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Never in my writing career has such a thing happened before—and on the same subject to boot. Back in 2008, Denny Boultinghouse of Howard/Simon & Schuster guided my biography, Abraham Lincoln: A Man of Faith and Courage, through to completion. Then, in 2013, Denny’s wife, Philis Boultinghouse, Senior Editor at Howard, made possible this monumental book, Abraham Lincoln Civil War Stories. Without their guiding hands, it is doubtful these two books would ever have been born. Thus it gives me great joy to dedicate this book to


PHILIS AND DENNY BOULTINGHOUSE
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It is significant that when the great Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., was dedicated in 1922, out of all the thousands of Lincoln poems that had been written, only one was deemed worthy to be the Dedicatory Piece: Edwin Markham’s “Lincoln, the Man of the People.” Lines from it—especially the last one—have become iconic around the world. Consequently, I felt it imperative that it should anchor this definitive book of Lincoln war stories.
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PREFACE TO SECOND EDITION, 2017


Four years ago, Abraham Lincoln Civil War Stories was published, in order to tie into the 150th celebration of America’s Civil War and the 150th anniversary of Lincoln’s landmark Emancipation Proclamation in 1863.


But now, in our once again very divided state of the nation, it is appropriate to reissue this second edition of the book, with an added emphasis on President Lincoln’s strength of character and profound wisdom in dealing with a nation at war.


The flow of the 2013 edition remains mostly unchanged; only in the addition of some new introductory material are there any significant changes to the original manuscript.
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From an original unretouched negative made in 1864, at the time Lincoln commissioned Ulysses S. Grant as lieutenant general and commander of all armies of the Union.
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INTRODUCTION
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LINCOLN, THE MAN OF THE PEOPLE


EDWIN MARKHAM (1852–1940)


When the Norn-Mother saw the Whirlwind Hour,


Greatening and darkening as it hurried on,


She bent the strenuous heavens and came down


To make a man to meet the mortal need.


She took the tried clay of the common road—


Clay warm yet with the genial heat of the Earth,


Dashed through it all a strain of prophecy;


Then mixed a laughter with the serious stuff.


It was a stuff to wear for centuries,


A man that matched the mountains, and compelled


The stars to look our way and honor us.


The color of the ground was in him, the red earth;


The tang and odor of the primal things—


The rectitude and patience of the rocks;


The gladness of the wind that shakes the corn;


The courage of the bird that dares the sea;


The justice of the rain that loves all leaves;


The pity of the snow that hides all scars;


The loving-kindness of the wayside well;


The tolerance and equity of light


That gives as freely to the shrinking weed


As to the great oak flaring to the wind—


To the grove’s low hill as to the Matterhorn


That shoulders out the sky.


And so he came


From prairie cabin up to Capitol,


One fair Ideal led our chieftain on.


Forevermore he burned to do his deed


With the fine stroke and gesture of a king.


He built the rail-pile as he built the State,


Pouring his splendid strength through every blow,


The conscience of him testing every stroke,


To make his deed the measure of a man.


So came the Captain with a mighty heart:


And when the step of Earthquake shook the house,


Wrenching the rafters from their ancient hold,


He held the ridgepole up, and spiked again


The rafters of the Home. He held his place—


Held the long purpose like a growing tree—


Held on through blame and faltered not at praise.


And when he fell in whirlwind, he went down


As when a kingly cedar green with boughs


Goes down with a great shout upon the hills,


And leaves a lonesome place against the sky.
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WHY LINCOLN MATTERS TODAY


It’s remarkable, isn’t it, that of all the presidents who have ever served our nation, Lincoln is the only constant, the only presence that transcends time. Only on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial is there an overwhelming feeling of awe, reverence, and a sense that wherever your life’s journey may have taken you, you have at last reached home. In terms of mortal human beings, once you’ve looked up the steps into that wonderfully crafted face (embodying as it does strength, understanding, kindness, and empathy), there is no place else to go.


Of all the revered places in America, Martin Luther King, Jr., chose this as the only possible podium for his “I Have a Dream” speech.


So why, one may ask, do so many millions of people of all ages, ethnicities, and nations come here again and again? Why not to the Washington Memorial? Why not to the Jefferson Memorial?


Might it be because of immortal speeches such as his “Gettysburg Address” or “Second Inaugural”? Yes. But those are not the real reason. I submit that the real reason they come here is that they love him. Of all our presidents, only Lincoln is universally loved. Washington was revered too, but he was too unapproachable to be loved.


And it makes little difference what administration, what party, is in the political ascendancy. For instance, Barack Obama always kept a painting of Lincoln near him in the White House. In a recent interview with Doris Kearns Goodwin, Obama said, “My particular passion for Lincoln dates back to my earliest memories of politics. There’s no one who I believe has ever captured the soul of America more profoundly than Abraham Lincoln has.”


As to why Lincoln refuses to fade away like most of our other presidents, Adam Geller, in his April 12, 2015 Associated Press article titled “150 Years After the Assassination, LINCOLN NEVER DIES,” begins with these words:


In the reading room overlooking Pennsylvania Avenue, Karen Needles mostly works alone—but always in good company.


Five mornings a week, she arrives at the National Archives, often wearing an Abraham Lincoln T-shirt. Beside her laptop with its Lincoln mouse pad, she sometimes stations an Honest Abe bobblehead, seemingly nodding approval.


Here, three blocks from where, 150 years ago this week, Lincoln was killed, Needles works to bring him to life, scanning every original record she can from Lincoln’s administration and posting them online.


To Needles, raised in a small town in Kansas and first in her family to go to college, Lincoln has long been a role model. “We could all use some Lincoln,” the former history teacher said, relishing the notion of his statue at the Lincoln Memorial tasking today’s politicians over his knee.


“Lincoln never dies,” she said.


How right she is! And no matter who moves into the White House, each of them, like it or not, as certain as the sun coming up each morning, will be measured against the towering template of Abraham Lincoln. That timeless statue of Lincoln in his marble memorial, day and night, that continues to brood over the nation he died to save. Inescapably, day by day and in posterity down through time, each president’s words, actions, and life will be weighed in the balances against the greatest of all our presidents.


And not just our presidents. Our children, our teenagers, struggle in today’s self-centered society to find a human template for integrity. In this respect, Adam Geller quoted David Kloke, who said, of Lincoln, “I just think he lived like I try to live my life, just trying to be an honest person and going forward and doing the right thing.”


Geller also referenced Daniel Stowell, director of the papers of Abraham Lincoln at the neighboring presidential library, who observed that “we’re still wrestling with race, states’ rights and self-government. Lincoln still draws people looking for answers.”


Robert Davis agrees with Stowell: “I think Lincoln was one of those men who could see through the fog of time, the fog of history, and he had a vision of a road for this country. We’re not there yet . . . but we’re still on that road.”


Today’s politicians ought to be extra careful of their words, whether spoken, written, or tweeted. In this respect, Lincoln’s great biographer, Carl Sandburg, in his speech before a joint session of Congress on February 2, 1959, pointed out that:


Not often in the story of mankind does a man arrive on earth who is both steel and velvet, who is as hard as rock and soft as drifting fog, who holds in his heart and mind the paradox of terrible storm and peace unspeakable and perfect. . . .


In the time of the April lilacs in the year 1865, on his death, the casket with his body was carried north and west a thousand miles; and the American people wept as never before; bells sobbed, cities wore crepe; people stood in tears and with hats off as the railroad burial car paused in the leading cities of seven states, ending its journey at Springfield, Illinois. . . .


In the mixed shame and blame of the immense wrongs of two clashing civilizations, often with nothing to say, he said nothing, slept not at all, and on occasions he was seen to weep in a way that made weeping appropriate, decent, majestic.


But Sandburg’s most solemn and prophetic words, in this injunction to Congress, had to do with the power of Lincoln’s words:


“ ‘If we could first know where we are, and whither we are tending we could better judge what to do, and how to do it. . . . ’ ”


“I have not willingly planted a thorn in any man’s bosom. . . .”


“I shall do nothing through malice; what I deal with is too vast for malice.”


He wrote for Congress to read on December 1, 1862: “In times like the present, men should utter nothing for which they would not willingly be responsible through time and eternity.”


Like an ancient psalmist he warned Congress: “Fellow Citizens, we cannot escape history. . . . [We] will be remembered in spite of ourselves. No personal significance, or insignificance, can spare one or another of us. The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation.”


• • • •


Though America is not now involved in a civil war, our nation is experiencing painful division. Wherever we stand in this divide, the character and practice of Abraham Lincoln speaks to the way we treat others and the way we measure the value of every man, woman, and child.


One of the continuing miracles of Washington life has to do with all those individuals who commune with Lincoln when the crowds have ebbed away with the darkness, or with torrential rain, driving snow, or midnight hour—then is when the seekers, the heartbroken, the tormented, the lonely, come to the Memorial. They may be senators, congressmen, justices, cabinet members—even presidents, seeking answers or just a listening ear. Or they may be corporate officials, clerks, waitresses, nurses, teachers, military men or women. They come here, often as a last resort, confident of a listening ear, understanding, empathy, and peace.


They come here because they love him.
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IT TOOK MORE THAN 150 YEARS


JOSEPH LEININGER WHEELER


Yes, it has taken that long for this collection of stories about Lincoln to become a reality. One hundred of it being our family contributions. My late mother, Barbara Leininger Wheeler (born in 1912), spent her entire lifetime collecting and performing (as a stage-performing elocutionist) thousands of pages of short stories, poetry, and readings. And she loved Lincoln more than all the rest of our presidents put together. In this, she is anything but unique, for it is still true today, of all age groups, that Lincoln dominates the presidential market. Just look at the rows and rows of books about Lincoln on bookstore shelves.


Most Americans don’t realize that the same phenomenon remains true for short stories written about Lincoln. Reason being that few people know they even exist! In fact, I did an exhaustive search through generations of high school literature textbooks to see how many Lincoln stories have been picked up by textbook editors. I found only two: one, a chapter from Carl Sandburg’s monumental biography of Lincoln’s life, and the other, Bailey and Walworth’s “He Loved Me Truly.”


One reason for this is that most Lincoln stories weren’t written by academics but by men and women from America’s heartland, and they were kept alive by oral tradition. At virtually every school, civic, or church function, elocutionists of all ages would recite the most beloved stories, poems, and readings of the age. Sadly, today that tradition is all but extinct.


Indeed, up until the late 1800s, it was virtually a given that if a public speaker, politician, or minister alluded to any of three works (the Bible, Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, or the McGuffey Readers), most everyone, young or old, in the audience would catch the allusion. That is no longer true. Just watch the Jeopardy! programs each evening: There is no longer any cultural denominator that our culture shares. Not even the Bible. In cultural tests I’ve administered to various groups through the years, the only two genres that register at all on people’s radar screens are sports and media trivia.


So How Did These Stories Survive?


First of all, they survived through oral transmission. Virtually all of them are based on true incidents in Lincoln’s life. During the first couple of generations after his passing, these stories thrived in the American heartland, many being passed down from one elocutionist to another. However, not until the 1880s did very many get written down.


In my own lifetime spent searching (as a story archeologist) for these precious vanishing Lincoln stories (they continue to crumble out of existence with each day that passes), I have found stories 1) still in the oral tradition, 2) handwritten, 3) carbons, 4) typewritten, 5) spirit-duplicated (if you’re older you’ll remember purple fingers and hands), 6) mimeographed (such a gooey mess to work with!), 7) printed, 8) computer-typed, and, of course, 9) clipped out of magazines, newspapers, and books. If you were to paw through my story archives, you’d find them all! Early magazine editors did the most to keep these stories alive. I unearthed the majority of the strongest Lincoln stories in older magazines. And now, with print increasingly on the defensive, surviving copies are increasingly harder to find.


At the very pinnacle of my personal bucket list is this: Put together a definitive collection of the most memorable Lincoln stories ever written before I die. And this collection is the result. I know of no other person who has ever amassed a comparable collection.


If you check the acknowledgments, you’ll discover that the bulk of the surviving Lincoln stories were printed during the period I call the Golden Age of Stories (1880s through the 1950s). Ever since television and the digital age thundered in upon us, the magazines that enabled writers to earn a living by specializing in stories that internalized core values have, one after another, been forced to either close their doors or specialize in contemporary social media instead.


And Now?


It is my earnest hope that you will discover in these simple but moving stories answers to some of your own deeper questions about life and its meaning. In these stories—far more than in Lincoln history and biography—you will begin to understand why Lincoln continues to grow in stature around the world. And you will find virtually everything in these stories amazingly relevant to today’s day-to-day problems and challenges.


You may wish to access my recent biography, Abraham Lincoln: A Man of Faith and Courage (New York: Howard/Simon & Schuster, 2008), so that you may better understand life and times during the bloodiest war in our history. Many years of my life went into the evolution of that biography, written not just for the academic or historian but for the average person who seeks to find in but one book the essence of our greatest American.


So welcome aboard! I would love to hear from you, and especially about your reactions to these stories. You may reach me at:


Joe L. Wheeler, Ph.D.


P.O. Box 1246


Conifer, CO 80433


www.joewheelerbooks.com





{PART ONE}





THE FRONTIER YEARS
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Halftone plate engraved by H. Davidson from an ambrotype made a few days after the Lincoln-Douglas debate in Galesburg, Illinois, October 7, 1858.
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Of all the pre–Civil War poems that captured the turbulent times that smouldered into the raging four-year conflagration, famed poet, critic, essayist, editor, diplomat, and professor James Russell Lowell’s “Once to Every Man and Nation” stands alone. Lowell, a fervent admirer of Lincoln and a deeply committed abolitionist, wrote this seminal poem (as the core of an abolitionist tract, The Present Crisis ) in 1845. Most of us know this poem only because it is in our hymnals, but if you reread it now against the backdrop of the generation preceding the Civil War, and the slave issue that refused to die, you will see why the Civil War was almost predetermined.




[image: Image]






[image: Image]



THE EARLY WORLD OF ABRAHAM LINCOLN


When little Abe—named for his grandfather Abraham, who was killed by Indians—was born to Thomas and Nancy Hanks Lincoln on February 12, 1809, the nation itself was only twenty years old. The setting couldn’t have been much more primitive: a one-room sixteen-by-eighteen-foot cabin by Sinking Spring, near Hodgenville, Kentucky. The cabin had but one window and one door (swinging on leather hinges), and the floor was dirt.


Preposterous to even imagine that this little baby would grow up to live in the White House and become the most famous president of them all.


Life expectancy was ever so short in that world. Doctors tended to be few and relatively untrained. Medicine was still in its infancy. Most any disease could become fatal. Most men would go through three wives, given that untold millions of women died from childbirth complications (neither doctors nor midwives washed their hands between patients, thus carrying puerperal fever with them).


Few people on the frontier could read or write. Abe himself had only one year’s schooling—all the rest of his education would come from books, the most precious things in his life. Like most Americans of his time, it was enough to be knowledgeable about the Bible, Pilgrim’s Progress, and Aesop’s Fables. Unlike most of his peers, Abe was a voracious reader of what few books he could borrow or work for.


Thomas Lincoln valued education not at all, and discouraged his son from reading or further education. Had it not been for the intervention of Abe’s stepmother, Sarah Bush Johnston, Abe might well have failed to rise above the station of his rather indolent father. She it was who had a vision for what this unexpected addition to her family might someday become.


The family would move from Kentucky to Indiana to Illinois during Abe’s growing-up years.


Much more about Lincoln’s early years can be found in the companion biography, my Abraham Lincoln, a Man of Faith and Courage (Howard/Simon & Schuster, 2008).
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LINCOLN STORIETTES THE PEOPLE REMEMBER


JOSEPH LEININGER WHEELER


Many stories about Lincoln are vignettes (or storiettes)—not full-length stories but short-shorts. Nevertheless, short though they be, over time, as they were shared within families, in schools, churches, and civic functions, and by elocutionists, they contributed much to the myth of Abraham Lincoln, to his persona.


Children love these storiettes. Because they are so short, they are not ruined (in a child’s eyes) by didactic moralizing. Each time a child or teen hears one of these, their inner perceptions of Lincoln are more fully fleshed out, deepened, broadened. Cumulatively, the more storiettes they are exposed to, the more they idealize, revere, and love our sixteenth President.


It is therefore fitting, more or less at random, that some of these be included in this second edition of Lincoln stories.


If one were to stir into a pot all the reasons for Lincoln’s worldwide stature today and boil them down into the very essence, one character trait would reveal it all: kindness. Lincoln was consistently kind.


In a lifetime of studying Lincoln, I’ve only been able to unearth one overtly cruel act: and it had to do with Lincoln’s involvement in an anonymous letter-writing prank that got out of hand and resulted in his being challenged to a duel by the aggrieved party. He never forgot it and regretted it always.


For these storiettes I am indebted to two story anthologists: Colonel Alexander K. McClure (a personal friend and advisor of Lincoln) and Eldridge S. Brooks. McClure titled his book Abe Lincoln’s Yarns and Stories, and Brooks titled his The True Story of Abraham Lincoln: Told for Boys and Girls.


Kindness to Animals


THE YELLOW DOG


When Abe, as a boy, was helping his parents move to a new locale, the Lincolns joined a larger party to ford an icy stream of water. After everyone had made it safely across and began to move on, the sound of a barking dog caused them all to look back, and there, back on the other bank, was someone’s dog, inadvertently left behind. But no one in the party would admit ownership. Only Abe showed concern for the frantic dog. Only Abe re-crossed the stream in order to rescue the yellow dog. (Brooks, 123)


TWO LITTLE BIRDS


One day, as he was “riding the circuit,” as his traveling with the lawyers was called, he saw two little birds that the wind had blown from their nest. Lincoln slipped off his horse, picked up the birds, and hunted about until he had found their nest and put them into it.


His companions laughed at him for such foolishness.


“That’s all right, boys,” replied Lincoln. “But I tell you I couldn’t sleep unless I’d got those birds back to their mother.” (Brooks, 123)


JUST A PIG


One day, early in his legislative career, Lincoln was riding across the prairie to pay a visit. It was such an important event that he was, in his own words, “fixed-up,” wearing his best clothes.


As he rode along, he came across a pig, so deeply mired in a mudhole that it was slowly sinking deeper and deeper. Initially, Lincoln avoided making eye-contact with the pig, well aware of the price he’d have to pay if he stopped to extricate the pig—so he rode on without establishing eye-contact. But he just couldn’t do it: his feeling of pity for anyone or anything in trouble forced him to look back. When he did, the poor pig shot at him an imploring glance from its little eyes as much as to say, in Lincoln’s own words, “What! You going to leave me here? Then my last hope is gone.” That appealing look was more than Lincoln could stand. He turned around, got down from his horse, and pulled the imprisoned pig out of the mudhole. Then Lincoln, thoroughly muddy now himself, got back on his horse and rode on. (Brooks, 123)


Lincoln and Children


Lincoln never talked down to children but rather, no matter what their age might be, treated them with respect. Not only that, but each of them knew he genuinely cared about them.


LINCOLN CARRIED HER TRUNK


“My first strong impression of Mr. Lincoln,” says a lady of Springfield, “was made by one of his kind deeds. I was going with a little friend for my first trip alone on the railroad cars. It was an epoch of my life. I had planned for it and dreamed of it for weeks. The day I was to go came, but as the hour of the train approached, the hackman, through some neglect, failed to call for my trunk. As the minutes went on, I realized, in a panic of grief, that I should miss the train. I was standing by the gate, my hat and gloves on, sobbing as if my heart would break, when Mr. Lincoln came by.


“ ‘Why, what’s the matter?’ he asked, and I poured out all my story.


“ ‘How big’s the trunk? There’s still time, if it isn’t too big.’ And he pushed through the gate and up to the door. My mother and I took him up to my room, where my little old-fashioned trunk stood, locked and tied. ‘Oh, ho,’ he cried, ‘wipe your eyes and come on quick.’ And before I knew what he was going to do, he had shouldered the trunk, was down stairs, and striding out of the yard. Down the street he went, fast as his long legs would carry him, I trotting behind, drying my tears as I went. We reached the station in time. Mr. Lincoln put me on the train, kissed me good-bye, and told me to have a good time. It was just like him.” (McClure, 77)


LINCOLN PLAYED BALL


Frank P. Blair, of Chicago, shares this incident, showing Mr. Lincoln’s love for children and how thoroughly he entered into all of their sports:


“During the war my grandfather, Francis P. Blair, Sr., lived at Silver Springs, north of Washington, seven miles from the White House. It was a magnificent place of four or five hundred acres, with an extensive lawn in the rear of the house. The grandchildren gathered there frequently. There were eight or ten of us, our ages ranging from eight to twelve years. Although I was but seven or eight years of age, Mr. Lincoln’s visits were of such importance to us boys as to leave a clear impression on my memory. He drove out to the place quite frequently. We boys, for hours at a time, played ‘town ball’ on the vast lawn, and Mr. Lincoln would join ardently in the sport. I remember vividly how he ran with the children; how long were his strides, and how far his coat-tails stuck out behind, and how we tried to hit him with the ball, as he ran the bases. He entered into the spirit of the play as completely as any of us, and we invariably hailed his coming with delight.” (McClure, 271)


A GOOD LITTLE BOY


One day, a little boy of twelve slipped into the president’s room, unnoticed, in the crowd of senators, and representatives, and generals and politicians, who were crowding for an audience. But the president noticed him.


“Who is this little boy?” he asked pleasantly.


There was not a senator, nor a politician, nor a general in the room who could tell; but the boy, plucking up courage, said he was “a good little boy” who had come to Washington to get a situation as page in the House of Representatives—you know, small boys are used as messengers in Congress. The busy president, his mind full of important affairs, told the little fellow, kindly, that the president did not appoint pages, but that he must see the head doorkeeper of the House of Representatives. The boy, however, evidently did not intend to let go of the president who, so he supposed, was head of everything, and had the say. So he again told the president that he was a good boy; and, in proof, he drew from his pocket a recommendation, signed by his pastor and the leading men of his town; he told the president, too, that his mother was a widow and that the appointment would be a great help to her. Then Mr. Lincoln, smiling down at the little fellow, took the applicant’s letter of recommendation and wrote on the back of it: “If Captain Goodnow (the head doorkeeper) can give this ‘good little boy’ a place he will oblige A. Lincoln.” The boy got the place. (Brooks, 226–27)


A LETTER FROM GRACE BEDELL


Lincoln had long been clean-shaven. But then came a letter written by a little girl named Grace Bedell. In it she told him that, in her opinion, he ought to grow a beard. He took her advice. After he was elected President, en route to Washington, one of the train’s stops was at Westfield, New York. Here, Lincoln addressed the crowd, saying, “I have a correspondent in this place, and if she is present, I would like to see her. Her name is Grace Bedell.”


As the blushing eleven-year-old girl walked through the crowd to the train platform, Lincoln continued, “She wrote me that she thought I would be better looking if I wore whiskers.”


By then she had reached him. He looked down at her from his great height and said, “You see, I let these whiskers grow for you, Grace.”


Then he kissed her.


The story was carried by newspapers all across the country. (McClure, 147)



Lincoln’s Integrity


Honesty, to Lincoln, was an absolute, not merely an option.


HONEST ABE


“Honest Abe.” That was what the people in and about New Salem called the tall, awkward-looking, good-natured, and always reliable young clerk at Offutt’s store. It is a good nickname; for it is one that is generally given in earnest, and not in fun. In this case, too, it fitted.


“Abe Lincoln,” said the women who traded at the store, “is as honest as the day is long”; and then one of them would tell how, one evening, she went to Offutt’s to buy a pound of tea. Abe weighed it out for her and she carried it home.


“And what do you think,” she told her neighbor, “before I’d much more’n got home, ’long came Abe with a little package. ‘See here,’ says he; ‘somethin’s the matter with our scales. They weighed short to-night, and I’ve brought you enough tea to make up your pound.’ ”


“You don’t say so,” rejoined her neighbor, “Well, that’s just like ‘honest Abe,’ ain’t it? Why, t’other day I went into Offutt’s to buy some things. I paid for ’em; and what do you think? Next morning, bright and early, who should show up but Abe Lincoln. ‘I figured up that bill of goods you bought last night,’ says he, ‘and I find I charged you six and a quarter cents too much. Here is the money. It jest plagued me all night,’ says he. I tell you that boy’ll get along.” (Brooks, 84–85)


Kindness to All


Just imagine if a surveyor did this today!


HE “SKEWED” THE LINE


When a surveyor, Mr. Lincoln first platted the town of Petersburg, Illinois. Some twenty or thirty years afterward the property-owners along one of the outlying streets had trouble in fixing their boundaries. They consulted the official plat and got no relief. A committee was sent to Springfield to consult the distinguished surveyor, but he failed to recall anything that would give them aid, and could only refer them to the record. The dispute therefore went into the courts. While the trial was pending, an old Irishman named McGuire, who had worked for some farmer during the summer, returned to town for the winter. The case being mentioned in his presence, he promptly said: “I can tell you all about it. I helped carry the chain when Abe Lincoln laid out this town. Over there where they are quarreling about the lines, when he was locating the street, he straightened up from his instrument and said: ‘If I run that street right through, it will cut three or four feet off the end of ______’s house. It’s all he’s got in the world and he never could get another. I reckon it won’t hurt anything out here if I skew the line a little and miss him.’ ”


The line was “skewed,” and hence the trouble, and more testimony furnished as to Lincoln’s abounding kindness of heart, that would not willingly harm any human being. (McClure, 139)


A DOLLAR AND SHOES


At another time, Lincoln came upon a poor fellow whom he knew to be in a bad way, chopping up an old hut which he had been hired to split into firewood. The day was raw, the man was barefooted and thinly clothed; he looked sick and pitiful; he was cold and shivering.


Lincoln stopped and spoke to the poor wood-chopper.


“See here! How much do you get for this job?” he asked.


“A dollar,” said the man. “I’ve got to have it to get me some shoes.”


Lincoln took the axe from the man. “You go in and warm yourself,” he said.


Then he swung the axe as only Abe Lincoln could; he had that old hut chopped into kindling so quickly that it was soon finished. Then the poor wood-chopper got his dollar and his shoes and never forgot the kindness of Abraham Lincoln. (Brooks, 111–12)


SIMPLY PRACTICAL HUMANITY


An instance of young Lincoln’s practical humanity at an early period of his life is recorded in this way:


One evening, while returning from a “house-raising” in his wide neighborhood, with a number of companions, he discovered a stray horse, with saddle and bridle upon him. The horse was recognized as belonging to a man who was accustomed to get drunk, and it was suspected at once that he was not far off. A short search only was necessary to confirm this belief.


The poor drunkard was found in a perfectly helpless condition, upon the chilly ground. Abraham’s companions urged the cowardly policy of leaving him to his fate, but young Lincoln would not hear to the proposition.


At his request, the miserable sot was lifted on his shoulders, and he actually carried him some distance to the nearest house.


Sending word to his father that he should not be back that night, with the reason for his absence, he attended and nursed the man until the next morning, and had the pleasure of knowing he had saved his life. (McClure, 384)


• • • •


During Lincoln’s lifetime, Indians were all too often treated as a subspecies (better dead than alive) by whites.


SAVING A “RED-SKIN”


Lincoln was a captain during the Black Hawk War. One day a poor, forlorn, helpless, and hungry old Indian wandered into camp. He claimed to be a friend of the white men and begged for their help and protection. The soldiers, however, had come to fight Indians; so they surrounded the poor old fellow and proposed to kill one “red-skin,” anyhow.


The Indian showed a letter of recommendation from General Cass, but the men said it was a forgery and made a rush at the old man.


Captain Lincoln heard the noise and dashed out just in time to protect the victim from the soldiers’ brutality. He placed himself beside the Indian and shouted: “Men, this must not be done! He must not be shot and killed by us!”


“He’s a spy; a spy!” shouted the soldiers.


The Indian crouched at Lincoln’s feet, and the tall captain bade the angry men fall back and let the Indian go.


“O Lincoln! you’re a coward” shouted one of the armed mob.


Captain Lincoln knew the men he had to deal with. “Who says I’m a coward?” he demanded, rolling up his sleeves.


The “boys” knew what that meant. They had no desire to come within range of those long and brawny arms.


“That’s not fair, Lincoln!” cried one, “you’re larger and heavier than we are.”


By military rules, the captain could have ordered his mutineers under arrest. But he knew, that to do so, would be counted by his men as taking an advantage and, therefore, cowardly and tyrannical. So he offered, as was the rule in all backwoods settlements, to fight it out with them, one after the other.


The men knew the uselessness of a wrestle with Abraham Lincoln. None of them dared try it; so the old Indian was left under the captain’s protection and no harm was done him. (Brooks, 92–93)


Remembering His Mother


A terrible sickness visited that section of Indiana. Many people died from it, and among those were, first, Uncle and Aunt Sparrow, and then Mrs. Lincoln. The nearest doctor was thirty-five miles away, and they had no money to pay him or spend in medicine, even if he could have come to them. The dreadful malaria that is present in all swampy lands weakened the invalids; they were ill-fed, poorly housed, and without any of the comforts that sick people need; so they speedily fell victims to the epidemic [milk fever].


It was a terrible blow to the Lincoln children. Their father was not fitted to care for them or be tender to them; and they had grown to depend upon their sad-faced, hard-working mother for instruction, help, and companionship. She could not give them much, if any, of these things; but what little she could do for them she did cheerfully and, when she was taken from them, they were poor indeed.


They buried her in the forest. No clergyman was within call; her husband himself made her rough coffin; and, many a time, little neglected Abraham would sit by the mound that was his mother’s forest grave and cry, long and bitterly, wishing her back again.


The life of the mother of Abraham Lincoln had been a hard and dreary one. She had known little but poverty, worry, and work. But she dearly loved her forlorn and ragged little nine-year-old son, and it was to him that she turned as she was dying and gave her last message.


“Be kind to father and sister,” she said, placing her hand on the boy’s head; “be good to each other, won’t you? I’ve tried to teach you to do so. I hope you’ll live, Abe, to remember your mother, love your folks, and pray to God.”


The boy Abraham felt especially grieved that no clergyman had held a service or preached a funeral sermon above his mother’s grave. He thought over the matter a long time and, one day, he wrote what was, I believe, really his first letter. It was to the good minister whom he remembered in the old Kentucky home, miles away, and it begged him to come into Indiana and hold a memorial service for Nancy Lincoln.


The kindly clergyman wrote to the boy promising to visit the Lincoln home when he next made a journey into Indiana; and, sure enough, when the next summer came, “Parson Elkins,” as he was called, did come to the little settlement and, when the people had gathered from far and near, he preached the funeral sermon, as he had promised the lonely boy, who so remembered the mother he had lost. (Brooks, 35–38)



And He Could Spell, Too


THE SPELL-DOWN


If all the days Lincoln attended school were added together, they would not make a single year’s time, and he never studied grammar or geography or any of the higher branches. His first teacher in Indiana was Hazel Dorsey, who opened a school in a log schoolhouse a mile and a half from the Lincoln cabin. The building had holes for windows, which were covered over with greased paper to admit light. The roof was just high enough for a man to stand erect. It did not take long to demonstrate that “Abe” was superior to any scholar in her class. His next teacher was Andrew Crawford, who taught in the winter of 1822–23, in the same little schoolhouse. “Abe” was an excellent speller, and it is said that he liked to show off his knowledge, especially if he could help out his less fortunate schoolmates. One day the teacher gave out the word “defied.” A large class was on the floor, but it seemed that no one would be able to spell it. The teacher declared he would keep the whole class in all day and night if “defied” was not spelled correctly.


When the word came around to Katy Roby, she was standing where she could see young “Abe.” She started, “d-e-f,” and while trying to decide whether to spell the word with an “i” or a “y,” she noticed that Abe had his finger on his eye and a smile on his face, and instantly took the hint. She spelled the word correctly and school was dismissed. (McClure, 291)
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The boy Lincoln reading by the fireside. Painting by an unknown artist.
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HOW LINCOLN PAID FOR HIS FIRST BOOK


EARLE H. JAMES


Even at the end of his life, when Lincoln sifted through the passing years, nothing he’d ever owned meant more to him than that long-ago water-soaked book.


Might it be that today’s young people tend to devalue reading because they don’t have to fight for access to books? For the opportunity to read them?


[image: Image]


The shadows were creeping heavily across the meadows and woodlands when a half-timid rap at the kitchen door of neighbor Crawford’s farmhouse, and the good-natured “Come in,” brought over the threshold a face homelier than the Creative Artist usually lets drop from His hand; but the manliness and soul-purpose already alight, went far to make up for any lack of grace.


The boy’s face was downcast and troubled, and his “good evening” so short that Mr. Crawford replied, “Why, good evening to you, Abe. What on earth ails you? Hain’t lost your last friend, have you Abe?”


“No, the case is not so bad as that, Mr. Crawford.”


And as Abe hesitated for a moment, silent and perplexed there was nothing in the overgrown youth other than the unquenchable light of his great, groping soul, to suggest the future greatest man of his country. Tall for his years, grotesquely awkward, his big unshod feet showing up far below his dangling overalls, he was a sorry picture, as he stood, holding a book, crumpled, discolored, well-nigh as unkempt as himself.


“I can’t tell you, Mr. Crawford, how sorry I am; a mishap has befallen your book. By the light on the hearthstone I read it last night until the fire went out; then up in the loft, until my candle burned out.”


“And did you drop off to sleep, readin’, Abe?” asked Mr. Crawford, with a merry twinkle in his eye, “and then did the straw bed blaze up, and did you souse the book to put out the fire?”


For once there was no answering gleam of fun in Abe’s clear eye, as he replied, “There wasn’t a wink of sleep, Mr. Crawford, long as my candle held out to burn, for it’s the most interesting book I ever read. I just devoured every word. But when my light gave out, there was nothing for me but just to lay the book on the bed close up against the logs, where I couldn’t roll onto it. But a heavy rain set in after I got to sleep, and the cabin, you know, is none too tight. The rain poured through on the book and the bed, and when I woke up at daylight, both were soaked. Now I want you to tell me how much the book is worth.”


“Worth! Well, I don’t know. It might be worth seventy-five cents, Abe.”


“I’m afraid that won’t cover it, Mr. Crawford. Anyway, it’s ruined, and I want to pay you every cent it’s worth, some way. But you know I don’t have any money. I can work it out if you are so minded. Will you be satisfied if I work for you three days?”


“That’s just like you, Abe, my boy. You was always that way, not willin’ to do a mean or unjust act, or a thing that you didn’t think was right on the square with others, no matter how you suffered over it.”


The three long days of work were at last done, in Abe’s thorough way, and he was about to start for home, happy in the thought that he had fully repaid his neighbor for the damage to his book.


“You jest hold on, Abe,” Mr. Crawford called out. “That ain’t fair! I’m lettin’ you pay for the book an’ then keepin’ it myself. You did as good a job as any worker on the farm, so that book belongs to you, not me.”


The young backwoodsman was too much surprised and overjoyed at the thought of actually owning a book, and especially this book, for any wordy expression of thanks, but he managed to let neighbor Crawford understand how greatly he appreciated this new turn that made him owner of such a treasure. He, however, soon saw the justice of the transaction, and felt that it was fairly his.


The boy’s big bare feet seemed light as he strode swiftly home through the shadows across the Indiana prairie, holding tight to his precious book. It was the story of the life of the great and good George Washington, and told of the sacrifices, the unselfish patriotism and tireless devotion of the Father of his Country. It found its way into the very depths of Abe’s soul, never to be lost until he, too, was called to greater service and sacrifice for his country.


• • • •


When the years had gone by and Abraham Lincoln had, through the guiding hand of Providence, become the savior of his country, this incident remained distinct in his memory. His friends often heard him say that the possession of that book—the first he’d ever been able to call his own—gave him more pride and joy than any other one thing in his entire life.
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Woodcut depicting Lincoln’s home in Springfield, Illinois.
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CHILDHOOD IN LINCOLN’S TOWN


OCTAVIA ROBERTS CORNEAU


What would it have been like to grow up in Lincoln’s hometown of Springfield, Illinois, and be able to ask neighbors, friends, and relatives about their firsthand memories of the Lincoln family?


Let’s listen in!


They say that the ultimate honor in life has to do with positive recognition expressed by those who knew us best during our growing-up years.
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When I was a little girl I lived in the prairie town of Springfield, Illinois, where Abraham Lincoln had made his home for the greater part of his manhood. I was born too late to know Lincoln, but the older men and women of the town, who were the friends of my grandparents, had been his friends and neighbors. From them I acquired a knowledge of our great townsman long before I ever opened a school book. It was a pleasant way to make the acquaintance of a historical figure.


Books will tell you that Lincoln first came to Springfield in 1837, after he had been admitted to the bar and was entitled to hang up a “shingle” announcing himself as a lawyer, but his first appearance among us was not as a lawyer, but as a pilot. I wish you could have heard the story as Springfield children used to hear it from an old lady we called Aunt Catherine.


Aunt Catherine was so old that she had looked on the face of Lafayette. She thought of Lincoln as having lived but yesterday. The little mirror that hung over her high-backed chair had been given to a member of her family by Washington. She made no use of the back of her chair, for she had been bred in a day when girls were not encouraged to loll. I wish you could have seen her with her bright, birdlike eyes and her straight spine and her delicate white hands as she told about Lincoln the pilot.


The Young Pilot


“You may not know,” she would begin, “that we Springfield people once hoped to prove that the Sangamon River was navigable.”


We would smile, for we knew the craftless river well—a shallow, muddy stream that lay a mile beyond our town.


“Yes, we actually hoped to prove that it would float a steamboat,” Aunt Catherine would continue. “Capital was raised and a Captain Bogue sent to Cincinnati to purchase a steamboat, which he was to sail back through the waters of the Ohio, the Mississippi, the Illinois and finally over our own Sangamon. There was great excitement in town when we learned that the steamship Talisman had been bought, and that Captain Bogue had started back. All went well until the boat got as far as Beardstown; then the real difficulty lay before her, for now she must make her way through the snags of the Sangamon. Who was to pilot her?”


We waited to hear.


“At Beardstown, a young man in breeches much too short for his long legs got on board and said he knew the river. His name was known to no one; it was Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln brought the Talisman the rest of the way and landed it near a mill. Oh, what excitement there was in Springfield! All the people in town rode out to the river as fast as they could get there over the terrible roads. Most of us were on horseback, but some few were in fine carriages. We sang and cheered to think that a steamboat had come to us from the east. We did not know that it was the last time one was ever to make that long trip.


“Of course we could not do enough for the captain and his party. We took them all into town and gave them a fine ball. What an evening it was way back in 1832!”


“Did Lincoln dance at the ball?” some child would ask.


Aunt Catherine would stare. She was very much of an aristocrat. Her finely arched brows would go up and up. “Lincoln?” she would say in surprise. “Lincoln was only a common pilot. Naturally he was not invited; only gentlemen were bidden.”


Could any story have impressed better upon us Lincoln’s humble beginning?


Later, however, Lincoln was invited to Springfield balls. I knew that, for I saw an old invitation issued by the gentlemen of Springfield to the ladies, asking them to attend a dance at the American House, our best hotel in the early days. The name of the first gentleman was that of my grandfather, Nicholas Ridgely, and that of the last, Abraham Lincoln. By that time Lincoln was a practicing lawyer; moreover, he was a member of the legislature, one of what people called the “long nine.”


The “long nine” were nine men who were all exceedingly tall. Old folk remembered their picking their way in single file through the mud to the church where the legislature met while the State House was being built.


Mr. Ninian Edwards was one of the “long nine” too. He lived in a fine old brick mansion. Every stick of his furniture had come from the East and had been made to order. Lincoln had been entertained in that fine house many a time. He had sat on the haircloth sofa with its embroidered back and courted Mary Todd, Mrs. Edwards’s sister. He had been married to her between the folding doors of solid walnut.


How easily we Springfield children could picture the legislative parties given there, the wooing on the sofa, the wedding; for when I was a little girl the old mansion had become a private school. Every day I walked up the long path to the door that Lincoln had so often entered, recited my lessons in what had been Mrs. Edwards’s fine conservatory, and when I needed correcting sometimes was spoken to by the principal in the soft gloom of the old drawing room where Lincoln and Mary Todd had been married.


From the fine old brick mansion Lincoln had led his bride to their first home: a room in the Globe Tavern. The remains of that old tavern stood across the street from the church I attended. I could look over there any Sunday morning and see where Lincoln and his bride had lived. It was easy to imagine him there, for a lady had told me a pretty story of Lincoln at the Globe. She had boarded there one winter when Lincoln was away at Congress, and she remembered his coming back at the close of the session and his progress through the tavern dining room, stopping to shake every outstretched hand. In those days the tavern rooms were heated by stoves, and the Congressman had not been above carrying up armfuls of wood for many of the ladies. How simple it all was and how easy after such stories to remember that Lincoln had been to Congress!


Of course Lincoln did not always live in a hotel. He had soon bought a modest house on the corner of Eighth and Jackson Streets. The house had belonged to the first rector of our church. I knew his granddaughter well. Once she let me see the deed conveying the house from Dr. Charles Dresser to Abraham Lincoln. Once one of Dr. Dresser’s relatives, a very old woman and extremely deaf, told me how Lincoln had appeared at the rectory early one November morning in the rain and said in his homely parlance, “I want to get hitched up to Miss Todd tonight. Can you tie the knot, Doctor?”


The Lincoln House


I often saw Lincoln’s house on Eighth and Jackson streets. It was open to the public as a memorial. Strangers could see only the lower rooms, but townsfolk, who knew the cordial custodian, could go anywhere, even up to Lincoln’s own bedroom.


We all knew Mrs. Johnson, who had lived next door to the Lincoln house when she was a girl. She remembered well how Lincoln used to watch the baby for Mrs. Lincoln, pushing the child to and fro in a little buggy with one hand while he read a book, which he held in the other. Mrs. Johnson could remember how “wild” and undisciplined Willie and Tad were and how devoted their father was to them. Once he had been seen with them in the drug store, treating the boys to soda water. As they were far from being rich, one glass had to do for both. First Willie had a long swig, then Tad!


Not until we had heard many such stories, which made Lincoln a dear and familiar figure, did any of us open a United States history; then of course we came upon Lincoln the world figure. How we glowed to think that Springfield had sent him forth as one of her own sons!


Memories of the Candidate


The first historical mention of Lincoln was likely to be as a candidate for the United States Senate. He had run against Stephen A. Douglas, the idol of the Democratic party, and, though he had been defeated, he became nationally well known owing to the seven great debates that he had held with Douglas in seven scattered towns of Illinois. To hear of the debates at first hand from men who had been to Ottawa, Freeport, Alton and the others was a wonderful experience. Nearly everybody in Illinois had managed to attend at least one of the seven. My Uncle Charles had gone as a boy to Ottawa. He had been too young to weigh the arguments for and against the extension of slavery, but was old enough to remember the occasion in great detail. How well he reproduced it all for us!


He would begin by describing the great crowd, the banners, the bands, the torches, the enormous excitement that ran through the mighty audience. Then he would picture himself as a little lad squeezing through the mob until he found a place in the front row, of his looking up into the face of Douglas as the Little Giant opened the debate. He made us see Douglas, small of stature with a head like a lion’s and beautifully dressed, eloquent and polished. When Douglas finished—so my uncle would relate—there seemed to the audience nothing left for poor Abraham Lincoln to say.


At that point my uncle, being an excellent mimic, would show us how Lincoln got to his feet, and how awkwardly he faced the crowd; then my uncle would imitate Lincoln speaking in a high falsetto that carried in the open air. He said he began one address by saying, “Judge Douglas’s argument is as thin as the shadow of the hen that crossed the road day before yesterday.” A roar of laughter rolled up from the crowd.


Of course the greatest day in the history of Springfield was the day Lincoln was nominated for the Presidency. From then until his election Springfield was in a high state of excitement. The boys and girls bore their part during the tumult. One boy carried the telegram to Lincoln that announced the nomination. Others marched as Wide Awakes in the various parades. One of them hauled a cannon to Lincoln’s door and asked him to christen it. When he left naming it to the boys they called it “Mary Lincoln” in honor of Lincoln’s wife.


Many of the girls went to his farewell reception and described in years to come the beauty of Mrs. Lincoln’s fine dress over hoop skirts and the cordiality of Lincoln’s smile. When Lincoln left for Washington the young folk mingled with the elders to wave him farewell.


And all these memories are a much-prized heritage in the old town where I grew up.
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Woodcut from 1873 depicting Sarah Bush Johnson Lincoln.


[image: Image]







[image: Image]



HE LOVED ME TRULY


BERNADINE BAILEY AND DOROTHY WALWORTH


The thirty-one-year-old bride had no idea of what she had tackled when she married her widowed childhood sweetheart, of the explosive potential of housing eight people from two different families in a room only eighteen feet square. Nor what her coming would mean to the scrawny ten-year-old boy named Abe.
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