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Foreword 

Senator Everett Dirksen of Illinois once noted that politicians of all persuasions had to “get right” with Lincoln. While this statement no doubt was, in part, made in jest, it does in a small way indicate the pervasiveness of Lincoln’s influence on American history since his death in 1865. It’s safe to say that more has been written about Abraham Lincoln than any other American.

Every aspect of Lincoln’s life has been explored and analyzed by dozens upon dozens of noted historians over the past century, as well as a legion of writers of questionable skill and purpose. Lincoln’s speeches and writings have been a source of inspiration for many over the past century and a half. Sometimes, by either distortion or misquoting, he has even been enlisted in causes he would have shunned had he a choice.

Possibly the most disturbing aspect of the Lincoln story is the shroud of myth that has enveloped him over the decades, and has, in a sense, hidden this extraordinary leader and politician from the general population. Almost all of us were brought up on stories of Lincoln the humble lad reading by firelight, his legendary honesty, his feats as a rail-splitter, and hundreds of other tales about his life, be they true or not. Every nation needs its mythic heroes, but in the case of Lincoln, the facts alone make a fascinating story.

As Brian Thornton notes in his introduction, it is his purpose to go behind the iconic figure that Lincoln has become for many, and present to the general reader of history a more human Lincoln to whom we can all relate. Mr. Thornton has not taken the standard biographical approach to Lincoln. Instead, he has looked at various parts of the Lincoln story, some oft-told and some not so well known, to bring us a Lincoln who is a man of incredible accomplishments and a man who is at the same time quite flawed. In other words, he presents the reader with an Abraham Lincoln who is very much like all of us, and at the same time unlike any other American before or since.

—Richard W. Donley, professor emeritus of nineteenth-century 
American history at Eastern Washington University 
Cheney, WA 
January 2005 


Introduction 

There are few historical figures as beloved as Abraham Lincoln. The national monument erected in his honor dominates an entire end of the Mall in our nation’s capital. He is one of the most recognizable icons our society has ever produced.

Unfortunately, an “icon” in the truest sense of the word is a religious image, either a painting or a statue. Americans tend to revere the icon that history has made of Abraham Lincoln without really understanding the flesh-and-blood man behind it.

This is a shame, because the man himself is fascinating enough without all of the trappings of myth that have sprung up in the 140 years since his death. Abraham Lincoln was a man. He was good and he was bad, and like many good American heroes, he was keenly aware of his faults. The resulting humility that others found so endearing both during his lifetime and in the years since his untimely death is a distinctly American character trait. We love for our heroes to be modest.

And yet Abraham Lincoln was so much more than that grave-faced image sitting on the throne in Washington, D.C. A skilled, charming politician, a genius at reading people, a devoted family man, Lincoln was literally the right man at the right time to step forward in his country’s darkest hour and be that rarest of men: a leader. He was also a religious skeptic, a frequently inattentive husband, terribly shy around single women, given to bouts of deep depression, and possessed of a short memory when it came to personal friendships. These perceived shortcomings should not be swept into the dustbin of history. Rather, they lend color, perspective, and shading to the polished white marble of one of our favorite statues, showing a man all the more remarkable for possessing these faults.

If you’re going to understand this extraordinary man, it is important to humanize the legend, to show him and his extraordinary accomplishments in context. Abraham Lincoln was a remarkable human being who transcended his humble origins, overcame early tragedy, and ascended to the highest office in the land. But that is only half of the story. The intent of this book is to educate as well as entertain, to give Lincoln the man back to the people who so love him. After all, they have more reason to do so than they know.


Part 1 
Personal Background and Early Life 

Sure, we know that Abraham Lincoln was president— after all, he’s on the penny and the five-dollar bill. But what was his childhood like? What was his family life like? What was his world like before he achieved fame first as a state legislator, then as a great trial lawyer, and finally as president? Read on to find out . . .
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1 What was Lincoln’s middle name?

The mystery of Abraham Lincoln’s middle name can be answered by looking to one of his ancestors, who was named, of all things, Abraham Lincoln. Our sixteenth president was named after his paternal grandfather, a successful Virginia farmer who sold the 210-acre Rockingham County farm his own father had left him, and relocated his entire family to Kentucky in the mid-1780s. Abraham Lincoln the elder was killed in 1786 during an Indian attack while planting a cornfield on the Jefferson County homestead he’d established there.

Although the two Abrahams never knew each other, they did have one thing in common: Neither of them had a middle name. This was not unusual on the frontier in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Thomas Lincoln, son of one and father to the other of these two Abrahams, had no middle name either.

Abraham Lincoln the younger broke this tradition with three of his four sons, giving them each middle names. Abraham named his eldest Robert Todd, giving the child his mother’s maiden name as his middle name (another time-honored tradition). His second son (who died of tuberculosis just short of his fourth birthday) was named Edward Baker, after a lifelong friend. William Wallace, his third son, was named after his uncle, the physician husband of Mary Todd Lincoln’s sister Frances. Lincoln named his last son after his own father, right down to forgoing a middle name for the boy.


2 The truth about Lincoln’s parents and siblings 

Abraham Lincoln, roundly lauded as the greatest president in American history, is all the more beloved because he came from “common stock.” Americans love rooting for the underdog, and Abraham Lincoln began life as exactly that. Born in a log cabin and raised on the frontier by illiterate parents, he overcame the handicaps of his birth and his upbringing through hard work.

Despite their illiteracy, Lincoln’s parents were hardly unaccomplished ne’er-do-wells. His father, Thomas Lincoln, was a talented carpenter and a successful farmer. His mother, Nancy Hanks Lincoln, was a skilled seamstress. In Lincoln’s day, illiteracy was far more common in America than it is today. Lincoln himself had less than a year of formal education.

Born the third son of a wealthy Virginia farmer in 1778, Thomas moved with his family to Kentucky while still very young. Thomas’s father sold his large and prosperous farm in the mid-1780s, planning to establish an even larger one in Kentucky. But his father’s unexpected death in 1786 left Thomas dispossessed and penniless because, according to property law at that time, when a man died, his eldest son inherited his entire estate. As a result, Thomas Lincoln went from being the son of a well-to-do plantation owner to being a destitute orphan. He grew up working as a farm laborer and carpenter, until he met Nancy Hanks in 1806.

The most interesting thing about Lincoln’s parentage is that he was so obviously embarrassed by his parents once he became a successful attorney (by this time his mother had died). He and his father didn’t understand each other or communicate well, and although fond of his stepmother, Sarah, Lincoln never introduced either of them to his wife. In fact, he didn’t even invite them to his wedding, and neither of them ever met any of his children.

And what about siblings? Did Lincoln have any brothers and sisters? Actually, he had one of each. His younger brother, Thomas, was born sometime after 1811 and died in infancy. Little is known about him. His sister, Sarah, was two years his senior, and died in childbirth in 1828.


3 The proximity of Lincoln’s and Jefferson Davis’s birthplaces 

Many people know that Abraham Lincoln was born during a thunderstorm early on Sunday morning, February 12, 1809. Most people don’t realize that his birthplace at Hodgkins Creek, in Hardin County, Kentucky, was less than 100 miles from the spot in neighboring Christian (now Todd) County where his future adversary, Jefferson Davis, was born less than eight months previously.

These two men, both Kentuckians by birth and born less than a year apart, had little else in common. Davis’s wealthy family moved to a plantation in northern Mississippi while he was still an infant. Lincoln’s impoverished family tried to make a go of it in Kentucky for several years, and when they did move, they moved north, across the Ohio, and settled in Indiana. They moved that direction at least in part because Lincoln’s father, Thomas, opposed the practice of slavery.

Funny how two men who had such an impact on the course of American history came from virtually the same region of the same state, were born within a year of each other, and then took disparate paths to a great confrontation in their later years. It is also worth noting that, like Hodgkins Creek and Christian County, Washington, D.C., and Richmond, Virginia (the Confederate capital), are less than 100 miles apart.


4 Was Lincoln really born in a log cabin?

Much has been made of Abraham Lincoln’s rise from poverty, including his birth in a log cabin in Kentucky in 1809. But was he really born in a log cabin? Many American presidents have pointed to their birth in a log cabin as proof of their humble origins. Historically, this sort of political posturing has played well with voters, making the case that said politician, despite looking and dressing and acting like a member of the upper classes, really was “one of the common people.” For instance, Andrew Jackson played up his modest upbringing and tapped into a new group of voters: frontier farmers. This led to the politics of the “common man,” afterward dubbed “Jacksonian Democracy” in American politics.

William Henry Harrison was truly the first “log cabin” candidate, born in a log cabin in Virginia. However, Harrison was not the son of a frontier farmer. He was the scion of a fine Virginia family born in the log cabin around which his father’s new plantation house was built. In other words, Harrison was a ringer.

For the next forty or so years, this was the case with nearly every presidential candidate who claimed to be a plainspoken, sober, hard-working man of the people. Most of them were simply rich men with some sort of frontier connection they worked to maximum political advantage. With one notable exception, none of them came from poor frontier families. Only Abraham Lincoln could truly make that claim.

Just as the legend says, Abraham Lincoln really was born in a log cabin to a poor pioneer family. Some sources have maintained that he was actually born in what was called a “half-face camp,” a sort of lean-to with one open side, common on the Kentucky frontier. Particulars aside, you get the point.

Lincoln was very young when the family moved from his birthplace, so he had no personal recollection of it. However, a neighbor once called it “a barren waste.” Unlike the original homes of those other future presidents, these were hardly the grounds upon which Virginia plantations were later built.

Lincoln actually did transcend humble origins, and as such, oddly enough, he turned out to be the exception that proved the rule. It is no accident that subsequent presidential candidates tried to work the log cabin angle. From 1868 onward, though, they did it more to show how they “were just like Lincoln,” not Jackson.

It’s ironic when you think about it. Abraham Lincoln hated farm work, and so he got away from the fields and frontier life just as fast as he could. He never shot an Indian. He never fought a duel. By the time he won election to the presidency, he was a former U.S. congressman and arguably one of the most successful trial lawyers in the country. Yet to this day he is remembered as “Honest Abe, the rail-splitter. Born in a log cabin, you know!”


5 Was Lincoln’s mother illegitimate?

No one knows for sure. Nancy Hanks was born in Hampshire County, in what is now West Virginia, on February 5, 1784. Her mother’s name was Lucy Hanks, but beyond that, no one knows much about Nancy’s relationship with her birth mother, except that they weren’t particularly close. Even less is known about Nancy’s father, although Abraham Lincoln did once remark to his law partner, William H. Herndon, that his maternal grandfather was “a well-bred Virginia farmer or planter.”

Soon after Nancy’s mother married—perhaps for the first time—Nancy went to live with her aunt and uncle, Elizabeth and Thomas Sparrow. In those days, children of unmarried mothers were often shipped off to other relatives. Many folks on the frontier believed that children born out of wedlock carried the mark of the “sin” that created them. And, so, they were often an embarrassment to their “upright” parents later in life—kind of like a living reminder of earlier “sins.” This was probably the case with Nancy Hanks Lincoln.

Given this situation, it’s no surprise that Elizabeth was actually more of a mother to Nancy than Lucy was. In fact, Nancy was so close to her aunt Elizabeth and uncle Thomas, she began using the name Nancy Sparrow.

In spite of the disadvantages of her birth situation, Nancy was a woman of strong character. Abraham Lincoln certainly spoke highly of his mother: “God bless my mother; all that I am or ever hope to be I owe to her.”

True to her son’s remarks, nearly all sources agree that Nancy Hanks Lincoln was intelligent, kind, and religious. She was able to read, but she could only write enough to sign her name. A hard worker, Nancy was a talented seamstress—a skill she learned from her aunt Elizabeth. Although these details demonstrate what kind of person Nancy was, no one knows for sure what she actually looked like. She died well before the age of photography, and no one ever drew her picture. If you’re hoping to form an image of Lincoln’s mother in your mind, you can’t even rely on other people’s reports—contemporaries described her as everything from tall and lean to short and stout!


6 How Lincoln repeatedly escaped death as a child 

It’s a well-known maxim of American history that life on the advancing frontier was difficult, far more so than “modern” readers can conceive. Lincoln’s life was no exception to this rule. In addition to poor diet, conflict with understandably hostile Native American tribes, wild animals, extremely cold weather, and the arduous task of clearing forest and planting fields, the specter of disease loomed large, and only the most primitive health care was available. Twice in 1818 alone, Abraham Lincoln cheated death: first, when kicked in the head by a horse; second, when a frontier malady wiped out almost half of the family he had in the area.

One of young Abraham’s chores when he was growing up was taking a load of corn by horse to a gristmill some two miles away from the family farm. He would then hitch the horse to the mill and lead it around in circles, thereby grinding the corn into meal.

One particular day, Lincoln had to wait for a long time while those who had arrived at the mill before him ground their corn. Since he got off to a late start that day, he was worried about finishing up and making it home while there was still daylight. And so he took his impatience out on the old mare he was using to grind the meal. As the afternoon shadows lengthened, Lincoln lashed the poor animal after her every turn working the corn mill, trying to get her to go faster.

Finally, the mare had enough. She raised her hindquarters and kicked the boy square in the middle of his forehead, bloodying him and knocking him unconscious to the ground. The mill owner, a man named Noah Gordon, came running. At first he thought the boy was dead, and immediately sent for his father.

Thomas Lincoln took his son home and put him to bed, where he laid unconscious overnight. After awakening, Abraham was unable to speak for several hours, but he eventually made a full recovery. He suffered no apparent long-term physical or neurological damage, although it’s possible that his occasional deep bouts of depression might have arisen in part from this accident.

Later that same year, an epidemic of “milk sickness” struck the community of Little Pigeon Creek, Indiana, where the Lincolns then made their home. Homesteaders in the region knew that milk sickness had something to do with the milk they got from their cows (hence the name), but they were at a loss as to how it worked and what they should do to prevent it. (Not until much later was the cause of milk sickness traced to the poisonous white snakeroot plant.)

Milk sickness hit the Lincoln household particularly hard. First, it afflicted Lincoln’s great-aunt and -uncle on his mother’s side, Thomas and Elizabeth Sparrow. The Sparrows had come from Kentucky to Indiana to live with their niece’s family after being dispossessed on account of an eviction proceeding the previous year. They both quickly succumbed to the effects of the poison.

Not long after, Nancy Lincoln, Abraham’s mother, fell ill with the same malady. She lasted a week. Before she died on October 5, she said goodbye to her children from her sickbed, exhorting them to treat their father, themselves, and the world kindly. Abraham Lincoln was nine years old.

Then there’s another story about how Lincoln almost drowned when he was seven. It’s difficult to confirm, because it relies solely on the story told late in life by one Austin Gollaher.

Gollaher was a childhood friend and playmate of Lincoln’s when the Lincoln family lived in the Knob Creek region of western Kentucky. According to Gollaher’s story, the two boys were crossing a log that straddled the creek one sunny Sunday morning in 1816, when young Abraham became frightened, began to tremble, and fell into the water.

Gollaher said he grabbed a stick, used it to fish Lincoln out of the creek before he drowned, then set about reviving him, making sure to get all the water out of his lungs.

Is this the truth? It’s difficult to say. After all, we only have Gollaher’s word to go on. Otherwise, there’s no evidence that it ever happened. If Lincoln ever told this story, it’s never been recorded. Gollaher allowed for this lack of outside evidence by saying: “We promised each other that we would never tell anybody about it, and never did for years. I never told any one of it until after Lincoln was killed.” One thing’s for certain: Only Lincoln and Gollaher, who waited until shortly before his death in 1898 to record this story, knew for sure. And neither one of them is talking.


7 Was Lincoln’s family really poor?

To answer this question, you need to consider ideas about frontier land ownership and poverty in Lincoln’s day. It is an established part of the Lincoln myth that he grew up in extreme poverty. Lincoln himself once referred to the story of his upbringing as “the annals of the poor.” True enough, Lincoln’s family was cash poor, but they weren’t exactly poverty-stricken.

Income levels mean nothing in a vacuum. In a market economy, what matters is purchasing power. It means little to say that Lincoln’s family was poor, because they lived in a barter economy. In other words, when Lincoln was growing up, all of his neighbors were cash-poor farmers, too.

Now, being cash poor is different from being flat-out poor. Except for the family’s second Kentucky farm on Knob Creek, Abraham’s father, Thomas, always owned the land he worked. (In the case of Knob Creek, Thomas thought he had paid for a certain section of land when he bought his farm, but competing land claims encroached on that.) Knowing that he didn’t have the money to win a legal battle over who owned what, Thomas abandoned his Kentucky claim.

He moved his family across the Ohio River, into southwestern Indiana, where he bought and cleared land along Little Pigeon Creek. Being cash poor, he paid for the Indiana claim in installments, but when he moved to Illinois years later, he sold the property in Indiana for cash, which he then used to buy his new farm.

So it’s fair to say that Lincoln’s boyhood tore a page from “the annals of the poor,” as long as you realize that he didn’t grow up a beggar in the streets, and he rarely went hungry. Being this sort of poor was just part and parcel of life on the American frontier.


8 Lincoln’s real relationship with his father 

We tend to think of Abraham Lincoln as a great president, a capable leader, and an honorable and admirable man. Part of the problem with carving marble statues of the great men in our history is that we frequently lose sight of their humanity. There’s a lot more to these people than what they did to make them famous.

Abraham Lincoln was a man, too. And he struggled with the sorts of mundane family issues that we take for granted. Like many human beings both today and throughout history, Abraham Lincoln did not get along well with one of his parents. In Lincoln’s case, the trouble was with his father.

Lincoln’s father, Thomas, was born in Rockingham County, Virginia, on January 6, 1778, the fourth of five children born to Abraham and Bathsheba Lincoln. Thomas Lincoln grew to be a man very different from his famous son. Whereas his son was extremely tall, especially for the time (6'4"), Thomas was just a bit above average height (5'9"). Whereas Abraham hungered to learn and read every book he could get his hands on, Thomas Lincoln was a functional illiterate, who only learned to write his own name (and poorly, at that). Although he made attempts to encourage Abraham’s love of learning, the elder Lincoln never seemed to understand what good could come of his son’s attempts to better himself.

Lincoln’s stepmother, Sarah, recalled years later that although her husband didn’t really understand the importance of an education, nor his son’s thirst for knowledge, he did nothing to discourage it. According to her, “As a usual thing Mr. [Thomas] Lincoln never made Abe quit reading to do anything if he could avoid it. He would do it himself first. Mr. Lincoln could read a little and could scarcely write his own name,” and like so many parents, he wanted better for his child than he himself had. Thus, he made sure that his son had opportunities “to learn and he encouraged him to do it in all ways he could.”
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