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Chapter 1: Beginnings in the Backwoods
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Abraham Lincoln’s early life in the rural backwoods of Kentucky would serve as the crucible for the character and convictions that would define him as a statesman, a leader, and ultimately, a martyr for liberty. Born on February 12, 1809, in a small log cabin in Hardin County (now LaRue County), Kentucky, Lincoln’s story begins amidst hardship. His family lived in poverty, moving frequently as his father, Thomas Lincoln, sought work in a harsh frontier environment. This early instability was formative in shaping the president Lincoln would become, driven by an unyielding will to improve his situation through self-reliance and education.

At the time of Lincoln’s birth, the United States was a young nation, still finding its footing. The War of 1812 had recently concluded, and the country’s expansion into the frontier was both a symbol of American optimism and a source of intense conflict with Native American tribes. For Lincoln’s family, as for many others, the hope of prosperity lay in the uncertain wilderness of the American frontier. This context of a nation grappling with its identity and boundaries would later echo throughout Lincoln’s own political career as he faced the existential crisis of the Union’s survival in the Civil War.

The Lincoln family moved to Indiana when Abraham was just seven years old, and it was in the dense forests of southern Indiana that he would experience some of his most formative years. The land was rough, and the labor was grueling, but the Lincolns’ struggle for survival during these early years was crucial in shaping Lincoln’s character. Abraham, as the oldest of three children, took on significant responsibilities, and it was here, in these difficult surroundings, that he learned the value of hard work, perseverance, and self-sufficiency. In his autobiography, Lincoln would later reflect on the harshness of his early life, noting, “I was born in the woods, and we lived in the woods; there was no such thing as society in the neighborhood where I lived.”

Despite the absence of formal schooling, Lincoln was deeply committed to learning. His mother, Nancy Hanks Lincoln, a woman of devout faith and practical wisdom, instilled in him a love for reading. Books were rare, but Lincoln voraciously devoured every text he could find—sometimes borrowing books from neighbors and reading by the light of a fire. Among the first works that Lincoln read were the Bible, the life of George Washington, and Aesop’s Fables, all of which would shape his moral and philosophical outlook. In his speeches and writings, Lincoln would often reference the Bible and the principles of justice and liberty it espoused, echoing the moral foundation of his youth.

The influence of the Bible on Lincoln’s thinking cannot be overstated. It was not merely a religious text for him but a moral compass, offering a framework of justice and righteousness that resonated throughout his political career. Lincoln’s own reflections on the Bible were often profound, noting in his second inaugural address, “Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said ‘the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’” These words, drawn from the Psalms, reflected Lincoln’s deep belief in divine justice, which informed his actions as president, particularly during the war.

In 1816, Lincoln’s family moved again, this time to a small farm in Indiana, where they would face a different set of challenges, including the death of Nancy Lincoln. At only nine years old, Abraham was thrust into the role of caretaker for his younger sister and his father. The death of his mother marked a turning point in Lincoln’s life. It was the loss of this central figure that deepened his resolve and commitment to his own self-education. As the story goes, Lincoln later said, “All that I am, or hope to be, I owe to my angel mother.” While his father, Thomas, remained a rugged frontiersman with little interest in intellectual pursuits, Lincoln took solace in the books he could read.

One of the most significant aspects of Lincoln’s early years was his early exposure to the ideals of freedom and equality. Growing up on the frontier, he saw firsthand the inequities between different classes of people. His experiences with slavery—though limited—would also leave a deep imprint on his character. While living in Indiana, Lincoln encountered the institution of slavery in nearby Kentucky and later in Illinois, and he became increasingly aware of its moral and political contradictions. In his early political speeches, Lincoln would refer to the institution of slavery as a “moral evil,” and he would struggle with its expansion into new territories, a central issue that would define much of his political career.

In these formative years, Lincoln also began to develop his belief in the power of government and the principles of democracy. He would later declare in his debates with Stephen A. Douglas that “government is the people’s business,” a sentiment that would resonate throughout his presidency. Lincoln’s belief in a government that serves the common good was rooted in his experiences growing up in a country still struggling with the principles of liberty and equality for all.

By the time Lincoln was in his twenties, he had established himself as a man of remarkable intellect, rising from humble beginnings to a position of prominence within his community. His self-taught education in law, logic, and political philosophy enabled him to debate with the best and brightest of his time. His formal political career began in 1834 when he was elected to the Illinois State Legislature, but it was his decision to become a lawyer that would define his next steps. Lincoln’s legal career allowed him to refine his skills of persuasion, argumentation, and negotiation—tools that would serve him well in his future political life.

The primary sources that provide insights into Lincoln’s early years—his letters, speeches, and autobiographical accounts—are invaluable in understanding the development of his moral and political philosophy. His words are imbued with the values of self-improvement, dedication to justice, and a commitment to preserving the Union. The letters he wrote in his youth reveal a man grappling with the great moral questions of his time, particularly slavery and the rights of individuals.

By the mid-1830s, Lincoln had begun to articulate a vision for America that balanced individual liberty with the broader needs of the nation. He understood that the fate of the nation was bound up with the fate of its people. He was not just a product of the frontier but a man who could grasp the deeper moral and philosophical questions facing the republic. As he famously declared in his debates with Stephen Douglas in 1858, “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” These words would echo through history as a warning of the tensions that were beginning to pull the nation apart.

Lincoln’s rise to prominence, from a humble log cabin in Kentucky to the halls of the White House, was not just a personal triumph but a reflection of the broader American experience. His story is emblematic of the ideals of self-made success, but it is also a reminder of the deeply rooted moral questions that have always confronted the United States. Lincoln’s humble beginnings, shaped by hardship and loss, would lay the foundation for his leadership in the most divisive period of American history. It was in these early years, amid the forests of Indiana and the hardships of frontier life, that Lincoln developed the resolve and principles that would define him as one of the greatest presidents in American history.
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Chapter 2: The Move to Indiana
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In 1816, the Lincoln family faced a dramatic shift as they left Kentucky behind and relocated to the rugged wilderness of southern Indiana. Abraham, only seven years old at the time, would experience another drastic change in his life. Moving to Indiana marked the beginning of his coming-of-age in a region that would shape his character, ideas, and moral outlook in profound ways. This chapter in Lincoln's life was defined not only by his struggles against the elements and personal loss but also by the intellectual and philosophical stirrings that would come to inform his political future.

At the time of Lincoln’s move, Indiana was a frontier state, one of many areas in the United States experiencing rapid expansion westward. The region was still wild and sparsely populated, with settlers attempting to tame the land and form a semblance of community amid the forested hills and swamps. In many ways, the Indiana of Lincoln’s youth was emblematic of the nation's broader struggle for identity and stability, a struggle that would eventually play out in the Civil War. Indiana itself, although a free state, was bordered by Kentucky, a slave state, and the presence of slavery just across the river created a tension in Lincoln's mind that would carry throughout his life. Though he was not directly involved with slavery in Indiana, the proximity to its inhumane practice undoubtedly influenced his views on freedom, equality, and justice.

Living in Indiana, Lincoln experienced even more hardship. The move was prompted in part by his father’s struggle to find stable work and secure a homestead. The Lincolns faced challenges that were not just physical but also socio-economic. Thomas Lincoln, Abraham’s father, was an unskilled laborer, often viewed as a "poor white" by the other settlers. His lack of formal education and his inability to secure a proper livelihood weighed heavily on young Abraham. In contrast, the intellectual gifts that would define his later life were developing despite the circumstances. Lincoln’s father remained largely illiterate, but Abraham was determined to acquire knowledge. Lincoln later reflected on his time in Indiana as one of hardship and learning, where his desire for self-improvement took root. “I studied with nobody to instruct me,” he would say later, “but the books and the Bible.”

It was in Indiana that Abraham first encountered the harsh realities of death and loss. His mother, Nancy Hanks Lincoln, whom he had deeply loved and admired, died suddenly in 1818. She was only 34 years old, and her death would have a profound emotional impact on Abraham. The grief he felt would influence his later sense of empathy and his ability to articulate the pain of others. In Lincoln's mind, his mother was not only a source of comfort but also a moral compass. As he reflected on her death many years later, he recalled how she taught him the “great law of kindness” and instilled in him an unshakeable sense of justice. These formative moments left Lincoln with a deep sense of responsibility to those who were powerless, oppressed, or vulnerable. The loss of his mother, coupled with the difficult circumstances of his youth, helped shape his future as a leader who would advocate for the dispossessed and marginalized.

Lincoln’s self-education continued with vigor during his years in Indiana. While working on the farm, cutting wood, or attending to household chores, Lincoln would read any text he could get his hands on. These included the Bible, which had a profound effect on his thinking, as well as works like The Life of George Washington and the Federalist Papers. Lincoln’s affinity for these texts was not simply an intellectual pursuit but a moral one. The Bible, in particular, with its stories of justice, suffering, and redemption, left a lasting imprint on him. His familiarity with its verses would later color his speeches, where he invoked biblical allusions to call for unity, justice, and righteousness. The Bible became, in many ways, his guide for understanding human suffering and the possibility of redemption, themes that would resonate in his leadership during the Civil War.

Another important influence during Lincoln’s Indiana years was the intellectual atmosphere of the time. Indiana, as part of the broader American frontier, was a place where democracy and republican ideals were both celebrated and tested. It was here that Lincoln was first exposed to the ideas of democracy as formulated in the United States Constitution. The principle that all men are created equal, articulated in the Declaration of Independence, would become a cornerstone of Lincoln’s political philosophy. However, while Lincoln was drawn to these ideals, he was also acutely aware of the limitations of American democracy, particularly as it related to the practice of slavery in the South and the marginalization of Native Americans in the West.

It was during these years that Lincoln developed his deep conviction that all men should have the opportunity to improve their circumstances. In Indiana, he saw firsthand the divisions of class and race. He saw the poor struggling to survive and the rich exploiting the labor of others. Lincoln's experiences in this environment helped shape his belief that the United States was a country in which every individual, regardless of background or heritage, should have an opportunity to succeed. He later expressed this in his political life, calling for an America where “the humble and the lowly” could rise to positions of greatness. This belief would become a guiding principle of Lincoln’s political career as he rose from obscurity to become one of the nation’s greatest presidents.

The cultural and social environment of Indiana during the early 19th century also played a significant role in shaping Lincoln’s worldview. Indiana was a state of new settlers, many of whom were from different parts of the United States, and others were immigrants, primarily from Europe. It was here that Lincoln first encountered the diversity of the American experience. This melting pot of cultures and traditions helped him develop his empathy for those who were marginalized or disenfranchised. His political leanings would eventually align with those of the Whig Party, which advocated for internal improvements and the promotion of economic opportunities for the common man. The Whigs, however, did not yet advocate for the abolition of slavery, which would become a central issue in Lincoln’s political future.

As Lincoln entered his late teens, he began to look beyond the farm, seeking greater opportunities for advancement. In 1828, at the age of 19, he left home to work on a flatboat journey down the Mississippi River, an adventure that exposed him to the broader world. This experience helped broaden his understanding of the issues facing the country, particularly the economic forces that were shaping America. Lincoln witnessed firsthand the flow of goods and the deep connections between the North and South through commerce, particularly the transportation of goods from the South, including cotton, which was tied to the institution of slavery.

It was also during his time in Indiana that Lincoln began to reflect on his aspirations for his future. Despite the limited opportunities for formal education, Lincoln sought to improve his knowledge through reading and intellectual engagement. He eventually decided to become a lawyer—a decision that would change the course of his life. He studied law by reading textbooks and by practicing his skills in front of local courts. Lincoln’s success as a self-taught lawyer was a testament to his intellectual capacity and determination, qualities that would serve him throughout his political career.

The move to Indiana, therefore, was not just a geographical shift for Abraham Lincoln; it was the moment in which his sense of self-reliance, moral clarity, and commitment to justice were forged. Indiana was a microcosm of the broader struggles that Lincoln would face on the national stage, and it was there that the seeds of his future greatness as a leader were planted. The hardships and experiences of these years would continue to influence Lincoln throughout his life, particularly as he grappled with the challenges of leading a divided nation.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE

PEOPLE’S
HERO






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





