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To my mother and the memory of my father
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It has been said that if you wish to understand the man, you must first know the boy. The Rail Splitter follows Abraham Lincoln from his youth on the frontier to his days as a prairie lawyer and politician, the years that prepared him to be America’s greatest president.


I wrote this book as historical fiction so we can walk beside Lincoln, through Indiana forests and Illinois cornfields, and come to know his hopes and struggles on his winding path to greatness. Though this is a novel, I’ve tried to give an accurate portrayal of Lincoln in his prewar years. I’ve turned to hundreds of primary and secondary sources, drawing on the words of Lincoln and his contemporaries when possible. For example, when I write that “a cross word or look” had rarely passed between Lincoln and his stepmother, it’s because that’s what she told us in an interview she gave after Lincoln’s death. In many cases, I’ve taken artistic license to provide details of action and dialogue. Because this novel spans more than three decades, I’ve had to condense and simplify some events, occasionally I’ve bent the timeline for minor events, and of course I’ve had to leave much out. The line between history and legend is sometimes thin, and there is, no doubt, some lore mixed into any account of Lincoln. I’ve tried to be faithful to the spirit of his life and times.


The story of the rawboned youth who makes his way from a log cabin to the White House is, in many ways, the great American story. I hope this book brings Lincoln to life and reminds you that the country he loved is a place of wide-open dreams where extraordinary journeys unfold.
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THE WOODS


Summer 1826 to March 1830
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SUMMER 1826


The book was soaked through.


He knew before he reached for it, knew what had happened the instant the sound of water dripping somewhere near his pallet bed jerked him from sleep. It had stormed overnight, and the rain had found its way through a chink in the cabin loft.


Abraham half rose to pull the book from the ledge beside his bed. His fingers met a heavy wet mass lying in a small pool. A groan rose into his throat.


It ain’t mine to ruin, he thought.


Darkness filled the loft. The only light in the cabin came from low flames in the fireplace below, but the song of a wren fluting through a window told him the rain was almost done and, somewhere behind the thick Indiana woods, the sun was rising.


He crawled off his corn husk mattress, crouching low to avoid hitting his head on the rough-hewn rafters, pulled on his buckskin britches, and slipped into his moccasins. Three feet away, his stepbrother, John, grunted and rolled over.


Abraham picked up the soggy book and dropped his long legs through a hole in the loft floor. He grabbed a peg driven into the wall and scrambled down. His feet landed on the cabin’s plank floor with a soft thud.


The light from the fireplace touched a few wavering shapes in the room—a four-post feather bed, table, chairs, spinning wheel, corner cabinet, chest of drawers. He stepped to the hearth to open the book. The pages stuck together. He tried to separate two or three, but they began to disintegrate as he peeled them apart. His stomach churned at the thought of losing the precious words.


The cabin door opened and his stepmother entered, toting a few pieces of wood in a bucket.


“’Morning, Abe.”


Abraham gave her a stricken look and held out the volume.


“I borrowed it from Si Crawford. The rain came in and spoilt it. I’ve put books in that little cubby next to my bed lots of times. Water never got in before.”


She set down her load and moved to his side.


“Oh, Abe, that’s a pity.” She lit a small lamp, just a wick placed in a cup of hog grease, and held it up for a closer look. “Let’s set it beside the fire awhile. It’ll dry.”


“It won’t be the same. The pages will turn all wrinkly and stained.”


“Si will understand.”


“Well, I’d be mighty angry if it was my book.” He ran his fingers along the cover’s warped edges. “I have an idea to go over to his place and talk to him about it.”


She set down the lamp before answering.


“Why don’t you give that book a day or two to dry? It might turn out just fine.”


“I’d better go today. I’ve got to make it right with Si.”


John’s face appeared above their heads.


“Pa ain’t going to like that,” he called down from the loft. “He’s set on pulling fodder in the big field today.”


Abraham watched his stepbrother climb slowly down the ladder of pegs in the wall.


“I can’t help that,” he said. “I’ve got to go see Si about this book.”


His stepmother tried him one more time.


“Can’t you wait ’til tomorrow, Abe? Your father’s counting on you to help pull that fodder.”


“Pa won’t like this,” John announced again.


Abraham searched Sally Lincoln’s face. Her black hair, which she always wore curled, was beginning to show tinges of gray. But the blue-gray eyes shone with the strength and sympathy he had always known in her. A cross word or look had rarely passed between them in the years since she had come into his life.


“Don’t worry, Mama,” he said, breaking into a grin. “There’s nothing to pulling fodder, and John here knows more about nothing than any man alive. He can help Pa just fine.”


He snatched a cold corn pone from a wooden bowl on the table.


“I’ll go explain it to Pa.”


He pecked his stepmother on the cheek and stuffed the corn pone into his mouth. Book in hand, he stepped outside to face his father.
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SUMMER 1826


The storm had already blown off, and the sun approached like a distant lantern coming into a dark place. In clear patches overhead, the stars were fading out of the sky. On a knoll beside the cabin, the silver horn of the moon nestled into the branches of a hackberry tree. The woods rustled with water dripping from leaves. It would be a hot day.


Abraham found his father behind the cabin in the carpenter’s shop, a log shed stuffed with axes, saws, draw knives, and any other tool a man might need to work wood, as well as rakes, sickles, hoes, and other farm implements. He was sitting at his shaving horse, peeling layers from a stout piece of ash.


Tom Lincoln, age forty-eight, was a solid man approaching six feet in height and two hundred pounds in weight. His body was as hard as an oak barrel. Neighbors said he was so solidly built, a man poking his finger into his chest could find no space between his ribs. His dark hazel eyes surveyed Abraham from a well-rounded face beneath a high forehead and coarse, black hair.


“’Morning, Abe. Ready to pull a little fodder today? The path that leads to a loaf of bread winds through a field of toil.”


Abraham sighed. This wasn’t going to be easy. The day had barely started, and already his father had his mind on that field.


He sometimes felt as if his pa regarded him as just another set of arms and legs to be used for cutting hay or hauling corn to mill. There was always another row to plow, another bucket to fetch from the spring, another rabbit to skin or hide to cure. Standing in the gathering dawn, listening to a dove give its hollow, mournful cry somewhere way back in the woods, he contemplated the cycles of toil that stretched without end.


His father stopped shaving the piece of ash and looked to see what his son held half-concealed behind his back.


“Ready to pull a little fodder?” he repeated, a sudden edge on the question.


Abraham held up the soggy volume.


“Pa, I have to go over to Si Crawford’s place and talk to him about this book. I can’t pull that fodder just now.”


The last darkness of the early morning hovered about the carpenter’s shed and filled the space between them. Tom rose from the shaving horse and moved to a table where a pitchfork with a broken handle lay.


“Abe, you know I don’t begrudge you reading books. I’m the first to say that a man should learn a little reading, writing, and ciphering if he can.”


There was truth to that, Abraham knew. Tom Lincoln had been quite willing, even determined, to see that his son got some schooling in both Kentucky and Indiana. But his idea of a formal education didn’t amount to much. Tom had grown up without setting foot inside a schoolhouse door. He could stumble his way through a page of words and write his own name, and to him that seemed enough. So he had sent Abraham to school by littles—a little here and a little there—when the rounds of plantings and harvestings allowed. All in all, the boy’s snatches of schooling had amounted to less than a year. To Tom, that seemed practically enough to make a man a scholar.


“I don’t begrudge you your books,” he repeated. “But to every thing there is a time and a season. Today is for fodder pulling. There’ll be time for books and such after.” He turned his attention to the broken pitchfork.


“Pa, it’s not that I want to read this book today. It’s ruined. Look.” He held it out in the dim light. “I put it in my cubby, and the rain came in and ran through it last night.”


Tom’s face clouded over. Abraham quickly decided to appeal to his father’s sense of honor.


“This book is Si Crawford’s property. It got damaged in my hands. I need to go make it right with him.”


Tom laid down the pitchfork.


“Well, I reckon you do owe Si a visit. But not today. It’s not going to hurt him to wait a day or two to find out you went and left his property in a place where it would get ruined. Today is for pulling fodder in that cornfield.”


“I can pull the fodder after I go see Si. It ain’t going to hurt that field to wait a bit, either.”


A flash of anger showed in his father’s eyes. Tom leaned on the table with both palms and waited a moment.


“Just what is that book about?” he asked.


“George Washington.”


Abraham watched his father take that in. Tom Lincoln held the greatest respect for those who had fought in the Revolution, Washington most of all. In fact, Tom considered himself a child of the Revolution, born in its midst. One of Abraham’s earliest memories was of a summer morning in Kentucky, when his father stepped out of their cabin’s door, pointed his rifle toward the sky above Knob Creek, and let loose a volley. He told his son that it was a day to make a racket, because on the Fourth of July, the United States had declared its independence and the right to call itself a free nation.


“You already read a whole book about General Washington,” Tom pointed out. “What do you need to read another for?”


“I want to know more, Pa.”


His father reached across the table and took the book from Abraham’s hands. He turned it over as if he could get at its contents by weighing it but did not try to open it.


“Well, if you’ve ruined it, you’ll have to pay Si for it. How much does a book like this cost?”


Abraham had hoped his father would not ask that question. “I don’t know. Maybe fifty cents. Maybe seventy-five.”


“Seventy-five cents! Land o’ Goshen!” Tom’s jaw clenched. Seventy-five cents was three days’ labor or better. They both knew that Abraham had no money. He would have to work off the price of the book—labor spent in another man’s fields for which Tom Lincoln would get nothing in return.


“Land o’ Goshen!” Tom said again. He handed the book back in disgust. “You’re setting off down the wrong path, Abe, fooling around with more education than you need. Reading books is fine. But it don’t put food in your mouth. You can’t eat a book.”


“There’s more to living than eating.”


“Not if you starve first.”


“Well, fodder ain’t on my diet.”


His father did not smile.


“You’re seventeen years old, Abe. Almost a man. Before long, you’ll want to have your own farm.”


Abraham shifted uncomfortably. Owning a farm was the last thing he wanted.


“If a man is willing, he can take a piece of land and turn it into something useful,” his father said. “And there’s still land to be had in this country, thank the Lord. But a man has to put his back into it. He can’t be sitting around on a stump, messing with books and stories.”


Or pieces of wood for carving and cutting, Abraham thought. He didn’t dare point out that his father had never liked farming himself. Tom much preferred building bureaus or bedsteads to grubbing and hoeing. He was happiest turning thick walnut planks into a sturdy cabinet. But there was no great call for cabinetmakers in territory where people were used to making things for themselves. Farming was the only way Tom could keep food on his family’s table.


“Look here, son. I want to show you something.” He pointed to a beam covered with several straight charcoal marks. “These here are my accounts. I owe Gentry three dollars, so I signify it here. These marks here signify I owe Romine two dollars. And these over here signify the two bushels of corn that Barrett owes me for. There, you see? That’s all I need to know. I ain’t got much education, but I get along far better than if I had. That there’s a heap better than fooling yourself with too much learning.”


“That’s all fine,” Abraham shot back. “But maybe I don’t want to be breaking my back in a cornfield the rest of my life. And maybe I want to learn more than a few scratches on some rafters is going to tell me.”


The words hurt Tom. His voice rose. “Your britches is getting a mite tight, ain’t they? Just what is it you aim to do with all this book learning?”


Abraham flinched. He felt impaled by his father’s gaze, sharp as an awl. He stood a good four or five inches taller than Tom, but at moments like this, it seemed as though his father was the one who loomed over him.


“Abe, I need that fodder pulled. Now, are you going to get to it?”


Through a window in the back of the shed, Abraham watched a hog appear at the edge of the woods. It rooted at the base of a hickory tree, looking for early nuts. Not finding much in the way of breakfast there, the hog settled for scratching its side against the trunk.


The boy decided to hold his ground.


“I’ll pull it, after I see Si.”


Anger flashed again in his father’s eyes. Tom clenched and unclenched his fists. He was still a bull of a man. I wonder if he’s going to wallop me, Abraham thought. He knew he would not try to hit him back.


“This is the last time I’ll say it. Get in that field and get to work.”


“No, Pa.”


In the silence that throbbed between them, Abraham heard a weary sigh. This life is running him down, he thought. It’s a hard life to endure, with too much scraping and pounding and breaking. He felt a pang of guilt at telling his father no.


Tom picked up the pitchfork again. He ran his hand down the broken handle, searching out the exact place where the grain of the wood had failed. After a moment he laid it down for a second time and turned back to the shaving horse.


“You’ve made a bad bargain, Abe. Now you’ll have to hug it all the tighter. Go on. Off with you.”
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SUMMER 1826


The corn pone breakfast and the talk with his father had made him thirsty, so he loped over to the spring, which lay a short walk west of the cabin. He took a long drink, then filled a pail to wash his face and neck.


In the dawn light, he glimpsed his watery reflection, and his mind’s eye filled in the details. He was homely. He knew it and felt it keenly. His face was full of crags and sharp angles. The nose was too large, the cheekbones too high, the jaw too long. His skin was a leathery yellow. The heavy brow cropped out like a rocky ledge on a hill, jutting over cavernous eyes, and the ears ran out like shingles tacked onto his head. Scraggly black hair lay piled up wherever the wind or his fingers left it.


His body was all limbs and joints. His legs had gotten long when he was young, and it seemed they would never stop growing. At church meetings and corn huskings, his head stuck up above everyone else’s. His britches lacked meeting the tops of his shoes by several inches, exposing his ankles and narrow shins, a display that sometimes made him shy. His father joked that he looked like he had been chopped out with an ax and still needed smoothing with a jack plane. Folks around Little Pigeon Creek laughed about it good-naturedly, and he laughed with them, but a spot deep inside him was pricked by the jests.


He thrust his hands into the bucket, past the dim reflection, and bathed his face with cool water. His washing done, he skirted the cornfield, keeping a safe distance from his father’s carpentry shed, walked past the little cemetery that held his mother’s grave, and ambled toward Josiah Crawford’s place.


Walls of green rose around the forest path. Gnarled oaks spread their arms a hundred feet wide. Yellow poplars guarded the wilderness like sentinels, their trunks holding themselves ramrod-straight into the high green canopy. Thick grapevines, some eight inches through, circled trunks and wove nets from branch to branch.


In places the woods were so dense the sunlight could barely penetrate, and there was no sign of the sky. Southern Indiana was miles and miles of woods, broken every once in a while by a spot where someone had managed to push back the trees. Sometimes it brought on a lonesome feeling. When you stepped outside your cabin door, you could see no further than the little clearing around you, and no sign of your nearest neighbor.


He passed through one of those clearings, where the meetinghouse of the Little Pigeon Baptist Church stood, a good place for listening to the itinerant preachers who spread the faith in the Indiana woods. Their sermons were full of words like malice, charity, and righteousness that Abraham liked to ponder. Nearby stood the settlement’s one-room schoolhouse, deserted until after the fall harvest. He lingered a moment, recalling how, during his short time there, he had devoured the ragged books the schoolmaster had put in his hands and eagerly scratched out his lessons with a buzzard-feather pen and maple-bark ink.


Several more minutes of walking brought him to the clearing where the Crawford house stood along a branch of Buckhorn Creek. It was a low, one-room cabin of unhewn logs. Beside it, under the boughs of a cottonwood tree, spread a flower garden where Elizabeth Crawford had laid out little beds of sweet pinks, marigolds, and roses.


Abraham looked at Si’s book. The back cover was working loose. He grew nervous. Among some folks at Little Pigeon Creek, Si Crawford had gained the reputation of being closefisted. They groused that he drove too hard a bargain when trading a horse or selling a hog. Abraham liked both the farmer and his wife. They had always been fair with him whenever his father had hired him out to clear ground or cut fence rails on their place. But Si took great pride in his library, which consisted of a dozen or so books he had brought with him when he emigrated from Kentucky. Abraham was not sure how he would react to the news that one of his volumes was soaking wet.


He screwed his courage to the sticking place, stepped up to the cabin, and knocked. Elizabeth opened the door, a pot hook in her hand.


“Abe Lincoln, what brings you to our neck of the woods so early?”


Abraham thought Elizabeth Crawford a handsome woman, at least by the hard-life standards of Little Pigeon Creek, with an intelligent face and a mouth given to warm smiles. She was just two or three years older than he was, and he would have been shy around her had she not been married.


“Come in and sit down. I’m just putting some breakfast on the table for Si. You might as well help him lap it up.”


Abraham raised his cap and made a little bow as he ducked through the doorway.


“’Morning, Elizabeth. ’Morning, Si.”


Josiah sat at a table in front of the fireplace, sharpening a knife. He was a hearty-looking man in his midtwenties. His face’s most prominent feature would have been probing eyes if not for a trumpet of a nose covered with purple veins. It had prompted Abraham to call him “Bluenose” behind his back, and the nickname took hold around Little Pigeon Creek.


There was no use beating around the bush, especially since Josiah was already focusing his gaze on the book. Abraham explained what had happened.


“I reckon that by the time it dries out, it won’t exactly be good as new. I want to make things right. I can’t repair it. All I can do is work it off.”


Josiah took the book and turned it over two or three times, inspecting the stains and bubbles on the warped cover. Abraham watched in fascinated alarm as the man’s face changed color. Red spread across his cheeks, and his nose turned a deepened purple. Elizabeth remained quiet by the fire. Josiah kept turning the book in his hands, as if expecting that each rotation might suddenly fix it.


He shifted his eyes toward the fire while he considered the situation. The low flames burned in his pupils for a moment, then died when he looked back at Abraham. The red and purple drained from his face.


“Well, Abe,” he said slowly, “if it was anyone but you, I suppose I would be riled. But as long it’s you, we’ll work it out. I’ll tell you what: I could use a hand pulling fodder. You pull the blades in the lower field for me. It should take you two or three days. Then we’ll be square.”


Abraham cringed. It was the one job he’d been hoping to avoid. When his father found out that he was pulling fodder in Si Crawford’s field instead of doing the same at home, he’d hear no end of it. But he had no room to bargain.


“All right, Si. That sounds fair.”


“And as you’ll be working for it, you might as well keep the book when you’re done.”


Abraham’s mournful face brightened.


“Do you mean keep it for good?”


“Yes. If the pages don’t stick together, they’ll probably fall out. But I expect you’ll manage to read them anyhow.”


It was an unexpected twist. Abraham’s spirits shot up at the thought of owning the volume, even if it was in a sorry state.


“Well, now that that’s settled, you men eat,” Elizabeth said. “Pulling fodder takes nearly as much strength as reading books, and there’s no point doing either on an empty stomach.”


Abraham sat at the table while Elizabeth busied herself at the fire. He surveyed the cabin. His father had made some furniture for the Crawfords, including a walnut cupboard. In a flourish of inspiration, Tom had set the initials JC and EC in the center of the front panels.


On a nearby shelf sat Josiah’s little library. At the end of the row of books, Abraham spotted The Kentucky Preceptor, a volume he had recently borrowed. The title page announced that the book contained “a number of useful lessons for reading and speaking.” He had spent several nights poring over stories such as “The Faithful American Dog” and “The Child Trained Up for the Gallows.” He had an itch now to reach and flip through its pages, but considering the circumstances of his being there, decided against it.


He watched Elizabeth as she pulled a skillet away from the fire.


“Elizabeth, you’re just about the cleverest woman I know when it comes to making johnnycakes,” he drawled. “I’ll bet you could take that skillet, toss them johnnycakes up the chimney, run outside, and catch them coming down.”


Elizabeth smiled. “If I could do that, I’d run off and join the circus, and I wouldn’t have to put up with big clumsy farm boys.” She set breakfast on the table.


“Your garden looks especially fine today,” Abraham kept on, determined to please her. “You surely can grow flowers like nobody else.”


“Now, there’s a compliment I’ll accept. The good Lord created man to keep a garden. You remember that, Abe. Have some johnnycakes. My cooking’s especially sweet when it’s had so much flattery poured on it.”


“What news on the Rialto, Abe?” Josiah asked. “Tell us what’s going on in the wide world.”


Abraham was Little Pigeon Creek’s unofficial news boy. He read every newspaper he could get his hands on at Gentry’s store or the river towns of Troy and Rockport. Copies of the Vincennes Western Sun, the Washington National Intelligencer, and others came floating through the area, carried by steamboats or passing travelers. They were often days or weeks old, but their news was still news to folks in the backwoods. Abraham enjoyed repeating the information he gleaned to almost anyone who would listen.


“They say the Erie Canal’s going gangbusters. Boats keep pouring into Buffalo—so many barges, they get all jammed up against each other waiting to use the locks. They’re hauling grain, timber, cloth, coal, and anything else you could want. You can even ride a fancy passenger boat all the way across the state of New York and eat on board with silver forks. Now they’re building a canal to connect Washington with the Ohio River, and another between Cincinnati and Dayton.”


“Merciful God!” Josiah snorted. “There’ll be man-made rivers crisscrossing this whole country before they’re through.”


“And over in Massachusetts, they’re building a railway that’ll be three miles long. They’re going to use horses to pull wagons full of granite to some wharves, for building a monument at Bunker Hill. They say that before long, they’ll be using steam engines to haul wagons on rails, just like engines run steamboats.”


“Well, I wish they’d build one of those railways right here to my door. I’d haul my corn to those wharves and see Bunker Hill to boot.”


“And the Western Sun says the president offered to pay Mexico a million dollars for Texas. But Mexico said no.”


“A million dollars! For Texas? Good God Almighty! I wouldn’t give two fleas off the hind end of a hound for Texas.”


They talked over all the latest goings-on in the newspapers. A new school called Western Reserve College had started in Ohio. The people of Boston had organized an American Society for the Promotion of Temperance. A writer named James Fenimore Cooper had written a book called The Last of the Mohicans that was selling thousands of copies. And folks back East were still talking about how Thomas Jefferson and John Adams had both died on Independence Day, exactly fifty years after the Declaration of Independence.


They ate until they were full of news and johnnycakes. Abraham pushed his chair back, stood up, and stretched.


“Well, all this talk will never get the child a coat. I guess I’d better get to that fodder.”
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SUMMER 1826


He made a little pallet of sticks to keep the book off the wet soil and placed it in the shade of a beech tree. Too much sun will make it faded and brittle, he thought, like an old autumn leaf.


Gently lifting the cover, which announced The Life of George Washington by David Ramsay, M.D., he turned to the water-logged dedication page and read aloud.


“To the youth of the United States, in the hope that from the example of their common father, they will learn to do and suffer whatever their country’s good may require at their hands, the following life of George Washington is most affectionately inscribed by the author.”


That was enough to hold him for now. He kicked off his moccasins, pitched his cap, and strode into the cornfield to get to work.


Like so many farm tasks, pulling fodder was a simple but tedious job. He moved from stalk to stalk, stripping the elongated leaves and tying them into bundles, which he hung on the stalks. After they had dried a few days, Josiah would gather the bundles and store them in his barn for his livestock.


The cornfield was full of the hot smell of late summer sun. The day grew humid, and the air lay still between the rows. Crickets trilled all around him. He watched his hands as they moved down each stalk, stripping and tying the leaves, and his thoughts drifted across the pages of other books he had read—Aesop’s Fables, Robinson Crusoe, The Pilgrim’s Progress. And Lessons in Elocution, full of rules for a polished speaker to follow, like, “Let your articulation be distinct and deliberate.” It had pages of verses to puzzle over. There was Shakespeare saying, “All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.” And Alexander Pope: “Honor and shame from no condition rise; act well your part—there all the honor lies.”


Every once in a while, he paused to move the book a few inches to keep it in the creeping shadows. If Pa could see me, he thought, he would shake his head and say that his son was just filling his head with fool ideas. There ain’t enough time to break ground and break open books too, he would say. Well, as far as Abraham could see, there was more than enough time for plowing, hoeing, and grubbing. It was time for reading and learning he lacked. And books to read. He was always on the lookout for a new one, but they were hard to come by. Books weren’t as plentiful as wildcats in that part of Indiana.


Why was Tom Lincoln suspicious of books? Abraham had spent much time pondering it. His father didn’t seem to dislike the things books said. Sometimes he took down the family Bible, sat by the door, and mumbled his way through the places he liked best. And sometimes he called on his son to read aloud to the family a chapter from The Arabian Nights or The Pilgrim’s Progress. Every once in a while, Abraham thought he could tell that his father was a little proud to have a son who could read so well, and tell about things in books, and write letters for neighbors who didn’t know how.


He worked through the afternoon until the sun touched the tops of the cornstalks. More than a third of the field was done. That was good. He carefully picked up his Life of George Washington and walked toward his sister, Sarah’s, cabin, a short distance west of the Crawford place.


Only a few weeks before, Sarah had married Aaron Grigsby. The wedding had taken place at the Lincoln cabin, where neighbors gathered for roast venison and corn pudding. It had been a hard day for Abraham. He felt closer to his sister than to any other soul, and he had hated to lose her.


He found Sarah outside her new home, lugging a big iron kettle to a fire pit in back of the cabin. A smile broke over her face when she saw him.


“Abe, you’ve grown six inches in the last six days. If you don’t slow down, I’ll have to put a rock on your head.”


“Where’s Aaron? Why is he making you haul this thing around?”


“He went to Boonville to look at some mules. I expect he’ll be gone a day or two. Stay awhile. It’s beginning to get lonesome around here.”


He bent to help her. “Why didn’t you tell me he was going? I would’ve come to look after you.”


“Is it your notion that females get helpless soon as they’re married? I guess I’ve slung around a few pots in my time.”


“Well, Aaron should have let me know,” he grumbled. “Ain’t no sense in going off and leaving you all alone without telling your family.”


She laughed when he told her about pulling fodder to pay for the book.


“I’d liked to have seen old Bluenose’s face. I’ll bet he turned three shades of purple.” She said it without malice. When Josiah and Elizabeth came to Indiana, Sarah had helped them get their house established, and she’d grown fond of the Crawfords.


She rustled up some cornmeal mush-and-milk for supper, and afterwards Abraham laid the book by the fireplace to keep it drying. He sat on the floor, his back against the log wall and his knees pulled up to his chin, watching her straighten her cabin.


Sarah was his big sister by only two years, but now that she was married, the difference in age seemed greater. Her plain, modest ways made her well-liked at Little Pigeon Creek. She was a thickset girl, a little on the short side, with dark brown hair and deep gray eyes. Abraham had heard it said that he resembled her. He could never understand how any face that looked remotely like his could light into beauty, but it happened every time she smiled.


She sat and began to spin flax, humming to herself as she fed strands onto the reel. Abraham stared into the low flames on the hearth. The soft clack of the spinning wheel and the dark glow of the embers made his thoughts wander. He imagined what his father would say when he came home with the book, and he began to feel glum. With Sarah, he felt no need to disguise his moodiness.


“What would you say if I went away?” he asked.


“Away? Where?”


“I don’t know. I could hitch a ride on a flatboat down to New Orleans and sign onto a ship to California.”


“California? What in the Lord’s creation would make you want to go to California?”


“Well, I imagine there’s lots to do there. Maybe I could hire myself out to a boat hauling things up and down the coast. Or I could sign onto a ship bound for China. It would please me to see old Kublai Khan’s palace.”


Sarah left her wheel, sat on the floor beside him, and rambled her fingers through his hair.


“You look as solemn as a papoose,” she said.


It was an old family saying. When he was a newborn, neighbors and cousins who had come calling to see Abraham in his cradle remarked that the wrinkled little face sucking on a sugar tit looked as somber as an Indian. The expression had stayed with him. When thoughtful spells came over him, his eyes turned serious and sad.


“How are you getting along at home?” Sarah asked.


Abraham shrugged. “Seems as though every time I turn around, Pa’s found something else for me to do. If we lived in a desert, that man would put me to work shoveling sand from hill to hill.”


“Well, it ain’t much different living with Aaron. These woods are filled with long days, that’s for certain, and more than enough to get done.”


She spent a few minutes studying the fire with him.


“You know Pa does the best he can for us, Abe. He always has.”


“I reckon. I’m just feeling more and more hemmed in.”


She rumpled his hair again in her motherly way. “You do have an itch at your heels. Had it for a while.” She half smiled. “You’ll be leaving us. It’s in your nature. But don’t leave yet, Abe. I’ll tell you a secret. Aaron and I aim to start a family soon.”


They both blushed.


“Wait ’til a young ’un comes along before you go. Then I’ll have a playmate to pick berries and skip stones with sometimes, and it won’t be so lonely without you. If it’s a boy, I’ll name him Abe, and he’ll cause me to recollect you.”


The thought pleased him, although he knew that Aaron would not likely let her name her firstborn after her brother. He grinned at her, and his gloom began to slide away.


“All right, Sis. I’ll stay awhile. For you.”
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He fell asleep by the fire and had dreams of his childhood, good and bad. He dreamed of wood shavings. Brown walnut shavings piled high in his father’s carpenter shop, shavings that curled from planks at the touch of Tom Lincoln’s jack plane and dropped to the packed dirt floor. He and Sarah played together once again, he building little mountains with the shavings and she flinging them over her left shoulder to see what kind of letters they made where they fell, as signs of who she might marry.


He dreamed of the days he had trailed Sarah through the Kentucky woods, filling pails with wild grapes, blackberries, and pawpaws. On summer afternoons, they lay on their backs behind the cabin, making guesses about what shapes the white clouds meant to be as they came scudding over the hilltops. On school days, they walked two miles up the Old Cumberland Road to the Knob Creek schoolhouse, their dog, Honey, trotting at their side.


His mother was there, too, and he glimpsed her face: the blue eyes filled with shades of light, the high forehead, the smile both tender and melancholy. He saw her sitting beside the fire at night, running a horn comb through her soft, brown hair a few times, then taking him in her lap and letting her fingers wander through his hair. He could hear her singing one of the hymns she loved most:


When I can read my title clear to mansions in the skies,


I bid farewell to every fear, and wipe my weeping eyes.


And wipe my weeping eyes, and wipe my weeping eyes


I bid farewell to every fear, and wipe my weeping eyes.


He dreamed of the day his father had loaded the family into a wagon and left Kentucky, heading across the shining Ohio River into the Indiana wilderness. Abraham and Sarah had clutched each other to keep from tumbling out of the wagon as it jolted over rocks and roots. They had clutched each other again that first winter at Little Pigeon Creek, huddling under bearskins as wind sliced through the shed that served as their home until their cabin was built.


That spring, Tom placed an ax in Abraham’s hands and showed him how to put it to work. He was only eight years old, but he was large for his age, big enough to start learning a man’s work: clearing ground, cutting brush, splitting firewood. They got a nice surprise one day when their cousin Dennis Hanks arrived from Kentucky along with Aunt Betsy and Uncle Tom Sparrow. Suddenly they had family close by again. Dennis was older than Abraham by ten years, but he was full of tricks and fun, and Abraham and Sarah were glad to tag along when he went fishing in the creeks or hunting rabbits and quail.


Then the milk sick came to Little Pigeon Creek. It was the disease the settlers feared more than any other. They didn’t know where it came from, only that it struck after cows got the trembles, and that anyone who had drunk milk from such a cow would likely die.


One crisp autumn morning, Sarah stepped outside to do the milking and reappeared at the cabin door a minute later, face ashen. One of their cows had the trembles. It died three days later. By that time, Uncle Tom Sparrow was stricken. It came on him fast with dizziness and vomiting. His swollen tongue was coated white, his breathing turned slow and labored. He was dead within a week.


Aunt Betsy was next. Abraham’s mother did her best to make her feel comfortable, nursing her with whispers and tears. By the time Betsy Sparrow was gone, the signs were showing on Nancy Lincoln.


She knew she was going to leave them. She lay on a bed in a corner of the cabin and called her children to her side. They tiptoed in and stood beside her, looking into the tired face and the eyes growing dull with the coming long sleep. She told them to be good to their father, to one another, and to the world.


“I want you to live as I have taught you, and to love your heavenly Father,” she said.


The lines of weariness about her eyes softened, the corners of the mouth lifted into the sweet smile she meant them to remember her by, and she passed out of their lives.


Tom Lincoln whipsawed a log into planks while Abraham whittled pegs for fastening the boards together into a coffin. Three neighbor women dressed the body, and Tom lowered it into the coffin and gently fastened the lid. They buried her on the little knoll where Thomas and Elizabeth Sparrow lay. Some weeks later, a preacher passing through the area gave a sermon over her grave. Abraham and Sarah clutched each other again as they stood in the hilltop cemetery and listened to the parson lift his voice in prayer.


Lonely, dirty, wretched months without a mother came upon them. There were four in the cabin then: Tom, Sarah, Abraham, and Cousin Dennis. Sarah tried her best at cooking, cleaning, churning, spinning, and all the other chores her mother had performed. But she was just eleven, and at times, she could only sit by the fire and cry. Abraham and Dennis caught a baby raccoon and a turtle to cheer her up. They tried to get her a fawn but could not trap one. What little comfort they found came in telling the Bible stories their mother had taught them. The old stories came close to bringing back her voice.


The loneliness and squalor got worse when Tom Lincoln decided to leave them while he went back to Kentucky to fetch a new wife. Dennis hunted while Sarah tried to cook and Abraham toted water from the spring. Their clothes turned threadbare, and their stomachs grew leathery from want of food. The wind shook the bearskin that hung across the cabin door and scattered the piles of dead leaves they slept on. Weeks passed. Abraham was sure his father had been killed by an outlaw or some wild animal.


Both he and Sarah cried unembarrassed tears of joy the evening they heard the rattles of an approaching wagon and ran outside to find Tom Lincoln pulling up to the cabin. Beside him sat a woman they did not know, and behind them, two girls and a boy, as well as a wagonload of furniture and household goods.


“Children, this is your new ma,” Tom announced as he climbed down.


They watched the tall, handsome woman with curled black hair follow their father off the wagon. She shepherded her own children down, gently pushed them forward, and made their introductions: Elizabeth, age twelve; Matilda, called Tildy, age ten; and John, age nine.


Tom explained as gently as he knew how that he had known Sally Bush Johnston in his younger days in Kentucky. He had heard she was widowed and hunted her up in Elizabethtown.


“I have no wife, and you have no husband,” he had told her. “I came apurpose to marry you. I’ve no time to lose. If you’re willing, let it be done straight off.” Several days later, on a cold December morning, a Methodist minister had performed a hasty service.


Abraham’s eyes grew wide as a hoot owl’s at the cascade of belongings that came pouring off the wagon. A table and set of matching chairs. A black walnut bureau. A big clothes chest. A feather mattress and feather pillows. Pots, pans, skillets, forks, and spoons. He had never dreamed that such luxury would come flowing into their cabin.


Among Sally Bush Lincoln’s possessions lay a few books. He eagerly seized them and ran his fingers over their stiff covers. The tall, straight-backed woman put her hand on his shoulder and said quietly, “Abe, you can read these books all you want.”


Her first act of authority had been to turn to her new husband and announce, “This place isn’t fitting for pigs to live in, let alone children. We’ll commence cleaning now.”


She rubbed and washed Abraham and Sarah, then mended their clothes until they once again looked as human as their own good mother had left them. The cabin came next. Sally swept out the filthy leaves and cornhusks they had been sleeping on. She prodded her new husband to lay down a plank floor, hang a door in place of the bearskin flap that had covered the cabin entrance, and repair the roof to keep snow out of the loft.


It had not taken long for Sarah and Abraham to begin calling her “Mama.” She took the five children, mixed them together like hasty pudding, and loved them all as her own.


Eight people bedded down in the one-room cabin the first night of Sally Bush Lincoln’s arrival. Over the next seven years, half of that number moved into homes of their own. Cousin Dennis and Elizabeth courted, married, and started a family in a nearby cabin. Tildy married Dennis’s half brother, Squire Hall. And Sarah married Aaron Grigsby.
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The scream of a panther woke him. He sat upright and listened to the savage wail receding through the woods. Sarah slept undisturbed on a rope bed tucked into a corner of the cabin. The coals she had banked in the fireplace threw a soft glow on her face. Abraham reached for The Life of George Washington, turned a few pages to a place that still needed airing out, and went back to sleep.


The next morning, he was back at work in Josiah Crawford’s cornfield, pulling away. As the book dried, and he got closer to making a clean sweep of the field, his anticipation grew. He found it harder not to pause every ten minutes to leaf through a few pages.


On the frontispiece he found a drawing of a large stone beaten by waves in a storm. Inscribed on the stone was the name Washington, and beneath it the words: “Firm as the surge-repelling rock.” Chapter headings like “Washington as Commander in Chief of the Armies of the United Colonies” and “Winter Quarters in Valley Forge” called to him.


Washington’s address to his troops before the battle at Long Island caught his eye. He read the passage several times, repeating the words until he knew them. Mounting a stump at the edge of the field, he addressed the rows of leafless stalks, raising and dropping his arms as the plates in Lessons in Elocution instructed.


The time is now near at hand, which must probably determine whether Americans are to be freemen or slaves; whether they are to have any property they can call their own; whether their houses and farms are to be pillaged and destroyed.… Our cruel and unrelenting enemy leaves us only the choice of a brave resistance, or the most abject submission. We have therefore to resolve to conquer—or to die!


Elizabeth Crawford, passing by on her way to retrieve a stray heifer, called from behind the stalks.


“Abe Lincoln! You do beat all. What’s to become of you?”


Abraham grinned at the measureless, blue Indiana sky.


“Me? I’m going to be president of these United States!”
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He arrived home the next day in high spirits, carrying his Life of George Washington like a poor fisherman who had hauled up a shimmering pearl. It was the first book he could claim as his very own. He snatched a piece of cornbread from the cupboard, cocked his legs up on the table, and started to read.


“Don’t be getting too comfortable,” his stepmother told him. “There’s a whole big stretch of that field waiting for you. Your pa’s going hunting with Dennis and John tomorrow. He wants you to finish it while they’re gone.”


Abraham sighed. More fodder to pull. Well, he didn’t really mind. With his father gone, he could take the book with him and read between rows.


“And Abe, I want you boys to keep your grubby hands off my ceiling. I spent all yesterday whitewashing it.”


“Where do you expect me to wipe my fingers? A fellow can’t keep clean if he can’t at least rub his tater-grabbers on the ceiling.”


“You do your rubbing and wiping outside. And as long as you’re cleaning yourself, you might as well scrub your noggin. If you do any more growing, that mop on top of your head will leave smudges all over my ceiling too.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Dennis Hanks arrived, spotted Abraham reading, and grinned. He was an easygoing young man with a companionable soul and a few drops of Kentucky wildcat blood in him.


“There’s that no-good cousin of mine.” He winked at Sally. “I tell you, he’ll never come to much.”


Abraham smiled at the prophecy, as he always did. It was the punch line of a story he had heard a hundred times. On the morning of Abraham’s birth in Kentucky, ten-year-old Dennis had raced two miles down the road from the cabin where he lived with Thomas and Betsy Sparrow, eager to greet the newborn babe. He had found Nancy Lincoln lying under a bearskin, the soft, pink infant in her arms.


“What you going to name him, Nancy?” the boy had asked.


“Abraham, after his grandfather.”


“His skin looks like red cherry pulp squeezed dry. Can I hold him?”


“All right, but be careful. You’re the first boy he’s ever seen.”


Dennis took the baby, rocked him in his arms, tickled his feet, and rambled on about how glad he was to have a cousin to play with. The infant wrinkled its red face into a tight wad and wailed at the top of its little lungs. The boy turned and handed the child to Betsy Sparrow.


“Here, Aunt. Take him,” he said in disgust. “He’ll never come to much.”


Dennis stood before Abraham now, peering at the water-stained book, eyes flashing in his sun-gold face.


“Why don’t you come hunting with us, Abe? If any bears or coons go scampering into the treetops, you can just reach up and pluck them down for us.”


“No thanks, Denny. I’ll stick around here and finish this book. But if you see any bears, you send them this way, and I’ll wrestle them for you.”


“I swear, Abe, there’s something peculiarsome about you. If you read any more of those books, your head’ll bust open like a pumpkin, it’ll be so ripe with knowledge.”


“The things I want to know are in books, Denny. My best friend is a man who can get me a book.”


Dennis had brought his wife, Elizabeth, and their four children with him for a visit. At dinnertime, all the Lincolns and Hankses crowded up to the table. Tom rattled off his usual grace.


“Oh, Lord, fit and prepare us for life’s humblest service, for Christ’s sake. Amen.”


They fell to eating a meal of venison stew and cornbread.


“Tom, I saw Jim Taylor last week,” Dennis mentioned in an offhand way. “He was asking if you might have an interest in hiring Abe out for a while.”


Abraham looked up from his plate. Jim Taylor’s farm was on the Ohio River, a favorite place.


“What kind of work does he need done?” he asked quickly.


“I suppose he wants someone to maul a few rails and such. Said he could use some help at the ferry too.”


“How much is he paying?” Tom asked.


“I didn’t inquire.”


Abraham had recently spent several days on the banks of the Ohio, cutting and stacking firewood at a wooding station that supplied fuel for steamboats. Watching the vessels churn up and down the Ohio, trading news with their crews, and hanging around the river town of Troy had turned into a grand escape. He had let it be known at the wharves and wood yards that he wouldn’t mind another sip of river life.


He had to choose his words carefully now.


“Pa, if there’s nothing pressing here, it might be a good idea. I could make some extra money for you. And I could always come home to give you a hand with anything that needs doing.”


“I’m not inclined for you to do it.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t believe I can spare you.”


“But cold weather’ll be coming on before we know it. There won’t be much for me to do around here. What there is, John can help you with.”


His stepbrother put on an unhappy expression. John was not generally inclined to work without a push, and the thought of being Tom Lincoln’s sole prop for a while discouraged him.


“I’m thinking of clearing a little more land,” Tom said. “And putting a new roof on the barn. I’ll need you both for that.”


Abraham didn’t want to get into another argument. His father wasn’t likely to give in a second time in one week. But he tried prodding.


“Well, it just seems a shame to pass up the chance to earn good money.”


“I don’t want you lollygagging around the river with a bunch of keelboat ruffians. You’re likely to get yourself into trouble.”


Abraham surrendered. “I’m more likely to get into trouble if I don’t get shut of this place,” he grumbled under his breath.


The next morning before sunup, Tom, Dennis, and John headed into the woods with their rifles. When they were gone, Abraham tilted back in a chair and read while his stepmother swept the floor with a cornhusk broom.


“Abe, I’ll talk to your pa about working for Jim Taylor.”


The offer was unexpected.


“I sure would like to get down to the river.”


“I know you would, son. I believe I can probably persuade him.”


“Hallelujah!” He jumped up and slapped the ceiling. His stepmother looked up at her fresh whitewash in despair.


“Sorry, Mama.” He sat back down. “What does Pa have against my going? It’s a good chance to make some money.”


“Your father has gotten to where he depends on you a good deal.”


“I’ll just be down at the river a while. It ain’t like I’m going to Timbuktu.”


“That’s true.”


They both studied the situation for a minute.


“Of course, with you down at the river, there won’t be so much foolishness and jabberjawing around here.”


“Well, if you miss it, I can sneak up here any old time and put hog grease on a broom handle or stick a calf up in the loft.”


Sally chuckled. “That would be just fine.”


She finished sweeping and propped the broom by the fireplace.


“As long as you have nothing better to do, you could make yourself useful by watching the children a few minutes. Elizabeth and I want to pick some blackberries. We won’t be long.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Abe, a word to the wise. Your father might be more inclined to say yes if you get that fodder pulled by the time he gets back.”


“Yes, ma’am”


“And hands off the walls and ceiling.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


He went outside to sit under a hackberry tree and read in the early morning light. Nearby, the Hanks children played around the horse trough. The youngsters chattered happily as they scooped handfuls of water onto the ground to make mud pies. Abraham’s stepmother and Elizabeth headed down the path and out of sight, gossiping as they strolled, Sally bouncing Elizabeth’s infant on her arm.


He pondered this woman who had come into his family after the milk sick took his mother away. She had found them dirty, frightened, and alone, and had folded them to her breast. When he felt like cutting up, she laughed at his jokes. When he was moody, she left him to himself. When his father grumbled about the uselessness of too much education, she made a way for him to attend a few weeks of school, patted him on the shoulder, and said, “Abe, you go and learn all you can.” In many ways, their minds moved in the same channel.


The children were hopping around the horse trough, dancing barefoot in the muddy puddles. Abraham put down his book and loped over to where they were playing. A little devilishness was coming over him. He picked up the oldest.


“Come with your Uncle Abe for a minute, sweetie. We’re going to do some painting.”


He carried her into the cabin.


“I’m going to lift you up and flip you upside down. Now, you put your feet on the ceiling and take a few steps while I hold tight, just like you’re taking a walk.”


“Granny’s going to be mad!” the girl squealed.


“Don’t worry. I’ll clean it all up.”


A few minutes later, muddy footprints tracked across the ceiling, from one side of the cabin to the opposite wall.


He was back under the tree, nose in book, when the two women returned. They stepped inside the cabin, Sally holding the baby and Elizabeth carrying a basket of berries. Abraham fastened his eyes on the page while he listened to their chatter.


The talking died abruptly. Silence fell over the cabin and the yard. Even the squirrels in the branches overhead left off their clucking. At the horse trough, the children stood still in the puddles.


Abraham closed his book and leaned his head back against the trunk. He shut his eyes and saw, inside the cabin, two heads on two necks craning back and forth, one mouth gaping, the other beginning to twitch up at the corners. He let the grin that he’d been holding back break over his lank face. He crossed his arms, cocked his head, and turned his face to the warm morning sun.


In another moment, the sound he was waiting for came spilling through the cabin door—the sound of Sally Bush Lincoln laughing.
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Can you kill a hog?”


“If you’ll risk the hog, I’ll risk myself.”


Jim Taylor stroked his chin and studied Abraham’s sinewy limbs.


“The pay is six dollars a month, and thirty-one cents a day extra for killing hogs.”


“That sounds all right.”


“Well, then, put her there.”


They shook on it.


Working on Taylor’s farm turned out to be the roughest work a young man could be made to do. Abraham plowed, built fences, cut hay, turned a hand mill, skinned and cured hides. He lived and ate at Taylor’s home. After the day’s work was done, he often read until midnight, then climbed upstairs and threw himself down to sleep in a room he shared with Taylor’s son, Green.


Hog killing time began when the weather turned cool. It was a wretched business. Abraham clubbed each hog in the center of the forehead, flipped the stunned beast onto its back, and stuck a long-bladed knife in the underside of the neck to bleed it to death. He came to know the stench of opening the abdomen to remove the entrails, of splitting the carcass down the middle, and of taking it to the cutting table to carve out the jowl, the feet, the loin, the ham.


Splitting rails came more naturally to him. He knew how to measure with his eye a good chestnut or oak log, how to find the precise spot where the grain would willingly part, how to grasp the stout hickory handle of the maul and send its big, cheese-shaped head pounding against the iron wedge. After he split a log in two lengthwise, he split the halves, then the quarters, making eight rails from each log. With Green Taylor, he stacked them into zigzagging fences, bracing each place where the sections met with two poles slanting up from the ground, checking to make sure that each length was horse high, bull strong, and pig tight.


When travelers rang the ferry bell, he got to run Jim Taylor’s ferry across Anderson River near its mouth on the Ohio. Taylor kept a flatboat big enough to carry a wagon and team. Abraham directed the wagons onto the boat, heaved on the rope that ran between pulleys tied to trees on the banks, and ferried them over the stream. He carried foot passengers in Taylor’s rowboat, charging each a picayune, or six and a quarter cents. When the water was low, he could send the rowboat across the little Anderson River with one big sweep of the oars.


Better yet were the days he had time to loiter on the banks of the wide Ohio River itself. There the trees didn’t crowd all around. The big waterway’s spacious bend gave a view that swept in miles of river and sky. He liked seeing it at all times of day—in early morning, when mist hugged the water; in afternoon, when bright flecks of light danced on the currents; in evening, when swallows darted and swooped.
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