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	THE MEN WHO LED

	SERIES PREFACE

	On the Study of Those Who Governed

	

	

	Every generation inherits the leadership of a previous one. Not merely the policies and the institutions and the legal frameworks that the previous generation's leaders built or failed to build, but the example, the living argument that the record of a specific person in a specific office at a specific moment makes, to every subsequent person who studies it seriously, about what the exercise of public power actually looks like from the inside, what it costs, what it produces, and what it finally means to have been in a position to shape the conditions of other people's lives and to have used that position in the specific ways the record documents. The inheritance of the example is more durable than the inheritance of the policy, because policies are repealed and institutions are reformed and legal frameworks are revised, but the example, the portrait of character under pressure that the historical record preserves with the merciless fidelity of documented consequence, endures, available to be studied and learned from and argued with by every subsequent generation that chooses to engage with it seriously.

	This series exists because the engagement is worth making, and because the books that have most reliably produced it, the great political biographies of the past century, from Sandburg's Lincoln to Robert Caro's Johnson to Edmund Morris's Roosevelt have demonstrated, through their best passages and their most illuminating judgments, that the serious study of how specific people governed specific countries at specific moments in history produces something that no amount of abstract political theory can replicate: the specific, irreducibly particular knowledge of what governing is actually like, what its possibilities and limitations feel like from the position of the person attempting it, and what the difference is between a life spent in the arena and a life spent describing the arena from outside it. The Men Who Led is an attempt to produce this knowledge, as reliably and as honestly as the historical record permits, about the men who governed the United States across the full span of its history as a nation of consequence in the world, from the founders who invented the office to the twentieth-century presidents who expanded and tested and, in certain cases, nearly destroyed it.

	What the Series Is

	Each volume in The Men Who Led is a full biographical treatment of a single American president, not a survey, not an assessment of the policy record alone, not a character sketch, but a complete engagement with the life from its origins to its end, in the conviction that the presidency cannot be understood apart from the person who held it, and that the person cannot be understood apart from the full arc of the life that preceded and followed the years in office. The presidency is the gravitational centre of each biography, but the orbit is wide. The childhood matters. The education matters. The private life matters. The years before the White House and the years after it, when they exist, matter. The specific ways in which the person's character, formed by heredity and circumstance and the accumulated decisions of a life lived before public power was available, expressed itself through the specific instruments the presidency provided matter as much as any specific legislative achievement or diplomatic triumph that the policy record records.

	The series is organised, within each volume, as literary non-fiction biography, the form that places the highest simultaneous demands on historical accuracy and narrative force, that requires the biographer to document everything the historian is required to document while producing the kind of reading experience that the novelist's craft is designed to produce, and that has, in its best examples, proved capable of making the historical record as vivid and as urgently present as any work of imagination. The commitment to accuracy is absolute: every specific claim of fact in these books is documented in the sources, and the sources are primary where primary sources exist. The commitment to literary quality is equally absolute: a biography that is accurate but unreadable has failed at the primary task that distinguishes biography from archive, which is the task of making the dead present to the living with enough vividness and enough complexity that the living can actually learn from the encounter.

	The Question of Honesty

	The series is committed, in every volume, to a standard of honesty about its subjects that the biographical tradition has not always maintained. The great men and women of history have attracted biographers who admire them, and the admiration, entirely natural, since it is usually the admiration that motivates the years of work that a serious biography requires, has a tendency to produce portraits that are more flattering than the full record warrants. The failures are explained rather than examined. The limitations are contextualised rather than confronted. The portrait that emerges is recognisably the person but is subtly, systematically softened in ways that protect the reader's admiration at the cost of their understanding.

	This series resists that softening, and the resistance is not a literary affectation or a journalistic instinct toward exposure but a genuine conviction about what makes biography useful. Biography is useful to the degree that it illuminates, that the reader who finishes a volume understands something about how power operates and what it costs and what it produces, about what character looks like under the specific pressures that governance applies, about the relationship between private virtue and public achievement and the ways in which they do and do not align and this illumination requires honesty about the failure as much as the achievement, because the failure is where the character is most fully revealed. The president who succeeds magnificently and fails magnificently and contains both the success and the failure within the same character is a more useful subject of study, more genuinely instructive about what governance requires and what human beings are actually like than the president who is presented as having succeeded without significant qualification.

	On the Series Title

	The title The Men Who Led requires a brief explanation, both for what it includes and for what it acknowledges that it excludes. The series covers the American presidency from its inception to the late twentieth century, and the American presidency across the full span of that period was occupied exclusively by men. The title is descriptive rather than prescriptive, it names what the historical record contains, not what the author or the publisher believes the record should contain or what future volumes may eventually address as the historical record continues to accumulate. The title is not an endorsement of the exclusion it describes. It is an acknowledgment of it, which is the appropriate relationship that a biographically honest series should maintain with the historical facts it is documenting.

	Within the category of men who led, the series does not limit itself to the men who led well, or to the men whom historians have traditionally ranked highly, or to the men whose records are most comfortable to examine at length. Some of the most instructive volumes in the series will be the volumes about presidents who failed, who failed to rise to the occasions their moments presented, who misused the power their office gave them, who fell short of the promise their character had seemed to offer, and whose failures illuminate, by negative example, the specific qualities that the successful exercise of presidential power requires. The presidency is not a test that the great always pass and the ordinary always fail. It is a test that most people who face it fail in some significant dimension, and the study of the failing is as important to the series' purpose as the study of the succeeding.
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CHAPTER ONE

	Kentucky Blood

	The World Lincoln Was Born Into

	

	

	"I was born and have ever remained in the most humble walks of life." - Abraham Lincoln, campaign autobiography, 1858

	

	

	In the winter of 1809, the commonwealth of Kentucky was still a young and violent place. It had been a state for fewer than two decades, carved from the western reaches of Virginia by surveyors who moved ahead of civilization like the prow of a ship cutting dark water, and behind them had come the settlers, men and women who carried everything they owned on their backs or in the beds of creaking wagons, following traces through hardwood forest so dense that midday looked like dusk. The land was extraordinary in its richness: rolling limestone country of bluegrass and cedar, threaded by rivers that glittered cold and clear in winter, fertile beyond almost anything the coastal states could offer. It was also extraordinarily dangerous, a borderland where the promises of abundance and the threats of ruin arrived together, often in the same season.

	This was the America into which Abraham Lincoln was born on February 12, 1809, not the America of powdered wigs and constitutional conventions that schoolbooks would later consecrate, but the raw, grinding, perpetually indebted America of the frontier. The America of dirt floors and smoky hearths and corn whiskey and land disputes settled in fistfights. The America where a man's life could pivot on a bad harvest, a crooked surveyor's line, or a fever that arrived without warning in August and killed your wife before the month was out. It was an America that would leave its marks on Lincoln so deeply that no amount of subsequent ambition, education, or political eminence could entirely smooth them over. The frontier made Lincoln in ways both visible and invisible, and to understand the man he became, one must first understand the world that made him.

	Kentucky in 1809 sat at the psychological edge of the American imagination. To the east lay the older, more settled country, Virginia, the Carolinas and Pennsylvania, with their established families, their churches, their county courthouses and county fairs, their hierarchies of class and status. To the west lay the Ohio River and the vast, mostly unmapped territories beyond it. Kentucky occupied a peculiar middle position: no longer the frontier in the strictest sense, since settlements had been pushing across it for thirty years, but not yet tamed into anything resembling orderly civilization either. Land titles were a chaos of overlapping claims. Courts functioned fitfully. Violence was a constant undertow beneath the surface of daily life. A man could not always be certain, when he drove his fence posts into the ground, that the ground was legally his.

	It was precisely this uncertainty, economic, geographic, legal, social, that defined the circumstances into which Abraham Lincoln arrived. He was not born into poverty as an accident of personal misfortune. He was born into a social stratum, a specific and identifiable class of frontier subsistence farmers, that had its own logic, its own culture, its own deeply ingrained habits of mind. Understanding that class is essential to understanding Lincoln's childhood, his adolescence, and the fierce, almost hunger-like ambition that eventually drove him out of it.

	"He was not born into poverty as an accident of personal misfortune. He was born into a social stratum that had its own logic, its own culture, its own deeply ingrained habits of mind."

	Thomas Lincoln: A Portrait of the Father

	To understand Abraham Lincoln's origins, one must begin with Thomas Lincoln, and to understand Thomas Lincoln, one must resist the temptation, irresistible to later hagiographers, to dismiss him as merely a foil for his son's greatness. Thomas Lincoln was not a great man, but he was a particular kind of man, a recognizable type produced in large numbers by the American frontier, and his particular qualities, his limitations as well as his virtues, shaped his son in ways both direct and reactive.

	Thomas Lincoln was born in Virginia in 1778, the son of Abraham Lincoln the elder, for whom his famous grandson would eventually be named. The family had migrated to Kentucky in 1782, part of the great westward surge that followed the Revolution, and it was in Kentucky that Thomas Lincoln's life was shaped by a single catastrophic event: in 1786, when Thomas was eight years old, his father Abraham was shot and killed by a Native American raider while planting corn in a field. The eldest son, Mordecai, grabbed a rifle and shot the raider before he could carry young Thomas off. Thomas Lincoln grew up fatherless from the age of eight, in a household scrambling to survive, and this early loss defined the contours of everything that followed.

	He grew into a stocky, physically powerful man, reliable with an axe, a capable carpenter by trade, a decent farmer who could coax a living out of difficult ground. He was also, by nearly all accounts, a man of very limited intellectual ambition. He was largely illiterate, or close to it, and this appears to have been a source not of shame but of a kind of aggressive indifference, a posture common among men of his class and generation for whom literacy was an ornament of the gentry, not a practical tool. He told stories well, enjoyed a social gathering, and was known as a man of decent character within his community. He was not cruel, by the standards of the time, though he was capable of the casual physical discipline that frontier fathers administered without apology or reflection.

	What Thomas Lincoln was not, and this matters enormously, was ambitious in any upwardly mobile sense. He moved his family repeatedly across Kentucky and then into Indiana, and these moves were driven not by aspiration but by failure: failed crops, disputed land titles, a perpetual inability to gain secure economic footing. He appears to have been a man who, having lost his own father at the most vulnerable age, was never quite able to trust the ground beneath his feet. He built cabins, cleared land, planted corn, and then moved on when circumstances deteriorated or a better prospect seemed to beckon. He carried his family with him like a man carrying water in his cupped hands, always losing a little along the way.

	His son Abraham watched all of this with eyes that grew sharper and more observant with every passing year. The son would eventually escape the pattern entirely, driven by a hunger for something else, for permanence, for law, for the kind of security that comes from argument and language rather than muscle and soil. But the father's limitations were part of the education, as surely as any book Lincoln ever borrowed and read by firelight.

	Nancy Hanks: The Mother History Nearly Lost

	Of Nancy Hanks Lincoln, Lincoln's mother, history has preserved far less than justice demands. She died when her son was nine years old, and the documentary record of her life is thin almost to the point of invisibility. What we know comes largely from the recollections of people who knew her briefly, remembered her imperfectly, and spoke of her years after her death when myth had already begun its patient work of embellishment and erasure.

	She was born around 1784, probably in Virginia or what is now West Virginia, and her origins were sufficiently obscure that later biographers and political enemies would make unpleasant insinuations about her legitimacy, insinuations that Lincoln himself, when he encountered them during his political career, absorbed in silence. The question of her parentage was never definitively settled, and Lincoln's own reticence on the subject speaks volumes about the mixture of love and sorrow and perhaps embarrassment that his mother's memory carried for him.

	What the surviving accounts agree upon is this: Nancy Hanks was a woman of unusual intelligence. In a world that offered women almost no outlets for intellectual life, she was remembered by those who knew her as someone who thought carefully, spoke precisely, and possessed a quality of inner seriousness that left an impression on the people around her. Dennis Hanks, her cousin, who lived with the Lincoln family, recalled that she was a woman of remarkable natural ability. John Hanks, another relative, remembered her as a woman of good judgment, keen perception, and strong character. These are the words of people describing someone who rose above her circumstances by force of mind, which makes her death at thirty-four or thereabouts; even her birth year is uncertain, feel not merely like a personal tragedy but like a robbery.

	Lincoln himself almost never spoke of his mother publicly. The references are few and oblique, which has led historians to construct elaborate psychological interpretations, most of them probably overreaching. What seems clear is that her death left a wound that never fully closed, and that the woman he barely remembered, he was nine when she died, old enough to understand the loss but too young to have accumulated many precise memories became, in some interior chamber of his adult psyche, a figure of almost mythological significance. Late in his life, he told his law partner William Herndon that all that he was, he owed to his "angel mother." Whether this was sentiment or biography, or some mixture of both, it tells us something essential about what Nancy Hanks meant to the man her son became.

	Sinking Spring Farm: A Cabin at the Edge of Everything

	The specific place of Lincoln's birth was a one-room log cabin on Sinking Spring Farm in Hardin County, Kentucky, about three miles south of the town of Hodgenville. The cabin was approximately eighteen feet by sixteen feet, the dimensions are known because Lincoln scholars have studied what little physical evidence remains, with a dirt floor, a stone fireplace, a single window, and a wooden door hung on leather hinges. It was, by the standards of frontier Kentucky in 1809, a perfectly ordinary dwelling for a family of Thomas Lincoln's station. It was not a symbol of exceptional poverty; it was simply what shelter looked like for people of this class in this place at this time.

	The farm itself, about three hundred acres, had been purchased by Thomas Lincoln in 1808. The name came from a limestone spring on the property, a sinking spring that fed into a small cave, a geological feature common in Kentucky's karst landscape. The water was clean and cold and the land around it was good, or good enough. Thomas Lincoln had paid two hundred dollars for the property, a significant sum that represented something close to optimism on his part. He was a newly married man with a young wife and, by the time Abraham was born, an infant daughter named Sarah who had arrived two years before.

	Into this cabin, on a February morning in 1809, Abraham Lincoln was born. Nancy Lincoln, assisted by a local midwife in all likelihood, delivered her second child in the firelit warmth of that single room while outside the Kentucky winter pressed cold and indifferent against the log walls. The child was large, already the physical size that would eventually make him one of the most physically imposing presidents in American history and apparently healthy, and named for his paternal grandfather who had been shot dead in a cornfield twenty-three years before. The naming was an act of remembrance and perhaps also of hope: that this Abraham would fare better than the last one.

	What Lincoln could have known of his own birthplace was almost nothing by the time he was old enough to reflect on it. The family left Sinking Spring Farm in 1811, when he was two, after Thomas lost the land in a title dispute, one of several such disputes that would punctuate Thomas Lincoln's life with grinding regularity. The specific cabin, the specific spring, the specific acres of limestone ground: these were gone from Lincoln's personal geography before he was old enough to remember them. The birthplace that would later become a national shrine, enclosed by the federal government in a marble temple that opened in 1916, was a place Lincoln himself had no memory of. His origins were preserved not in his own recollections but in the recollections of others, in legal records, in the amber of American mythology.

	The Shadow of Slavery on Kentucky Ground

	Any account of Lincoln's Kentucky childhood that fails to grapple seriously with the presence of slavery in that landscape is an incomplete account. Kentucky in 1809 was a slave state, and had been since its admission to the Union in 1792. Slavery was not peripheral to Kentucky's social and economic life; it was woven into it at every level, from the great hemp plantations of the Bluegrass region to the smaller farms of the interior. Thomas Lincoln's social world, the world of subsistence white farmers, was defined in no small part by its relationship to the institution that lay above it: the slaveowning planter class whose economic and social dominance set the terms of Kentucky life.

	Thomas Lincoln was not a slaveholder. He never owned enslaved people, and this is significant for understanding not just his economic status but his particular place within Kentucky's social order. The non-slaveholding white farmer occupied an uncomfortable position in the antebellum South and the border state world that abutted it: above the enslaved in the legal and social hierarchy, but economically unable to compete with the slave-labor agriculture that kept land prices high and wages depressed. Free white labor competed, always disadvantageously, against the labor that cost slaveholders only the price of bondage. This structural disadvantage was something Thomas Lincoln felt in his bones even if he never articulated it in these terms, and it was almost certainly one of the reasons he would eventually cite for moving his family to Indiana, explicitly noting in Lincoln's later recollection the presence of slavery as a motivating factor in the departure.

	What Lincoln absorbed of slavery's presence in Kentucky during his earliest years is impossible to reconstruct with precision, since he was too young when the family left to carry detailed memories northward. But the atmosphere was inescapable. Slave auctions were held in the county seats. Enslaved men and women worked the fields and kitchens of the prosperous farms that Thomas Lincoln passed on the road and in the market. The legal and cultural infrastructure of slavery, the slave patrols, the laws restricting free Black movement, the casual brutality that was the institution's daily operational language was the air Lincoln's Kentucky breathed.

	Later in life, Lincoln would recall a trip down the Mississippi to New Orleans, made as a young man, during which he witnessed a slave auction and was deeply, viscerally disturbed by what he saw. Whether this story is precisely accurate in all its details is debated by historians, but its psychological truth is not in doubt: Lincoln carried a moral revulsion toward slavery that had roots deep in his formation, deeper perhaps than any single memorable incident. The seeds of that revulsion were planted in Kentucky ground, where a boy too young to articulate what he was seeing nonetheless absorbed it into the bedrock of his moral sensibility.

	Land, Law, and Dispossession - The Lesson of the Titles

	Thomas Lincoln lost Sinking Spring Farm in 1811. He moved his family a few miles to another property, Knob Creek Farm, where they would remain until 1816. He would lose this property too or more precisely, he would lose confidence in his title to it, which amounted to the same thing. The story of Thomas Lincoln's land troubles is not merely a biographical footnote; it is one of the most formative facts of his son's childhood, and it explains more about the adult Lincoln's relationship to law, to property, and to the hunger for secure professional standing than almost anything else in the historical record.

	Kentucky's land title system in the early nineteenth century was a catastrophe of overlapping surveys, competing warrants, and paperwork that ranged from imprecise to outright fraudulent. The commonwealth had been carved up by surveyors who were working with inadequate tools across difficult terrain, and the legal documentation of land ownership was a labyrinth in which poor and illiterate men like Thomas Lincoln were almost constitutionally unable to prevail. Wealthy men with lawyers could defend their titles. Men without lawyers lost their land. It was very nearly as simple as that, and it happened with brutal regularity to the class of small farmer that Thomas Lincoln represented.

	A boy watching his father lose land, watching the anxiety and helplessness and futile anger of a man who has worked a piece of ground into productivity only to discover that the ground is not legally his, absorbs a lesson about the relationship between law and power that no schoolroom could have taught with equal force. Abraham Lincoln did not decide to become a lawyer in some sudden flash of inspiration. He grew toward the law the way a plant grows toward light, drawn by a need that was partly intellectual and partly, one suspects, deeply personal. The law was what his father had lacked. The law was what had taken his father's land. The law was the lever by which the world turned, and Lincoln intended, from an early age, to have his hand on it.

	The move to Indiana in 1816, when Abraham was seven, was at least partly a response to these land troubles. Indiana, which had been organized as a federal territory under the Land Ordinance of 1785, offered the possibility of clear federal land titles, the kind of unambiguous ownership that Kentucky's chaotic system had repeatedly failed to deliver. It also offered, as Lincoln would later note, freedom from the presence of slavery. The family crossed the Ohio River in late 1816 and settled in what would become Spencer County, in the southwestern part of the state, and in doing so left Kentucky behind forever. Abraham Lincoln never lived in Kentucky again. But Kentucky never entirely left Abraham Lincoln.

	What the Frontier Made

	Before following the Lincoln family across the Ohio River and into the Indiana wilderness, it is worth pausing to take the measure of what these earliest years had already deposited in the boy who would become the sixteenth president of the United States. He was seven years old when he left Kentucky, which means that the Kentucky years gave him his earliest memories, his first impressions of the physical world and the social order in which he was embedded, and some portion of the emotional vocabulary with which he would process all subsequent experience.

	He had learned, by observation if not yet by experience, what it meant to be poor in a world stratified by property  and to know, at some inchoate level, that the stratification was not natural or inevitable but constructed, enforced, and potentially challengeable. He had watched his father build and lose and rebuild. He had absorbed the rhythms of agricultural labor, the bone-weariness of it, the way it consumed men's bodies and left their minds untouched and often unstimulated. He had encountered slavery as an ambient social fact, not yet processed into moral argument but registered at the level of feeling, the way a child registers things that have not yet been handed the tools of language.

	He was a physically large child in a world that valued physical size and strength, but he was already identifiably different from the boys around him in ways that would become more pronounced with each passing year. He asked questions that adults found inconvenient. He read or tried to read with an intensity that his father found baffling and faintly troubling. He had a gift for mimicry and storytelling that could hold other children, and sometimes adults, in a state of delighted attention. He was, in the exact sense of the word, remarkable: someone who invited remark, who stood out even when he was trying to fit in.

	The world that made him was a hard world, and it left hard marks. But it also gave him things that no amount of formal education or privileged upbringing could have supplied: a bone-deep knowledge of physical labor and its costs; an intimate familiarity with loss and with the specific kind of grief that comes from watching things you have built taken away; an understanding of what it felt like to occupy the bottom of a social order and to see the mechanisms of that order with the clear eyes of someone who has no investment in its mythology. These were not gifts he would have chosen. They were the gifts the frontier gave him anyway, pressed into him like a maker's mark, indelible and defining, the Kentucky blood that ran through everything he would ever do or say or become.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	A Motherless Boy

	Loss as the First Teacher

	

	

	"All that I am, or hope to be, I owe to my angel mother." - Abraham Lincoln, attributed by William Herndon

	

	

	In the late autumn of 1816, Thomas Lincoln loaded everything his family owned onto a flatboat and pointed it north across the Ohio River. Abraham was seven years old. His sister Sarah was nine. Their mother Nancy sat among the bundled possessions with the particular stillness of a woman who has learned not to expend emotion on circumstances she cannot change. Thomas had built the raft himself, because Thomas Lincoln was a man who could build things with his hands even when he could not hold on to them, and now he worked the poles to push his family across the wide, cold water and into Indiana, which had been a state for only three weeks.

	The crossing of the Ohio River was, for the Lincoln family, more than a geographical transition. It was a passage from one kind of life into another, though not as it would turn out a better one, at least not immediately. Indiana in December of 1816 was a wilderness of a rawness that made Kentucky seem almost domesticated. The federal land office had begun surveying the territory only years before, and the interior of the state south of the National Road was a dense, dark-canopied forest of oak and hickory and walnut that admitted almost no light to the floor below. The family had to hack their way through fourteen miles of this forest to reach the site Thomas had chosen for his new farm in what would become Spencer County, cutting a trail through the underbrush, dragging their possessions through the cold.

	They built a half-faced camp first, three walls of logs and brush, open on the fourth side to a fire that burned constantly, the family sleeping within its warmth while the Indiana winter bore down on them from outside. It was a primitive arrangement even by frontier standards, a temporary shelter that testified to the speed and urgency of the move more than to any considered plan. Lincoln would remember this period, obliquely, in the compressed language of the campaign autobiography he wrote in 1858, as one of extreme difficulty. That is a significant understatement. The winter of 1816 to 1817 in southern Indiana was brutal, and the Lincoln family endured it in conditions that a later and more comfortable age might struggle to imagine.

	By spring they had built a proper cabin, cleared some ground, and begun the long, slow business of establishing a farm. Thomas Lincoln purchased his land from the federal government at two dollars an acre, and for the first time in his Kentucky years, he had a clear and uncontested title. This was the thing Indiana offered that Kentucky had not: security of ownership, the legal certainty that what a man built on a piece of ground would remain his. It was a modest enough promise, but for Thomas Lincoln, after the grinding succession of lost titles and failed suits, it must have felt like something close to solid ground at last.

	For young Abraham, the move meant that the Kentucky he had known, the red cedar hills, the limestone springs, the Knob Creek farm where he had spent his earliest remembered years, vanished behind the Ohio River and did not return. He was a frontier child, and frontier children learned early that places were temporary, that the world you knew could be packed up and floated away. But the Indiana wilderness he entered now was of a different character than anything he had known before. It was darker, denser, more isolating. The nearest neighbor to the Lincoln farm was a mile away. The nearest town of any substance was much farther. The family was, in a way that is difficult for modern sensibilities to fully grasp, profoundly alone.

	The Indiana Wilderness - A World of Axe and Silence

	The work of establishing a farm in the Indiana wilderness was total and unrelenting. Every acre of arable land had first to be cleared by hand, trees felled with an axe, stumps grubbed out or burned, brush piled and burned, the ground broken with a crude plow pulled by a horse or, when there was no horse, by a man. It was work that consumed everything: time, energy, youth, physical capacity. Thomas Lincoln was a capable woodsman, and he put his son to work with an axe as soon as the boy was large enough to swing one effectively, which was earlier than one might think. Lincoln later claimed, in that same campaign autobiography, that he had an axe put into his hands almost continuously from the age of eight, and that he used it almost constantly until his twenty-third year. He did not say this as a boast. He said it as a fact, with the flatness of a man describing something that had simply been the condition of his existence.

	The physical demands of this childhood left permanent marks on Lincoln's body. He grew to be extraordinarily tall, six feet four inches, and extraordinarily strong. His arms, developed by years of axe work and rail-splitting, were famously long and powerful, capable of feats that astonished people who encountered him in adulthood: he could hold an axe at arm's length by the end of the handle for extended periods, a demonstration of strength that almost no other man could duplicate. But the strength had been purchased at a cost. The labor of frontier boyhood was not the wholesome, character-building work of later American mythology. It was exhausting, monotonous, physically punishing labor performed by a child who would have preferred to be doing almost anything else, and who spent every available moment, every meal hour, every evening, every Sunday with a book instead of a tool in his hands.

	The isolation of the Indiana farm shaped Lincoln's inner life as profoundly as the labor shaped his body. In Kentucky, Knob Creek had been near enough to the Cumberland Road that the boy could watch wagons and travelers pass, and could absorb some sense of a wider world moving through his own. In Indiana, there was nothing of the kind. The forest pressed in on all sides, vast and indifferent, and the Lincoln family existed within it as a small, fragile island of human warmth and human effort. Lincoln read and re-read the small collection of books the household possessed, the King James Bible above all, then Aesop's Fables, then Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, then whatever else he could borrow from neighbors, not as the act of a privileged child with leisure, but with the ravenous intensity of a mind that had found its only real food and was determined not to let it run out.

	The neighbors who would lend books were few and scattered. Dennis Hanks, Nancy's cousin, had come to live with the family and was a constant companion for young Abraham, though Hanks was not a reader and found his younger cousin's literary obsessions more baffling than admirable. The community that slowly gathered around the Lincoln farm, other settlers clearing other pieces of the same forest, was the community of small frontier farmers: decent, hardworking, largely unlettered people whose intellectual lives were conducted in the oral register of storytelling, joke-telling, and the communal recitation of scripture. Lincoln absorbed all of this too, with the same comprehensive appetite he brought to books. He became, in these years, a superb storyteller in the frontier oral tradition, a mimic of remarkable precision, a boy who could hold a clearing full of adults in his hand the way a conjuror holds a crowd. The stories he learned in Indiana, the rhythms of frontier humor, the particular way that a well-told tale could make an unbearable truth bearable would be among the most practically useful tools he carried into political life.

	"He spent every available moment, every meal hour, every evening, every Sunday, with a book instead of a tool in his hands. The forest pressed in on all sides, and the Lincoln family existed within it as a small, fragile island of human effort."

	The Milk Sickness- Death Comes to Indiana

	In the late summer of 1818, a sickness moved through the Little Pigeon Creek settlement in Spencer County, Indiana, and it killed people with a quiet, systematic efficiency that left the survivors shaken in a way that even frontier people, people who had learned to regard death as a frequent visitor rather than a rare and terrible event, found difficult to absorb. The disease was called the milk sickness, and what it was, in terms modern medicine can name, was tremetol poisoning, contracted by drinking the milk of cows that had grazed on white snakeroot, a plant that grows abundantly in the Indiana woods and carries a toxin that passes into milk and from milk into the people who drink it.

	The symptoms of milk sickness were distinctive and dreadful: a profound weakness that came on gradually, followed by severe vomiting, then a hardening of the muscles, a whitening of the tongue, an acetone smell on the breath, and finally a descent into coma and death. The settlers of southern Indiana did not know what caused it. They knew only that it came in summer and early autumn, that it seemed connected to the cows in some way that no one could quite trace, and that once it took hold of a person it was very likely to kill them. Entire families were sometimes wiped out. The Little Pigeon Creek community lost a significant number of its members in the 1818 outbreak.

	Among those the milk sickness took in that autumn was Thomas and Elizabeth Sparrow, Nancy Lincoln's aunt and uncle, who had come to Indiana to join the family. They died within days of each other, and Thomas Lincoln built their coffins himself from green lumber, planing the boards by hand and fitting them with the careful craftsmanship that was perhaps his most reliable quality. He buried them near the farm. And then the sickness reached Nancy Lincoln herself.

	She was thirty-four years old or thereabouts; her exact age, like so much else about her, is not precisely established by the historical record. She had been in Indiana for two years, had survived the terrible first winter in the half-faced camp, had helped establish the farm that was only now beginning to yield something close to security. She became ill in early October of 1818 and declined over the course of approximately a week, during which her children, Sarah, eleven, and Abraham, nine watched her weaken and could do nothing. Thomas Lincoln sat with her. There were no doctors within reach who could have made any difference even if they had been present, since the medicine of the time had nothing effective to offer against tremetol poisoning. She likely fell into a coma near the end.

	On October 5, 1818, Nancy Hanks Lincoln died. Thomas Lincoln built her coffin from green oak lumber, just as he had built the Sparrows' coffins only days before, planing the boards and fitting the pegs by hand. He buried her on a small rise near the cabin. There was no minister available for the funeral, so the family buried her without formal religious ceremony, which distressed Lincoln enough that the following spring, when a traveling Methodist preacher named David Elkin came through the area, Lincoln wrote him a letter, one of his earliest known written compositions, asking him to come back and preach over his mother's grave. Elkin came, and he did.

	Abraham Lincoln was nine years old. He would not speak of his mother's death publicly for the rest of his life in any sustained or detailed way. The references are almost unbearably sparse: a phrase here, a sentence there, the remark to Herndon about his "angel mother" that has been endlessly quoted and endlessly analyzed. What lay beneath the silence, what the death of Nancy Lincoln did to her nine-year-old son at the level of psychological formation is one of the great interpretive questions of Lincoln biography, and it deserves to be treated with the seriousness it is due rather than reduced to a tidy biographical lesson about adversity producing character.

	What a Nine-Year-Old Carries

	The psychic weight of losing a mother at nine years old is not something that can be fully described or quantified. What can be said, carefully, is this: Lincoln lost his mother at precisely the age when a child's inner life has developed enough complexity to fully register the magnitude of the loss, but before the child has developed the emotional tools and the cognitive frameworks that might help him process it. He was old enough to understand that she was gone and would not come back. He was old enough to have known her, to have had a relationship with her that was particular and irreplaceable and hers alone. He was not old enough to have any reliable defense against the enormity of what that meant.

	The period following Nancy's death appears, from the available accounts, to have been a bleak one by any measure. Thomas Lincoln was himself grief-stricken and, perhaps more practically pressing, overwhelmed by the problem of raising two children in a wilderness cabin without a wife. Dennis Hanks, who was there, recalled that the children were "wild, ragged and dirty." The household lost its organizing principle. Sarah, at eleven, took on what domestic responsibilities she could, but she was a child herself, carrying a burden that was far too heavy for her years. Thomas Lincoln, to his credit, recognized that the situation was untenable, and within a year he had gone back to Kentucky to find a solution.

	The solution he found was Sarah Bush Johnston, a widow from Elizabethtown with three children of her own, whom Thomas had known before his marriage to Nancy. He traveled to Kentucky in late 1819, proposed to her with characteristic directness, she later recalled that he told her he had come to marry her and hoped she had no objection and returned to Indiana in December of 1819 with his new wife, her three children, and a wagon full of household goods that transformed the Lincoln cabin almost overnight from a place of grief and disorder into something resembling a functioning home.

	Lincoln later spoke of his stepmother with warmth that was, by his standards, effusive. He called her "a good and kind mother," and their relationship appears to have been one of genuine and mutual affection. Sarah Bush Lincoln was a woman of energy and practical competence, and she took an immediate and decisive interest in her new stepson. She had the cabin's dirt floor covered with proper boards. She brought beds and bedding and cooking equipment. She imposed order on the household with the confidence of a woman who knew what order looked like and believed in its value. And she saw, with a clarity that seems to have been immediate and unambiguous, that Abraham Lincoln was an unusual child who needed to be encouraged rather than constrained.

	The contrast with Thomas Lincoln's attitude toward his son's bookishness is significant. Thomas Lincoln was not an unkind man, but he was a man to whom intellectual ambition was alien and whose vision of his son's future was bounded by the horizon of his own experience: a competent frontier farmer, a capable woodsman, a man who worked with his body and asked no more of the world than what his hands could wring from it. Sarah Bush Lincoln saw something else. She told William Herndon, in the interview she gave him after Lincoln's assassination, that Abraham was the best boy she ever saw, and that he never gave her a cross word. But what she protected, more than anything, was his right to read, his insistence on pursuing the inner life that his father found inexplicable and faintly suspect.

	It would be sentimental to claim that Sarah Bush Lincoln replaced Nancy Hanks Lincoln in any psychological sense. The mother a child loses at nine is not replaced; the space she occupied does not close over. What Sarah Bush Lincoln gave Abraham Lincoln was something different and in its own way equally important: she gave him a domestic world in which he was seen and valued for what he actually was, rather than what frontier convention expected him to be. That was not nothing. Given what he carried from the autumn of 1818, it was a great deal.

	Sarah Lincoln - The Sister and the Bond

	In the history of Lincoln's early losses, the death of his sister Sarah tends to be overshadowed by the more mythologized death of his mother, but it deserves its own careful attention. Sarah Lincoln was two years older than her brother and appears, from every account that has survived, to have been a person of warmth, good sense, and considerable personal strength. She had shouldered the household after their mother's death with a maturity that belied her eleven years, and she had been her brother's closest companion through the hardest period of his childhood, the months between their mother's death and their stepmother's arrival, when the two children had essentially kept each other alive in both the practical and the psychological sense.

	The bond between Abraham and Sarah Lincoln was one of the defining emotional facts of his early life. They were, in the isolation of the Indiana farm, each other's primary world. The older siblings who understand you, who share your secret language and your private knowledge of a family's particular sorrows, occupy a category of intimacy that is different from every other human relationship, and for a boy who had already lost his mother, his sister's presence was not merely comforting but essential. She was his witness and he was hers.

	In August of 1826, when Abraham was seventeen, Sarah married a young farmer named Aaron Grigsby and moved to his family's farm. Lincoln attended the wedding. He appears to have been genuinely happy for her, and the accounts suggest that she was well-matched, Grigsby was a decent and hardworking man from a respected local family. The marriage lasted a little more than a year. In January of 1828, Sarah Lincoln Grigsby went into labor with her first child. The labor was prolonged and difficult, and neither she nor the child survived it. She was twenty-one years old.

	Lincoln's response to his sister's death was reported by those who witnessed it as something unusually raw, even for a young man accustomed to grief. He wept. He expressed, in the days following, an anger toward the Grigsby family, a feeling that they had not called for help quickly enough, that Sarah had been left to struggle longer than she should have been, that went beyond ordinary grief into something sharper and more specifically directed. Whether this anger was justified or simply the natural search for a human target that grief often produces, it speaks to the depth of the wound. He had lost his mother at nine. Now, at eighteen, he had lost the one person who had been present for all of it, the person who knew what he knew, who had survived what he had survived, who was, in some irreducible sense, his.

	The pattern of loss that Lincoln's early life established, mother at nine, sister at eighteen, the infant brother Thomas who had died before he could form memories, the friends and neighbors taken by illness and accident created in him something that his contemporaries and later historians have variously called melancholy, depression, fatalism, and philosophical resignation. All of these terms capture part of it. What they collectively describe is a man who had learned, in the most visceral possible way and at the most formative possible age, that the things you love are taken from you. Not might be taken. Are taken. The only variables are the timing and the manner.

	The "Hypo" - Lincoln's Depression and Its Roots

	No serious biography of Abraham Lincoln can evade the question of his mental health, and no honest examination of his mental health can avoid tracing its roots to these early years of loss. Lincoln suffered throughout his adult life from what he and his contemporaries called the "hypo", a shorthand for hypochondria that in the nineteenth century denoted not the modern meaning of imaginary illness but something closer to what we would now recognize as clinical depression. The episodes were severe enough at several points in his life to alarm the people around him, to prompt fears for his safety, and to temporarily incapacitate a man who was not, in any other respect, given to incapacity.

	The first fully documented episode occurred in 1835 and 1836, following the death of Ann Rutledge in New Salem, a death that will be treated at length in a later chapter. But the predisposition to depression almost certainly preceded Ann Rutledge by many years. The Lincoln who arrived in New Salem in 1831 was already a young man who had been marked by loss in ways that the people around him could sense even when they could not articulate it. He was funny, compulsively and brilliantly funny in the way that people who have looked at darkness directly sometimes are: humor as a buffer between the interior life and the world, humor as a tool for making other people comfortable so that they do not ask the questions you cannot answer.

	The relationship between Lincoln's depression and his greatness is one of the more genuinely interesting questions in American political psychology, and it has attracted serious scholarly attention in recent decades, most notably from the psychiatrist and historian Jonathan Shenk, whose work argued persuasively that Lincoln's melancholy was not incidental to his character but constitutive of it. The capacity for empathy that made Lincoln so remarkable a leader, the ability to hold the suffering of others as real and weighty, to understand grief and loss not as abstractions but as lived experience was inseparable from his own history of suffering. A man who had not lost what Lincoln lost could not have felt what Lincoln felt. The wound and the gift were the same thing.

	This is not to romanticize depression, which is a serious and often debilitating illness, and which caused Lincoln genuine and prolonged suffering throughout his life. It is to insist that in Lincoln's particular case, the illness and the character cannot be cleanly separated, and that the boy who sat in the Indiana cabin in the weeks after his mother's death, unable yet to read the grief that was forming in him, was already accumulating the emotional knowledge that would eventually allow him to understand a nation's grief as though it were his own.

	Indiana Years - The Slow Formation of a Mind

	Lincoln lived in Indiana from the age of seven to the age of twenty-one. These fourteen years, longer than his entire Kentucky childhood, longer than his time in New Salem, comparable in length only to his Springfield years are the period in which the essential Lincoln was formed. They were years of relentless physical labor, profound intellectual hunger, and the particular loneliness of a highly intelligent person in an environment that offered almost no intellectual companionship. They were also years of something else, something less easily named: the slow, underground accumulation of a moral seriousness that would eventually express itself in ways that altered the history of the country.

	Lincoln's Indiana was a world in which he was nearly always, in the deepest sense, alone. Not physically alone, the Lincoln farm was not hermetically isolated, and the Little Pigeon Creek community offered the ordinary social life of frontier settlement: church gatherings, cornhuskings, house-raisings, the informal assemblies at which men argued politics and religion and the price of corn. Lincoln participated in all of this, was well-liked, and was already beginning to demonstrate the storytelling ability and the gift for mimicry that would make him a social success wherever he went. But the inner Lincoln, the Lincoln who lay awake calculating, who read every book he could find with a focus that excluded everything else, who was already measuring his world and finding it too small, existed in a space that the people around him could not enter.

	The books he read in Indiana were not many, but they were formative beyond proportion to their number. The King James Bible gave him his prose style: the long, rhythmic sentences, the precise weight assigned to each word, the understanding that language is not merely a vehicle for information but a thing in itself, capable of beauty and power and moral force. Aesop's Fables gave him the template for the illustrative story, the parable, the anecdote that contains a truth more efficiently than any direct statement, that would become his most distinctive rhetorical instrument. Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress gave him allegory and the architecture of a moral journey. Weems' Life of Washington gave him, for better and worse, his first and most abiding model of American heroism, though Lincoln would eventually complicate that model far beyond Weems' intentions.

	He also read whatever he could find of history, of law, of biography, carrying books with him to the field and reading during every rest interval, sleeping with them under his pillow, copying passages by firelight into a copybook when he could find paper and charcoal when he could not. The image is not merely a romantic legend. It is well-attested by multiple witnesses, including his stepmother, who described it in specific detail. The hunger was real. The discipline required to feed it, in a life that left almost no time or space for anything except labor, was extraordinary and it was, in its own way, the first and most revealing demonstration of the kind of will that would eventually be required of him on a much larger stage.

	By the time Lincoln left Indiana in 1830 at the age of twenty-one, following his family to Illinois, he had received perhaps twelve months of formal schooling in total, spread across several different brief sessions at frontier schools that offered little more than basic literacy. He was, by any conventional measure, an uneducated man. He was also, by any honest measure, one of the best-read people in his county, possessed of a prose style that was already better than most formally educated men of his time, and equipped with a range of historical and philosophical knowledge that he had assembled entirely by his own effort, out of pure desire, in the margins of a childhood that gave him almost nothing else to work with.

	What Indiana gave Abraham Lincoln, in the end, was not comfort or security or the foundations of a prosperous adult life. It gave him loss, and labor, and the long solitude of a mind working itself into shape against the only available resistance: the world as it was, unadorned and unsparing. He left it without regret, and he carried it with him everywhere he went, for the rest of his life, like the grain of a wood that runs all the way through.

	The Move to Illinois - Leaving Indiana Behind

	In the early spring of 1830, Thomas Lincoln decided to move again. He was in his early fifties now, and the pattern of his life had not changed: he had heard good reports of land in central Illinois, of black prairie soil that was richer than anything Indiana offered, of a new country opening up for settlement. He persuaded his extended family, the Hanks connections, the Halls, along with his own household to make the journey together, and in March of 1830 the Lincoln caravan set out westward through the mud and cold of an early Illinois spring.

	Abraham Lincoln was twenty-one years old and legally his own man. He was not required to go with his family to Illinois, and there is some evidence that he made the first journey partly out of filial obligation to help his aging father establish the new farm rather than out of any personal intention to stay. Which is, in fact, what happened: he helped build his father's cabin on the Sangamon River in Macon County, put in a crop, and then, in the spring of 1831, left and did not come back. He was done with the migratory subsistence life that Thomas Lincoln had always lived. He was going to find something else, though he did not yet know precisely what it was or where it was or how he was going to reach it.

	He left Indiana with very little in his hands. He had almost no money, no professional training, no social connections that extended beyond the narrow world of frontier settlement, and no formal credentials of any kind. He had a body of extraordinary physical power, a mind of extraordinary reach and discipline, and a determination, already evident to the people who knew him, though not yet expressible in any concrete plan that his life was going to be different from his father's. That it was going to be something. He did not know what yet. But the boy who had watched his mother die on the Indiana frontier, who had buried his sister and his grief and his longing in the same Indiana ground, who had read himself into a mind that the frontier could no longer contain, that boy was done with Indiana, and with everything Indiana represented.

	He was twenty-one years old, and the world that had made him was behind him. The world that would be made by him lay somewhere ahead, in a direction he could not yet see. He walked toward it anyway, as he had always done: forward, into the dark, with whatever light he carried inside himself against the night.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



	

CHAPTER THREE

	The Education of a Frontier Boy

	
	

	"There was absolutely nothing to excite ambition for education. Of course, when I came of age I did not know much. Still, somehow, I could read, write, and cipher to the rule of three; but that was all. I have not been to school since." - Abraham Lincoln, campaign autobiography, 1858

	
	

	Abraham Lincoln's formal education, measured in time, amounts to something approaching an embarrassment. He himself calculated it, in the laconic campaign autobiography he composed in 1858 for use by a political supporter, at less than one year in total, and his biographers combing the available evidence have found no reason to dispute this estimate and some reason to suggest it may even be generous. The sessions he attended at what the frontier called "blab schools" were scattered across his Kentucky and Indiana childhood with no continuity of instruction, no consistent curriculum, and no teacher who remained in the picture long enough to constitute a genuine educational influence. By the standards of the time and place, this was not unusual. By the standards of the man Lincoln became, it is among the most extraordinary facts in the history of American self-formation.

	The schools of frontier Kentucky and Indiana in the first decades of the nineteenth century were institutions in only the loosest possible sense of the word. They were typically one-room log structures, not unlike the cabins in which the children lived, heated by a central fireplace in winter and stifling in summer, equipped with rough benches and perhaps a single table at which the teacher sat. The teachers themselves were usually itinerant young men with enough learning to stay slightly ahead of their pupils, former schoolteachers from the East who had drifted west, ministers between congregations, ambitious young men working their way toward something else. Their qualifications were rarely examined with rigor. Their tenure at any given school was rarely long. A community that could sustain a school for a single winter session was doing well.

	The method of instruction that gave these schools their common nickname was oral recitation: students read their lessons aloud simultaneously, filling the room with a continuous multilingual murmur of voices at different pitches and different stages of comprehension, a sound that neighbors reportedly found both distinctive and disconcerting. The curriculum was elementary in the precise sense: reading, writing, and arithmetic to the level of what was called the rule of three, the ability to perform basic proportional calculations, constituted the full range of what a frontier school aimed to provide. There was no history, no science, no literature, no geography, no philosophy. There was the alphabet, the primer, the multiplication table, and the psalm. A child who mastered these was, by the community's definition, educated.

	Lincoln mastered them without difficulty and almost instantly. Every account of his schooling, meager as that record is, agrees on this point: he absorbed what the school offered faster than the school could provide it, and he was almost immediately operating beyond the level at which his teachers could instruct him. This was not a boast, he was not a boastful man in matters of intellect but a straightforward fact that his classmates and his stepmother and the occasional teacher who stayed long enough to notice all seem to have recognized. The frontier school gave him the tools of literacy, and he was grateful for them. But literacy was only the key. The room it opened was one he had to furnish entirely by himself.

	The Schools He Attended - Names and Fragments

	History has preserved, with incomplete fidelity, the names of a few of the teachers and schools Lincoln attended. In Kentucky, there were two brief sessions: one at a school taught by Zachariah Riney near Knob Creek, and another taught by Caleb Hazel, both in the period between approximately 1815 and 1816, before the family crossed into Indiana. Lincoln was between five and seven years old during these sessions. They gave him the beginnings of literacy, the letters, the phonics, the rudiments of reading and nothing more, because the family's move to Indiana interrupted everything before anything could be consolidated into genuine learning.

	In Indiana, there were several additional sessions, equally brief and scattered. Andrew Crawford taught a subscription school in the Little Pigeon Creek settlement in 1822, when Lincoln was thirteen. James Swaney taught another session two years later. Azel Dorsey, who appears to have been the most capable of Lincoln's frontier teachers, ran a school in 1826 that Lincoln attended at seventeen, an age at which most of his contemporaries, if they attended school at all, had long since finished their formal instruction and were working full time. Lincoln was still showing up, still hungry for whatever the schoolroom could offer, still the largest and oldest student in the room, because he understood something that his classmates perhaps did not: that the school, inadequate as it was, was better than nothing, and nothing was the alternative.

	What is striking about this fragmentary record is not merely its brevity but its irrelevance to the Lincoln who emerged from it. The formal schooling left almost no discernible trace on the intellectual Lincoln. His prose style owes nothing to Andrew Crawford or Azel Dorsey. His powers of argument were not honed in any classroom. His philosophical framework, his historical knowledge, his command of language, all of this came from elsewhere, from the private and relentless self-education that ran parallel to the school sessions and far outlasted them. The frontier schools gave Lincoln a foundation, and he built upon it a structure so far beyond anything those schools could have imagined that the foundation itself became almost invisible beneath what it supported.

	Lincoln understood this perfectly well. When he wrote, in his 1858 autobiography, that his education had consisted of "reading, writing, and ciphering to the rule of three," he was not expressing regret or self-deprecation. He was stating a precise and accurate fact about the limits of his formal instruction, and implicitly, by the evidence of everything else he wrote and said and argued, indicating that those limits had not constrained him in the least. The schools gave him what they could. He took it and went far beyond them on his own.

	"The frontier schools gave Lincoln a foundation, and he built upon it a structure so far beyond anything those schools could have imagined that the foundation itself became almost invisible beneath what it supported."

	The Books - A Canon Assembled by Necessity

	The books available to Abraham Lincoln in his Indiana childhood were few in number and enormous in influence. This is not paradoxical; it is, in fact, one of the characteristic features of a certain kind of deep education , the kind that comes from reading a small number of essential texts repeatedly and at different stages of development, returning to them across the years with new experience and new questions, until their sentences become part of the furniture of the mind. Lincoln's library was small enough that he could, and did, read every book in it multiple times. He knew the Bible and Aesop and Bunyan and Weems not as texts he had encountered and moved past but as living presences, sources he returned to constantly, companions rather than acquisitions.

	The King James Bible occupied a position at the center of Lincoln's inner life that no secular text ever quite displaced, and its influence on his prose style was so profound and so total that it is virtually impossible to read Lincoln's mature writing without hearing it. The cadences, the rhythms, the preference for short, weighted Anglo-Saxon words over Latinate abstraction, the use of parallel construction to build toward a moral conclusion, the understanding that language can be at once precise and resonant, that the plainest statement can carry the heaviest freight , all of this is Biblical, and all of it is Lincoln. He was not, as an adult, an orthodox Christian in any denominational sense, and the nature of his personal religious beliefs was a subject he kept carefully private throughout his political life. But the Bible was his literary home, the book he had read first and most often and most carefully, and its imprint on him was indelible.

	Aesop's Fables gave him something different but equally essential: the template for the illustrative story, the brief narrative that makes an abstract truth concrete and therefore memorable. Lincoln's political rhetoric was saturated with this technique. When he wanted to make a point, he almost never stated it directly if he could instead tell a story that contained it, a story that his audience would grasp instinctively, at the level of experience rather than argument, and that they would remember long after the argument itself had faded. This is a very old rhetorical technique, older than Aesop himself, and Lincoln had learned it from the master. His political opponents, and some of his allies, found his habit of answering serious questions with apparently trivial stories infuriating. They misunderstood what he was doing. He was almost never avoiding the question. He

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	






