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Introduction

CHAPTER ONE: THE BOY LINCOLN
When and where was Lincoln born?

Is the cabin still there?

Haven’t I seen the cabin somewhere else?

About the original birthplace cabin—is it true that Lincoln helped his father build it with his own hands?

Who were Lincoln’s parents?

Were Thomas and Nancy married to each other when Abraham was born?

His mother was born out of wedlock?

Was Abraham’s last name really Lincoln?

No, I mean, was Thomas Lincoln really his father?

So Lincoln’s greatness was due to his environment, not his genes?

Where did Lincoln’s ancestors come from?

Was Lincoln’s father a good-for-nothing bum?

Why did Thomas and Nancy choose the name Abraham?

What was Lincoln’s middle name?

Did he have any brothers or sisters?

Lincoln once said “All I am, or hope to be, I owe to my angel mother.” Did he mean his natural mother or his stepmother?

Lincoln didn’t go to his own father’s funeral?

Did Lincoln have a happy childhood?

If Lincoln was born in Kentucky, why do Illinois license plates say “Land of Lincoln”?

Did they really spend their first winter in Indiana living outdoors?

Why did the Lincolns move to Indiana?

What did slavery have to do with their move?

What did Abe do in Indiana?

How did his mother die?

Can people still get milk sickness?

Did Abraham show any signs of future greatness when he was a boy?

Did he hunt smaller animals?

How else was Abe different from other children?

Is it true that Lincoln was nearly killed when he was a boy?

Did this really happen three times?

What’s a paw paw?

How much schooling did he have?

Did he write his school lessons on the back of a shovel, using a piece of charcoal?

Who taught him?

What’s a “blab school”?

Did Lincoln ever go to college?

If his education was so limited, how did he get so smart?

Did he once accidentally ruin a book that he borrowed?

For Further Reading



CHAPTER TWO: RAIL-SPLITTER
What’s a rail-splitter?

So Lincoln didn’t really split rails for a living. What did he do, before he became a lawyer and politician?

Was this the trip when Lincoln saw slave markets in New Orleans and decided he would dedicate himself to ending slavery?

What about his other jobs? Wasn’t he a storekeeper?

Did he really once walk two miles to return change to a customer?

What else did he do for a living?

If his partner drank up the store’s stock, are you saying that Lincoln kept a saloon?

When he got a job as a postmaster, did he really carry letters around in his hat?

What did Lincoln think about this? What was his religion?

Wasn’t he secretly baptized when he was older?

If Lincoln wasn’t a Christian, why are his speeches full of talk about God?

This religious conversion he went through—didn’t this happen at Gettysburg?

What did Lincoln do for fun as a young man? Did he play sports?

Could he dunk a basketball?

So, what sports did he play?

What else did he do for fun? Did he drink a lot when he was young?

Did he smoke or chew tobacco?

Did he gamble?

Did he swear or tell dirty jokes?

Was he lazy?

So did Lincoln have any bad habits?

How about good manners?

He probably didn’t need much in the way of manners for his first girlfriend, Ann Rutledge, did he?

Did he leave New Salem because of Ann Rutledge?
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CHAPTER THREE: SPRINGFIELD
Why did he move to Springfield?

When a guy says to another guy, “It’s a good place to meet people,” he usually means “It’s a good place to meet girls.” Is that what really brought Lincoln to Springfield?

If he didn’t do so well with the ladies, is it possible—I mean, I once heard a story that he used to visit, you know, working girls … ?

Was Lincoln gay?

So, was Lincoln gay?

Why does anyone care?

What was it in his youth that made him great?

Lincoln never was much of a lawyer, was he?

Where did he go to law school?

How did Lincoln do on his bar exam?

What kind of law did he practice?

Runaway slaves? I assume he was helping them to get free … or did Lincoln represent slaveowners?

What’s his most famous case?

What was his most important case?

Did he make a lot of money as a lawyer?

Is it true that the real reason he spent so much time at the office and “riding the circuit” was to get away from Mary?

About Mary Todd Lincoln: Was she crazy?

How did Abe and Mary meet?

What did she see in him?

Who broke the engagement?

How did Abe and Mary get back together?

Lincoln fought a duel?

What did Lincoln write in those letters that was so bad it made Shields want to kill him?

Was Mary pregnant when she married him?

For Further Reading



CHAPTER FOUR: POLITICIAN
It’s amazing how Lincoln failed at everything he tried but kept on trying, until one day he was elected president. I read about this in “Dear Abby.” How did he do it?

So he considered himself a failure before he became president?

Is that why he went into politics in the first place? For attention and fame?

Wasn’t Mary Lincoln the real source of Lincoln’s ambition?

What did Lincoln do in the Illinois legislature, if he was so ambitious?

Didn’t he once jump out of a window or a trap door or something when he was a legislator?

Wait a minute—I’ve been to the Old State Capitol in Springfield, and the House chamber windows are at least twenty feet from the ground. How could he have survived that fall?

When did he become a Republican?

Was he the founder of the Republican Party?

What happened to the Whigs?

If he were alive today, what party would Lincoln belong to?

If Lincoln were running for office today, could he get elected?

For Further Reading



CHAPTER FIVE: SPEAKER
Are there any recordings of Lincoln’s voice?

If they didn’t have sound equipment, like microphones, how were big audiences able to hear Lincoln’s speeches?

Was Lincoln a good public speaker?

How did he learn to speak so well?

Did he write his own speeches?

Didn’t Lincoln once make a speech that was so good nobody wrote it down?

In which speech did he say, “You can fool some of the people all of the time, and you can fool all of the people some of the time, but you can’t fool all of the people all the time”?

Are there other famous things that Lincoln didn’t really say?

Was Lincoln a good extemporaneous speaker?

What about his farewell to Springfield?

Did he ever make bad speeches?

What was his greatest speech?

Isn’t it too bad we don’t have politicians today who can debate issues like Lincoln and Douglas did?

You seem to be saying the debates contained nothing new. What about the “Freeport interrogatories”?

Why would he have settled for just the Senate? Didn’t he always want to be president?
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CHAPTER SIX: PRESIDENT
How old was Lincoln when he became president?

If Lincoln’s whole political experience was in the Illinois state legislature, plus one term in Congress, how did he ever get elected president?

How did he win the election?

Did he make a whistle-stop campaign?

Is it true that Stephen Douglas held Lincoln’s hat during the inaugural ceremony?

What about his cabinet? Did Lincoln really fill it with his rivals?

Did the rest of the cabinet support Lincoln?

What’s a chin-fly?

So did Chase ever come to acknowledge Lincoln’s superiority the way Seward did?

Who was Lincoln’s vice president?

But Andrew Johnson became president after Lincoln was killed. Why the change?

Why did Lincoln start the Civil War?

Did Lincoln’s presidential actions violate the Constitution?

Still, arresting 13,535 political prisoners is outrageous, isn’t it?

What happened to those who did get arrested for opposing the war?

Is it true that Lincoln had an arrest warrant made out for the chief justice of the United States?

Was Lincoln responsible for the income tax?

Did Lincoln make Thanksgiving a national holiday?

Did Mary remodel the White House without telling him?

Did Lincoln appear before a Congressional committee to defend his wife’s loyalty to the Union?

Did the Lincolns have a secret summer home?

What was a typical day like for President Lincoln?

How big was his White House staff?

How much mail did he get?

Did Lincoln answer his own mail?

Why didn’t Lincoln sign every letter himself?

Did one of his secretaries write the Bixby letter?

What was the “Blind Memorandum” that Lincoln wrote?

What did it say?

Why not just postpone the election?
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CHAPTER SEVEN: COMMANDER IN CHIEF
Before Lincoln became commander in chief, did he have any military experience?

Were Lincoln and his men sworn into service by Jefferson Davis?

Did he teach himself military strategy when he became president?

Was Lincoln a military genius?

You said Lincoln “eventually” found the right commanders— why did it take so long?

So why did he put up with McClellan?

How did he finally get rid of McClellan?

Did McClellan and Lincoln know each other before the war?

How about Confederate General George Pickett, of Pickett’s Charge fame—wasn’t he an old friend of Lincoln?

Didn’t he once ask General McClellan if he could borrow the army, since McClellan was not using it?

Was he serious?

Why not? Didn’t he understand military strategy at least as well as people like McClellan?

Did he ever see a battle?

For real? Lincoln was involved in a dangerous military operation?

Did Lincoln hire a substitute to fight for him?

Didn’t one of his generals plan to replace him and take over the government as a dictator?

Didn’t Lincoln offer to send a barrel of Grant’s whiskey to his other generals?

Did he pardon a soldier who was about to be executed for sleeping on duty?

Did Lincoln try to have Jeff Davis killed?

Did Lincoln have something to do with machine guns?

What did the soldiers think of Lincoln?

For Further Reading



CHAPTER EIGHT: GETTYSBURG
Did Lincoln really think the world would not remember what he said at Gettysburg?

Did Lincoln write the Gettysburg Address on the back on an envelope, on the train to Gettysburg?

So the train ride was too bumpy to write with a pen. Could he have done it if he had a laptop computer?

Didn’t the Gettysburg dedication committee almost forget to invite Lincoln?

If everyone there knew that Lincoln’s presence was not just an afterthought but an appropriate part of the ceremony, how did this myth get started?

So Lincoln didn’t think the speech was a failure?

What did others think of it?

My kid’s textbook has the Gettysburg Address in it, and they took out the phrase “under God.” Can’t these revisionists leave Lincoln’s words alone?

Where are the copies now?

When I heard the actor Sam Waterston recite the address, he emphasized “people” in the last line: “of the PEOPLE, by the PEOPLE, for the PEOPLE,” instead of “OF the people, BY the people, FOR the people,” the way it’s usually done. Why did he do that? Does he know something the rest of us don’t know?

What was he trying to do?
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CHAPTER NINE: EMANCIPATION
Washington owned slaves, right? Jefferson owned slaves, right?

Did Lincoln own slaves?

Why doesn’t the question go away?

So consider it. What’s the reason for asking if Lincoln owned slaves?

But you already established that he didn’t. There must be some other justification for the question, no?

And what is the big question about Lincoln and slavery?

Which was he—the “Great Emancipator” or a clever, lying racist?

So, Lincoln was a racist. Everybody knows that now anyway. Why is he still called “the Great Emancipator”?

So Lincoln was not a racist?

Did Lincoln use the n—— word?

The Emancipation Proclamation wasn’t announced until September 1862. If Lincoln cared about the slaves, why didn’t he free them as soon as he became president?

What about the constitutional amendment Lincoln favored that would have protected slavery indefinitely?

Didn’t he once say that he wanted to win the war, whether or not he freed the slaves?

Isn’t it true that the Emancipation Proclamation didn’t really free any slaves at all?

Did Lincoln write the Thirteenth Amendment?

Did Lincoln bribe Congressmen to get them to vote for the Thirteenth Amendment?

Did Lincoln make Nevada a state just so it could ratify the Thirteenth Amendment?

Why didn’t Lincoln offer to pay the slaveholders for their slaves? That would have been easier than fighting a war.

What about paying slaveholders not in the Confederacy, like the ones in Kentucky or Missouri?

How did he come up with the value? Did slaves really cost four hundred dollars?

Did Lincoln want to send blacks back to Africa?

Was he serious?

Did he know any African Americans personally?

What did Lincoln think about women’s rights?

Was Lincoln black?

What do you think Lincoln would have said about the idea of reparations for slavery?

For Further Reading



CHAPTER TEN: LINCOLN THE MAN
How tall was he?

What was his shoe size?

Did people think he was ugly?

Why don’t any photographs of Lincoln show him smiling?

What’s the worst photograph of him?

What’s the first one?

What’s the last photograph of Lincoln?

What’s the best Lincoln photo?

Are there any photographs of Lincoln with his wife?

When did he decide to grow a beard?

How was Lincoln’s health?

Didn’t he have some kind of genetic disease that would have eventually killed him?

What about the one that makes people really tall?

Could his DNA be studied to find out if he had either of these conditions?

Was he manic-depressive?

If Lincoln went into a suicidal tailspin just because of bad weather in 1835, isn’t that pretty manic?

Was he depressed when he was president?

Did he take anything to treat his depression, like after Willie’s death?

Is it true that he once took mercury pills? Aren’t they dangerous?

Other than from mercury poisoning, did Lincoln ever lose his temper?

Did Lincoln hate anyone?

So Lincoln got along with everyone he met?

I heard that he wrote some poetry. Is it any good?

What about the “suicide poem”? Did he really write it?

What was his favorite poem?

Was this Knox his favorite poet?

Was Walt Whitman his favorite poet?

Then who was his favorite poet?

Was the Confederate anthem “Dixie” really his favorite song?

Everybody knows that Lincoln was a great joker. What’s the funniest Lincoln joke you know?

OK, then what’s the least funny Lincoln joke?

Why did he tell funny stories?

How many children did Lincoln have?

What kind of a father was he?

Did he have grandchildren?

Why isn’t Robert Todd Lincoln buried in the Lincoln family tomb?

Did the president’s children have pets?

Is that where the tradition of the president pardoning a Thanksgiving turkey comes from?

Speaking of signing pardons, did Lincoln have good handwriting?

What was his favorite food?

Was Lincoln a Mason?

Did Lincoln invent something?

Did he know that he would be considered by many people to be the greatest president ever?

You said that Lincoln wasn’t a Christian. Then why did he have “In God We Trust” put on our coins?

Didn’t he become more religious when he was president?

Did he believe in dreams?

What about Mary? Didn’t she hold a séance in the White House?

How did he stand it being married to her?

I read that she chased him with knives and broke his nose with a stick. Doesn’t that go beyond “emotional highs and lows”?

Everyone knows he was born poor, but didn’t Lincoln die rich?
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: MARTYR
Did Lincoln know John Wilkes Booth?

Did Lincoln have premonitions of death?

How did the assassination happen? Why didn’t the Secret Service stop Booth?

So there was nobody guarding the president?

Is it true that Booth drilled a hole in the door to the presidential box, so that he could see if anyone was looking before he entered?

Why were Rathbone and Harris invited? Were they special friends of the Lincolns?

Did Major Rathbone try to stop Booth?

What does Sic semper tyrannis mean?

Didn’t Booth say something else?

How did Booth get a horse to wait for him?

What happened to Major Rathbone?

Could modern medical techniques have saved Lincoln’s life after he was shot?

Where is the bullet now?

Why did Booth shoot Lincoln?

Did Booth act alone?

What happened to the doctor who helped Booth? Didn’t he get sent to jail and then pardoned?

But weren’t there also some secret conspirators? Wasn’t the secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, really behind the plot?

Was the Confederate government involved in the plot to kill Lincoln?

Was Booth convicted of conspiring with anyone?

Where is he buried?

Are you sure?

What happened to the rest of the conspirators?

What about Mrs. Surratt’s son? Wasn’t he involved?

Did anyone else ever try to kill Lincoln?

For Further Reading



CHAPTER TWELVE: LEGACY
Was Lincoln the greatest president?

Does anyone hate Lincoln?

What do you think would have happened if Lincoln had not been assassinated?

Would Lincoln have been able to prevent the Radical Republicans from inflicting Reconstruction on the South after the war?

So what would Lincoln have done?

You think he would have supported black voting? Didn’t he once say he was opposed to political rights for blacks?

Are there any direct descendants of Abraham Lincoln alive today?

Isn’t there another descendant, but they paid him to keep it quiet?

“Other than that, how was the play, Mrs. Lincoln?”

What was it that Stanton said at the moment Lincoln died?

Where was Lincoln’s funeral?

Where is he buried?

Was Lincoln’s corpse ever stolen?

Is there a secret message in the hands of the Lincoln Memorial statue?

What’s the biggest memorial to Lincoln?

Who is the best Lincoln impersonator?

What is the Abraham Lincoln Association? Can I join?

Are there any Lincoln groups not based in Springfield?

What would Lincoln think of all the writers, professors, impersonators, museum guides, souvenir vendors, bicentennial administrators, and others, who make their living from his memory?

Is it true that Lincoln and Charles Darwin were born on the same day? If so, what does this mean?

What’s the best book about Lincoln?

What about the worst Lincoln book?

Are there any good children’s books about Lincoln?

Is it true that there are more books about Lincoln than any other historical figure?

What’s the best place to get Lincoln books?

All right, enough reading—what about movies and TV? What’s the best and worst?

Did scientists raise Lincoln from the dead?

Speaking of JFK, what about the amazing coincidences between the Lincoln and Kennedy assassinations? What do you make of them?

Are you concerned that by simply repeating stories such as this you will end up perpetuating them?

Let’s say that Lincoln really could be revived. What would he have to say about legalized abortion?

What museum has most of Lincoln’s things?

I have an artifact of the assassination. It’s a copy of the New York Herald from April 15, 1865. My grandfather passed it on to me, so I know it’s old. How much is it worth now?

Oh, it’s very old-looking and yellowish, and it falls apart if you touch it. So what’s it worth?

What if I have an ordinary letter signed by Lincoln? What’s that worth?

How can you tell if a Lincoln document is authentic?

Which Lincoln museum is the best?

I know that Lincoln was born near Hodgenville, but why is there a Lincoln museum in Fort Wayne, Indiana? Did he ever live there?

So does that mean Lincoln Financial Field, where the Philadelphia Eagles play, is also named for Lincoln?

Is it true that Lincoln Logs are also named for Lincoln?

What about the Lincoln Town Car?

What was Lincoln’s greatest accomplishment as president, saving the Union or helping to end slavery?
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INTRODUCTION


Historians are like deaf people who go on answering questions no one has asked them.

—attributed to Leo Tolstoy



When I was in graduate school, I had the Tolstoy quote above posted on the bulletin board of the office I shared with my classmate Thomas Sugrue. One day Tom (who went on to become a prize-winning historian) said to me that Tolstoy might be correct, but only because people weren’t asking the right questions. His comment stuck with me, because it seemed at once to embody the best and worst of the historical profession. Yes, those of us who have received professional training in the practice of history do have a duty to ask bold, innovative questions that others have not yet asked about the past. But who are we to say that whatever questions the public may already be asking about history are not the “right” ones?*

The purpose of this book is to answer questions about Abraham Lincoln asked by the public, not the professors. I worked as a historian at the Lincoln Museum in Fort Wayne, Indiana, for nine years, and had the opportunity to talk to thousands of people about Abraham Lincoln. They asked lots of questions. Some were stimulating, provocative, or perceptive. Some were funny or weird. Some were based on legends, myths, or half-remembered history lessons. Many were asked out of a desire to learn, while others revealed the speaker’s prejudice or ignorance. Some were closely related to the topics that professional scholars were addressing in books and journal articles; others were not professionally “right,” but no less important to the questioner for that.

This book will tell you something about the life and times of Abraham Lincoln, but it’s not meant to substitute for a full-length scholarly biography. If you’ve already read one, perhaps that of David Donald or Stephen Oates, you already know the better part of what is in this book. If you are a professional historian, or a history buff who has read half a dozen books on Lincoln, the odds are pretty slim that you will find anything new to you here. And if you are one of my friends and colleagues who makes a living studying Abraham Lincoln, then you certainly know far more about the subject than is contained in this volume, which I urge you to drop at once (after checking the index to be sure that your name is spelled correctly), so that you can return to the archives and continue making the important documentary discoveries that make books like this one possible.

What this book is meant to do is to help reconnect the public and professional approaches to the study of Abraham Lincoln. This is not so great a problem with Lincoln as it is in other areas of history, where professionals employ impenetrable jargon while writing on obscure topics while the public tunes in to the History Channel, but even with Lincoln there has been to some degree what Mark E. Neely, Jr., called an “abdication of scholarship [that] led to the triumph of irresponsibly cynical and iconoclastic popular theories.”1 This book alone can’t turn back the march of cynical and iconoclastic popular theories, but it can try to provide a synthesis of the best of academic Lincoln scholarship, supported by references, presented in an accessible fashion, so that you can confidently deal with those theories yourself the next time someone starts to tell you what they think they know about Abraham Lincoln. If it answers your questions or, better still, prompts you to read another book for a fuller answer, it will have done its job.

A note on reference notes. Authors use them for various purposes. In a dissertation, notes are the culmination of a seven-year hazing ritual, intended primarily to impress readers (and secure a job for the author) by demonstrating a deep knowledge of the sources and a willingness to perform tedious archival research. In books by (and for) professional historians, notes document the research behind the text, so that interested readers can verify the author’s conclusions and future scholars can build on the work that has already been done. In books for everyone else, notes are a convenient place to mention interesting tidbits that don’t quite fit into the main text.

In this book, the notes do a little of each. Their volume and breadth have been carefully calculated to impress the casual reader. If you actually read the notes, they should give you some confidence that my answers are based on the words of Lincoln or his contemporaries, and are not just my personal take on the many legends and myths surrounding Abraham Lincoln. Some notes identify additional material that might be of interest, but is too specialized to warrant inclusion in the “For Further Reading” sections, while others are digressions from the text. In all cases, I have deviated from traditional citation style by giving only the information necessary in the Internet era to find the books cited (author, title, year), omitting the publisher and city.


*In the 1970s, questions weren’t professionally “right” unless they were based on an economic (preferably Marxian) interpretation of the past. By the 1990s, questions of race, class, or gender had become “privileged,” to use the jargon of the era, with bonus points if two of the three categories could be woven into the same topic. In the postmillennial decade, the prefix “post-” has been the secret handshake of the profession: postmodern, poststructural, postcolonial, etc. It is surprising how many historians behave as if they are unaware of the historical dimension of their own craft, treating each historiographical trend when it comes along as though it were timeless wisdom instead of a reflection of the moment, due to be replaced in its turn by the next generation’s view.
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The Boy Lincoln


It is a great piece of folly to attempt to make anything out of my early life.

—Lincoln’s reply to journalist John L. Scripps, 1860,
when asked to provide information
for a campaign biography1



When and where was Lincoln born?

February 12, 1809, in a log cabin on the south fork of Nolin Creek, near Hodgenville, Kentucky.

Is the cabin still there?

Sort of.

The site is marked today by a curious memorial on the grounds of the original Lincoln farmstead. There, at the top of a wooded hill, stands what appears to be an old-fashioned bank building incongruously looming over an otherwise bucolic setting. A grand flight of fifty-six stone steps, one for each year of Lincoln’s life, leads the visitor to a pair of imposing bronze doors, hidden behind six massive Doric columns. Within this Greek temple on a Kentucky hillside, resting on the granite floor in the center of the room, is the cabin where Abe Lincoln was born.

Unfortunately, it’s not really Lincoln’s cabin. The National Park Service, which maintains the memorial, describes the crude wooden structure as the “traditional” Lincoln birthplace cabin, inventively using the word “traditional” in place of a more accurate adjective, such as “fake.”* The real cabin almost certainly fell down at some point in the decades after the Lincoln family moved away, there being no reason at the time to preserve it. A speculator named A. W. Dennett purchased the farm in 1894, hoping it would become a tourist attraction. He found a two-story cabin nearby that might have been standing when Lincoln was a boy, took it apart, transported it to the birthplace farm, and reassembled it into a smaller one-story cabin. When he found few customers willing to make the pilgrimage to his remote corner of central Kentucky, Dennett took the building apart again with the idea of moving it to places more frequented by potential viewers. For good measure, he bought and disassembled another cabin that supposedly was the birthplace of Jefferson Davis. The two cabins appeared side by side at fairs in Nashville, Buffalo, and other cities.

Eventually Dennett went bankrupt, and both cabins were taken apart (again) and put in storage. In 1906, the Lincoln Farm Association, a group formed to build a Lincoln birthplace memorial, found the pieces in a basement in New York. By that time the logs that formed the two already dubious cabins were hopelessly intermingled. The association sorted out the components and used some of them to make a one-story structure that resembled descriptions of the original Lincoln cabin. The LFA also constructed the present memorial building to house their prize, but when it was completed in 1911, it turned out that the reassembled cabin was too large to fit inside easily. To make room for visitors to walk around it, they sawed off about a quarter of its length, creating the “traditional” birthplace cabin that you can see today. It’s possible (if unlikely) that some tiny fraction of the wood really did once form part of a building that was associated with Lincoln; but it’s also possible that the exhibit now on display has as much to do with Jefferson Davis as it does with Lincoln.2

Haven’t I seen the cabin somewhere else?

You probably have.

There are several versions around the country, most of them replicas of the Park Service “birthplace cabin.” One is in Milton, Massachusetts, commissioned in 1923 by Mary Bowditch Forbes.* There’s another in Fort Wayne, Indiana, built by the Lincoln National Life Insurance Company in 1916, that at one time was carefully furnished with antiques to give a sense of what Lincoln’s childhood home might have looked like. Now, however, it sits neglected in a wooded corner of a public park, used by the maintenance staff as a storage shed for snowblowers.
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Replica of a replica of Lincoln’s birthplace in Ft. Wayne, Indiana. (Courtesy of The Lincoln Museum, Fort Wayne, IN, TLM 625)

About the original birthplace cabin—is it true that Lincoln helped his father build it with his own hands?

Next question, please.

Who were Lincoln’s parents?

Thomas Lincoln (1778?–1851) and Nancy Hanks Lincoln (1784?– 1818).

His father married Lincoln’s stepmother, Sarah Bush Johnston Lincoln (1788–1869), in 1819.

Were Thomas and Nancy married to each other when Abraham was born? I heard that he was born out of wedlock.

Yes, they were married, and no, he was not illegitimate.

Thomas Lincoln and Nancy Hanks were married on June 12, 1806. Their first child, Sarah, was born the following year. Abraham was born in 1809. There is no reasonable doubt that Lincoln was conceived by and born to a lawfully wedded couple, but the question still pops up persistently, probably due to confusion between the matter of Lincoln’s legitimacy and that of his mother, which is indeed doubtful.

His mother was born out of wedlock?

Probably …

… but you can no longer get into a bar fight over the issue. The question today is forgotten by everyone but a handful of antiquarians who are determined to puzzle out the Lincoln-Hanks genealogy.

In the 1920s, however, this issue bitterly divided the field of Lincoln scholars. Museum director Louis Warren passionately defended the honor of Lincoln’s grandmother Lucey Hanks, while author William Barton and most others just as avidly insisted that her daughter Nancy was a child of sin. Barton’s eventually became the accepted view of the matter, in part because Lincoln himself had apparently shared it. He believed that his mother was born out of wedlock and that his real grandfather was a Virginia aristocrat who took advantage of a “poor and credulous” girl, if the recollections of Lincoln’s law partner William Herndon are accurate.3

Today, the very terms of the debate give off a musty odor of obsolescence. Defending her honor? Child of sin? Born out of wedlock? These phrases are rarely heard in connection with single parenting in the twenty-first century. But in the 1920s, unwed motherhood still carried much of the deep social stigma that it had in Lincoln’s day. Further, the 1920s were a decade of upheaval in social and sexual mores, as teenagers took advantage of the invention of the automobile to abandon traditional front-parlor courtship rituals in favor of the modern concept of dating. Contraception became a divisive topic, with Margaret Sanger and others fighting to legalize it, opposed by social conservatives who were horrified at the very idea of discussing the subject publicly. Like the issue of gay marriage eighty years later, the birth control debate exposed deep cultural fault lines.

In Indiana, where Louis Warren lived, many older people were upset by challenges to the society they had known. They were shocked by new ideas about sex and disturbed by the influx of immigrants from Europe speaking strange languages, as well as the growing number of dark-skinned domestic migrants from the Deep South. It is no coincidence that when the Ku Klux Klan was reborn around 1915, it soon had more members in Indiana than in any other state, including (at one point) the governor. It was in this reactionary climate that Warren, a preacher by trade, founded a “Lincoln Shrine and Museum” in Fort Wayne, Indiana, in 1928. To Warren, the idea that his hero’s mother might herself be a product of the same immorality and sexual promiscuity that seemed to be the hallmark of the modern age must have been anathema, and he spent years arguing that it could not be so.

The argument over Nancy Hanks’s birth was also fueled by public interest in the emerging science of eugenics. The idea that personality traits were inherited persuaded thirty-three states (starting with Indiana in 1907) to pass laws authorizing the sterilization of the feebleminded, insane, criminalistic, epileptic, inebriate, diseased, blind, deaf, deformed, and dependent, hoping to remove undesirable elements from the gene pool.4 This line of thinking was eventually discredited by the monstrous eugenic experiments of the Nazi regime in the 1930s, but in the 1920s, when the Nancy Hanks paternity debate raged, it was still socially and scientifically acceptable to talk in terms of “purity of bloodline,” and to assume that Lincoln’s noble character meant that he could only have sprung from noble ancestors. There was no room for a tramp in the Lincoln family tree.

So was Lucey Hanks married when she gave birth to little Nancy? By the end of the twentieth century the consensus was clearly no, based in part on the extensive research of Paul Verduin. Nancy was born in 1783 or 1784, when her mother was still a teenager living in Virginia with her father, Joseph Hanks. The identity of the baby’s father (Abraham’s maternal grandfather) remains unknown, but he could have been any one of several wealthy young men of the neighborhood, including one who was a relation of the famous Lee family. Lucey later moved to Kentucky and married Henry Sparrow, but he refused to admit his bride’s illegitimate daughter to his household, and Nancy was raised by other relatives.5

Lincoln’s suspicions that he had a Virginia aristocrat among his ancestors, and that his grandfather never married his grandmother, were likely true. If so, Lucey was hardly alone in conceiving a child before marriage; based on marriage and birth records from the colonial era, some historians estimate that more than a quarter of all brides were already pregnant on their wedding day.6

Was Abraham’s last name really Lincoln?

Some relatives pronounced the name “Linkhorn” instead of “Link-un,” but it was still spelled the same way.7

No, I mean, was Thomas Lincoln really his father?

Yes, despite claims to the contrary on behalf of numerous others, including:


	Samuel Emory Davis (1755/58–1824), the father of Jefferson Davis, president of the so-called Confederate States of America*

	Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina (1782–1850)

	a wandering Virginia aristocrat who took a shine to Nancy Hanks Lincoln

	local farmer Abraham Enlow (or Enloe or Inlow), late of North Carolina (or Virginia)



As historian J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton observed, “Any male person in the United States who was, in 1808, within striking distance of puberty was likely to be saddled with the paternity of Abraham Lincoln.”8 Of those listed, the last is the only one with even a shadow of an authentic claim. When Lincoln was a boy, rumors floated around the neighborhood that the mumps or some other misfortune had rendered Thomas incapable of fathering children, leading in turn to all kinds of improbable suggestions as to the identity of Abe’s real father. William Herndon collected a story from John B. Helm, according to which Enlow claimed Abraham as his son and challenged Thomas Lincoln to a fight, in which he lost both a piece of his nose and his claim to the boy. The Helm story is weakened by its implication that Nancy Hanks was pregnant with Abraham when she married Thomas Lincoln, which cannot be true since the marriage took place in 1806 and Abraham was not born until 1809.9

The real significance of the many rumors of Lincoln’s true paternity is that they show the power of genetic misconceptions in the public mind. To those who believe that biology is destiny, it’s inconceivable that someone as great as Lincoln could be the product of the humble genes of his pioneer parents.

So Lincoln’s greatness was due to his environment, not his genes?

His environment certainly shaped him, but it shaped a lot of people …

… and they didn’t all turn out like Lincoln. There was another fellow who was born in a log cabin, grew up on the frontier, moved west as a boy, lost a parent at an early age, lost a sibling, traveled to New Orleans, went off to war but didn’t see action, started life on his own in a small town, and got a minor government job while he looked for his way in life. All just like Lincoln, but his name was Nathan Bedford Forrest. He became a wealthy slave trader, then a Confederate cavalry general whose men massacred black Union soldiers after they surrendered at Fort Pillow in 1864, and finally the first leader of the Ku Klux Klan in Tennessee.10 So perhaps it was neither genes nor environment alone that was responsible for Lincoln’s character.

Where did Lincoln’s ancestors come from?

On his father’s side, his great-great-great-great-grandfather Samuel migrated from Hingham, England, to Hingham, Massachusetts, in 1637.

From there, each succeeding generation of Lincolns moved west or south (or both), deeper into the country, migrating to Pennsylvania and then Virginia. Lincoln’s grandfather, also named Abraham, moved to Kentucky around 1781 with his three sons and was killed by Indians.

Was Lincoln’s father a good-for-nothing bum?

No …

… but neither was he the model for Lincoln’s restless ambition. There is a traditional belief that Thomas Lincoln was poor and shiftless, the better to exalt his son’s achievement in rising to greatness. Thomas’s stoutest defender, historian Louis Warren, overcompensated by portraying him as a successful farmer who possessed most of the virtues of the Victorian middle class. Perhaps the best pieces of evidence in favor of Thomas are the beautiful cabinets he crafted, which show more skill and aesthetic sensibility than one would expect from a drunken loser.

Thomas Lincoln was persistent but not particularly lucky in his pursuit of the agrarian version of the American dream. In Kentucky, he bought several farms in succession, but three times his ownership came into question due to legal issues involving property titles. This was not unusual, as Kentucky at the time used the “metes-and-bounds” system of recording land titles, in which a property line might be described as running along a particular creek to a certain boulder, and thence to a specific tree. Unfortunately, trees fall down, boulders can be moved, and streams change their courses. With thousands of settlers entering the state and squatting on whatever land seemed available, questions of who owned which patch of Kentucky were bound to arise, and not just for Thomas Lincoln. In the suit over title to the farm on Knob Creek, which he purchased (or thought he did) when Abraham was two years old, Thomas was one of ten farmers who were named as defendants. Eventually he would move his family north to Indiana and then west to Illinois, still pursuing the ideal of a secure, comfortable, self-sufficient agricultural life.

Why did Thomas and Nancy choose the name “Abraham”?

To honor Thomas’s father, who was also named Abraham Lincoln.

Although Lincoln never knew his grandfather Abraham, he certainly knew the dramatic story of his grandfather’s death, which he once described as “the legend more strongly than all others imprinted upon my mind and memory.”11 The first Abraham Lincoln had been an officer in the Kentucky militia that battled the native inhabitants of the “Dark and Bloody Ground” in the late eighteenth century. One day in 1784, as he was tending to his fields, Captain Lincoln was ambushed and killed by an Indian, who then seized the captain’s little son Thomas. As he was about to return to the woods with the captive boy, a shot rang out from the doorway of the Lincolns’ cabin, and the attacker fell. Thomas’s older brother Mordecai had grabbed a musket and fired it just in time to save the life of the future president’s father.

While the battle line between Indians and settlers had moved west of Kentucky by the time young Abraham was born, accounts like these kept the memory of conflict fresh. The loss of an ancestor in the Indian wars was hardly unusual among the residents of the frontier, but it was remarkable that Lincoln did not seem to inherit any of the animosity of those days, and that in his own encounters with Indians he would display malice toward none.

What was Lincoln’s middle name?

He didn’t have one.

Did he have any brothers or sisters?

One of each.

He had an older sister, Sarah (born in 1807), and a younger brother, Thomas. He also had a stepbrother, John D. Johnston, and two stepsisters, Elizabeth and Matilda Johnston.

Not much is known of Sarah Lincoln. She was two years older than Abraham, married Aaron Grigsby in 1826, and died in childbirth in 1828. Abraham was apparently quite close to his sister and held a grudge against Grigsby for her death. Even less is known of Lincoln’s little brother, Thomas, who was born after the family moved to a farm near Knob Creek, in 1810 or 1811. He died “in infancy,” according to Lincoln, but his age at death remains unknown. Dennis Hanks (Nancy Hanks’s cousin) later said that the baby “did not live 3 days.” Baby Thomas’s grave, not far from the Knob Creek cabin site, remained undiscovered until 1933.12

Lincoln once said, “All I am, or hope to be, I owe to my angel mother.” Did he mean his natural mother or his stepmother?

Probably Nancy, his natural mother …

… but he had good reason to say the same about his stepmother. After Nancy Lincoln died in 1818, Thomas married the widow Sarah Bush Johnston the next year. She treated Abe as one of her own and developed a loving relationship with the boy.

Many years later, Lincoln said to William Herndon, “God bless my mother; all that I am or ever hope to be I owe to her.” Early biographers like Josiah Holland and George Alfred Townsend inserted the adjective “angel” and made it appear that Lincoln was referring to Sarah.13 More likely, whenever Lincoln used the phrase “angel mother,” it was to identify the late Nancy, as opposed to the living Sarah. More significant, in the conversation that Herndon remembered, is that Lincoln was speaking of his belief that he was descended from a Virginia aristocrat, on his mother’s side. If so, Lincoln was really taking a backhand slap at his father, implying that he owed none of his inherited virtues to Thomas Lincoln’s side of the family.

Of course, it is certainly possible that he was not criticizing his father but simply praising his stepmother. Abraham and Sarah became very close and remained so. Almost every mother will say, “He was such a nice boy” of her son, even after he grows up to be a serial killer or divorce attorney, but the second Mrs. Lincoln was specific in what was special about her stepson: “I can say what scarcely one woman—a mother—can say in a thousand and it is this—Abe never gave me a cross word or look and never refused in fact, or Even in appearance, to do any thing I requested him …”14

Lincoln returned the affection. Although he did not attend his father’s funeral, he made a point of visiting his stepmother as almost his last act before leaving Illinois to go to Washington as president-elect in 1861. His gratitude for all that she had done for him would certainly have justified his calling her his “angel mother.”

Lincoln didn’t go to his own father’s funeral?

True.

Relations between Thomas and Abraham were never particularly warm. Unlike his father, Abraham preferred reading to plowing, and he resented the laws that required him to turn over all his earnings to his father until he was “emancipated” at the age of twenty-one. He had no interest in making his living from the land by the sweat of his brow as his father did, choosing instead a life of intellectual labor as a lawyer and politician. Once Lincoln left home in 1831, he had little more to do with his father. His parents did not attend his wedding to Mary Todd (which was admittedly a spur-of-the-moment ceremony), nor did they ever meet his wife or see any of their grandchildren. In 1851, when Lincoln received word that his father was dying, he wrote back that he could not spare the time to see him, because he was too busy with his law practice and did not want to leave Mary’s side after the recent birth of their son Willie. More to the point, he added that “if we could meet now, it is doubtful whether it would not be more painful than pleasant.”15

On the other hand, it is hardly necessary to follow those scholars who have exaggerated the distance between son and father into an oedipal conflict that Lincoln could only resolve by ritually “slaying” the Founding Fathers and recasting the Union as his own creation. If Lincoln rejected Thomas’s deathbed call in 1851, it was at least in part because he had dropped everything in 1849 to answer a similar letter that turned out to be a false alarm. He later paid for a marker for his father’s grave, and in 1853 he and Mary named their fourth son Thomas.16

Did Lincoln have a happy childhood?

More or less.

Many of the early memories that Lincoln shared in later life were relatively pleasant. “My childhood-home I see again / And gladden with the view” was the beginning of a poem he wrote when he was thirty-four years old.17 If he maintained a sanguine view of his youth, however, it may have been more due to the psychological phenomenon that most people are “about as happy as they make up their minds to be” (an observation often attributed to Lincoln, although there is no reliable record of him actually saying it) rather than to the circumstances in which he grew up.

Lincoln remembered nothing of his first home, the farm at Sinking Spring marked today by the marble memorial with the faux cabin. When he was two, his family moved a few miles to Knob Creek, where he lived until he was seven. He “was raised to farm work,” helping his father as soon as he was old enough to do so.18 One of his first memories was of dropping pumpkin seeds in a newly planted cornfield, “two seeds every other hole and every other row,” and then watching the next day as a flood washed away the topsoil, “corn, pumpkin seeds and all,” wiping out all of his labor.19 The futility of the experience may have been in Lincoln’s mind in 1860 when he insisted to a would-be campaign publicist that there was little worth recalling from his youth: “It can all be condensed into a single sentence, and that sentence you will find in Gray’s Elegy, ‘The short and simple annals of the poor.’ That’s my life, and that’s all that you or any one else can make of it.”20

If Lincoln was born in Kentucky, why do Illinois license plates say “Land of Lincoln”?

He moved there later. But the state that really gets shortchanged in the Lincoln story is Indiana …

… where he lived for fourteen years. The Lincolns moved there in 1816, when Abraham was seven.

Did they really spend their first winter in Indiana living outdoors?

No, the stories of the “half-faced camp” are greatly exaggerated.

When the family left Kentucky, Thomas Lincoln went ahead of the party, scouting out the land. He found the place he had chosen for settlement and built for himself a three-sided temporary shelter, known as a half-faced camp. Somehow in legend this became the home of the entire family when they arrived in Indiana, as described by Carl Sandburg and others.21 The idea of the Lincolns huddling in an open shelter for weeks at a time, shivering and pale, while Thomas idly looks at the massive trees all around that could provide a fourth wall in a matter of hours, is ludicrous. That such a story could take hold shows in what low regard many writers once held Thomas Lincoln.

Why did the Lincolns move to Indiana?

“Partly on account of slavery; but chiefly on account of the difficulty of land titles in Ky.” …

… according to Lincoln himself.22 It is not surprising that Thomas Lincoln tired of the uncertainties of Kentucky land ownership and decided to head for Indiana, which was then part of the Northwest Territory. There the land was organized into orderly square lots by federal surveyors, and secure title could be purchased directly from the government. Even today, travelers flying over the middle of the country can see the sharp contrast where the Ohio River separates the curving, organic shapes of Kentucky’s roads and property lines from the precise right angles of farm boundaries in southern Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois.

What did slavery have to do with their move?

Thomas Lincoln was opposed to slavery …

… and Kentucky was a slave state. The road that passed by the Lincoln farm on Knob Creek was sometimes used by slave traders convoying their human cargo to the Deep South. Thomas Lincoln was a member of a Baptist church that opposed slavery, and as a small farmer he found himself in economic competition with the owners of large, slave-worked plantations. In Indiana, which was free territory under the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 and became a free state in 1816, he could distance himself from the threat, both moral and commercial, that slavery posed.

What did Abe do in Indiana?

Mostly work.

By then he was old enough to have an “axe put into his hands.”23 He continued to experience the joys and tragedies of a frontier boyhood, including the hardest blow of all: the death of his mother in 1818.

How did his mother die?

Nancy Hanks Lincoln was a victim of milk sickness.

In the wilderness of southern Indiana, pioneers like the Lincolns found in the dark forests a plant unknown in Europe or the eastern United States. It grew several feet tall and was covered with white blossoms, in season. Cattle avoided eating it if they could find anything better, but in hard times they would browse on its leaves.

The plant was white snakeroot, and it contained the toxin tremetol. Animals that ate too much of it died from “the trembles,” and lactating cows that ate it passed the poison along in their milk. The settlers soon made the connection between the consumption of cow’s milk and the onset of an often fatal disease marked by nausea, paralysis, and coma, but they did not know the source of this “milk sickness.” In 1818, it took the lives of Thomas Sparrow and Elizabeth Hanks Lincoln, Nancy’s aunt and uncle, who had settled not far from the Lincolns. The next to fall ill was Abraham’s mother. After several days of suffering, she died on October 5, 1818.

Can people still get milk sickness?

Yes …

… but only if they drink milk from their own cows. It is not unknown for cows today to eat white snakeroot, but commercial farms blend the milk of many cows, diluting to a harmless level the poison that any one of them might have absorbed.

Did Abraham show any signs of future greatness when he was a boy?

Well, he was different from other children.

Most boys loved to hunt, for example. Lincoln learned how to shoot, but after he killed a wild turkey when he was eight years old, he “never since pulled a trigger on any larger game.”24

Did he did hunt smaller animals?

Yes …

… he had no problem with squirrel hunting, and was apparently quite a good shot. Then as now, squirrels fell below the threshold of compassion for the average American man, who will swerve his car dangerously to avoid hitting a dead dog by the side of the road but cruise right over a flattened squirrel carcass without much more than a disgusted glance in the rearview mirror.

How else was Abe different from other children?

For fun, his playmates liked to torture animals. He didn’t.

One game was to put hot coals on the backs of turtles to see them scurry about in pain. When Lincoln saw this, he made the other boys stop. As they grew older, most young men on the frontier took to drinking, smoking, chewing, swearing, and voting Democratic. Lincoln didn’t adopt any of these ways.

Yet, as author William Lee Miller has pointed out, he had the rare ability to set himself apart from his peers without alienating them. He could be moral without being moralistic. He was popular with other children, in part because he could tell funny stories, mimic adults, and as he grew larger, defend himself physically.25

Is it true that Lincoln was nearly killed when he was a boy?

Yes, at least twice.

When he was nine years old, he was kicked in the head by a horse and knocked unconscious.26 The blow inflicted permanent nerve damage, the evidence of which appears in almost every photograph of Lincoln. Cover one side of his face with your hand, and he appears to be smiling; cover the other side and a more serious expression emerges. The drooping eyelid and curled corner of the mouth almost certainly are the results of his brush with death in 1819.

He also nearly drowned several times, if his childhood companions are to be believed. He was hanging out with his playmate Austin Gollaher (whose tombstone one day would read “Lincoln’s Playmate”) when they got the idea to try to slither across Knob Creek on a log. Lincoln fell in, and Gollaher pulled him out. Lincoln’s loquacious cousin (once removed) Dennis Hanks claimed credit for rescuing Lincoln from a watery grave on another occasion, as did a local girl named Mary Berry.

Did this really happen three times?

No, probably just once.

If near-drownings were such a regular occurrence for the boy Lincoln, you’d think he would eventually have taught himself a rudimentary dog paddle, but we have no evidence that he ever learned to swim. In his study of Lincoln’s childhood, Louis Warren (who was not ordinarily given to humorous observations about his hero) expressed his skepticism by writing, “Evidently, Lincoln must have been in deep water most of the time, even in childhood.”27

Like almost everything else we know of Lincoln’s childhood, the rescue incidents come to us from recollections of the participants, written down many years after the fact. Miss Berry’s version survives only in a 1967 newspaper clipping of a family tale.28 Dennis Hanks, by his own telling, was present at every memorable moment in Lincoln’s childhood. Austin Gollaher, who told his version to a friend in 1866, is the most plausible witness of the three. The story fits in with his account of other adventures at the ol’ swimmin’ hole with Lincoln, like the time Lincoln climbed a tree and dropped a paw paw into a hat.

What’s a paw paw?

The paw paw is a fruit …

… that, when ripe, is soft and extremely pungent, and thus perfectly appropriate for dropping into your friend’s hat, if you are a seven-year-old boy sitting on a tree branch. Seeing that Austin was taking a nap at the foot of the tree, with his upturned hat at his side, Lincoln for a joke took aim and released a paw paw. Gollaher, however, was not really asleep and anticipated the prank. While Abe had his back turned, Gollaher switched his hat for Lincoln’s, so the headgear that the future president targeted was his own.

That, at least, is how Carl Sandburg and other writers have told the story, sanitizing it for sensitive audiences and imposing another filter between what we know of Lincoln’s youth and what really happened. In the original version, as Lincoln told it, there were no paw paws involved, and the reason his back was turned during the hat switch was this: “I noticed his hat sat straight with the reverse side up [and] I thought I would shit in his hat … [but] when I let the load drop he swaped [sic] hats and my hat caught the whole Charge.” Lincoln laughed “heartily” after telling a White House visitor this story. Since I first read it, I have never been able to look at his trademark stovepipe hat in quite the same way.29

How much schooling did he have?

About one year’s worth.

Lincoln wrote that he went to school “by littles,” meaning a little here and a little there, whenever the farm chores were not too pressing and there happened to be a schoolmaster in the area. He received the equivalent of a sixth-grade education, judging by the content of the lessons he completed. When filling out a biographical form for the Dictionary of Congress in 1858, he summed up his scholastic record in two words: “Education defective.”30

While it is certainly remarkable that he was able to advance as far as he did from such a limited educational beginning, it is worthwhile to remember that his education was about average for an American of his generation living anywhere west of the long-established New England states.

Did he write his school lessons on the back of a shovel, using a piece of charcoal?

Not usually.

According to one account, young Abraham used a flat wooden shovel when paper was not available, covering it with writing and then shaving off the surface with his knife and starting over. His stepmother recalled that he wrote on boards “when he had no paper,” but there are enough surviving scraps of Lincoln’s school work, written on paper, to suggest that wooden shovels and boards were occasional expedients, not his primary medium.31
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The myth: Lincoln writing on the back of a shovel. (Courtesy of The Lincoln Museum, Fort Wayne IN, TLM 318)
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The reality: Lincoln’s homework, on paper. (Courtesy of The Lincoln Museum, Fort Wayne, IN, TLM 505)

Who taught him?

Nobody you’ve heard of.

In an era when it didn’t take much to be a schoolteacher, Lincoln’s early teachers were not extraordinary. Lincoln later wrote that “No qualification was ever required of a teacher, beyond ‘readin, writin, and cipherin’,” and if a wandering schoolmaster revealed that he had command of a little Latin, “he was looked upon as a wizzard.” Andrew Crawford, James Swaney (pronounced “Sweeney,” if Lincoln’s memory was correct some forty years later), and Azel Dorsey were the three men who led Lincoln through “blab school.”32

What’s a “blab school”?

A school where every student talks at once, or else gets rapped on the knuckles with a stick.

The schools Lincoln attended were held in small rooms filled with children of various ages, each of whom read his or her own lessons aloud at the same time. The resulting din of “blabbing” students gave the schoolmaster proof that everyone was hard at work.

Did Lincoln ever go to college?

No.

Once he became famous, however, he did receive honorary doctor of law degrees from Knox College in 1860, Columbia College (now Columbia University) in 1861, and the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University) in 1864.

Although his political supporters were happy to play up Lincoln’s image as a self-taught son of the prairie, he always remained a little self-conscious about his lack of schooling. While in Galesburg, Illinois, to debate Stephen Douglas in 1858, he walked through the main classroom building of Knox College to reach the speaker’s platform, which gave him the opportunity to joke awkwardly, “At last I can say I’ve gone through college.” In 1860, the same year that he was awarded an honorary degree from Knox, he wrote that he regretted his “want of an education.”33

If his education was so limited, how did he get so smart?

Reading …

… was the most important factor. Nancy Lincoln could not write her own name, but she apparently could read enough to teach her son his ABCs. Her cousin Dennis Hanks, who accompanied the Lincolns when they moved to Indiana, recalled that in Kentucky Abe accompanied his sister Sarah to school for a few months, where “a man by the name of [Caleb] Hazel hellped to teach Abraham his letters.” Hanks also claimed part of the credit for teaching Abraham to write, but many who knew Dennis Hanks considered him a hopeless liar; one former neighbor said in 1865, “the idea that he taught Lincoln to read and write is to me preposterous.”34 The question of exactly who taught Lincoln to read is almost certainly beyond a definitive answer, like so many other details of his childhood.

However he got his start, he soon became a voracious reader. There were few books in the house, but he studied these over and over, including the Bible, King James Version. As he gained access to other books, such as Pilgrim’s Progress, Aesop’s Fables, Robinson Crusoe, and various histories, he devoured them as well. Neighbors remarked on his habit of reading while plowing and thought him lazy for it. He borrowed every book he could. He read Parson Weems’s imaginative Life of Washington, with its invented episodes of the chopped cherry tree and the dollar thrown across the Potomac, and was so deeply impressed by Weems’s description of the Revolution that he talked about it in 1861, on the eve of the Civil War: “I recollect thinking then, boy even though I was, that there must have been something more than common that those men struggled for.”35

Did he once accidentally ruin a book that he borrowed?

Yes. This is a Lincoln story everyone has heard that happens to be true.

There are several versions, all of which agree that Lincoln once borrowed a book from a neighbor and left it overnight in a crack between two logs in the wall of his cabin. An unexpected rain soaked the book through. Lincoln offered to pay for the damage by working for the neighbor, who rewarded him by giving him the book, one of the first he ever owned.

FOR FURTHER READING

Easily the single most important published source of information on Lincoln’s early life is Herndon’s Informants (1998), edited by Douglas L. Wilson and Rodney O. Davis. Almost immediately after Lincoln’s death, William Herndon began collecting information for a biography of his famous former law partner. He sent written inquiries to and conducted interviews of dozens of people who had known Lincoln. Most of the notes he compiled survived only on microfilm that languished in the Library of Congress until Wilson and Davis took up the challenge of deciphering Herndon’s atrocious handwriting. The resulting volume contains the bulk of the firsthand evidence we have regarding Lincoln in Kentucky, Indiana, and New Salem, Illinois. Since it consists of the recollections of people telling stories about a man they had known thirty or forty years earlier, much of it is contradictory and inconsistent, but it remains the best place to start learning about the young Lincoln. The early chapters of Herndon’s Lincoln (1889), a biography ghostwritten for Herndon by Jesse Weik, are based on the same material, as explained in the extremely thorough annotations in the 2006 edition of the work, also edited by Wilson and Davis.

On Lincoln’s family, Louis Warren, Lincoln’s Parentage and Childhood (1926), is the first and still the most thorough treatment of the subject, but it suffers from Warren’s intense admiration for Lincoln’s parents. Early treatments of the question of Lincoln’s paternity include William E. Barton, The Paternity of Abraham Lincoln: Was He the Son of Thomas Lincoln? (1920) and Lineage of Lincoln (1929), but the leading modern authority on the subject, Paul Verduin, describes Barton’s research as “superficial at best,” at least regarding the legitimacy of Lincoln’s mother. You can find Verduin’s version of the Hanks genealogy in an appendix to Herndon’s Informants.

On Lincoln’s childhood, William Lee Miller, Lincoln’s Virtues: An Ethical Biography (2002), is by far the most entertaining and thought-provoking exploration of how the boy Lincoln developed the traits that would lead him to the White House.


*Perhaps this definition will one day enter common usage, as in “The wily coach called for a traditional field goal,” or “Dear, for our anniversary I’ve bought you this traditional diamond.” For the Park Service use of the term “traditional birthplace cabin” see, e.g., Robert W. Blythe, Maureen Carroll, and Steven Moffson, Abraham Lincoln Birthplace Historic Resource Study, revised by Brian F. Coffey (2001), ch. 3, fig. 51 caption.

*Of the Boston Forbeses (distantly related to Massachusetts senator John Forbes Kerry), not the magazine Forbeses. The cabin is part of the Mary Bowditch Forbes Lincoln Collection, at the Captain Forbes House Museum in Milton.

*Lincoln never recognized the Confederacy as a nation, or indeed as anything more than an illegal rebellion. Using the adjective “so-called” for the Confederate States of America is apparently much more effective than challenging the paternity of Nancy Hanks if you are interested in starting an angry history-related confrontation, especially when addressing a Sons of Confederate Veterans meeting. For this information I am indebted to my colleague Charles Calhoun at East Carolina University.
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Rail-splitter


A piece of floating driftwood …

—Lincoln’s description of himself as a
young man in New Salem, Illinois1



What’s a rail-splitter?

Someone who makes logs into fence rails.

You take a log and carefully drive a wedge into it at one end, then use a maul or sledgehammer to pound on the wedge until a crack appears. Go to the end of the crack, usually about three feet or so down the log, and insert another wedge. Pound, crack, insert, and pound again until eventually the crack reaches the other end of the log, which then splits in two lengthwise. Now set the pieces flat side down, repeat the process for each one, and you end up with four rails, ready to be stacked in zigzag fashion for a worm fence, or piled on top of one another between pairs of stakes to make a split rail fence.

Abraham Lincoln was never a full-time rail-splitter, but he performed the chore often enough on his father’s farm or to help out a neighbor. There was plenty of demand for the skill, since it took an acre of timber to provide the trees to fence in ten acres of land, and most frontier farms were far larger than ten acres. On one occasion Lincoln agreed to split rails in exchange for cloth to make a pair of pants, at a rate of four hundred rails per yard of material. To make such a bargain, Lincoln must have been a fast and efficient rail-splitter.

When Lincoln was seeking the nomination of the Republican Party for president in 1860, one of the critical moments of the campaign took place at the Illinois state nominating convention, held in Decatur on May 9 and 10. John Hanks (a cousin of Lincoln’s mother) and another man entered the convention hall and paraded around with a pair of rails bearing a sign reading, “Abraham Lincoln, the Rail Candidate for President in 1860. Two rails from a lot of three thousand made in 1830 by John Hanks and Abe Lincoln.” The cheering that followed lasted for fifteen minutes, and Lincoln was unanimously chosen to be the favorite son of Illinois at the upcoming national convention.2

Lincoln’s handlers understood the value of playing up a candidate’s rustic “man of the people” image. They remembered how William Henry Harrison had won the presidency in 1840 with his “Log Cabin and Hard Cider” campaign, despite the fact that Harrison had actually been born in a mansion. Lincoln might not have ever been a professional rail-splitter, but he had split plenty of rails in his youth, and his claim to humble beginnings was considerably stronger than Harrison’s. The rail-splitter image stuck. Lincoln didn’t care for it at first, as he had spent his life to that point trying to move beyond the manual labor of his frontier upbringing, but he came to accept its political value. It would remain with him for the rest of his life and even extended to the next generation when newspaper reporters during Lincoln’s presidency referred to his oldest son, Robert, as “The Prince of Rails.”

Technically, of course, a person who splits logs to make rails should be called a log-splitter, but that does not make nearly as euphonious a nickname as “The Railsplitter.”

So Lincoln didn’t really split rails for a living. What did he do, before he became a lawyer and politician?

Almost anything he could find …

… that would keep him from following in his father’s footsteps as a frontier farmer. At the age of eighteen he constructed a small flatboat, with the idea of floating goods down the Ohio River to the Mississippi. One day a pair of travelers hired him to row them and their trunks out to a passing steamboat. The passengers paid him half a dollar each for the chore, which was more money than he had ever earned at one time before. Fifty cents was a full day’s pay for unskilled labor (if cash was available, which was seldom on the frontier), so this was a substantial windfall.3 “The world seemed wider and fairer before me,” he later recalled, now that he saw the possibility of making a living in the market economy, instead of scratching one out of the earth.4 From this day forward, Lincoln consistently sought ways to work for cash. In an era when many Americans, from Thomas Lincoln to Thomas Jefferson, believed that the ideal life was that of the self-sufficient landowner, Lincoln could not wait to get off the land.

[image: ]

Lincoln is frequently pictured splitting rails with an axe instead of a maul, which would explain why he looks so tired. (Courtesy of The Lincoln Museum, Fort Wayne


Was this the trip when Lincoln saw slave markets in New Orleans and decided he would dedicate himself to ending slavery?

“If I ever get the chance to hit that thing, I’ll hit it hard” …





What about his other jobs? Wasn’t he a storekeeper?

Yes, for a while.


Did he really once walk two miles to return change to a customer?

Probably



What else did he do for a living?

He eventually bought a share of the store with borrowed money …


If his partner drank up the store’s stock, are you saying that Lincoln kept a saloon?

No …


When he got a job as a postmaster, did he really carry letters around in his hat?

Yes, he did.



What did Lincoln think about this? What was his religion?

In his New Salem days, Lincoln didn’t leave many clues about his views on Sabbatarianism, or on religion in general.


Wasn’t he secretly baptized when he was older?

No, nor was he planning to convert to (fill in the church of your choice) on Easter Sunday, 1865, only to be tragically murdered on the preceding Good Friday.




If Lincoln wasn’t a Christian, why are his speeches full of talk about God?

Because he believed in God …






This religious conversion he went through—didn’t this happen at Gettysburg?

No, it wasn’t a “conversion,” and it didn’t happen in any one place.




What did Lincoln do for fun as a young man? Did he play sports?


Could he dunk a basketball?

He probably could have …


So, what sports did he play?

Mostly those that didn’t require specialized equipment, like running and wrestling.







What else did he do for fun? Did he drink a lot when he was young?

No.



Did he smoke or chew tobacco?

No.


Did he gamble?

No.


Did he swear or tell dirty jokes?

You be the judge.



Was he lazy?

As a teenager in Indiana, he was considered “lazy—a very lazy man” …


So did Lincoln have any bad habits?

Remarkably, no.


How about good manners?

OK, now we have something on him.


He probably didn’t need much in the way of manners for his first girlfriend, Ann Rutledge, did he?

Yes, it’s safe to assume that the relationship of Abraham Lincoln and Ann Rutledge was not overly formal …






Did he leave New Salem because of Ann Rutledge?

Nobody knows, although that could certainly have been part of the reason.



FOR FURTHER READING
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