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            PREFACE

            IN the 1880s,
                    when John Hay and John G. Nicolay were collaborating on their biography of
                    Abraham Lincoln, they discussed the tone and bias of the work. Fierce
                    Republicans both, they did not want to “write a stump speech in eight vols,” but
                    instead “to write the history of those times like two everlasting angels—who
                    know everything, judge everything, tell the truth about everything and don’t
                    care a twang of their harps about the one side or the other.” But then Hay added
                    a demurrer: “There will be one exception. We are Lincoln men all the way
                    through.”

            This is a book about Lincoln men—people who thought of themselves
                    as special friends of Abraham Lincoln. There can be no doubt that much of the
                    time, Lincoln himself so considered them. They are figures whose lives were
                    inextricably intertwined with Lincoln’s. They were his closest
                friends.

            It came as a surprise to me that they were so few in number. Of
                    course, there were dozens—indeed, hundreds—of others who claimed to be Lincoln’s
                    friends. Throughout his life, many people stepped in to assist him when he
                    needed their help. They loaned him money, they employed him as their lawyer, and
                    they voted for him in elections. He is often pictured as a self-made man who had
                    to struggle to get to the top, but William H. Herndon, his law partner for
                    sixteen years, insisted, with only a little exaggeration, that “no man ever had
                    an easier time of it in his early days—in … his young struggles than Lincoln
                    had. He always had influential and financial friends to help him; they almost
                    fought each other for the privilege of assisting Lincoln.” After Lincoln’s
                    assassination, when reporters asked old-timers in Illinois how he had been able
                    to rise so rapidly without family connections, without wealth, without
                    education, they received the explanation that Lincoln “had nothing only plenty of friends.”

            In turn, Lincoln referred to dozens of his neighbors, his
                    associates, and even some of his political opponents as friends. In his early
                    years, adopting the Quaker manner of his ancestors, he frequently began letters
                    with salutations like “Friend Diller,” “Friend Thomas,” and “Friend White.” Many
                    of his letters ended with “Your friend, as ever.” His correspondence is
                    sprinkled with phrases like “my personal friend” and “my personal friend of
                    twenty years standing.” In a few instances, he referred to acquaintances as
                    intimate friends—some of whom remain as obscure as Benjamin A. Watson, a
                    Springfield confectioner, and George C. Beilor, or Bestor, who may have been a
                    mayor of Peoria.

            But the evidence is overwhelming that only a handful of these
                    friends were on intimate terms with Lincoln. Those who knew him best came to
                    realize that behind the mask of affability, behind the facade of his endless
                    humorous anecdotes, Lincoln maintained an inviolable reserve. Even Herndon, who
                    was associated with him for so many years, found him “incommunicative—silent,
                    reticent—secretive,” and he often had to guess what his partner thought or
                    wanted. He was, Herndon summarized, “the most shut-mouthed man” who ever
                    lived.

            In pursuing my research, I found myself confronting a riddle: How
                    could a man who had no friends also be a man who had nothing but friends? In
                    attempting to solve it, I steeped myself in the extensive literature on the
                    nature and significance of friendship. The best introduction is The Norton Book of Friendship, edited by
                    Eudora Welty and Ronald A. Sharp—a copy of which my dear friend, Eudora Welty,
                    sent me shortly before her death. It offers a rich and rewarding sampling of
                    letters, poems, and essays describing notable friendships. Next, I explored the
                    considerable psychological literature on friendship, which proved especially
                    valuable in showing the importance of close friendships in one’s early years. I
                    have been greatly influenced by Harry Stack Sullivan’s The Interpersonal Theory of Psychiatry, and I have
                    also learned much from Making a Friend in
                            Youth, by Robert L. Selman and Lynn Hickey Schultz, and
                    from Parents and Peers in Social
                        Development, by James Youniss.

            Presently, I discovered that most ideas about friendship derive
                    from philosophical analyses. It is easy to trace a line of intellectual descent
                    from Emanuel Kant to Michel Montaigne to St. Thomas Aquinas to Cicero, all of
                    whom wrote treatises on friendship. And, in turn, their ideas derive from the
                        Nicomachean Ethics of
                    Aristotle.

            Over the centuries, Aristotle’s typology of friendship has
                    remained fundamental. There are, Aristotle shows, three basic kinds of
                    friendships. There are “enjoyable” friendships, in which people associate simply
                    for the pleasure they derive from each other’s company; there are “useful”
                    friendships, in which each party has something to gain by associating with the
                    other; and there are “perfect” or “complete” friendships, in which there is free
                    sharing of ideas, hopes, wishes, ambitions, fears. Such a complete friendship
                    can exist only between good people similar in virtue, each of whom wishes for
                    his friend good things—not because his friend is useful or even enjoyable but
                    simply because he is good. It hardly needs saying that such friendships are
                    rare.

            I found Aristotle’s categories useful in classifying the hundreds
                    of people who claimed to be Lincoln’s friends. A great many of his political
                    supporters were clearly useful friends—people who could help him (and sometimes
                    be helped by him) in running for office or winning a court case. Others were
                    enjoyable friends, like the wild Clary’s Grove boys with whom he raced and
                    wrestled in New Salem, Illinois.

            The list of the men who might be considered Lincoln’s “complete”
                    friends is much shorter. He would have found it easy to agree with Henry Adams’s
                    observation: “One friend in a lifetime is much; two are many; and three are
                    hardly possible.” For a number of men who thought themselves as intimates of
                    Lincoln, there is too little evidence to explore, or to refute, their claims of
                    close friendship. Ward Hill Lamon, Norman B. Judd, Leonard Swett, Gideon Welles,
                    Edwin M. Stanton, Frederick Douglass, and Ulysses S. Grant all knew Lincoln
                    well, but surviving records do not tell us how frequently they saw him, what
                    they talked about, what confidences, predictions, and fears they
                shared.

            I have chosen to focus on six figures who were undoubtedly close
                    to Lincoln and who have left full, revealing reports of their association:
                    Joshua F. Speed, William H. Herndon, Orville H. Browning, William H. Seward,
                    John Hay, and John G. Nicolay. Each saw a different side of Lincoln, and taken
                    together, their accounts present a rounded picture of Lincoln at various stages
                    of his development. They also tell much about Lincoln’s difficulty in making,
                    and in holding, intimate friends.

            It will be noted that I have not included any women in this list,
                    and readers may reasonably ask why I do not offer an account of his relationship
                    with his wife, Mary Todd Lincoln. Obviously, there was, for at least part of
                    their marriage, an intimacy that Lincoln did not find elsewhere, but I am
                    convinced that the closeness of husband and wife is basically different from
                    that of friends. At any rate, Mary Lincoln is such an important, and difficult,
                    figure in Lincoln’s life that she deserves separate treatment.1 Apart from that, my
                    omission stems from the fact that Lincoln was never really comfortable around
                    women, and, except for a few elderly matrons in New Salem, he did not confide in
                    them. Toward the end of his life, he assumed an air of gallantry toward some
                    women—an air that infuriated his jealous wife—but he never developed a special
                    friendship for any of them.

            I found that an examination of Lincoln’s close friends required me
                    to rethink some puzzling questions in the Lincoln story: Why did Abraham
                    Lincoln, as a boy, not have a close friend, or “chum”? Did Lincoln have a love
                    affair with Ann Rutledge? Did Lincoln have a homoerotic relationship with Joshua
                    Fry Speed? How reliable are William H. Herndon’s recollections of his friendship
                    with Lincoln? Why did Lincoln never offer a cabinet post, or a seat on the
                    Supreme Court, to his closest wartime friend, Orville H. Browning? Did William
                    H. Seward largely direct American foreign policy during the Civil War, or did
                    Lincoln use his friendship to manage Seward? Why did Lincoln come to depend so
                    heavily on his two private secretaries, John G. Nicolay and John Hay? To such
                    questions, there are no simple or definitive answers in the historical record,
                    and a biographer has to rely on his understanding of Lincoln’s character, on his
                    knowledge of the period, and, in the end, on his intuition. I have tried to
                    authenticate every factual statement in the following pages, but where the
                    evidence is conflicting or lacking, I have offered judgments that are admittedly
                    speculative.

            From time to time, all the major figures in this book had
                    disagreements with Lincoln, but all of them remained loyal to him throughout his
                    life, and after his death, all venerated him as our greatest President. My title
                    is a tribute to that loyalty.

            David Herbert
                        Donald

            Lincoln, Massachusetts
 December 31,
                            2002

        

    
        
            [image: image]

            “A STRANGE, FRIENDLESS, UNEDUCATED, PENNILESS BOY”

            Lincoln’s Early
                            Friendships

            EVERYBODY
                    liked the boy, but he had no special friends.1 Years later, after
                    Abraham Lincoln was assassinated, old residents of Kentucky and Indiana
                    remembered what a good boy he had been. “He was a modest and Sensitive lad—never
                    coming where he was not wanted,” Elizabeth Crawford recalled; “he was gentle,
                    tender and Kind.”2
                    Dozens said they had been his friends, but no one claimed to have been his
                    intimate.

            I

            NOT much can
                    be said about Lincoln’s playmates in Kentucky, where he spent his first seven
                    years. Nearly all the stories about his boyhood are apocryphal. For instance,
                    the Reverend James Duncan recalled how with three dogs he and young Abraham
                    chased a groundhog into a cleft in the rocks along the side of a creek. After
                    working in vain for nearly two hours to force the creature out, Lincoln ran off
                    about a quarter of a mile to the blacksmith shop and returned with an iron hook
                    attached to the end of a pole, which he used to pry the creature out. The
                    problem with this memory is that Lincoln would have been only two years old at
                    the time.3

            The only fairly authentic anecdote concerning Lincoln’s Kentucky
                    playmates recounts an adventure when he was about seven. He and Austin Gollaher
                    were playing in Knob Creek, which ran near the Lincolns’ cabin, and decided to
                    cross it to look for some young partridges Lincoln had seen the previous day.
                    Neither boy could swim. Gollaher succeeded in “cooning” his way across on a
                    small sycamore pole, but when Abraham followed, he fell off into deep water, and
                    Gollaher had to rescue him. “He was almost dead,” Gollaher remembered years
                    later, “and I was badly scared. I rolled and pounded him in good earnest” until
                    he began to breathe again.4

            When Abraham was about six, he trudged off to school with his
                    older sister, Sarah, more in order to keep her company on the two-mile walk than
                    in any expectation that he would learn to read and write. But Gollaher, looking
                    through the golden haze of memory, said Abraham was “an unusually bright boy at
                    school, and made splendid progress in his studies.” During the few months he and
                    Sarah attended school, another Kentuckian remembered, “He alwa[y]s appear[e]d to
                    be very quiet during play time” and gained something of a reputation for liking
                    solitude and for keeping his clothes cleaner than the other boys his age.5

            But when all these stories are put together, they add up to very
                    little. As his cousin Dennis Hanks correctly judged, “Abe Exhibited no special
                    traits in Ky.”6

            II

            SOUTHERN
                    Indiana was not a place that encouraged young Abraham Lincoln to make close
                    friends. When Thomas Lincoln moved his family from Kentucky to Perry County
                    (later subdivided to form Spencer County), Indiana, in 1816, they settled in a
                    wild region. The public land to which Thomas staked his claim in the Little
                    Pigeon Creek area was so remote that for part of the distance from the Ohio
                    River, he had to hack a path through unbroken forest for his family to follow.
                    Dangerous animals prowled in the woods. Many years later, when Abraham Lincoln
                    revisited the region, he was moved to verse:

            
                
                    When first my father settled here,

                    ’Twas then the frontier line:

                    The panther’s scream, filled night with
                            fear

                    And bears preyed on the swine.7

                

            

            There was little opportunity in this rough frontier region for
                    young Abraham Lincoln to make friends with other children of his own age. Though
                    he was only eight years old, he was large for his age, and his labor was needed
                    to help clear away the undergrowth and chop down enough trees so that his father
                    could plant corn. As he remembered it, he “had an axe put into his hands at
                    once; and from that till within his twenty-third year, he was almost constantly
                    handling that most useful instrument—less, of course, in plowing and harvesting
                        seasons.”8

            After about a year, the family seemed fairly well settled,
                    especially when Thomas Sparrow and his wife, Elizabeth Hanks Sparrow, Nancy
                    Hanks Lincoln’s aunt and uncle, moved from Kentucky and built their own cabin
                    near the Lincolns’. Dennis Hanks, Elizabeth Sparrow’s eighteen-year-old
                    illegitimate nephew, accompanied them, and he enlivened both households with his
                    irrepressible good spirits and endless loquacity.

            Then disaster struck. People in the Little Pigeon Creek community
                    began to be afflicted with the mysterious ailment they called milk sickness that
                    was later discovered to be caused by milk from their cows that ran wild in the
                    forest and had been eating the luxuriant but poisonous white snake-root plant.
                    Dizziness, nausea, and stomach pains were followed by prostration, coma, and,
                    usually within seven days, death. Both Thomas and Elizabeth Sparrow died. Then
                    Nancy Hanks Lincoln fell sick and died on October 5, 1818, leaving behind her
                    husband, her daughter, aged eleven, and Abraham.

            The death of his mother was a critical event in Abraham Lincoln’s
                    life. There is no way to measure the effect of such a loss on a nine-year-old.
                    Lincoln himself left no direct record of his grief over his mother’s death, but
                    there is evidence to suggest his deep sense of loss. In the 1840s, when he
                    revisited his old Indiana neighborhood, he was moved to mournful
                verse:

            
                
                    I range the fields with pensive tread,

                    And pace the hollow rooms,

                    And feel (companion of the dead)

                    I’m living in the tombs.9

                

            

            During the Civil War, in an attempt to console the bereaved child
                    of a friend killed in battle, he wrote: “In this sad world of ours, sorrow comes
                    to all; and, to the young, it comes with bitterest agony, because it takes them
                    unawares…. I have had experience enough to know what I say.”10

            Death is always traumatic for small children, and in Abraham’s
                    case the blow was the more severe because his mother’s death, at the age of
                    twenty-five or twenty-six, was both premature and unexpected. There was no long
                    period of illness during which her husband and children could reconcile
                    themselves to the inevitable. The loss was the more devastating because of its
                    finality. Though a religious woman, Nancy Hanks Lincoln apparently had no belief
                    in an afterlife (nor did her son ever develop one), and on her deathbed she gave
                    her children no assurance that she would see them in heaven but “told them to be
                    good and kind to their father—to one another and to the world.”11 There was no
                    possibility for a healing period of mourning. Nancy Lincoln, like her aunt and
                    uncle, was placed in a coffin her husband hastily constructed of rough boards
                    and, without ceremony, was buried on a knoll a quarter of a mile from the cabin.
                    No stone or other marker was erected over her grave.

            Children experience the death of a parent with confused emotions.
                    There is, of course, the immense and overwhelming sense of loss, but there is
                    also often concealed anger at having been abandoned. Always there is a sense of
                    guilt—guilt over being a survivor when a mother or father has been taken—which
                    can be accompanied by a wholly irrational feeling that, especially in the case
                    of a mysterious disease like the milk sickness, somehow the child may have done
                    something or neglected to do something that caused the parent’s death.12

            Psychoanalysts agree that when a parent dies, a child needs most
                    “the comforting presence of his surviving parent or of a known and trusted
                        substitute.”13
                    But the undemonstrative Thomas Lincoln, who had to struggle simply to keep food
                    on the family table, was not a man who could extend such comfort to his orphaned
                    children, and there were no neighbors who could serve as mother
                    substitutes.

            The sense of abandonment that the Lincoln children felt because of
                    the death of their mother induced fear that their father too might leave them.
                    Indeed, within a year of Nancy’s death, Thomas Lincoln did go back to Kentucky,
                    leaving his two small children unprotected except for their teenage cousin,
                    Dennis Hanks. When Thomas Lincoln returned with a new wife, Sarah Bush Johnston
                    Lincoln, she found Abraham and Sarah dirty, hungry, and clad in tatters. The
                    children became devoted to this warm and outgoing woman, a widow with two
                    daughters and a son Abraham’s age, who quickly brought order to the Lincoln
                    household, but she arrived before Abraham had time fully to accept the loss of
                    his mother. His father had remarried before an itinerant preacher read a funeral
                    service over Nancy Hanks Lincoln’s grave.

            In such circumstances, children often have difficulty in making
                    close connections with others. It is as if once their most intimate link, to a
                    parent, has been destroyed, they are fearful lest they invite another
                    devastating hurt.

            III

            DURING this
                    period of incomplete mourning, Abraham was saved from social isolation by the
                    presence of Dennis Hanks, engaging, garrulous, and self-promoting. Dennis was
                    later to claim he had great influence on young Abraham. “I taught Abe his first
                    lesson in spelling—reading and writing,” he boasted. “I taught Abe to write with
                    a buzzards quillen which I killed with a rifle and having made a pen—put Abes
                    hand in mind [mine] and moving his fingers by my hand to give him the idea of
                    how to write.”14 (He
                    claimed also to have sparked Lincoln’s interest in the law: “I bought the
                    Statute[s] of Indiana and from that he Lerned the principles of Law and allso My
                    Self.”) Most of these claims were fabricated or highly exaggerated, though
                    certainly the two worked together on the farm and hunted rabbits together. But
                    Dennis was nearly ten years older than his cousin, and he was more like a
                    benevolent uncle than a close friend.

            Abraham never developed a warm friendship for his step-brother,
                    John D. Johnston, who was about his own age. The reasons are obscure. Though
                    Sarah Bush Johnston Lincoln was even-handed in her treatment of both boys, her
                    husband was not; as a relative remembered, he “always appeared to think much
                    more of his stepson John D. Johnston than he did of his own Son Abraham.”15 Perhaps Thomas
                    Lincoln felt more temperamentally kin to John D., who was rather dull and lazy,
                    if good-tempered, than he did to Abraham; possibly he felt threatened by Abraham
                    and was unwilling to share the male role of authority with his talented son. At
                    any rate, a relative recalled, he “never showed by his actions that he thought
                    much of his son Abraham when a Boy, he treated [him] rather unkind than
                    otherwise.” Inevitably the two boys became rivals rather than friends. Dennis
                    Hanks said they were enemies.16

            Outside of Abraham’s family circle, there were few boys of his own
                    age in the Little Pigeon Creek community. The Lincoln family had no nearby
                    neighbors. Spencer County was almost uninhabited when the Lincolns arrived, with
                    a total population of only about 200 in an area nearly the size of the state of
                    Rhode Island. In 1820, about forty families lived within a five-mile radius of
                    the Lincolns’ cabin; this means there were fewer than two families per square
                    mile. Louis A. Warren, who made a careful study of the early land records and
                    the 1820 census, calculated that at the time Abraham was eleven years old, there
                    were seven, or possibly eight, families that lived within a mile of the
                    Lincolns, and these included only ten boys (besides Abraham and John D.
                    Johnston) and nine girls between the ages of seven and seventeen. It is not
                    possible to ascertain the ages of the individual children, but these figures
                    suggest that within a mile radius, there were, at most, only one or two other
                    boys of Abraham’s age, none living so close that they could see each other and
                    play with each other daily.17

            The Little Pigeon Creek neighborhood was not even a village, and
                    there was nothing like a community center, but Abraham did have a chance to meet
                    other children when he, with his sister and the three Johnston children,
                    attended the school that Andrew Crawford opened in a cabin about a mile from the
                    Lincoln house. It closed after one term of three months. The next year, he
                    enrolled in James Swaney’s school, about four miles from home, but the distance
                    was so great that, because of his farm chores, he attended only sporadically.
                    The following year, he went for about six months to a school Azel W. Dorsey
                    opened in the same cabin where Crawford had taught. His formal schooling then
                    ended and, all told, as he himself summarized, “the ag[g]regate of all his
                    schooling did not amount to one year.”18

            The somewhat sporadic services of the Little Pigeon Creek Baptist
                    Church, which his father, stepmother, and sister joined in 1823, offered other
                    opportunities for meeting children of his own age. Though not a member, Abraham
                    listened to the sermons and after the service would often rally the other boys
                    and girls around him. Then, climbing on a tree stump, he would repeat—or
                    sometimes parody—the minister’s words.

            He became a leader of the children in the area, in part because he
                    matured earlier than most others. Lincoln experienced the onset of puberty in
                    his twelfth—possibly in his eleventh—year, when he began to shoot up in height.
                    He became “a man though a boy.” When the other children his age got into
                    squabbles or engaged in pranks, Lincoln would say, “Leave off your boyish ways
                    and be more like men.”19 More mature than the other students, he was nearly always
                    at the head of his class. One of them thought Lincoln “got ahead of his
                    masters—[They] Could do him no further good: he went to school no more.”20 1His excellence
                    in his school work could have caused jealousy, but it didn’t because he was
                    generous in helping other children. Kate Roby remembered that once School-master
                    Crawford stumped the class by insisting that they spell “defied,” threatening to
                    keep the children in school day and night until they got it right. After
                    unsuccessfully trying every variant she could think of, she chanced to spy tall
                    Abraham Lincoln through the window, who smiled and pointed his finger to his
                    eye. Taking the hint, she immediately changed the letter “y” into an “i,” and
                    Crawford had to let the class out.

            The absence of playmates—important at any age—was of crucial
                    importance at this stage of Lincoln’s development. In late childhood and early
                    adolescence, most boys find a close friend—a “chum,” to use the term favored by
                    psychoanalyst Harry Stack Sullivan—from whom they are inseparable and with whom
                    they share confidences, secrets, desires, and ambitions. By giving a boy a
                    perspective on himself different from that offered by his family members, a chum
                    can help in the difficult process of self-recognition and can help him to
                    develop an autonomous personality.21 When there are very few children of the same age in a
                    community, some boys never find such an intimate friend, and the failure can
                    have serious consequences for the rest of their lives. Boys who do not have
                    chums often have difficulty later in establishing close, warm friendships, and
                    there is some evidence that such boys are more likely to suffer from depression
                    in later years.22
                    Lincoln never had a chum.

            IV

            IN 1831, when
                    Lincoln, at the age of twenty-two, left his family and settled in New Salem,
                    Illinois, he was—as he later described himself—“a strange, friendless,
                    uneducated, penniless boy.”23 What he meant by “strange” is so obscure that the
                    editors of his Collected Works thought
                    that he meant to say “stranger.” But to have Lincoln call himself a “stranger”
                    requires that his self-description be changed to “a stranger, [a] friendless,
                    uneducated, penniless boy.” Lincoln chose his words carefully and such
                    emendations are unwarranted. Probably Lincoln meant precisely what he said: to
                    residents of New Salem who saw him for the first time, he did indeed seem
                    strange. He had already attained his full height of six feet and nearly four
                    inches, which made him a head taller than almost anybody else in the New Salem
                    community. Rail-thin, with elongated arms and huge feet, he flapped around like
                    some enormous immature bird when he walked. His clothing added to the oddity of
                    his appearance: a cheap chip hat, perched precariously on his mass of black hair
                    that had the texture of a horse’s tail; a flimsy jacket or coat, so short that
                    it left his midriff unprotected; and jeans that lacked six or more inches of
                    reaching his heavy work shoes. He was, one observer said, “as ruff a specimen of
                    humanity as could be found.”24 New Salem had never seen his like before.

            He arrived in New Salem by accident, and he knew nobody in the
                    community Working for Denton Offutt, he, John D. Johnston, and his cousin John
                    Hanks, who lived off and on with the Lincolns, were guiding a flatboat loaded
                    with barrels of wheat, corn, and bacon down the Sangamon River, and it became
                    lodged on the milldam at New Salem. When the boat began taking on water, Lincoln
                    worked frantically with the others to lighten the load in the stern. As the boat
                    started to right itself, he went ashore, borrowed an augur, and bored a hole in
                    the bow. After the water poured out of the hole, he plugged it. Then the whole
                    boat was lifted and eased over the dam. Impressed by Lincoln’s ingenuity, Offutt
                    swore that, once the trip down the Mississippi was concluded, he would set up a
                    store in New Salem, with Lincoln as its manager. In July, Lincoln returned, but
                    Offutt had not yet come back, and there was no store.

            In September, when Offutt did arrive with his stock of goods,
                    Lincoln set to work as his clerk, assisted by William G. (“Slicky Bill”) Greene.
                    They both slept on a cot in the little store; it was so narrow, Greene
                    remembered, that “when one turned over the other had to do likewise.”25 Henry McHenry
                    later recorded that Lincoln made “a good—obliging clerk and an honest one: he
                    increased Offut[t’]s business much by his simplicity—open—Candid—obliging and
                        honest.”26

            Soon Lincoln came to know all the hundred or so inhabitants of the
                    village, and, because business at the store was seldom pressing, he joined in
                    their amusements. He liked to run in foot races, and he promptly demonstrated
                    that with his long legs, he could outjump any other man in the village. Offutt’s
                    store became the place where the men of the town met daily to exchange news and
                    gossip and to regale each other with jokes and anecdotes. Lincoln seemed to have
                    an inexhaustible supply of both, and men gathered around him when he began one
                    of his tall tales, recounted with great gusto.

            He found easy acceptance in this small, closely knit trading
                    community, but initially it was not certain that he would be as well received by
                    the farmers and laborers from the surrounding countryside, who came to New Salem
                    to trade, have their corn ground at the grist mill, and have a few drinks at one
                    of the “groceries” (as saloons were then called).

            Wild and undisciplined, these young country men virtually
                    terrorized the more sedate residents of New Salem. Worst of them all were the
                    “Clary’s Grove boys,” who lived in a hamlet several miles southwest of New
                    Salem. They were not innately vicious—that is, they did not rob, steal, or
                    murder. If the spirit moved them, they would help an invalid or a widow when a
                    pond needed to be dug or a ditch to be trenched. But they were, as James Short,
                    one of the New Salem residents, called them, “roughs and bullies,” who made it a
                    practice to entice any stranger into a game of cards, when—fairly or
                    unfairly—they would win all his money and often beat him up afterward.27

            Indeed, fighting was a favorite pastime, as it was all along the
                    frontier. Sometimes these brawls served simply as a vent for excess energy, like
                    a gymnastic exercise; but frequently, they were dead serious and included
                    choking, hair pulling, and eye gouging. Often there was little or no pretext to
                    set off a fight, which could involve the whole gang. A fight became a kind of
                    initiation rite for a newcomer, to establish his place in the pecking
                    order.

            Inevitably the Clary’s Grove boys turned their attention to
                    Offutt’s new clerk. Offutt himself provoked them by boasting that Lincoln was
                    not merely the smartest but the strongest man in the town. Caring nothing for
                    Lincoln’s mental accomplishments, the Clary’s Grove boys vowed to test his
                    ability to fight.

            Jack Armstrong, their leader, challenged Lincoln. Stout and burly,
                    Armstrong was a tricky veteran of scores of contests, and he was a formidable
                    fighter. Lincoln demurred. He disliked the tactics of the Clary’s Grove boys,
                    who favored rough-and-ready wrestling, with no rules and no holds barred. “I
                    never tussled and scuffled and will not,” he said, “dont like this wooling and
                    pulling.” He enjoyed “scientific” wrestling, a style in which opponents,
                    following agreed-on rules, begin by taking holds and attempting to throw each
                    other. Urged on by Offutt and others who placed bets on the outcome, the two men
                    agreed to wrestle, not to fight.28

            The outcome of the contest became a matter of legend in New Salem.
                    According to some accounts, Lincoln was victorious; according to others,
                    Armstrong “legged” Lincoln—a tactic forbidden by wrestling rules—and illegally
                    brought him down. Some remembered that Armstrong’s followers, angered by the
                    defeat of their champion, tried to gang up on Lincoln, who vowed that he would
                    lick them all, but only by fighting them one at a time. Others recalled a
                    controversy over whether Offutt lost his bet, since Armstrong did bring Lincoln
                    down, though by an outlawed maneuver. Douglas Wilson’s scrupulous account of
                    this episode in Honor’s Voice concludes
                    that the evidence is so confused and contradictory that it will never be
                    possible to determine precisely what happened.

            But of the importance of the fight in shaping Lincoln’s years in
                    New Salem, there can be little doubt. With some exaggeration, John Todd Stuart,
                    Lincoln’s future law partner, said, “This was the
                            turning point in Lincoln’s life.”29 This test of
                    Lincoln’s strength and courage earned him the admiration of the Clary’s Grove
                    boys, and Jack Armstrong became, and remained, his lifelong follower.

            V

            LINCOLN’S
                    place in the New Salem social hierarchy was ensured. Oddly enough, the rough
                    country boys were not put off by his idiosyncratic refusal to smoke and drink or
                    by his peculiar fondness for books and reading. Perhaps his deficiencies in
                    these areas were made up for by his ability to spin yarns, often scabrous or
                    scatological. More were doubtless impressed by his strength. He could hurl a
                    maul or a cannon ball farther than any competitor. Rowan Herndon claimed Lincoln
                    could lift a box of rocks weighing between 1,000 and 1,300 pounds.30 According to one
                    frequently reported anecdote, he squatted beside a barrel of whiskey, raised it
                    by the chimes, and drank out of the bung hole.

            The rough boys about town began to accept him not merely as an
                    equal but in some sense as a leader who appealed to their better instincts. For
                    instance, he put a stop to Jack Armstrong’s plan to cure one of the town’s
                    chronic drunkards by nailing him in a barrel and rolling it down the steep cliff
                    into the Sangamon River. Another time, when the boys, well lubricated after an
                    election celebration, bet a feeble-minded resident that he could not ride his
                    pony through a bonfire they had built, Lincoln made them call the bet off and
                    send the man home, slightly scorched but, in general, none the worse
                off.

            The next year (1832), the young men of the New Salem area gave a
                    clear demonstration of the place Lincoln held in their regard. That spring, the
                    Sauk and Fox Indians violated the treaty they had signed with the U.S.
                    government to remove across the Mississippi River and returned to Illinois to
                    reclaim their tribal lands. Illinois Governor John Reynolds called out the
                    militia to help the federal troops resist the invasion. Like other able-bodied
                    white males, Lincoln was obliged to enlist, and he did so willingly because
                    Offutt’s store had, in Lincoln’s words, “winked out” and he had no job. On April
                    21, he and the other recruits from the New Salem neighborhood were sworn into
                    service, and, as was customary, they proceeded to elect their own officers.
                    William Kirkpatrick, a wealthy sawmill owner, had announced his candidacy for
                    captain and expected to be elected, but someone also nominated Lincoln. When the
                    voting took place, each candidate stepped out in front on the village green, and
                    his supporters fell in behind him. To Kirkpatrick’s surprise, two-thirds of the
                    recruits lined up behind Lincoln, and most of the others soon
                followed.

            It was a success that delighted Lincoln, because he relished being
                    esteemed by his peers. As Charles Strozier has said, it marked him as being
                    first among equals, not just a friend of the soldiers but their leader. Years
                    later, in 1859, after he had been elected four times to the state legislature
                    and once to the U.S. House of Representatives and after he had twice been his
                    party’s candidate for the U.S. Senate, Lincoln said that his election as militia
                    captain was “a success which gave me more pleasure than any I have had since.”31

            The story of Lincoln’s brief service in the Black Hawk War—he
                    served for one month as captain of his company, until it was disbanded, and then
                    reenlisted for another few weeks as a private in another company—is not
                    memorable, but what is significant is the high esteem, approaching veneration,
                    in which his men held him. It was not due to any special military skill or
                    knowledge. Lincoln knew nothing of military science. When he was drilling the
                    company by making them march across a field, he discovered that they were about
                    to run into a fence with a narrow gate. Unable to remember the proper command,
                    he ordered the company to halt, disband for two minutes, and re-form on the
                    other side of the fence. Nevertheless, the men continued to admire his physical
                    strength and his skill as a wrestler. In a series of contests, he was never
                    thrown, or “dusted,” as the phrase went, and his men thought he could beat
                    anyone. The supporters of Lorenzo Dow Thompson, of a St. Clair County regiment,
                    also believed their champion was invincible. So a contest was arranged, and, as
                    Lincoln remembered many years later, “the whole army was out to see it.” To the
                    surprise of Lincoln’s backers, many of whom had bet on the outcome of the
                    contest, Thompson threw him not once but twice. When some protested that
                    Thompson’s holds were illegal, Lincoln silenced them and told them that his
                    opponent had played fair. “Why,” he said later, “that man could throw a grizzly
                        bear.”32

            Rather against their will, Lincoln’s men were also impressed by
                    his moral as well as his physical courage. When an old Indian, bearing a
                    certificate of good conduct from American authorities, stumbled into their camp,
                    some of the Illinois volunteers wanted to kill him, saying that he was a spy.
                    Lincoln stepped between his men and the shivering Indian and said that anyone
                    who wanted to hurt the visitor would have to lick him first. Grumbling, the men
                    let the Indian slip away.

            Nonetheless, Lincoln remained very popular among the men in his
                    company, who were considered “the hardest set of men” in the army.33 They knew, as
                    Rowan Herndon observed, that “he Could out jump the Best of them he Could out
                    Box the Best of them he Could Beat all of them on anicdote.” “Lincoln was their
                    idol,” another soldier recalled, “and there was not a Man but what was
                    obedi[e]nt to every word he spoke and would fight [to] his death for Lincoln.”34 In their
                    recollections of this period in Lincoln’s life, the theme is unvaried. “Lincoln
                    was a man I always loved,” observed John M. Rutledge. “I was with him in the
                    Black Hawk war he was my Captain a better man I think never lived on the
                        earth.”35
                    According to one soldier, he “was idolized by his men and generally by all the
                    Regiment … to which he belonged.”36 “All the men in the Company—as well as the Regiment
                    to which he and they belonged loved him well,” claimed another, “almost
                    worshipped him.”37

            Long after the Black Hawk War, the loyalty of these men to Lincoln
                    remained unshaken. Although most of them were Democrats and he was a Whig, they
                    regularly supported him for public office. When he traveled Sangamon County
                    campaigning for the state legislature, some of them accompanied him, at times
                    lending muscular as well as moral support when audiences were unruly. But it is
                    notable that even after Lincoln’s death, when the temptation to claim closeness
                    to the martyred President was almost irresistible, very few of these men claimed
                    that Lincoln was their friend, and none professed any degree of intimacy with
                    him.

            VI

            IN his
                    description of his arrival in New Salem, Lincoln also referred to himself as a
                    boy. He was, in fact, twenty-two years old, an age when most young men had
                    settled on a career and a good many were married and had begun families.38 But Lincoln gave
                    a first impression of coltish youthfulness. “Uncle” Johnny Potter was working on
                    a high rail fence when he first saw Lincoln, who asked whether he could have
                    something to eat. Mrs. Potter gave him boiled eggs for breakfast. When he was
                    finished, Lincoln came out and “straddled over that five-rail fence as if it
                    wasn’t in the way at all.” Out in the road, he turned back and said, “There’s
                    only one egg left; I believe I’d better make a clean thing of it.” He straddled
                    the fence again, got the egg, and “went off—laughing like a boy, shuffling the
                    hot egg from one hand to the other and then peeling and eating it.”39 Lincoln evidently
                    thought of himself as still immature, with all the exciting possibilities and
                    all the dangers of manhood still ahead of him.

            Later, when he was only in his forties, he would be called “Old
                    Abe,” but during his New Salem years, people thought of him as a boy His
                    appearance of immaturity—his susceptibility to the wild moods of a belated
                    adolescence, his inability to deal with practical matters like buying clothes
                    and doing his laundry, his willingness to drift from one occupation to another,
                    whether it was storekeeper, riverboat man, soldier, postmaster, or
                    surveyor—brought out the maternal instincts of New Salem matrons, and he looked
                    to them as mother substitutes.

            Shy with young women, he found it easy to talk with them, because
                    most were older than he and, being married, could not be considered objects of
                    sexual interest. Mentor Graham’s daughter recalled that he frequently asked her
                    mother “for advice on different questions—such as Love—prudence of movements
                    etc—girls—etc etc.”40

            After the great wrestling match, Hannah Armstrong, Jack
                    Armstrong’s wife, took a strong interest in Lincoln, who became a frequent
                    visitor. “Abe would Come out to our house,” she remembered, “drink milk and
                    mush—Corn bre[a]d—butter.” He would bring her children candy and rock the cradle
                    of her baby while she laundered his clothes. To keep briars from ruining his
                    trousers, she “foxed” them with two buckskins—that is, she sewed the skins on
                    the front of the garments, to keep them from being shredded.41 Their friendship
                    was so close that her roughneck husband kept up a running joke that Lincoln was
                    the father of her youngest son. It was a story, one contemporary remembered,
                    that “plagued Lincoln terribly.”42

            Elizabeth Abell, the wife of Dr. Bennett Abell, was another New
                    Salem matron who found this disheveled and disorganized young man immensely
                    appealing. Mrs. Abell, whom William Butler described as “a cultivated woman—very
                    superior to the common run of women” on the frontier,43 also did
                    Lincoln’s laundry and “foxed” another pair of his pants. She thought him “the
                    best natured man I ever got acquainted with” and described him as
                    “sensitive”—but also as “backward.”44

            Those were not traits that especially endeared him to the young
                    women in the New Salem community, and, indeed, he showed very little interest in
                    them. Even in Indiana, he had the reputation of not liking girls much because
                    they were “too frivalous.”45 In New Salem, according to James Short, “he didn’t go
                    to see the girls much. He didn’t appear bashful, but it seemed as if he cared
                    but little for them.” Once when a Virginia family with “Three stilish Daughters”
                    stayed at the Rutledge tavern, where Lincoln was also boarding, he absented
                    himself from the table for two or three weeks, doubtless embarrassed by his
                    homely appearance and perhaps by his deficient table manners.46

            But there are two apparent exceptions to Lincoln’s failure to find
                    friends among the young women of New Salem. According to William H. Herndon, his
                    law partner, Lincoln fell deeply in love with Ann Rutledge, daughter of one of
                    the founders of New Salem. Though she was promised to another man, she
                    reciprocated his affection and—as the story goes—they arrived at some kind of
                    understanding, if not an actual engagement. Then, in the terrible summer of
                    1835, Ann died, and Lincoln was devastated.

            It is hard to know what to make of this story, which was first
                    hinted at in an 1862 article in the Menard Axis, an obscure, anti-Lincoln newspaper, but
                    was not widely known until Herndon began interviewing New Salem old-timers after
                    Lincoln’s death. Herndon’s extravagant rhetoric, including assertions that
                    Lincoln was so distraught after Ann Rutledge’s death that “his mind wandered
                    from its throne” and that he never loved another woman, including his wife of
                    twenty-three years, made some historians skeptical, yet others strongly
                    supported Herndon’s story. It was not until 1945, after Herndon’s papers had
                    been opened to the public, that the great Lincoln scholar, J. G. Randall, was
                    able to make a close analysis of the evidence. His brilliant appendix to his
                        Lincoln the President, called
                    “Sifting the Ann Rutledge Evidence,” concluded that Herndon’s story was largely
                    myth. Unsupported by credible evidence, it did “not belong in a recital of those
                    Lincoln episodes which one presents as unquestioned reality.”47 As Professor
                    Randall’s research assistant, I fully endorsed that view in my first book, Lincoln’s Herndon, and tried to explain
                    why Herndon promulgated this myth.

            In recent years, there has been a tendency to reverse this
                    judgment against Herndon’s story, and John Y. Simon and Douglas L. Wilson have
                    published well-reasoned studies that argue for the essential credibility of the
                    Ann Rutledge story (minus Herndon’s speculations about Lincoln’s mental
                    instability and his alleged lack of affection for his wife). Their close reading
                    of Herndon’s numerous interviews relating to Ann Rutledge persuaded me that
                    Professor Randall’s analysis had perhaps been too rigorous in demanding
                    firsthand testimony of two independent witnesses. Using that criterion, a
                    historian would have to discard almost everything reported about Lincoln’s first
                    thirty-one years. Consequently in my Lincoln (1995), I gave a mild endorsement to the basic
                    Ann Rutledge story (without accepting Herndon’s rhetorical
                    embellishments).

            In the years since, I have reconsidered my position. This
                    rethinking was not, for the most part, the result of the discovery of new
                    evidence. Both Professor Randall and his critics used the same documents—mostly
                    interviews that Herndon conducted. But the 1998 publication of Herndon’s Informants, ably edited and
                    exhaustively annotated by Douglas L. Wilson and Rodney O. Davis, has made it
                    possible more easily and systematically to examine all the testimony that
                    Herndon collected on this subject. Looked at anew, it is impressive for its
                    contradictions. Members of the Rutledge family were certain that there had been
                    a firm engagement between Lincoln and their sister; Mrs. Abell, who may have
                    been Lincoln’s closest confidant in New Salem, professed to know nothing about a
                    love affair, though she testified to Lincoln’s genuine grief at Ann’s
                    death.

            With one exception, all this confusing and contradictory evidence
                    that Herndon collected was secondhand, recollected months and even years after
                    Lincoln’s assassination and, of course, thirty or more years after Ann
                    Rutledge’s death. No letter from Ann Rutledge is known to exist, and her name is
                    never mentioned in the thousands of pages of Lincoln’s published correspondence.
                    Only Isaac Cogdal, a Menard County farmer and stonemason, claimed to have spoken
                    personally with Lincoln about his alleged love affair. In an interview Herndon
                    recorded in 1865 or 1866, Cogdal said he visited Lincoln in his office during
                    the months after he was elected President in 1860, and the two friends began
                    reminiscing about “old times and old acquaintances” in New Salem. Presently
                    Cogdal felt emboldened to ask: “Abe is it true that you fell in love with and
                    courted Ann Rutledge?” “It is true,” replied Lincoln, “true indeed I did. I have
                    loved the name of Rutledge to this day…. I loved the woman dearly and sacredly:
                    she was a handsome girl—would have made a good loving wife … I did honestly—and
                    truly love the girl and think often—often of her now.”48

            This statement has remained a linchpin in accounts endorsing the
                    Ann Rutledge story, even though Professor Randall cautioned that it had
                    “unLincolnian quality.”49 Recently it has come under more sustained attack from C.
                    A. Tripp, who questions the timing and the accuracy of Cogdal’s reported
                    interview with Lincoln. In a careful computer-aided analysis of all of Lincoln’s
                    known writings and sayings, Dr. Tripp shows that Lincoln never used several key
                    words Cogdal attributed to him, or adopted the pattern of phrasing Cogdal
                    reported, and concludes that Cogdal’s “entire testimony reeks of fraud.”50

            The whole subject is—as Lincoln said in a very different
                    context—so “environed with difficulties”51 that it is hard
                    to reach a reasoned judgment. My present negative opinion rests in part on a
                    reexamination of Herndon’s evidence and of Dr. Tripp’s analysis, but in larger
                    part, it derives from the context of what we know about Lincoln’s friends and
                    associates. At no other point in Lincoln’s early life did he express his deep
                    affection—much less his love—for any woman. He was not prepared for
                    intimacy.

            Doubts about his romance with Ann Rutledge are reinforced by
                    examination of the one other instance in which he was interested enough in a
                    woman to propose marriage. Several New Salem matrons, concerned about his lonely
                    and forlorn condition, vainly attempted to match him with a Miss Short and a
                    Miss Berry, but Mrs. Abell was more successful in promoting his interest in her
                    sister, Mary Owens. Handsome and well educated, this daughter of a wealthy
                    Kentucky family made a great impression when she visited her sister in 1833 or
                    1834, and Lincoln is supposed to have told Mrs. Abell that “if ever that girl
                    comes back to New Salem I am going to marry her.” When she did return, a
                    half-hearted courtship began, only to end in farce. Granting Lincoln’s “goodness
                    of heart,” Mary Owens found him “deficient in those little links which make up
                    the chain of woman’s happiness.” He found her greatly changed since her earlier
                    visit and complained of her age, “her want of teeth, weatherbeaten appearance in
                    general.” To the relief of both parties, their romance—if it could be called
                    that—ended, and Lincoln concluded “never again to think of marrying; and for
                    this reason; I can never be satisfied with any one who would be blockhead enough
                    to have me.”52

            It is clear that in his New Salem days Lincoln’s attachments were
                    to older, married, and hence unavailable, women. He needed a mother more than he
                    needed a wife.

            VII

            LIKE older
                    women, older men—or at least those who were more settled in occupation and
                    family, more established in their businesses—also often volunteered to help this
                    lonely, friendless young man. Denton Offutt became his first patron in Illinois.
                    Though Offutt was, as one New Salem resident said, “a wild—rec[k]less-careless
                    man,—a kind of wandering horse tamer,” he was perceptive enough to see great
                    possibilities in Lincoln and put him, without any experience at all, in charge
                    of his general store and then of his grist mill. “By God,” he predicted,
                    “Lincoln will yet be President of these U.S.”53 Other men also
                    trusted him. When Lincoln returned from the Black Hawk War without a job, Rowan
                    Herndon sold him half-ownership of his general store, with no cash payment. “I
                    believed he was thoroughly honest,” Rowan Herndon explained, “and … I accepted
                    his note in payment of the whole. He had no money, but I would have advanced him
                    still more had he asked for it.”54

            When the store, which Lincoln owned jointly with William Berry,
                    failed and he was left without a job, friends again intervened to help him. One
                    secured for Lincoln the appointment as postmaster of New Salem, and another
                    persuaded John Calhoun, the chief surveyor for northern Sangamon County, to name
                    Lincoln his deputy, even though he knew nothing of surveying. While learning his
                    new trade, Lincoln was invited to live for six months with Mentor Graham, the
                    local schoolmaster.55

            Successful in his new occupations, Lincoln again ran into trouble
                    when his notes—mostly incurred through the purchase of the store and the
                    contents of an adjacent one that the Clary’s Grove boys drove out of
                    business—fell due. His financial distress was the greater because Berry, his
                    partner, had died, and he felt obligated to pay all the indebtedness of their
                    firm. In the judgment against him, the court ordered the sale of all his assets,
                    including his horse and his surveying compass, flagstaff, chain, and other
                    surveying equipment, without which he could not make a living. Quietly, James
                    Short, a New Salem neighbor, bought them up and returned them to
                Lincoln.

            Not all the help Lincoln was offered was material or financial. In
                    addition to giving him room and board, Mentor Graham shared with him his meager
                    knowledge of arithmetic and geometry, which he needed to become a surveyor. Jack
                    Kelso, a man of some education, with whom Lincoln boarded for a time, stimulated
                    him to read Shakespeare and Burns. It seemed to one New Salem resident that they
                    were “always together—always talking and arguing.”56 Kelso was less
                    successful in interesting Lincoln in fishing, his other passion, but the two men
                    would often sit for hours on the bank of the Sangamon River and “quote
                    Shakespear.”
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