But how could a practice that was so much a part of the nation’s way of life be abolished? And could the United States survive the abolition?

			The job of guiding the nation to a fairer future fell to two remarkable Americans, an unexpected pair. One was White, born impoverished on a frontier farm, the other Black, a child of slavery who had risked his life escaping to freedom in the North. Without fancy pedigrees, neither had had an easy path to influence. No one would have expected them to become friends—or to change the country. But Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass believed in their nation’s greatness and were determined to make the grand democratic experiment live up to its ideals. Sharing little more than the conviction that slavery was evil, the two men’s paths converged, and they would ultimately succeed where the Founders fell short.

			This is their story.
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			FROM THE BOTTOM UP

			
				I do not remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his birthday.

				—Frederick Douglass, 1845

			

			Abraham Lincoln had a problem. His flatboat, carried by the rush of spring waters, had run aground atop a mill dam in the Sangamon River. The square bow of the eighty-foot-long boat hung over the dam, cantilevered like a diving board. Meanwhile, the stern was sinking lower and lower as it took on water. If Lincoln didn’t think of something quickly, the vessel might break apart.

			The young man had built the boat with a plan in mind. Along with his cousin, he would take on cargo, travel down the river from central Illinois to New Orleans, and there dismantle the boat, selling both its timber and the cargo on behalf of a man willing to underwrite the venture. Together, he and his cousin had cut down trees for lumber upstream from where they were now marooned. They had built the boat and loaded it with dried pork, corn, and live hogs. All had seemed well when they set off only hours before, but now, on April 19, 1831, far from his intended destination, Lincoln had to do something to save his boat and his cargo.

			As goods slid slowly astern in the tilting craft, Lincoln went into action. Removing his boots, hat, and coat, he improvised. First, he and his two-man crew shifted most of the goods to the nearby shore. Next, while he hurriedly bored a large hole with a hand drill, his team began rolling the remaining cargo of heavy barrels forward, thereby shifting the boat’s center of gravity.

			The strategy worked: As the flatboat’s bow began to tilt downward, water poured out the hole. As the boat got lighter, it rose in the water. After plugging the hole, Lincoln and his men, helped by the spring currents, managed to ease the box-like craft clear of the dam.

			The crowd of villagers that had gathered to observe the spectacle of a sinking boat was astonished. No one had seen anything like it. But then they had also never met Abraham Lincoln, just two months beyond his twenty-second birthday. At first sight, he was unmistakably a country bumpkin, dressed in ill-fitting clothes that exaggerated his six-foot, four-inch height, with long arms and exposed ankles sticking out of too-short shirts and homespun trousers. He made, said one observer, “a rather Singular grotesque appearance.” But the young man who saved the boat possessed a loose-limbed grace that disguised both unexpected strength and a driving ambition to make something of himself. Weighing over two hundred pounds, he could lift great weights and throw a cannonball farther than anyone around.[1] He ran and jumped with the best of his peers.

			To the people he met, the young man’s appearance quickly became secondary. “When I first [saw] him,” reported one New Salemite, “i thought him a Green horn. His Appearance was very od [but] after all this bad Apperance I Soon found [him] to be a very intelligent young man.”[2] Lincoln surprised people, who found he was not an illiterate rube but a man with a lively wit and keen intelligence.

			He impressed not only that day’s onlookers but also the owner of the flatboat. After completing the trip to New Orleans, Lincoln returned to New Salem to accept the man’s offer to clerk at a new general store. He would sell foodstuffs, cloth, hardware, tobacco, gunpowder, boots, whiskey, and other goods to the people of New Salem and the local farmers who visited the little market town to sell their grains.

			Like “a piece of floating driftwood,” as Lincoln later described himself, he accidentally lodged at New Salem.[3] He would establish a new and happy life there, a world apart from his childhood in the backwoods.

			“THE SHORT AND SIMPLE ANNALS OF THE POOR”[*]

			Before striking out on his own, as Abraham Lincoln himself would tell the story, he had been under the thumb of his hard-luck father.

			Born during the Revolution, Thomas Lincoln was still a boy when his family, following in the footsteps of distant cousin Daniel Boone, left the Shenandoah Valley for the territory known as Kentucky. Barely two years later, in 1786, Thomas’s father, Abraham, died when planting corn in a field, shot by a roving Native American war party. His entire estate went to the eldest son, leaving the youngest, Thomas, destitute, “a wandering laboring boy [who] grew up literally without education.”[4]

			Thomas Lincoln eventually saved enough money to buy a farm in Hardin County and, in 1806 took Nancy Hanks as his wife. The following year they became parents, with the birth of daughter Sarah. Three years later, the little family expanded again with the arrival of a son, Abraham, born on February 12, 1809, and named for his grandfather.

			Unfortunately for baby Abraham, the Lincoln family’s stability was short-lived. Before he turned two, poor soils forced the family to abandon their first log cabin for more fertile ground a few miles away. Just five years later, after a title dispute over land ownership, the Lincolns started yet again, this time moving across the Ohio River to a crude, dirt-floored home in Indiana. The family lived a life of long days of work, brutally cold winter nights, and next to no comforts.

			Then life got even tougher. Nancy Lincoln fell ill with milk sickness, poisoned by milk from a cow that had eaten snakeroot while grazing in the forest. After a week of watching his mother suffer acute intestinal pains and persistent vomiting, Abraham Lincoln was left motherless at age nine.

			Fourteen months later, Thomas Lincoln remarried. The arrival of widow Sarah Bush Lincoln was a bright spot in the boy’s hardscrabble childhood. “Mama,” as Abraham called his stepmother, brought three children with her. As she blended two families into one, Sarah became the boy’s “best friend in the world.”[5]

			He would never express such affection for his father; the son would remember Thomas Lincoln as a taskmaster. At age eight, Lincoln later said, his father “[put] an axe put into his hands . . . and [until] his twenty-third year, he was almost constantly handling that most useful instrument.”[6] Virtually all the work on the farm was handwork, the tools crude, and the chores many, with livestock to care for, fields to plant, wood to cut and split, and gardens to tend. Abraham attended school only at the rare times when there wasn’t other work to be done, and Thomas always seemed to have more tasks for his growing son. By law, boys at that time were effectively indentured servants obliged to work for their fathers until they came of age, and Thomas took full advantage. He hired Abraham out to other farmers and kept the wages his son earned. Even when Abraham hired himself out as a boatman in his late teens, the wages he earned belonged to his father.

			Thomas was known to beat Abraham, and he kept him at work on the farm so much that the boy got less than one full year of formal schooling in his entire childhood, never attending classes after he turned fifteen. But Abraham would not be held back. Few as they were, his school days inspired in him an intense love of learning. He was eager for knowledge, looking for it wherever he could. “He must understand Every thing—even to the smallest thing—Minutely and Exactly,” Sarah would remember years later. “He would then repeat it over to himself & again—sometimes in one form and then in another & when it was fixed in his mind to suit him he . . . never lost that fact or his understanding of it.”[7]

			Thomas Lincoln could barely scratch out his own name, and Sarah could neither read nor write. But Abraham was a fast learner who mastered reading despite his irregular visits to the schoolroom. He found a new world in books and was desperate to read all he could. Although books were rare in rural Indiana, Sarah had brought some of her late husband’s from Kentucky and encouraged Abraham to read them. He read her family Bible and John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, and he reread Aesop’s Fables so often he could recite the moral stories from memory. Daniel Defoe’s novel Robinson Crusoe and biographies of Benjamin Franklin and George Washington were other favorites. According to a cousin who lived with the Lincolns, Abe (some called him that, though he preferred his full first name) was a “Constant and voracious reader.”[8]

			Thomas had no patience for a son who “fool[ed] hisself with eddication.”[9] Nonetheless, Abraham read widely and began traveling downriver, his imagination filling with thoughts of the day when he could leave behind both his father and the hard and monotonous labor of frontier farming.

			Finally, in February 1830, Abraham turned twenty-one. The next month he served his father one last time, helping the Lincolns make another move, this time to Illinois. Abe led an ox team on the long trek. He helped build a log cabin “at the junction of the timber-land and prairie.” He aided in planting a corn crop and split enough rails to fence ten acres of ground.[10] But that would be the last growing season for Abe Lincoln. Now, at last an adult, he left the farm behind and set out looking for a life of his own.

			BORN TO SLAVERY

			Abraham Lincoln’s father permitted him few school days. The child given the birth name Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey got none at all.

			Born on a farm on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, he never knew the exact date of his birth. He spent his early childhood in the care of his grandmother after his mother was hired out to another farm miles away. Although she managed a few nighttime visits, Harriet Bailey was just a vague memory to the son who had no recollection of ever seeing her in daylight.

			The child knew nothing of his father beyond the rumor that the White man who impregnated his mother might have been her enslaver, Aaron Anthony, a man he feared and hated. He once watched Anthony whip an aunt “till she was literally covered with blood.” The very young boy would carry the harsh recollection forever, a “horrible exhibition,” a “terrible spectacle,” and a glimpse of “the blood-stained gate, the entrance to the hell of slavery.”[11]

			At age six, Fred Bailey was relocated by his owner to a grand, eighteenth-century mansion house on the Wye River. Put to work in the house, he was a playmate and companion to twelve-year-old Daniel, youngest son of Edward Lloyd V, a former governor of Maryland. Young “Mas’ Daniel” took a liking to his boy, acting as his protector. He shared bread with him, too, when the usual fare for the plantation’s Black inhabitants was a daily portion of boiled cornmeal mush. Daniel’s kindness led Fred to observe many years later that, “The equality of nature is strongly asserted in childhood . . . Color makes no difference with a child.”[12]

			In the eyes of no one else, however, were the boys anything like equal. On school days Daniel disappeared into the plantation’s schoolroom, a place where no Black face was welcome. Still, the enslaved child benefited from the tutoring Daniel received. The Lloyds spoke correct English, a very different language from the broken, half-African dialect spoken on the plantation. The precocious Bailey, who stowed everything he heard in his prodigious memory, was left curious, hungry to know more.

			In March 1826, at age eight, he was sent to the next stop in his enslavement. With no close family ties to sever, he left behind only the “hardship, whipping and nakedness” of the plantation.[13] Fred Bailey stepped aboard the sloop Sally Lloyd, headed for Baltimore and servitude in the home of his owner’s brother. After years spent wearing nothing more than a crude linen shirt that hung to his knees, he wore his first pair of trousers, an outfit better suited for the city that would be his home. On its overnight sail, the vessel and its cargo of sheep crossed the Chesapeake Bay; to a farm boy who had always lived upriver, it seemed an unfathomably large expanse of water. When the city came into sight, young Fred was equally amazed by the tall church spires and five-story buildings. The Sally Lloyd entered a harbor full of three-masted seagoing vessels, warehouses, and steamships belonging to merchants in what had become one of the country’s busiest ports.

			A crewman escorted the eight-year-old to Aliceanna Street, an easy walk from the harbor, and the home of an aspiring shipbuilder named Hugh Auld. Auld and his wife, Sophia, met him at the door, together with their son, Thomas. “Little Tommy” was told the new arrival was to be “his Freddy.” The dark-skinned boy would be caring for the younger White one.

			Little did Freddy Bailey know that he was about to get the unexpected gift of the ABCs, the instrument that would permit him to elevate himself to one of the great men of the century.

			A HUNGER FOR KNOWLEDGE

			The city differed in a thousand ways from the rural life Freddy had lived. On Baltimore’s paved streets, the noise was constant, but there were fewer of the “country cruelties” he had known on the plantation. In his new home, he slept on a mattress of straw, his first bed after the cold, damp dirt floors on which he had always slept. He wore clean clothes and ate better than ever before. But the kindness of Sophia Auld was the biggest shock of all.

			As wholly owned property, he previously “had been treated as a pig on the plantation.” But Miss Sopha, as he called his new mistress, “made me something like [Tommy’s] half-brother in her affections.”[14] A regular churchgoer, Mrs. Auld continually surprised him. Part of the explanation was that she had not grown up in a slaveholding family. Not having been hardened to the barbarity of owning other people, she didn’t expect the cowering servility demanded by the previous White adults Freddy had known. Miss Sopha actively encouraged him to look her in the eye, and he “scarcely knew how to behave towards her.”[15]

			Though his primary job was to keep Tommy out of harm’s way, he also ran errands for Mistress Auld. Moving freely on the streets of Baltimore, he explored a city where a minority of Whites were slaveholders and a majority of the Black inhabitants were freemen. As a “city slave,” he had become, in comparison to his status on the plantation, “almost a free citizen.”[16] That wasn’t quite true, of course; in the night he could hear his less fortunate brothers and sisters being walked to the docks in chains. But looking back later, he described how important was his arrival in a cosmopolitan city of eighty thousand people. “Going to live at Baltimore,” he would write at age twenty-five, “laid the foundation, and opened the gateway.”[17]

			The revelation that truly changed his life occurred in the Auld household. Listening to Miss Sopha read the Bible aloud, Freddy began to recognize that words had power. When he asked if he, too, might learn to read, she agreed without hesitation. An apt pupil, he quickly mastered the alphabet. Teacher and student moved on to sounding out simple words of three and four letters. Taking pride in his progress, Mrs. Auld told her husband how well Freddy was doing, confiding that she hoped he might one day be able to read the Bible.

			Hugh Auld was flabbergasted. He was appalled that his wife didn’t understand that teaching the Black child “the A B C” was irresponsible, unwise, and unlawful. She was violating the basic code of slaveholding society, which demanded total compliance on the part of the enslaved. Slavery and education were incompatible, he told her; tutoring Freddy was an invitation for him to violate Auld’s property rights. “He should know nothing but to obey his master—to do as he is told to do.”[18]

			The reading lessons ended abruptly, and Miss Sopha hardened her heart toward the boy she had previously treated with affection. Yet her reaction proved less significant than the bright light of understanding that Auld’s words lit in the mind of Fred Bailey.

			Although directed at his wife, Auld’s rebukes had been a revelation to the wary nine-year-old, who had stood by, watching and listening, as Hugh chastised Sophia. He saw for the first time a fundamental truth about slavery. “Learning would do him no good,” Auld had said, “but probably a great deal of harm—making him disconsolate and unhappy. . . . If you learn him now to read, he’ll want to know how to write; and, this accomplished, he’ll be running away with himself.”[19]

			In the coming years the enslaved child, by then a man, would quote Auld’s words often. They had sparked the crucial understanding that reading and knowledge were the keys to his freedom. Young as he was, Freddy saw that ignorance was a weapon in the hands of the slaveholder, one that was far more dangerous than the whip.

			Mistress Auld no longer tutored him, but Hugh Auld’s words inspired a new determination to learn. Seeking instruction elsewhere, Fred deciphered words on signs. He bartered for reading lessons with little White boys he befriended when doing errands in the town. In return for biscuits he pocketed at the Auld home, these “hungry little urchins” gave him “the more valuable bread of knowledge.”[20]

			Tommy grew up and Fred, no longer charged with child-minding duties, spent his days performing small tasks in the shipyard of Auld & Harrison. As Hugh Auld had predicted, Fred taught himself to write, laboriously copying the letters that ships’ carpenters incised on beams. He worked secretly at night with a dog-eared Webster’s speller. He filled in the blanks in forgotten copybooks from Tommy’s early schooling.

			Nothing the boy learned would mean more to him than the word abolition. When he first heard Auld and other slaveholders speak the term abolitionist, Freddy observed that they spat out the syllables with anger, disgust, and even fear. The term’s meaning was unknown to him, but he heard other variations, such as abolition movement and abolitionism.

			The child did not yet know the idea of abolition had a growing currency among the educated, especially in the North. While national politicians had argued for decades about a gradual end to slavery by various means, including colonization, in which the enslaved would be resettled in Africa, an outspoken Boston printer and newspaperman named William Lloyd Garrison had founded, in 1831, an anti-slavery newspaper called The Liberator. In its pages he advocated for the immediate, unconditional, and total abolition of slavery. He believed the entire Constitution itself was a corrupt pro-slavery document, and some years later he would burn a copy of the founding document in public, proclaiming it “a Covenant with Death: an Agreement with Hell.”[21] As a member of Congress, former president John Quincy Adams had begun talking about slavery as a matter of national conscience. Although not as radical in his beliefs as Garrison, Adams wondered aloud “whether a population spread over an immense territory, consisting of one great division all freemen, and another of master and slaves, could exist permanently together as members of one community or not.”[22]

			In the idea of abolition, Freddy saw hope for his future—a future that he decided would be a relentless quest for freedom.
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			A FIGHTING CHANCE

			
				I knew Mr. L well . . . he was a great man long years since. . . . [I] Knew he was a Rising man.

				—Elizabeth Edwards

			

			After returning from New Orleans in July 1831, Abraham Lincoln settled in New Salem, Illinois. The river town was no metropolis; just two years before it had been an uninhabited ridge overlooking the Sangamon River. Now, with a gristmill and sawmill at the river’s edge, New Salem had grown into a village much larger than any community Lincoln had ever called home, with a population of more than a hundred men, women, and children.

			Its founders had wanted their frontier settlement to become the market town for the surrounding rural hamlets and farms. That had happened, and the village’s streets were already lined with houses and shops for a blacksmith, cooper, hatmaker, and other tradesmen, along with two general stores, a tavern, and two doctor’s offices. This seemed the perfect place for Lincoln, a young man with little experience in the wider world but great aspirations. He spent his days at his employer’s store behind the counter, his nights sleeping in a cot in the attic above.

			The townspeople immediately took to the young clerk, who had a gift for telling stories and entertaining an audience. They were impressed with the size and strength of this stranger, but that also meant that Lincoln would meet with an unexpected test after one of his admirers bragged that the tall and sinewy young man “could outrun, whip, or throw down any man in Sangamon country.” Word of the boast reached Jack Armstrong, a local man who headed a pack of neighborhood rowdies, and he responded by challenging Lincoln to a fight, as he did whenever a new neighbor with a reputation for strength came to town.[1] As the town schoolteacher, Mentor Graham, explained, taking on the local bully “was an ordeal through which all Comers had to pass.”[2]

			Lincoln felt he had no choice but to accept the challenge, but only if he could dictate the terms. Young as he was, Lincoln was also savvy. He knew from experience that not all frontier fighting was the same. Word traveled around town; this would be a public event, and Lincoln, wanting to avoid a violent, anything-goes brawl, in which eye gouging and ear biting were accepted tactics, let it be known he wouldn’t be “tussled & scuffled.”[3] He insisted his rite of initiation must be less animal attack and more a test of skill and strength. A wrestling match was agreed upon.

			Wrestling had rules, and a match typically started with an “Indian hug,” in which the wrestlers wrapped their arms around each other’s torso. What followed would involve practiced holds and other maneuvers, with the goal being to throw the opponent, not pin him.

			On the appointed day a crowd of local men gathered to watch the spectacle. People said Jack Armstrong was the best fighter in Sangamon County, “a man in the prime of life, square built, muscular and strong as an ox.”[4] But this match might be a fight worth watching, as Lincoln was an experienced wrestler. His height and strength suited him to the sport, and his intelligence was an added asset. As one of his New Salem neighbors put it, Lincoln was “a scientific wrestler.”[5]

			Lincoln’s employer at the store put ten dollars on his young clerk. His bet was matched by a tavern keeper who favored Jack Armstrong. Men of lesser means bet knives and whiskey on the outcome. The fight would take place in front of the store where a relaxed Lincoln, according to one witness, stood with his back against the wall waiting for the fight to begin, “seaming undaunted and fearless.”[6]

			Once the fight was under way, neither man gained a clear early advantage. “They wrestled for a long time,” recalled one New Salem man, “withough either being able to throw the other.”[7] Armstrong was accustomed to winning, both by thrashing his opponents and taking their money in wagers, but he soon realized that this new man in town wasn’t about to give up—and that Lincoln might even beat him.

			Deciding that winning was more important than the agreed-upon rules, Armstrong broke his hold and dove for Lincoln’s legs. But Lincoln countered with a rapid maneuver of his own. As twelve-year-old Robert Rutledge reported, “Mr. Lincoln seized him by the throat and thrust him at arms length from him.”[8]

			Suddenly, the match was at an impasse. Although everyone had seen Armstrong commit a foul, his supporters, caught up in the overheated moment, were ready to jump in to defend their champion. The match could have degenerated into a big brawl, with neighbors taking on neighbors. But Lincoln didn’t let that happen.

			“Jack, let’s quit,” he said to his opponent. “I can’t throw you—you can’t throw me.”[9]

			To Lincoln, the outcome of a wrestling match was much less important than gaining friends in a town where he wanted very much to fit in. He gave the other man an out and Armstrong agreed to call the match a draw. They left the bettors to argue about what exactly had happened, launching a debate that continues to this day since the many accounts of the fight—from friends of both men, bystanders, and others—agree on little. One thing is clear, however: A tough fight ended with the two men sharing a bond of mutual respect and friendship that would last their lifetimes.
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					An illustration from an early twentieth-century children’s biography depicting Lincoln’s wresting match with Jack Armstrong.

				
			
			As his authorized biographers put it many years later, Lincoln gained something important in the eyes of New Salem. “He became from that moment, in a certain sense, a personage, with a name and standing of his own.”[10] The farmer boy from nowhere was now a known and respected man.

			LIKABLE LINCOLN

			Lincoln stood out in New Salem. In the words of Dr. Jason Duncan, a Vermont native who practiced medicine in New Salem, the young man had “intelligence far beyond the generality of youth of his age and opportunities.”[11] Unlike many in the two-saloon town where whiskey drinking was a dawn-to-dark pastime, Lincoln never drank alcohol. Yet he wore his smarts and sobriety lightly, and his customers liked him.

			Lincoln’s boss soon rewarded his young clerk by giving him the added responsibility of managing the town’s gristmill. The young man was moving up the ranks of the town, but he had something on his mind beyond promotions: more education. Whenever and wherever he could, he read. He read in bed. He read sitting astride a log by a stream. One friend spotted him reading in the woods, lying on the ground with his legs extended upward along a tree trunk. He read while walking, so absorbed in his text that he would sometimes stop, oblivious to anything but the words on the page, before continuing on, never having lifted his gaze. Neighbors lent him books from their libraries, and Lincoln began to memorize long passages from Shakespeare (Macbeth became his particular favorite). He talked poetry with the town blacksmith and committed to memory poems by Robert Burns, which he then recited in a proper Scots dialect.

			If he was to rise in society, Lincoln decided, he needed to talk like he was somebody. He recognized his own unpolished way of speaking was different from the speech of his more educated customers, and he set his mind to learning proper English. He asked around and borrowed a grammar book, which he memorized. As he taught himself how to speak correctly—to use plural verbs with plural nouns and such niceties as when to use the word shall—he also made it his business to learn how to speak effectively since he would need to persuade people to believe not only in him but in his ideas. During his first winter in New Salem, he spent many, many hours studying and “practicing polemics” from a little volume called The Columbian Orator.

			The Columbian Orator offered advice on how to use cadence, emphasis, pauses, demeanor, and even gesticulations to enhance oral expression. But the bulk of the book consisted of writings by George Washington, Napoleon, Ben Franklin, Cicero, Socrates, and dozens of other historic figures remembered for their speeches. Lincoln copied the ones he liked most into his copybook word for word. Some he could recite verbatim. He absorbed the structure, syntax, and sentiment of the great men’s words. The man managing the gristmill was clearly hungry for something bigger.

			Lincoln remained in New Salem for almost six years, during which he struggled to make a living. The store failed as New Salem’s growth slowed and Lincoln’s employer demonstrated his true colors—he was, observed schoolteacher Graham, “an unsteady . . . rattle brained man, wild & unprovidential.”[12]

			Lincoln’s sudden unemployment provided him an opportunity. In the spring of 1832, Lincoln tried soldiering, signing up for the local militia when a conflict with a local Sauk chief named Black Hawk prompted the Illinois governor to gather a fighting force. To his great satisfaction, Lincoln was elected captain of his volunteer company, which consisted largely of men he knew from New Salem. After three months’ service, he returned from the little conflict in northern Illinois, remembered as the Black Hawk War. His only bloody battles, he later joked, were with mosquitoes.

			Lincoln would spend the next few months picking up enough odd jobs in and around New Salem to sustain himself, but the ambitious lad wasn’t looking for just a job. He was looking for a calling. With his local popularity running high, he decided to try his hand at politics, and that autumn he took his first step; at the urging of his neighbors, he ran for the Illinois General Assembly. In his first public speech, he made plain the simplicity of his motives:

			
				I am young and unknown to many of you; I was born and have ever remained in the most humble walks of life. I have no wealthy or popular relations or friends to recommend me. My case is thrown exclusively upon the independent voters of the county, and if elected, they will have conferred a favour upon me for which I shall be unremitting in my labours to compensate. But if the good people in their wisdom shall see fit to keep me in the background, I have been too familiar with disappointments to be very much chagrined.[13]

			

			Lincoln’s early political priorities were equally simple. Adopting the thinking of Henry Clay, leader of the national Whig Party, he ran on a platform of improving roads and waterways—improvements that would mean a lot to the voters of rural Illinois. He promised to make education a priority, too. Every man, he insisted, should “receive at least, a moderate education.”[14] No other boys would have to fight for an education the way he had if he could help it.

			Due most likely to a lack of name recognition in the outlying districts, Lincoln lost the election. In his home precinct, though, he won 277 of the 300 votes. Those who did know him clearly saw that he was “a rising man.”[15]

			Seemingly unfazed by his political defeat, Lincoln bided his time—and got to know more people. He and a partner opened a store of their own. In 1833, Lincoln was appointed the village postmaster. He pored over newspapers that arrived from near and far, reading out his favorite bits to his customers. The townspeople saw him as a reliable source of news and opinions. His stockpile of off-color stories didn’t hurt.

			When that store failed, too, Lincoln was left with heavy debts, and his postmaster’s salary wasn’t even sufficient to pay his room and board. The county surveyor offered him work, and Lincoln taught himself metes and bounds from a book. His good reputation continued to grow. “When any dispute arose among the Settlers,” one neighbor remembered, “Mr. Lincolns Compass and chain always settled the matter satisfactorily.”[16] The work also got him into the surrounding countryside, enlarging his circle of acquaintances. But he aimed higher than surveying, setting his sights on becoming a lawyer.

			Even as a teenager in Indiana, he had attended lawsuits conducted before the local justice, and in New Salem he added law books to his reading list, among them Blackstone’s Commentaries, a basic work on British common law. Using forms that he found in one reference work, he drafted deeds, wills, and contracts for friends and neighbors, “never charging one cent for his trouble.”[17]

			In a village with no lawyers, it was inevitable that the talkative and competent young man would be asked to act the advocate. In his first trial, he was charged with defending the honor of a young woman in a case brought against a suitor who had refused to marry her. With no formal training, Lincoln drew upon common sense in his pleading. Dressed in the workaday clothing of a surveyor, he made a strong case that the girl deserved damages. His surveying assistant was in attendance and told the story.

			“[Lincoln] made a comparison [and] cald the young man a white dress, the young lady a glass bottle,” the man recalled. “He said you could soil the dress, it cold be made to look well again, but strik a blow at the bottle and it was gon.”[18] In his debut at the plaintiff’s table, Lincoln with his plainspoken argument won the day. His client was awarded a hundred dollars in damages.

			In August 1836, he won something else. He ran again for a seat in the Illinois legislature, this time running what he called “a hand-shaking campaign” to make sure he won over voters outside New Salem.[19] The strategy worked, and his victory catapulted the twenty-seven-year-old to his first elective office.

			Looking to leave behind his country-boy appearance, Lincoln bought himself a new suit—it was part of his personal reinvention—before boarding a four-horse stage bound for the state capital. Though larger than New Salem, Vandalia was a modest place, with a population of less than a thousand, its capitol building a dilapidated brick structure of just two stories. When he took his seat as a member of the legislature, the novice politician said little, listened intently, and attended faithfully. He saw these first sessions as part of his education. “He was reserved in manner,” a friend reported, but “but learned much.”[20]

			In 1830s Illinois, few people lost any sleep over the evils of slavery. Lincoln’s constituents were almost all White and unworried about the state’s small number of enslaved people. Of greater concern were the eastern abolitionists whom they feared as radicals. Lincoln, like most of his neighbors, was of Southern birth. Unlike them, Lincoln was gravely uncomfortable with slavery, due, in part, to his upbringing. Lincoln’s father, he recalled, had wanted to leave Kentucky “partly on account of slavery,” having often heard the practice condemned from the pulpit of their church.[21] When a resolution to condemn abolitionist societies was raised before the General Assembly during his first term, Lincoln spoke up, going further than many would have, saying on the record that “the institution of slavery is founded on both injustice and bad policy.”[22] On the other hand, he also accepted that Congress lacked the power to interfere with slavery in individual states, and many years would be required before he became a friend to abolitionism.

			In those days, his law studies, not abolition, were Lincoln’s top priority. He’d begun to suspect he’d need to have the power and social status a lawyer had if he was to be a successful legislator. A fellow lawmaker and friend from his militia days, John Todd Stuart, pushed Lincoln to pursue his law studies in earnest, and with more borrowed books—this time from his friend’s firm, Stuart & Drummond, in nearby Springfield—Lincoln spent every available minute between legislative sessions studying the law. Although he “studied with nobody” (Lincoln’s words), he passed the exams with ease, and on September 9, 1836, he was awarded a license to practice law.[23]

			As one friend observed, “[Lincoln’s] ambition was a little engine that knew no rest.”[24] Now, as a lawyer and legislator—he would serve eight years in the Illinois House of Representatives—he had a way to harness it.

			THE TURNING POINT

			During the summer of 1834, while Abraham Lincoln was glad-handing neighbors and winning votes with his easy manner and lighthearted stories, Fred Bailey made a dangerous choice.

			Bailey was back in the fields after spending eight years in Baltimore. As an enslaved person, he was considered little different than a slaveholder’s horses, sheep, and other chattels; the bondsman had no say in what he did or where he went. Ordered back to Maryland’s Eastern Shore, Bailey had no choice but to go. Making matters even worse, he was lent out for a year to a farmer who was intent upon erasing all memory of the looser discipline of Bailey’s city days. At almost seventeen, he now labored for Edward Covey, a man reputed to be “a first rate hand at breaking young negroes.”[25]

			On Covey’s farm, enslaved workers rose before first light and worked until dark and beyond, even on the coldest and hottest days. Bailey was awkward and unfamiliar with his new tasks in the fields. “The work was simple . . . yet to one entirely unused to such work, it came very hard.”[26] He was subjected to brutal whippings for his failures, and in every way was “made to drink the bitterest dregs of slavery.”[27]

			He tilled fields that lay beside the waters of the Chesapeake Bay, his life a misery. But as he glimpsed the boats sailing by, he could not help but sense intimations of freedom in the schooners carrying their passengers to destinations forbidden to the enslaved. More than once he thought to himself, “One hundred miles straight north, and I am free!” Bailey could not resign himself to a life in bondage—“It cannot be that I shall live and die a slave”—but Covey did everything he could to break him.[28]

			One scorching August day, Fred Bailey collapsed while harvesting wheat. Felled by sunstroke, he crawled to a nearby fence seeking shelter from the sun. When Covey found him, he kicked Bailey savagely and ordered him to rise. Though the seventeen-year-old managed to stand, he collapsed again. The slave breaker then delivered a blow to his head with a hickory club, gashing open a large wound.

			With blood oozing from his skull, Bailey managed to make his way into the woods. Eluding pursuit, he stumbled for miles until he reached his home farm hours later. He told his enslaver that Covey aimed to kill him, and at first, Auld seemed affected by the story. Soon, however, as the boy recalled the events in his autobiography years later, Captain Auld “became cold as iron.” This was a transformation that Bailey was coming to understand: As he watched, the man’s “humanity fell before the systematic tyranny of slavery.” After a few minutes of pacing, apparently arguing with his own conscience, Auld decided to take Covey’s side. “My dizziness was laziness,” Douglass later reported the slaveholder told him, “and Covey did right to flog me.”[29] Auld let Bailey stay overnight on his home farm, but ordered him to return to Covey before first light the next day.

			Bailey managed to avoid facing the slave breaker until Monday morning. He was in the hayloft working before sunrise when Covey quietly snuck into the barn. As Bailey came down the ladder, Covey emerged from the shadows to grab him from below, attempting to bind his legs with a long rope, prepared to give him a beating. Instinctively, Fred jumped free. In the instant that he crashed to the stable floor, he understood that he was less afraid for his life than he was for the death of his freedom. This time, he resolved, he would not submit and take his whipping like an animal with no will of its own. He would defend himself.

			He seized Covey by the throat and, holding him in an iron grip, rose to his feet. The two men grappled, but Fred carefully parried the blows sent his way, making no attempt to injure Covey. But the farmer, shocked that Bailey was actually fighting back, demanded, “Are you going to resist, you scoundrel?”

			“Yes, sir,” was Bailey’s polite reply, his gaze eye to eye with Covey’s.

			Covey called for help. When another bondsman came to Covey’s aid, Fred incapacitated him with a wicked kick to the ribs. The fight continued, one man against the other.

			Covey attempted to drag his opponent to the stable door, but Fred floored him. They fought on. For almost two hours the confrontation continued, and with the sun up and its rays lighting the barnyard, Covey finally realized this was a fight he could not win. Both men were exhausted, and Covey, who was “huffing and puffing at a great rate,” brought the contest to a close.[30]

			“Go to work,” he ordered, adding, “I would not have whipped you half so much as I have had you not resisted.”

			In truth, Fred Bailey realized, Covey had drawn no blood. Nor would he summon the constable, despite the fact that Bailey had raised his hand to a White man, a crime that would ordinarily be punished by a beating at the whipping post in the town square—or worse. He would pay no penalty because the man’s cherished reputation as a slave breaker would have suffered if word of his failure to discipline Bailey got out.

			Not once during Bailey’s four remaining months in his service would Covey again lay so much as a finger on him, but Bailey gained something much greater than a reprieve from whippings. By risking everything, he shifted the balance of power. His unlikely victory, he later said, was “the turning point in my ‘life as a slave.’ ” Until their fight, Covey had been on the verge of breaking his spirit. But resistance had “rekindled in my breast the smouldering embers of liberty; it brought up my Baltimore dreams, and revived a sense of my own manhood. I was a changed being after that fight. I was nothing before; i was
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