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            INTRODUCTION – HE’LL NEVER COME TO MUCH

         

         12th February 1809 – Kentucky, USA

         Nancy Lincoln gave birth to her second child in a rickety log cabin in the countryside. A few days later, her nine-year-old cousin Dennis came to visit. Nancy thought it would be pretty funny to see how Dennis dealt with a newborn baby, so she plonked her son into his arms and stood back to see what would happen.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Nancy had to admit Dennis was probably right. Her husband, Thomas, was a carpenter and small-time farmer who couldn’t read or write. Most likely, the baby would have an ordinary poor man’s life. There was no reason to believe the world would ever know the name Abraham Lincoln.

         The family lived in a log cabin, miles and miles from the nearest town, and although some say his mother taught him to read, Abraham hardly ever went to school. Then, when he was seven, the family were forced to move. Thomas was in trouble with the law: 8he didn’t have the right documents to prove he owned his farm, so he had to start all over again. They packed all their things onto a wagon, and set off on the long journey into the wilderness of Indiana …

         
            [image: ]

         

         Really? So you don’t think they’ll want to know you were a champion wrestler, travelled thousands of miles on a flatboat, gave the most famous speech in history, saved your country, freed millions of people from slavery …?

         
            [image: ]

         

         You’re too modest – more people have written books about you than about any other person … in history.

         
            [image: ]

         

         9OK, apart from Jesus. But still – so many books that in 2010 the director of Ford’s Theatre in Washington DC decided to build a tower out of them!

         
            [image: ]

         

         Well, there’s seven thousand in this tower … and that’s less than half of them!

         
            [image: ]
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         Message received. On with the story!
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            1 ABE MOVES HOUSE

         

         Abe was seven years old in autumn 1816 when his family moved to Indiana. The land there was up for grabs – and once he’d claimed his new farm, Abe’s pa wouldn’t have to worry about those pesky legal disputes that had caused him to up sticks. It was the perfect place to start afresh. There was just the howling wilderness, crawling with dangerous beasts, to worry about – oh, and the fact they’d have no food, no house, no next-door neighbours …

         Abe’s family travelled light. They would build their own furniture when they arrived (just as soon as they’d finished building their house), so all they needed was an axe, tools, and the one thing they couldn’t make themselves – his parents’ feather mattress.

         
            [image: ]

         

         11After days of hard travelling, the family crossed the Ohio River into the wild pinewoods of Indiana. From here they had to cut their own trail, hacking at undergrowth and chopping down trees. It was backbreaking work – but Abe was going to have to get used to that.

         Abe was big for a seven-year-old – big enough to swing an axe. He helped his pa fell trees and saw up logs to build a cabin … and then cut down more trees, dig out the stumps to make open fields, and grow food from the raw soil, day after day, from dawn till dusk. If the farm failed, they would starve.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Thomas Lincoln wanted his son to follow in his footsteps. Even aged seven, Abe wasn’t so sure about that. But for now, he didn’t have a choice. By law, his father practically owned him until he was 21: Abe had to do what he was told, hand over any money he earned, and obey his pa’s orders or face a whipping. 12

         A SHOT TO THE HEART


         The Indiana forest was a dangerous place, full of wolves, bears and mountain lions. Thomas Lincoln wanted his son to be able to defend himself, so when Abe was eight years old his pa taught him to shoot.

         One day, when Abe was at home on his own, he saw a flock of wild turkeys in the clearing outside the cabin. Eager to impress his pa, Abe picked up his gun, aimed through a chink in the wall and shot the biggest turkey in the flock.

         He ran outside to fetch his kill, heart beating with pride. But the closer he got to the turkey, the worse he began to feel. The bird looked magnificent, with its proud plumage and bright colours. Abe was horrified that he’d killed it. Looking down at the dead bird, he made a decision: shooting animals was definitely not for him.

         Needless to say, this did not impress his pa.

         
            [image: ]

         

         13That night, Abe made another decision. There was more to life than forests and farming. He’d learn everything he could about the world beyond the pinewoods … then when the time came to escape, he’d be ready. No way did he want to turn out like his father.

         LIFE GETS EVEN TOUGHER


         Abe and his family had been in Indiana for a year when his mother’s foster parents, Elizabeth and Thomas Sparrow, came to live with them, along with cousin Dennis, who was now eighteen.

         Dennis and Abe got along just fine now that Abe was older. Dennis helped him work around the farm and Abe kept Dennis entertained – he was a great storyteller – but just as the two boys were becoming firm friends, tragedy struck.

         It was called milk sickness. No one knew where it came from, and there was no cure. Everyone in the little Lincoln homestead was terrified when the Sparrows caught the disease. First you got the shakes. Next came dizziness, vomiting and a racing heartbeat. Then – death.

         Abe’s ma was devastated at the loss of her foster parents. But just over a week later, she got the shakes herself. Knowing the end was coming, she called Abe 14and his sister, Sarah, to her bedside. ‘I am going away from you, children,’ she said, ‘and I shall not return. Be good and kind to each other, and to your father, and to the world.’

         Seven days later she was dead.
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         Abe, Sarah and Dennis were grief-stricken, and they only had each other for comfort. Abe’s pa had no idea how to take care of a family. In the wild forest, being a mother was a highly skilled job – cooking, cleaning, making and mending clothes, curing ailments, preserving food for the winter … Nancy’s love had held the family together. Now their lives went to ruin.

         Even Abe’s pa realized things couldn’t go on like this, and eventually, he came up with a practical solution: he’d head back to Kentucky to find a new wife.

         Their pa was gone for months, leaving the children to fend for themselves. Now life was absolutely desperate. Abe and Dennis did their best to farm the land and hunt for food, while Sarah tried to fill in for their ma, but she was only eleven! 15

         Thomas Lincoln had never shown much love for his son. Sometimes, Abe wondered if he would ever return.

         
            [image: ]

         

         THE DREADED STEPMPMOTHER


         As the months rolled by, Abe wondered how life might change if his pa did come back. He and Sarah would lie awake at night, imagining what their stepmother might be like …

         
            [image: ]

         

         Then, one day, a wagon came crashing and creaking along the overgrown trail.

         The first thing Abe noticed was the strong-faced lady in a tight lace cap sitting next to his pa on the driver’s box. Three children’s faces were poking out of the wagon behind her. 16

         Thomas Lincoln led his new wife into his cabin to introduce her to his children. Abe gulped. She was coming towards him.

         ‘Abe, isn’t it?’

         He nodded.

         She looked down at him, eyes narrowed. ‘Wait there.’ She bustled out of the cabin.

         Abe was imagining the worst. When she reappeared in the doorway carrying a package, he was ready to turn tail and run.

         ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Open it.’

         Hands trembling, Abe did as he was told.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Abe had always loved stories – they were a welcome escape from real life – but until now his book supply had been … limited.

         Now, Abe had a way to escape his life whenever he wanted to. He devoured all the stories in the books 17Sarah brought, then went on the hunt for more. It wasn’t easy: there were no bookshops or libraries in the pinewoods, and Abe had to make his own lamps out of bark and grease to carry on reading after dark. To make matters worse, his pa hated the idea of having a bookworm for a son. Thomas Lincoln wasn’t bothered that he couldn’t read and write – he valued toughness above all else. At the age of six, he’d seen his own pa murdered right in front of him, so maybe he had good reason.

         But Abe never gave up. He loved reading so much that he once walked 32 miles to borrow a book from a neighbour. When the book got soaked in the rain, the neighbour made Abe pay him back by harvesting corn for two days. Abe did the work, but then he got his revenge – by writing rude songs about the man’s nose!

         If reading had taught him one thing, it was this: words have power.

         ABE’S SCHOOL YEAR


         Sarah Bush Lincoln changed Abe’s life for the better in lots of ways. She made new clothes for him and his sister and loved them just like her own children. She even persuaded Abe’s pa to add some luxury touches to the cabin – like windows, a floor, and a proper roof! 18And she saw something special in her dreamy stepson, who always had his nose in a book.

         Shortly after she arrived at the Lincoln homestead, Sarah announced something that made Abe’s heart leap: she’d enrolled him at the local school.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Abe hadn’t had any schooling since leaving Kentucky. You might think that two years off learning would be every boy’s dream, but Abe had spent those years slaving away on the farm. After that, lessons were a welcome break!

         He built himself a cabinet for his books and wrote down his favourite bits in a homemade scrapbook, 19and then on the cabin walls when he ran out of pages. He memorized stories too, and told them to his schoolmates. Soon, people were coming from miles around to hear him …

         
            [image: ]

         

         Surprise, surprise, his pa was less impressed. The farm wasn’t making enough money and the family were getting into debt. From the age of 13, Abe had to spend any spare time hiring himself out to work for the neighbours to earn some extra cash. That meant no more time for school. All in all, Abe’s time in the classroom added up to just one year.
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            2 ABE’S ADVENTURES AFLOAT

         

         Abe spent the next three years ploughing fields and splitting logs. It was hard, mindless work, but life wasn’t all bad. His stepmother loved him and helped him find new books. His sister, Sarah, was clever and funny, and cousin Dennis was always good for a laugh.

         When Abe was seventeen, he and Dennis hatched a plan. Fed up of chopping wood for pennies, they realized they could make much more money selling it to the riverboat captains, who needed logs to fire their engines.

         Soon Abe’s dream grew even bigger. With a boat of his own, he could trade along the river, see new places and make more money! He borrowed his pa’s carpentry tools and built himself a neat little rowing boat. Abe was standing by the riverbank wondering how to improve his new boat, when:

         
            [image: ]

         

         21Ten minutes later, Abe had the men aboard the steamer. Just as the bigger boat was about to move, Abe called up to the men: ‘Hey! You forgot to pay me!’

         The men reached into their pockets, and two silver half-dollars came spinning down, landing in the bottom of Abe’s boat.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Abe’s world was suddenly bursting with possibility. There were no roads and railways back then, and the Ohio River was one of America’s greatest highways, forming the boundary between Indiana and Kentucky. Ferrying passengers between the steamers and the shore, Abe got to meet people from all over the country, earning big money to help his family at the same time. He had no idea he was about to get himself into huge trouble.

         Abe was rowing along the river one day, when he heard friendly voices calling to him from the Kentucky shore. He dipped an oar and steered for the bank, where two men were waiting.

         They were called the Dill brothers. They were ferrymen too, they said – but as soon as Abe stepped ashore, they suddenly seemed a lot less friendly. Grabbing him by the arms, they marched him off 22and had him placed under arrest! His crime? Ferrying passengers without a licence.

         Abe was stunned. He’d had no idea he needed a licence, and he knew his pa couldn’t afford to pay the fine. If Abe was found guilty, he’d lose his job and bring a whole new heap of debt on his family.

         ABE’S FIRST TRIAL


         
            [image: ]

         

         On the day of his trial, Abe felt so nervous he could hardly speak. The Dill brothers were grown men, and the courthouse was packed with their friends. Abe was just a lanky 17-year-old from the wrong side of the river.

         The Justice of the Peace, Samuel Pate, was nodding along as the brothers’ lawyer laid out their case.

         Abe couldn’t afford a lawyer, of course, so he had to speak for himself. When his turn came at last, he took 23a deep breath and told the court that he’d only picked people up from his side of the river – the Indiana side. How could that be against Kentucky law?

         Immediately, the Dill brothers’ lawyer was on his feet. Kentucky law applied when ferrying passengers across the river from either shore, he said. To Abe’s horror, Justice Pate was nodding.

         Abe looked around the courtroom, desperate. There had to be a way out of this … Across the river from either shore. Could he argue the wording of the law?

         Abe took a deep breath and began … He’d just ferried passengers to the steamers – never all the way across the river, he said. Justice Pate frowned, consulted a thick law book, and looked back at Abe with an even deeper frown.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Pate told Abe he was right: the law only applied if you ferried passengers all the way across the river. And with that, the case was dismissed.

         Abe could hardly believe his ears. All his life, the law had been against him: it had driven his family from their home in Kentucky and it kept him bound 24to his pa until he was 21. Now, as he walked free from the courtroom, Abe realized that the law was just words in a book. If you could control the words, you could control anything.
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