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To the memory of my Mom,
who loved me enough to drag me
kicking and screaming to the kitchen table
every night to go over my homework.

You taught me the meaning of the words
dedication and leadership.

I will never forgive you for making me
finish all my brussel sprouts.
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INTRODUCTION

“Though I now sink out of view, and shall be forgotten, I believe I have made some marks which will tell for the cause of civil liberty long after I am gone.”

—Letter to Anson G. Henry; November 19, 1858

Abraham Lincoln was born on February 12, 1809, one year before roaming men in suits combed the countryside collecting data for the third census of the United States. The information gathered by those census takers paints a picture of a nation far different from ours today; less than eight million people called themselves citizens and the predominant occupation of almost all individuals in the country was agriculture.

While baby Abraham was learning to crawl, his family and neighbors were busy taming the state of Kentucky, President Madison was enforcing the Embargo Act, and Eli Whitney's Cotton Gin—which had only won its patent in 1807—was revolutionizing the economy of the South. By the time Lincoln died, the U.S. population had more than quadrupled, the industrial age was in full swing, and construction had begun to link the East and West coasts via the transcontinental railroad.

For all that Lincoln was able to preserve, the Union Lincoln saved has become a Union he might not recognize were he alive today. In 2000 the U.S. population hovered just below three hundred million, with less than two percent of Americans employed in agriculture. Fifteen Amendments have been added to the Constitution Lincoln defended so unfailingly, and in 2008 a momentous event took place—one Lincoln himself could not have imagined—when the American people elected the first African-American president.

In a world that constantly seems to change at the speed of email, a nation looking for answers must be cautious about taking the past out of context or aggrandizing a national figure. It is far too easy to romanticize history—and to judge its participants—through the rosy lens of hindsight. But for all the differences between the nineteenth century and the twenty-first, the leadership skills developed and honed by Abraham Lincoln are timeless.

As a working man, Lincoln developed simple yet practical skills for dealing with the pressures of a heavy workload and balancing home-life with professional burdens. As a politician, he mastered the art of mass communication and compromise. As a leader, Lincoln envisioned a goal and attained it by tempering responsibility and determination with compassion and hope.

While no book will every truly allow us to re-create Abraham Lincoln's wisdom, or find out how he would deal with today's pressing problems, we believe he did leave behind an eternal legacy of leadership. Though the details differ, Americans in every socio-economic stratum face almost the same questions today as Lincoln did one hundred and fifty years ago: how to find equilibrium between work and life, how to interact personally and professionally, and how to meet the challenges that arise in a rapidly-evolving world.

For all the changes that took place during his lifetime, Lincoln fought for and succeeded in preserving a distinct democracy—one which does not try to forget, one which, for better or worse, folds the bloody lessons, painful memories, and awe-inspiring victories from the past into its present. For guidance in times of uncertainty and answers in an age of terrorism, housing bubbles, and health care crises, we can only turn to the scraps of paper left behind by a man who rose to the occasion when his nation called. Yet we believe that sometimes scraps of paper are enough to inspire a nation; and the test of a true leader can be found in a man who continues to inspire a country long after his own voice has faded to the echoes of time.
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CHAPTER 1

TO LABOR WITH
PURPOSE AND
SUCCEED WITH
DISCIPLINE

“Leave nothing for tomorrow
which can be done today.”

A man, nameless to the annals of history except for a random chance of geographic proximity, once dared to look beyond the veil of martyred hindsight to remember a lanky yet surprisingly strong young man from Kentucky, “Abe Lincoln worked for me … didn't love work half as much as his pay. He said to me one day that his father taught him to work, but he never taught him to love it.”

This charmingly unsentimental anecdote fits with what little is known about Lincoln's early years. Other neighbors interviewed years after Lincoln's death would recall watching Abe helping his father on the farm. The tall youth was known to faithfully, if not quite enthusiastically, perform the backbreaking labor required to survive on the frontiers of Kentucky, Indiana, and eventually Illinois.

No one would say Lincoln ever shied away from hard work; instead he saw physical labor as a means to an end. In his youth, that end was most often the chance stick his nose back in a book. As Lincoln grew in both wisdom and age, that end would become a defining and unshakable principle: the Union must be saved.

Lincoln's personal experiences as a “hired hand,” lawyer, and eventually a politician, allowed him to develop a unique perspective on the American struggle to earn a living. For all the promise of opportunities and hope of the New World, few individuals in nineteenth-century America were truly able to rise above the standard of living they were born into. Even fewer were able to successfully navigate through both the spheres of physical laborer and intellectual professional. Though Lincoln undoubtedly enjoyed his career as a politician more than his life on the frontier, it can be argued he was definitely successful in both arenas.

The future president earned his first dollar ferrying passengers across the Ohio River on a raft he built himself. In the years that followed he worked his way up from hired hand to store clerk for one Mr. Denton Offutt. Eventually Lincoln was known as one of the most popular lawyers to travel the Illinois circuit court; whether he won or lost a case, he could always be counted on to tell a captivating yarn to the other legal professionals gathered around the inn hearth at night. Most obviously, as a politician, Lincoln attained the highest and most powerful civilian office in the country.

Impossible as it is to try and isolate one root cause for Lincoln's success, several themes do become obvious in his words below. Whether affixing his signature to a new law, swinging an axe above his head, or passionately calling a nation to arms, Lincoln was a man who diligently persevered. When there was a task to finish, he followed through; when there was a case to be won, he argued with passionate honesty; when there was a nation to save, he bore down with grit and determination.
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Diligent Habits

Nothing valuable can be lost by taking time. If there be an object to hurry any of you in hot haste to a step which you would never take deliberately, that object will be frustrated by taking time; but no good object can be frustrated by it.

—Lincoln's First Inaugural Address;
March 4, 1861

You are not lazy, and still you are an idler. I doubt whether, since I saw you, you have done a good whole day's work in any one day. You do not very much dislike to work, and still you do not work much, merely because it does not seem to you that you could get much for it. This habit of uselessly wasting time is the whole difficulty; it is vastly important to you, and still more so to your children, that you should break the habit. It is more important to them, because they have longer to live, and can keep out of an idle habit before they are in it, easier than they can get out after they are in.

—Letter to J. D. Johnston; January 2, 1851

Some poet has said “Fools rush in where angels fear to tread.” At the hazard of being thought one of the fools of this quotation, I meet that argument, I rush in, I take that bull by the horns.

—Reply to Stephen Douglas; October 16, 1854

If you intend to go to work, there is no better place than right where you are; if you do not intend to go to work you cannot get along anywhere. Squirming and crawling about from place to place can do no good.

—Letter J. D. Johnston; November 4, 1851

There may be some inequalities in the practical application of our system ….There may be mistakes made sometimes; and things may be done wrong, while the officers of the Government do all they can to prevent mistakes. But I beg of you, as citizens of this great Republic, not to let your minds be carried off from the great work we have before us. This struggle is too large for you to be diverted from it by any small matter.

—Address to the 164th Ohio Regiment;
August 18, 1864

The advice of a father to his son “Beware of entrance to a quarrel, but being in, bear it that the opposed may beware thee” is good, and yet not best. Quarrel not at all. No man resolved to make the most of himself can spare time for personal contention. Still less can he afford to take all the consequences, including the vitiating of his temper, and the loss of self-control.

—Letter to Capt. James M. Cutts;
October 26, 1863

Cultivating a Successful Work Ethic and Mentality

Important principles may and must be inflexible.

—Lincoln's last public address;
April 11, 1865

Happy day, when, all appetites controlled, all poisons subdued, all matter subjected, mind, all conquering mind, shall live and move the monarch of the world. Glorious consummation! Hail fall of Fury! Reign of Reason, all hail!

—Address to the Washington Temperance Society;
February 22, 1842

Always bear in mind that your own resolution to succeed, is more important than any other one thing.

—Letter to Isham Reavis; November 5, 1855

Of course I would have preferred success; but failing in that, I have no regrets for having rejected all advice to the contrary, and resolutely made the struggle.

—Letter to Judge S. P. Chase; April 30, 1859

There may sometimes be ungenerous attempts to keep a young man down; and they will succeed, too, if he allows his mind to be diverted from its true channel to brood over the attempted injury.

—Letter to W. H. Herndon; July 10, 1848

All creation is a mine, and every man, a miner. The whole earth, and all within it, upon it, and round about it, including himself, in his physical, moral, and intellectual nature, and his susceptibilities, are the infinitely various “leads” from which, man, from the first, was to dig out his destiny.
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