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A LEGEND TAKES FLIGHT

Americans justifiably admire Abraham Lincoln as an extraordinary individual, yet portray him as somehow representative of ordinary Americans. Lincoln himself appreciated his own mythic appeal, and as president, labeled himself the archetypal American. Indeed, his humble beginnings proved an ironic part of his preparation for greatness, attuning him to the loftiest aspirations and deepest fears of his fellow Americans Drawing on the latest interpretive and methodological advances in historical scholarship, The Young Eagle reexamines the young adult life of America’s sixteenth president.

 


Award-winning Lincoln scholar Dr. Kenneth J. Winkle draws on dozens of historical sources, creating a detailed profile of three thousand of Lincoln’s Springfield, Illinois, contemporaries to fashion a more in-depth evaluation of Lincoln’s actions and their meaning. The author explores Lincoln’s roles as husband, father, and politician, revealing details at odds with many other accounts.

 


With stimulating, engaging narrative, The Young Eagle recasts legendary events and relationships surrounding Lincoln. It delves into Lincoln’s “humble” beginnings and why they were not particularly humble, considers how bankruptcy boosted Lincoln’s fortunes during his brief but controversial career as a merchant, offers proof that the alleged love affair with Ann Rutledge never happened, argues that Lincoln’s supposedly tempestuous marriage to Mary Todd was truly a typical Civil War-era middle-class marriage, and illustrates why Lincoln’s racial attitudes and antislavery stance were admirably advanced for his time.

 


A must-have for Lincoln scholars and history buffs, this book counters portrayals of Lincoln as an indecisive, irresolute leader and presents a fresh, credible look at the young man who would rise from mundane surroundings and ascend to the highest office in the land.
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who instilled in me a lifelong love of both learning and teaching, 
and my son, Michael, whose inquisitive nature and 
effervescent spirit over the years have never failed to refresh 
my own. Together, they provide a constant reminder of our highest 
purpose as historians—preserving the past to enlighten the minds and 
brighten the lives of the next generation.






Copyright © 2001 by Kenneth J. Winkle

All rights reserved

 


No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means—including photocopying and electronic reproduction—without written permission from the publisher.

 


Designed by David Timmons

 


Published by Taylor Publishing Company 
1550 West Mockingbird Lane 
Dallas, Texas 75235 
www.taylorpub.com

 


 


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

 


Winkle, Kenneth J.

The young eagle: the rise of Abraham Lincoln / Kenneth J. Winkle.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

9781461734369

1. Lincoln, Abraham, 1809–1865. 2. Lincoln, Abraham, 1809–1865—Childhood and youth. 3. Presidents—United States—Biography. 4. Lincoln family. I. Title.

 


E457 .W77 2001 
973.7’092—dc21 
[B]

00-048822

 


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

 


Printed in the United States of America





Acknowledgments

During the years I have devoted to researching and writing this book, many people and organizations have generously offered advice and encouragement to help the project move forward. During the initial stages of the work, I received summer release time through a National Endowment for the Humanities Summer Stipend and a Cora Friedline Faculty Summer Fellowship awarded by the University of Nebraska Research Council. Institutional support from the University of Nebraska included a Layman Award from the Research Council to purchase newspapers and other documents on microfilm. Over the years, the Department of History, under the leadership of Benjamin G. Rader, Lloyd E. Ambrosius, and Dane K. Kennedy, provided a crucial degree of encouragement and support. The staff of the university’s Love Library, particularly Gretchen Holten-Poppler, were always eager to aid my search for documentary materials. The History Department’s Holland Fund supported the purchase of the microfilm edition of the Herndon-Weik Papers. Toward the end of the project, the department’s Clay Thomas Fund enhanced this book by funding the inclusion of a generous selection of photographs.

Beyond the resources of the University of Nebraska, a great number of archivists and librarians offered their help and encouragement. In particular, I would like to single out the staffs of the Illinois State Historical Library, the Illinois Regional Archives Depository at the University of Illinois–Springfield, and the Sangamon Valley Collection of the Lincoln Library, all in Springfield, Illinois, who were unstinting of their time and energy in answering my many queries and requests for source materials. Toward the end of the project, Thomas F. Schwartz, Secretary of the Abraham Lincoln Association; Kim Bauer, Curator of the Henry Horner Lincoln Collection of the Illinois State Historical Library; Mary Michals, Department Head of the Audio-Visual Collections of the Illinois State Historical Library; Leanne Garland, Archivist/Librarian of the Abraham Lincoln Museum in Harrogate, Tennessee; and Cindy Van Horn, Registrar of the Lincoln Museum in Fort Wayne, Indiana, generously expedited the process of locating and acquiring photographs to add a welcome visual dimension to the book.

Over the years, I have presented preliminary results of my research before a variety of audiences, including the Abraham Lincoln Association, the Organization of American Historians, the Social Science History Association, the Society for Historians of the Early American Republic, the Abraham Lincoln Association of the Mid-Atlantic, the American Historical Association–Pacific Coast, the American Statistical Association, the Conference on Middle Western Regionalism at Miami University, the Missouri Valley Conference, the Mid-America Conference, and several Civil War Roundtables, including the Chicago, Milwaukee, and Lincoln, Nebraska, chapters. Last year, I delivered the Thirteenth Harmon Memorial Lincoln Lecture at Washburn University. In the process, I have been blessed with a wealth of advice from the many commentators who shared their thoughts on those occasions. They are far too numerous to mention by name, but all of them have earned my gratitude and helped me to improve the final product. At the University of Nebraska, the members of the Nineteenth Century Group read early drafts of three chapters and offered incisive comments. I would like to single out Benjamin G. Rader, Timothy R. Mahoney, and Wendy Katz for special thanks.

As they neared completion, sections of this book have appeared in print. Portions of Chapters 5, 11, 16, 19, and 23 appeared, respectively, in The Lincoln Newsletter, The Journal of the Abraham Lincoln Association, Civil War History, The Journal of Social History, and Middle Western Regionalism, edited by Andrew R. L. Cayton and Susan Gray. I would like to thank the editors of those journals, Barbara Hughett, Thomas F. Schwartz, John T. Hubbell, and Peter Stearns, as well as their anonymous referees, for helpful advice.

Less formally, Lincoln scholars from around the country have been extremely generous in offering help and encouragement in a variety of forms as this book took shape and neared completion. A few merit special mention. Tom Schwartz is a forceful champion and gracious patron of Lincoln scholars whose enthusiasm and advice have boosted many Lincoln projects on their way, including my own. Through both encouragement and example, Jean Baker sharpened my analysis of Lincoln’s personal and political life. She graciously read the final manuscript and offered insightful suggestions. Michael Burlingame has generously shared his unsurpassed knowledge of Lincoln source materials and, although our conclusions diverge at some points, he read the final manuscript and offered crucial encouragement. Over the last quarter century, Allan G. Bogue has generously afforded both inspiration and advice and, in this instance, read the final manuscript with his usual keen eye and good humor. Finally, my colleague at the University of Nebraska, James Rawley, himself a Lincoln biographer, has provided constant encouragement and advice through the life of this project. Since he retired from teaching thirteen years ago, Jim has generously suggested many fruitful lines of inquiry, and he read the manuscript as it neared completion. Although I always welcomed my colleagues’ advice, I did not always accept it, and they of course bear no responsibility for the result.

As the manuscript moved toward press, the editors at Taylor Publishing worked with skill, insight, and expedition to improve it. I would like to single out Michael Emmerich, Fred Francis, Maura Keese, and Delia Guzman for managing to make the experience a rewarding and even enjoyable one while offering their encouragement and expert advice.





Introduction

The Young Eagle

Five years before his death in 1887, Joshua Speed, the truest friend that Abraham Lincoln ever made, pondered the unfathomable achievement of the sixteenth president. “For me to have lived to see such a man rise from point to point, and from place to place, filling all the places to which he was called, with honor and distinction, until he reached the presidency, filling the presidential chair in the most trying times that any ruler ever had, seems to me,” he marveled, “more like fiction than fact.” Watching Lincoln rise, he likened his friend to a “young eagle,” stretching his wings to catch the wind that was America and leaving the world below him to soar to the horizon beyond. “None but a genius like his could have accomplished so much, and none but a government like ours could produce such a man,” he concluded. “It gave the young eagle scope for his wing.”1

The image was apt. No one but Lincoln could have made that remarkable rise upward, escaping the world that gave him flight and bidding others to follow. But as he soared above, he caught just the right breezes, social and political currents—“a government like ours”—that drove his flight forward. Invisible yet tempestuous, the winds of change that transformed America during his lifetime helped lift this young eagle. Setting his sights on the distance, he felt the nudge and the tug of these uncertain currents but used them to reach his ultimate destination. Family and community, society and politics—each played a part in shaping his character, honing his instincts, and finally teaching him to soar.

Lincoln himself disparaged his own parentage and childhood rather than granting them much credit for preparing him for his flight upward. He actually exaggerated his humble origins to accentuate his own rise from obscurity to distinction. An astute mythmaker, Lincoln self-consciously grounded his entire political career within the context of a personal triumph over inherited adversity. During his very first campaign for public office, he declared that “I was born and have ever remained in the most humble walks of life.” Three decades later, Lincoln was still sounding the theme of his modest beginnings. Running for president in 1860, he noted that both his parents had descended from “undistinguished families—second families, perhaps I should say” and depicted his youth as physically hard and culturally unrewarding. The biography Lincoln authorized for his presidential campaign pictured his parents as “poor and uneducated” and concluded that “It would be difficult to conceive of more unpromising circumstances than those under which he was ushered into life.” By denigrating his own origins, Lincoln simultaneously identified himself as a “common man” and celebrated his own self-improvement. Although a polished speaker, adroit politician, and prosperous attorney, Lincoln yet remained a “self-made man” who “grew up in full sympathy with the people.”2

This “log cabin myth” served Lincoln well in life but has forever haunted his posthumous reputation. Following his lead, biographers have reiterated the self-made myth, vastly overstating Lincoln’s humble beginnings, denigrating his ancestry, impugning his parents’ character, and questioning their legitimacy and even his own. This “hereditary” impeachment of Lincoln began with his longtime law partner, William H. Herndon, and flourished throughout the late nineteenth century. The controversy over hereditary handicaps, including genetic deficiencies, spawned a long-running genealogical debate that, as John Y. Simon put it, “infected the Lincoln literature with acrimony and nonsense.” Eventually, during the early twentieth century, historians settled the issue of the Lincolns’ legitimacy and that debate subsided. Genetics aside, however, biographers still point to the cultural bleakness of Lincoln’s upbringing, accentuating his parents’ poverty and illiteracy as inherited handicaps that Lincoln heroically overcame during his single-minded rise to eminence.3

In light of its broad cultural appeal and stubborn popular persistence, this self-made myth warrants more objective and systematic consideration than Lincoln biographers have thus far paid it. Lincoln was indeed born and reared in humble circumstances, and yet he achieved far greater prominence than all but a few of his contemporaries. Biographers frequently cite Lincoln’s unlikely, meteoric rise as a sign of his extraordinary personal qualities, whether intelligence, persistence, humanity, eloquence, or ambition. But that is only half the story, and it considers Lincoln in isolation, as a heroic individual, literally a “self-made” man. In fact, his dramatic rise from frontier poverty to political, professional, and personal success occurred within a specific, indeed unique, historical context that was utterly novel and would never occur again. Lincoln’s early life deserves a detailed dissection that examines his experiences within a broad social and cultural context, compares Lincoln to his contemporaries, identifies the specific disadvantages he overcame, and considers more precisely how he overcame them, charting the winds, so to speak, that caught his wings and lifted this young eagle upward.4





CHAPTER I

Undistinguished Families

Abraham Lincoln was characteristically reserved about his own origins and early life. At his death, he left only two brief autobiographical accounts, both written grudgingly during his 1860 presidential campaign and encompassing a mere nine pages of his Collected Works. Lincoln’s reticence on this subject has in fact led one recent biographer to predict pessimistically that “Historians are forever doomed to ignorance about the early life of Abraham Lincoln.” Like most Americans, however, Lincoln was keenly interested in the scant information he had inherited about his own family’s history. In fact, he devoted about one-seventh of his two brief autobiographies to retelling the story of his parents, ancestors, and relatives. Lincoln had only fragmentary knowledge of his own ancestry and recognized what he did know as little more than “vague tradition.” He could trace his lineage back only two generations and only as far afield as Pennsylvania. “Further back than this,” he wrote, “I have never heard any thing.” As a result, he exaggerated his family’s southern origins by mistakenly labeling his grandfather a native Virginian. In fact, the Lincoln family had deep roots in New England, and his grandfather was born in Pennsylvania. Lincoln’s family had shallow southern roots. His father, Thomas, was the first Lincoln to be born in the South, and he himself was the last.1

The American Lincoln line began in 1637 with three Lincoln brothers who emigrated from Hingham, England, and settled in Hingham, Massachusetts. In England, the 1630s witnessed a deep depression in East Anglia and the West Country, especially among linen weavers, as well as a growing persecution of puritan religious dissenters. The result was the Great Migration, during which thousands of East Anglians fled England for Massachusetts. A veritable stream of Lincolns made the journey from the old Hingham in East Anglia to the new Hingham in America, where they flourished. By 1680, sixty Lincolns lived in the town. In fact, one-fourth of the townspeople were named Lincoln. One of the Lincoln brothers, Samuel, a weaver’s apprentice, disembarked at age eighteen to establish the American Lincoln line that led, six generations later, to Abraham. Samuel Lincoln found linen weaving an impractical livelihood in Massachusetts, so he acquired some land and probably farmed to feed his family. There his son Mordecai was born in 1657. Most of the immigrants to Hingham moved on again, but Samuel Lincoln remained rooted there for the rest of his life. His son, however, left Hingham as a young man to seek opportunity elsewhere, beginning a long family tradition of moving in search of greater opportunities. “The American Lincolns” (see Table 1.1) summarizes the genealogy of the Lincolns over two centuries, focusing on the steady movement of the family during six generations and tracing each Lincoln male in the direct descent from Mordecai to Abraham, from his place of birth to his place of death. The table also records the number of major moves accomplished by each of the Lincoln men and the total migration distance covered by each generation.2

The Lincoln family stayed in New England for only one generation before beginning a steady intergenerational trek southward and then westward. Like most migrants, the Lincolns did not travel directly west but instead followed natural topographical features, in this instance sweeping southward along the Allegheny Range into Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, only later spilling westward into Kentucky through the Cumberland Gap. Mid-Atlantic settlers frequently adopted this route. Daniel Boone’s family, for example, undertook the same journey beginning in 1750. Boone himself was born in Pennsylvania to a family of immigrant English weavers. The Boone family trekked southward along the Alleghenies into Virginia and North Carolina and then westward into Kentucky. The Lincoln family’s migration occurred during the fourth generation, under Lincoln’s grandfather Abraham, who—like Boone—was born in Pennsylvania, raised a family in Virginia, and then took them westward to Kentucky.3

The Lincolns’ subsequent migration to Illinois brought the family back to the North but only after the fifth generation, represented by Lincoln’s father, had been born and reared in the South. As a result of this swing around the Alleghenies, Abraham Lincoln could claim to be a southerner by birth but hailed from New England and Mid-Atlantic ancestry as well. However, the family’s southern sojourn was relatively short. Not one of Lincoln’s direct ancestors spent his entire life within the South. Only Thomas and Abraham were born there, and they left the region for the North at ages thirty-eight and seven, respectively. Thomas was born in the Shenandoah Valley, the route that carried thousands of northerners through the Alleghenies, and Abraham was born along the Old Cumberland Trail, which carried thousands of southerners northward into the Midwest.

The Lincolns were an extremely migratory family, accomplishing a six-generation, two-hundred-year odyssey that took them nearly two thousand miles from Massachusetts to Illinois and back east again to Washington, D.C., by 1861. Every generation of American Lincolns moved. But they practiced a “step migration” that occurred in distinct stages, with each generation making its own crucial contribution. Not one of the Lincoln men stayed put in one place through an entire lifetime. After the first generation, each of the Lincolns lived in at least three different colonies or states. Significantly, too, each of the Lincolns became more migratory than his father before him. Without fail, their lifetime migration distance increased dramatically from one generation to the next, from a mere nine miles in the first generation to more than one thousand in the sixth generation—Abraham Lincoln’s. This acceleration reflects the growing propensity of migrants throughout American history to move longer distances, responding to mounting population pressure in the East, the increasing ease of travel, and the westward progression of the frontier. The later Lincolns also moved more frequently, and the number of moves they made rose from only two during the first generation to five in the sixth. Abraham Lincoln might well have increased that number had he lived beyond 1865.4



TABLE 1.1

The American Lincolns



[image: e9781461734369_i0004.jpg]



The Lincoln family’s American journey began with Samuel Lincoln, the future president’s great-great-great-great-grandfather. Samuel stayed put in Hingham once he arrived, raising four sons to adulthood. Following a typical pattern, he kept one son at home while the others left Hingham to establish families elsewhere. Abraham Lincoln’s first American-born ancestor—Mordecai—moved as a young man to the neighboring town of Hull, where he learned the trade of blacksmithing and then married. After a few years, he moved a second time to nearby Scituate, the northernmost outpost of Plymouth colony, located just outside the Hingham town line. Reflecting the limited frontier opportunities available in colonial New England, men of his era typically moved fewer than sixteen miles while their parents lived. When he died at seventy, Mordecai had moved all of nine miles from his birthplace in Hingham. But Mordecai’s short move southward sparked a century-long trend that eventually took the Lincoln family as far south as Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley. Mordecai also established a Lincoln family pattern by losing a wife but quickly remarrying. He worked as a blacksmith but probably also farmed to feed his family. Like his father before him, Mordecai kept one son at home while the others moved on to establish families elsewhere.5



SIX GENERATIONS OF LINCOLNS

Westward Movement, 1637–1837
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His son and namesake, Mordecai Lincoln Jr., moved southward to New Jersey with his brother Abraham. They settled in Freehold, the seat of Monmouth County in the region known as East Jersey. East Jersey resembled New England, with compact settlement in closely spaced towns and a strong Presbyterian heritage. Freehold was a small market town situated on New Jersey’s fertile coastal plain, and there Mordecai married and raised a family of six children. In a personal history similar to his father’s, he worked as a blacksmith and lost a young wife but soon remarried. Freehold lay on the Burlington Road that ran to the Delaware River and Philadelphia beyond. Attracted perhaps to the renowned iron-making district in southeastern Pennsylvania, Mordecai made a second move farther southward at age forty-seven to Pennsylvania, settling first in Chester County and then Berks County. A frontier area along the Schuylkill River fronting the Allegheny Mountains, the region mixed native-born farmers together with immigrants, mostly Germans and Scots-Irish. Here, Mordecai started a second family with his new wife but died after only three years at age fifty.6

Mordecai Jr. established a pattern that every succeeding Lincoln practiced, moving to another colony or state as a boy or young man, marrying in that intermediate location, fathering at least one son there, and then moving with his family to yet a third destination, where he died. This pattern recurred unerringly through five generations, from 1686 to 1865. Typically, each of the Lincolns moved once as a child or young adult within the shelter of a family, married in that new location and started a family of his own, and then moved on again with his wife and children. Not one of the Lincoln men, until Abraham in the sixth generation, ever moved alone. This practice was not peculiar to the Lincolns but was entirely typical in a society that emphasized family ties rather than individualism. Before the advent of modern agricultural techniques, many if not most farm families practiced this traditional policy of “escape and repeat.” Families would deplete the soil on their farms, “escape” to new lands in the West, and—after a generation or so—“repeat” the process, moving ever westward. Mordecai Jr. initiated this strategy for the Lincoln family.7

Born in New Jersey, Mordecai’s oldest son, John, married and raised a family in Pennsylvania, where he sired son Abraham, the future president’s grandfather. This Pennsylvania sojourn, which lasted less than one generation, reinforced the president’s erroneous impression that “The family were originally quakers, though in later times they have fallen away from the peculiar habits of that people.” The “ridge country,” which included the majestic Blue Ridge, naturally beckoned Mid-Atlantic settlers southwestward. In fact, families from farther north spent an average of only seven to ten years in Pennsylvania before moving on southward. After 1760, a growing land scarcity in southeastern Pennsylvania impelled thousands of Midlanders westward along the Great Philadelphia Wagon Road that ran through Lancaster, York, and Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. They then spilled southward along the Virginia Road, the major migration route among settlers bound for the interior. Within this dominant migration stream, the Lincolns mingled with the Boones, and the two families intermarried. The Boones moved southward, along the Alleghenies into Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, and the Lincoln family followed. John Lincoln moved his family to Virginia when his son Abraham was twenty-four and became known ever after as “Virginia John.”8

This migration established what Lincoln considered his ancestral home, a knot of five Lincoln brothers living in Rockingham County, Virginia, just east of the Alleghenies. During the eighteenth century, the Shenandoah Valley was the major migration channel for northern settlers swooping southward around the mountain barrier and heading westward through the Cumberland Gap. Renowned as “the easiest and most heavily traveled approach to the Wilderness Road,” the valley hosted many Mid-Atlantic settlers whose eventual destination was Kentucky or the Midwest. The Shenandoah Valley was therefore more a temporary way station for the Lincoln family than an ancestral home. After 1776, the valley was settled largely by Pennsylvanians and German immigrants and not by southerners at all. The valley’s settlers usually maintained their Pennsylvania connections, and Philadelphia, reached by the Virginia and Philadelphia wagon roads, remained the valley’s economic and cultural focus well into the nineteenth century.9

Rockingham County sat squarely in the center of the Shenandoah Valley and was the most mountainous and sparsely settled county in the region. Small, independent yeoman farmers who eschewed slavery and owned few slaves dominated this frontier area. Here, Abraham Lincoln, the president’s grandfather, married, settled on a farm near his parents’ home, and raised a family of five children. By the late 1770s, the area began to commercialize, and the population density reached five per square mile. The first phase of Trans-Allegheny settlement began in the midst of the American Revolution, and the main focus of westward emigration was Kentucky. Rockingham County, in particular, sent a cluster of settlers to central Kentucky’s Bluegrass region. Indeed, the Daniel Boone family lived near the Lincolns on Linnville Creek, a tributary of the Shenandoah, but stayed for only a year or two before moving on again. Daniel Boone himself led an emigration to Kentucky in 1779, escorting more than one hundred pioneers through the Cumberland Gap along Boone’s Trace. Abraham Lincoln joined this huge Boone party and thus became the first true westward migrant among the Lincolns. Following a family pattern, four of the five Lincoln brothers moved westward, while one of them remained in Rockingham County to inherit his father’s farm.10

In 1780, Abraham Lincoln sold his farm in Virginia and left his family behind to visit Kentucky. There he bought two tracts of land totaling twelve hundred acres. Two years later, the entire family—Abraham and Bathsheba Lincoln and their five children—moved westward to Kentucky and conflict with Native Americans. The American Revolution had provoked a long military struggle with western Native American tribes. In 1775, the Continental Congress recognized the Ohio River as a permanent boundary between Indians and whites, granting Kentucky to white settlers and relegating the Indians to Ohio. The Shawnees, who dominated the region, resisted. Now, during peacetime, the movement of thousands of whites into Kentucky revived this conflict. The Shawnees reluctantly abandoned Kentucky, moving their villages north of the Ohio River, but they continued to attack white settlements to the south. Kentucky militiamen retaliated by launching raids deep into Ohio, burning the Shawnees’ villages, killing their chiefs, and forcing the Indians farther northward. Settled in Lexington, Kentucky, the ancestors of Lincoln’s future wife, Mary Todd, played a conspicuous role in this campaign against the Shawnees, with Colonel Levi Todd leading the Fayette County militia and commanding Daniel Boone.11

White squatters began to settle north of the Ohio, and the U.S. Army reported an “almost incredible” migration that escalated the conflict. In 1786, the Shawnees reluctantly ceded their lands in southern Ohio but received no compensation and faced famine. George Washington himself complained that squatters “roam over the Country on the Indian side of the Ohio, mark out lands, Survey, and even settle them. This gives great discontent to the Indians,” Washington concluded, “and will unless measures are taken in time to prevent it, inevitably produce a war with the western Tribes.” Between 1783 and 1787, this predictable war raged, and Native Americans may have killed more than three hundred white settlers in Kentucky. In September 1786, eight hundred Kentucky militiamen, including Daniel Boone, launched an unauthorized retaliatory strike north of the Ohio, destroying four Shawnee towns, burning corn, and taking hostages. The Shawnees fled still farther northward. The first half of 1786, in particular, brought renewed Native American attacks along the Ohio River, claiming even more lives than the fighting of the Revolutionary period.12

Unluckily, the Lincoln family arrived in Kentucky in the midst of this conflict. In May 1786, a Native American, probably a Shawnee, killed Abraham Lincoln, the future president’s grandfather. Lincoln and his three sons—Mordecai, Josiah, and Thomas—were clearing a field for planting, just east of Louisville on the Ohio River, when Native Americans attacked. The father died instantly. Josiah ran to a nearby fort, and Mordecai fled into the family’s cabin while the youngest son, Thomas, who was eight, simply sat by his dead father’s side. From within the cabin, the oldest brother, Mordecai, pointed a gun through a chink in the logs and killed his father’s attacker. Abraham Lincoln’s death, as his grandson and namesake recalled seventy-five years later, plunged his family into a life of “reduced circumstances” and turned young Thomas into a “wandering laboring boy.” Thomas proved the most migratory of all the Lincolns, making six major moves and a trek of over seven hundred miles during his lifetime.13

In later life, Lincoln astutely labeled his family “undistinguished.” Although extremely migratory, they were essentially typical of their time. Historians have demonstrated repeatedly that migration has been a predictable fact of life for American families since early in the colonial era. During this period, probably only one in five men did not move during his lifetime. Oldest sons often inherited the family farm, while younger sons were forced by circumstances to move on. Evidence suggests that, for most Americans, the typical length of residence in any single location was a mere nine years. Colonial families traditionally employed migration as a strategy in their quest to accumulate land and pass it on to their sons. Such a “lineal family” functioned best not by staying put but by moving westward to settle on fresher, cheaper, and more abundant land. The Lincolns represented such a lineal family moving west, their intergenerational step migration stretching from Massachusetts Bay southward through the Shenandoah Valley and westward into Kentucky. The Lincolns represented substantial landowners who moved every half-generation in an attempt to achieve family security and pass on land to their sons. Never migrating as individuals but only with their families, the Lincoln men each made two primary moves—the first as an unmarried boy or youth in a family and the second as a mature adult with children of his own. This migration strategy placed primary emphasis on family security and employed group migration as part of a family survival strategy.14

Historians long ago demolished the myth that most westward migrants were young, single men. Far from disrupting families, westward migration actually represented an important strategy for keeping a family together and augmenting its critical resources. Westward movement to new lands could hold a family together and improve its economic situation while the resulting family stability could facilitate the process of settlement itself. Family organization eased the journey westward, and two or three families might join together and strike out for a common destination. Such pioneer families had a much better chance of succeeding and staying put in their new frontier homes.15

As a typical westering family, the Lincolns took all the usual wagon roads westward, following the classic migration routes renowned in early American history. The Burlington Road ran through New Jersey to the Delaware River and Philadelphia. The Great Philadelphia Wagon Road led westward through southeastern Pennsylvania to the Potomac. The Virginia Road picked up there and ran southward into the Shenandoah Valley. The Great Valley Road then ran up the valley to the Cumberland Gap, through which more than three hundred thousand pioneers poured westward into Kentucky. Finally, the Wilderness Road, blazed by Daniel Boone, led on through Kentucky all the way to Louisville on the Ohio River. Running consecutively, these major roads channeled the Lincoln family’s migration history, drawing them southward around the Allegheny Mountains, westward through the Cumberland Gap, and northward again to the Ohio River and beyond. From the second generation on, in fact, each of the Lincoln men was born and died within a short distance from one of these major migration routes westward.16

As a result, Abraham Lincoln’s cultural heritage was a composite, containing elements of three culture hearths—Yankee, Mid-Atlantic, and Upland South. In fact, Lincoln had deep roots in the North but relatively shallow roots in the South. Traveling westward, the Lincoln family skirted the coastal South and settled in a peripheral region dominated more by Pennsylvanians than by southerners. Even within the Shenandoah Valley, the Lincolns selected the one county, Rockingham, that in its emphasis on subsistence farming and its aversion to slavery least resembled the plantation South. After leaving the Shenandoah Valley and swooping westward around the Alleghenies, the Lincolns followed the Wilderness Road as far northward as it ran. The first Abraham Lincoln was breaking land in Jefferson County, near Louisville on the Ohio River, when he died. His grandson and namesake was born near the Old Cumberland Trail just fifty miles south of Louisville. Through five generations, the Lincoln family followed well-worn trails from New England through the Upper South and on westward into the Ohio Country. Abraham Lincoln inherited an ancestry that prepared him fully for the cultural ambiguity that awaited him on the prairies of Illinois.17





CHAPTER 2

A Wild Region

When the future president’s grandfather Abraham died in 1786 at age forty-two, he was the youngest of the Lincoln men to die. His early death irrevocably altered his family’s fortunes. During the colonial period, the death of a father quite often broke apart his family and scattered his children. In the words of the future president, the youngest son, Thomas, now became “a wandering laboring boy, and grew up litterally without education.” Left fatherless at age eight, he lived for long stretches with uncles in Tennessee and Kentucky. Thomas’s legacy to his own son was not landed property but rather continued migration northward to free territory.1

Moving to improve their lot was something that the Lincoln family well knew how to do. Thomas’s two sisters remained in Kentucky, but he and both his brothers eventually moved northward. Many Kentucky yeomen, like Thomas Lincoln, with roots in western Virginia and eastern Pennsylvania, disapproved of slavery and eventually moved north of the Ohio River. Lincoln’s father and both his uncles followed this pattern. His uncle Josiah moved just north of the Ohio River to Harrison County, Indiana, and his uncle Mordecai established a Lincoln clan in Hancock County, Illinois, on the Mississippi River across from Iowa. Lincoln’s aunts married native Kentuckians who apparently preferred to remain in slave territory. They established a southern line of Lincolns that remains lost to history.2

At age twenty-five, Thomas Lincoln moved to Hardin County, Kentucky. He settled in the county seat, Elizabethtown, living near an uncle and apprenticing as a joiner. Working hard, he eventually acquired a sizable farm just north of the town. Three years later, in 1806, Thomas married Nancy Hanks, like him a native Virginian. The Lincolns moved back to Elizabethtown, where Thomas bought two town lots, built a log cabin, and worked as a carpenter. In 1808, the Lincolns bought another farm eighteen miles southeast of town. Here, in Hardin County, which was named after a relative of Mary Todd, Abraham Lincoln was born on February 12, 1809. When Abraham was two years old, the family moved yet again to a farm on Knob Creek, the first home he could remember. Far from destitute, Thomas Lincoln owned three farms simultaneously during Lincoln’s boyhood. Still, his holdings were modest compared to those of his father, whose early death had definitely taken the Lincolns down a notch in the world. Lacking a father’s example, perhaps, Thomas managed his land holdings carelessly for the rest of his life. In short, Thomas devoted little, if any, attention to leaving his son Abraham a landed patrimony of his own.3

Thomas and Nancy Lincoln moved three times during their first five years of marriage, and the story of Lincoln’s early life is largely a reiteration of the kind of repeat migration that carried so many settlers, by fits and starts, to the Illinois frontier. Foretelling the future of this pioneer family, the Knob Creek farm faced the Old Cumberland Trail that drew thousands of southerners from Nashville to Louisville every year on their way to Indiana and Illinois. In the fall of 1816, when Lincoln was seven, his father decided to move his family out of Kentucky entirely, northward to Indiana. Thomas was thirty-eight, the same age his father had been when he had moved his own family from Virginia to Kentucky. In later years, Lincoln credited a growing disillusionment with slavery as one of his father’s motives for leaving Kentucky. But he justifiably cited a controversy over land titles as the main reason. Because of a primitive system of recordkeeping, land claims “shingled” or overlapped like shingles on a cabin roof. As a result, almost one-half of Kentucky’s pioneers lost their land through faulty titles. Thomas Lincoln lost his first two farms in this way, which grieved his son after he became a lawyer and may well have encouraged Lincoln’s early interest in surveying as a career. Thomas now faced the loss of his Knob Creek farm, as well. The U.S. government was selling land in Indiana for two dollars an acre and securing all titles according to the Congressional Survey System, a vast improvement over the old metes and bounds system practiced in Kentucky and much of the South. As a region of free labor, cheap land, and secure land titles, the Old Northwest promised greater economic security for this yeoman family. They joined the First Great Migration, begun the year before, that carried thousands of other Upland Southerners farther north and west.4

Dennis Hanks, an illegitimate cousin of Lincoln’s mother, pictured the Knob Creek farm as “knotty—knobby as a piece of land could be—with deep hollows—ravines—cedar trees Covering the parts—knolls—knobs as thick as trees could grow.” Indiana represented a decided improvement. In typical pioneer fashion, as his own father had done before him, Thomas Lincoln went ahead alone to scout out a new home. He built a flatboat out of yellow cedar, loaded up the family’s furniture, household goods, and tools, and floated down the winding creeks to the Ohio River. Crossing the Ohio by ferry, he located a 160-acre claim—a quarter section—in Spencer County, Indiana, seventeen miles north of the river. He marked the four corners by blazing trees and building “brush heaps,” and then returned to Kentucky to retrieve his waiting family. Abraham had an older sister, Sarah (a younger brother had died in infancy), and the four Lincolns mounted two horses and a wagon, bringing along two feather beds, and made a two-week, hundred-mile trek to their new home in Indiana.5

Crossing the Ohio River, the Lincoln family gained three major benefits. First, they left a southern slave state for a region of free labor, where yeoman families such as theirs could support themselves in dignity and aspire to reach the top of the social scale without resorting to the ownership of slaves. Second, land titles were much firmer, facilitating social mobility through the secure ownership of land and the promise of accumulating more. Finally, the Wilderness Road that passed through southern Indiana reached farther westward into Illinois, eventually leading the family even deeper into the developing Midwest. Otherwise, southern Indiana society presented few novelties.

Indiana exhibited the most southern character of any of the midwestern states. Spencer County, in particular, was an enclave of transplanted Kentuckians, with almost one-half of its settlers originating just south of the river and another one-quarter just east in Ohio. Resembling Knob Creek in many respects, this hilly southern region of Indiana was called “the Knobs.” The lack of transportation sheltered self-reliant families from the commercial economy that ran along the Ohio River. In a typical year, 150 flatboats floated past on the Ohio, carrying a quarter-million bushels of corn, 100,000 barrels of pork, 10,000 hams, and 2,500 head of cattle. Away from the river where the Lincolns settled, however, families fed, clothed, and housed themselves, depending on neighbors to provide the few necessities that they could not produce without help.6

Lincoln pictured this Pigeon Creek home as “a wild region, with many bears and other wild animals still in the woods.” Native Americans had ceded the land to the federal government just twelve years earlier, but the Lincolns never saw any of the original inhabitants. Abraham Lincoln remembered the region as “an unbroken forest; and the clearing away of surplus wood was the great task ahead.” Large for his age, Lincoln “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.” Thus began his famous career as an axe-handler. Observing a typical pioneer pattern, the Lincolns devoted only one day to building a log cabin, and there they wintered. The family survived the winter on wild game, hunting deer and turkey, and spent these otherwise idle months cutting down trees and underbrush to clear six acres of woodland to sow in the spring. Eventually the Lincolns tended ten acres of corn, five of wheat, two of oats, and one of meadow. Like many frontiersmen who combined occupations, Thomas Lincoln farmed in the summer and worked wood in the winter as a cabinetmaker and house joiner. He continued his Kentucky habits and, like other pioneers, merely “squatted” on the land for the first year. Then he and two neighbors traveled sixty miles to the federal land office at Vincennes to make the required one-quarter initial payment on their land claims.7

During Lincoln’s youth, on both the Knob Creek and Pigeon Creek farmsteads, his family practiced classic subsistence agriculture. Originally, the Indiana farm was isolated and self-contained, a literal wilderness without neighbors, roads, or towns. Indeed, the Lincoln family had to cut a road through the trees to reach their claim. They arrived without “hogs—cows—chickens, or such like domestic animals,” and they ate wild game, a staple of the southern frontier diet. “We always hunted,” Dennis Hanks remembered; “it made no difference what came for we more or less depended on it for a living—nay for life.” Families depended on meat during the winter, and—in the absence of money—animal skins served as legal tender. Even when the corn came in, the nearest mill lay seventeen miles through the forest, on the Ohio River, and it ground only enough grain for home consumption rather than sale. “It was a little bit of hand[-drawn] horse mill,” as Dennis Hanks remembered, “the ground meal of which a hound could Eat as fast as it was ground. Yet this was a God Send.”8

Without improved transportation, commercial agriculture was difficult and risky, and the Lincolns learned this truth the hard way. While in Kentucky, Thomas occasionally ventured out by flatboat, personally escorting his pork down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers all the way to New Orleans. He walked back home, in typical pioneer fashion, but earned only a “little profit” for all this trouble. In a subsistence economy, commercial agriculture was both a luxury and a gamble, and one year Thomas lost everything. “He sold one entire load on a credit,” another relative, Augustus Chapman, remembered, “& never realized a cent.” In Indiana, the Lincolns traded at the nearest town, Gentryville, only for goods that they could not produce themselves. Thomas “Jest Raised a Nuf for his own use he Did Not Send any produce to any other place Mor than Bought his Shugar and Coffee and Such Like.” Subsistence represented the best guarantee of survival in a pioneer economy, and fortunately the Lincoln farm could supply almost all of the family’s needs. “Lincolns Little Farm was well Stocked with Hogs, Horses & cattle,” Chapman reminisced with apparent pride, as well as “a fine crop of Wheat corn & Vegetables.” The Lincolns tanned their own leather, made their own shoes, wove their own cloth, and sewed their own clothing, all by hand. Through a chain migration, Thomas Lincoln summoned in-laws and cousins from Kentucky to form a knot of reliable neighbors in the forest to engage in cooperative farming and local exchange. They were joined by a handful of in-laws, Nancy Lincoln’s cousin Dennis Hanks and her uncle and aunt, Thomas and Elizabeth Sparrow.9

All did their share, and husband and wife observed the traditional sexual division of labor. In this seasonal economy, Thomas supplemented farming with carpentry, building cabinets and joining his neighbors’ houses “at odd times” during the winter. His wife ran the household and bartered with the neighbors. “Mr Lincoln & Mrs Lincoln Each worked a head at their own business,” Dennis Hanks remembered, “Thomas at farming—Cabinet making—& hunting: She at Cooking—washing—sewing—weaving &c. &c.” Of course, Hanks’s “&c. &c” concealed a multitude of nameless household duties. Nancy “done all the trading for the family & had the entire management of the Children.” The frontier mother clothed her family in the traditional homespun and buckskin. According to Chapman, “Their clothing was all made on looms and the material from which it was made was also made at home.” As typical southern settlers, the Lincolns raised cotton and flax, which they “picked carded & spun with their own hands.” Early on, the men and boys wore buckskin pants and coonskin caps against the cold. Later, the family kept some sheep, in traditional New England fashion, and Nancy’s loom wove linsey-woolsey for the winter. Pioneer families purchased cloth or clothing only on extraordinary occasions, such as a wedding. Thomas Lincoln bought his wedding clothes from a store in Elizabethtown, Kentucky, and these may have been the last clothes that he ever purchased.10

After two years, in 1818, Nancy Lincoln grew sick and died of a frontier ailment known as “milk sickness.” The family’s cattle ate a weed called poison snakeroot and passed on its toxins through their milk. Nancy developed a case of the “trembles” and died within days. Lincoln found himself motherless at age nine. Such early bereavement was far from unusual, however, and historians have traditionally overstated the psychological impact of his mother’s death. Until the twentieth century, mothers rarely lived to see all their children reach adulthood, usually leaving behind at least one minor child. During this period, in fact, perhaps one-fourth of all children lost a mother or father before age fifteen. Until life expectancy began to rise, which occurred between 1850 and 1880, the early death of a parent was an all-too-familiar experience for one generation after another within the typical family. As late as the twentieth century, 35 to 40 percent of all American families lost a parent, either father or mother, before all the children reached adulthood. Lincoln shared this experience of childhood bereavement with both his father and mother, his stepsisters and stepbrother, his future wife, and eventually two of his sons. Indeed, of the five generations of Lincolns who preceded Abraham, all of them experienced the early death of either a wife or a mother. Like most Americans of his time, Lincoln inherited a family tradition of parental loss, which most surely prepared him for that seemingly inevitable event.11

Psychohistorians have made much of Lincoln’s famous brevity in referring to his own mother’s death. In his two autobiographies, for example, he devoted a half sentence—a mere eight words—to the event, writing simply that “In the autumn of 1818 his mother died.” From a demographic perspective, however, his experience was unexceptional, even commonplace. Only in hindsight, after life expectancy began to rise dramatically at midcentury, did parental death come to seem tragic and unnatural. Lincoln himself apparently saw little reason to elaborate on such a widely shared experience and left it to his readers to imagine and empathize with his loss. His mother’s death was painful, of course, but did little, if anything, to set him apart from his contemporaries.12

The loss of a parent was not unusual among American presidents of this period, either. During the nineteenth century, exactly one-half of American presidents suffered parental loss before reaching adulthood—losing their mothers, fathers, or even both parents as children. More than one-fifth of the presidents lost their mothers, as Lincoln did. Another two-fifths lost their fathers. Three of the presidents—roughly one in seven—lost both parents before reaching adulthood. Presidents sharing this characteristic with Lincoln include Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe, Andrew Jackson, William Henry Harrison, Rutherford B. Hayes, James Garfield, and Grover Cleveland, and both Lincoln’s immediate predecessor, James Buchanan, and his immediate successor, Andrew Johnson.13 Throughout American history, in fact, more than one-third of American presidents have lost at least one parent in childhood. About one in seven lost their mothers, about one in three lost their fathers, and fully one in ten lost both parents before reaching adulthood. Viewed in context, Lincoln’s experience with parental loss appears thoroughly unremarkable. As he observed philosophically two decades later, “The death scenes of those we love, are surely painful enough; but these we are prepared to, and expect to see. They happen to all, and all know they must happen. Painful as they are, they are not an unlooked for sorrow.”14

Beyond its predictability, the pain of a mother’s death was frequently softened by several nineteenth-century social realities. Traditionally, mothers dominated child-rearing only until boys could perform farm labor. Fathers typically gained parental control over their sons at about age seven, when mothers accordingly receded in importance. Lincoln himself wrote that he was large for his age and “had an axe put into his hands” when he was seven, two years before his mother’s death. Even when children kept their mothers beyond infancy, in practice they were often raised by older sisters. Twelve-year-old Sarah Lincoln undoubtedly learned housekeeping from her mother and, after Nancy’s death, she cooked, kept house, and did what was necessary to raise young Abraham. Even had her mother lived, she would have done much of this for Abraham to free their mother for more productive work on the farm, such as spinning thread, weaving cloth, and churning butter.15

Within a subsistence economy, widowers found it difficult to manage a household alone, especially one with children. Predictably, the Lincoln family soon fell into a kind of frontier squalor. According to Dennis Hanks, the children grew “wild, ragged, and dirty.” During the early nineteenth century, the most typical and sensible response to the loss of a wife and mother was simply to find a new one. As historian Catherine Clinton observed of southern families, “A second marriage was not uncommon for widow or widower, especially one in reduced circumstances.” This practice was also something of a Lincoln family tradition. Of the five generations of Lincoln men who preceded Abraham, three lost their wives, and every one of them remarried. Fourteen months after Nancy Lincoln died, Thomas did what he must have considered the only sensible thing and went off to fetch his children a new mother. In doing so, he also followed a traditional pattern by marrying a woman considerably younger than he (by ten years) and younger than his first wife (by four years).16

Lincoln’s new stepmother was Sarah Bush Johnston, a widow from back in Elizabethtown, Kentucky. The Bush family came to Kentucky around 1780 and settled in Hardin County. Sarah’s father became a substantial landowner in the region and raised a family of seven children. Sarah married Daniel Johnston in 1806, the same year in which Thomas Lincoln married Nancy Hanks, but the marriage represented a step downward for Sarah, and she and her new husband depended on five hundred acres of land that she brought into the marriage. By 1810, however, the land was gone, and legal records showed that the couple were “Without funds.” Still, they reared three children, two girls and a boy. In 1814, when the Hardin County jailer died of cholera, Daniel Johnston took his place. The new post, while welcome, was a mixed blessing, because the family moved into the jail, and Sarah had to feed the prisoners. After a year and a half, in 1816, Daniel died.17

For the next three years, Sarah endured the unhappy fate of “an honest poor widow,” as one of her neighbors described her. Still, she seems to have fared better without her husband, moving into a cabin near Elizabethtown that she was able to buy a year later. The Lincolns had known the Bushes while they lived in Hardin County. Nancy Hanks Lincoln and Sarah Bush Johnston had been friends, and Thomas Lincoln had traveled to New Orleans with one of Sarah’s brothers. According to family tradition, Thomas now returned to Elizabethtown and surprised Sarah with a sudden marriage proposal. He agreed to pay off her debts, and on December 2, 1819, they married. As historian Louis Warren observed, “It was a fine testimonial to the good character and high standing of Thomas that he could return to Hardin County where had lived with his first wife for ten years and to Elizabethtown where he had brought her as a bride, and claim another in marriage.” Thomas, age forty-one, and Sarah, age thirty-one, now joined their families together.18

For both of them, such a remarriage had stronger strategic rather than romantic implications. In recalling their marriage in old age, Sarah referred to Thomas as “Mr. Lincoln.” The strategic motivation may have been more compelling for Sarah, a widow with three children, than for Thomas. As Clinton emphasized, “widowhood was a particularly unpleasant prospect for a southern woman. It often meant the breakup of the home and breakdown within the family.” Little wonder that Sarah willingly exchanged her home in Elizabethtown for a cabin in the wilderness. She undoubtedly viewed Thomas as a godsend and, as she put it, “landed in Indiana,” a phrase that conveys a sense of success. In Sarah, Thomas chose wisely. She did her best to make the cabin, which she found “tolerably Comfortable,” into a home. She was “neat & tidy” and “Knew exactly how to Manage children. She took an espic[i]al liking to young Abe.” Lincoln soon accepted her as ”a good and kind mother.“19
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The two families were a good fit. Sarah gained a new father for her three children, and Thomas gained a stepson—at age ten, one year younger than Abraham—to help work his farm. Sarah insisted on roof repairs to keep out the rain and snow, and the three boys—Abraham Lincoln, John D. Johnston, and Dennis Hanks—slept in the cabin’s loft. The three girls—Sarah Lincoln, Elizabeth Johnston, and Matilda Johnston—slept below in a new bed that Thomas built for them. Sarah agreed that Indiana was “wild—and desolate,” but introduced a new, urban insistence on cleanliness into the wilderness. “I dressed Abe & his sister up,” she remembered, so they “looked more human.” She brought a table, a bureau, a set of chairs, and sundry other household accouterments into the cabin and asked Thomas to put in a wooden floor. According to family tradition, she also reignited the young Abraham’s love of learning by bringing three books from Kentucky—Webter’s Speller, Robinson Crusoe, and The Arabian Nights. Legend holds that Dennis Hanks chided Lincoln for reading The Arabian Nights, which he dismissed as “a pack of lies.” Lincoln’s response revealed a growing reverence for the power of words to stir the imagination. “Mighty fine lies,” he retorted.20

The Lincolns lived in Indiana for fourteen years and, as Lincoln put it, “There I grew up.” Growing up on the Indiana frontier mostly meant working hard, even as a boy, because survival was uncertain. Dennis Hanks remembered everyone “working, chopping, toiling, woman, child, and man.” As dependent children, sons were traditionally expected to contribute about seven years’ worth of labor to the family economy before leaving home. As Lincoln summed it up, “I was raised to farm work.” Soon another Hanks cousin, John, relocated from Kentucky, and all the relatives worked together to raise the frontier staple, corn. John Hanks remembered that he and Lincoln “worked bare footed—grubbed it—plowed—mowed & cradled together—plowed Corn—gathered it & shucked Corn.” Indiana, Lincoln recounted gloomily, offered “absolutely nothing to excite ambition for education. Of course when I came of age I did not know much.” Indeed, Lincoln educated himself, and John Hanks remembered that when the boys returned from the fields, Lincoln “would go to the Cupboard—Snatch a piece of Corn bread—take down a book—Sit down in a chair—Cock his legs up as high as his head and read.”21

By 1820, the Lincolns counted eight families settled within a mile of their claim and another six within two miles. Most of their neighbors were fellow Kentuckians, and two of the families hailed from back in Hardin County. Pioneers preferred to live in a “settlement,” a half dozen or so families of relatives and neighbors farming within a few miles of each other. The most reliable neighbors, of course, were relatives. The Sparrows had died of the same “milk sick” that claimed Nancy Lincoln, but the family quickly turned other neighbors into relatives through intermarriage. In 1821, Dennis Hanks married Sarah Lincoln’s oldest daughter, Elizabeth Johnston, and the couple settled down to work an adjoining farm. They bore four children in Indiana and another four in Illinois. Hanks was now related to the Lincolns by blood, through Nancy Hanks, and by marriage, through Sarah Johnston. Five years later, Sarah’s daughter Matilda Johnston married another Hanks cousin, Squire Hall, and they eventually bore eight children of their own. The result was more a clan than a family. As Augustus Chapman put it, “three families came together.” The clan grew even larger when Abraham Lincoln’s sister, Sarah, married into the neighboring Grigsby family at age nineteen. The Grigsbys were North Carolinians who lived for a time in Kentucky before settling in Spencer County, about three miles south of the Lincoln cabin. In accordance with tradition, the couple married in her father’s cabin but settled on a farm near the groom’s family, about two miles southward, and the Lincolns now had in-laws in the neighborhood.22

Surrounded by relatives, neighbors, and friends, the Lincoln family felt economically secure. Their farm flourished, and they engaged in the kind of neighborly reciprocity that characterized the advancing frontier. A decade after arriving in Indiana, the Lincolns were farming about forty acres of land. Along with two of his neighbors, Thomas Lincoln relinquished one-half of his 160-acre claim, turning it back to the government, preferring a secure title to less land. The most successful farmers reinvested their profits and bought more land, and Thomas purchased an adjoining twenty-acre plot already under cultivation, giving him outright title to one hundred acres of farmland. By the time the family moved to Illinois, they had a surplus of “about 100 hogs and 4 or 5 hundred bushels of corn,” which they sold to one of their neighbors.23

To contribute to the family’s survival, Thomas Lincoln, like most frontier fathers, “hired out” his son to neighbors. In the absence of cash, most of young Abraham’s work was exchanged—or “changed”—and repaid later in labor rather than money. Dennis Hanks remembered Lincoln “occasionaly changing work with the Neighbors which was customary in those days.” Like most rural youths, Lincoln hired out for the first time at age thirteen or fourteen. According to neighbor and in-law Nathaniel Grigsby, the boy worked mostly “at hom[e] on his fathers farm.” But he also exchanged labor with neighbors and worked for wages on his family’s behalf. Grigsby later remembered that “he ocaisially took Jobs of claring or making fense rails Sometimes he worked on the ohio river.” Clearly, young Abraham’s labor was essential to his family’s survival. But this labor exchange also testifies to the Lincolns’ economic interconnectedness with other families in the neighborhood and their growing ability to spare Abraham to work within the local farm economy.24

Labor drew Lincoln farther and farther afield from his family. He “swapped” labor with neighbors, especially relatives, to help them expand their farms—clearing land and splitting fence rails—and bring in the crucial harvest. In-law Nathaniel Grigsby remembered that “He worked for me frequently—a few days only at a time,” pulling fodder to feed his livestock. “Abe worked for us at various times at 25 cents per day,” Elizabeth Crawford recalled. “Worked hard & faithful.” Working for his family drew Lincoln to some of the neighboring towns. By the time he was fifteen, Lincoln was hauling wool to the town of Princeton, forty miles distant, to have it carded in preparation for his stepmother’s spinning wheel. On one occasion, he carried eighteen pounds to the carding mill, “on a flea-bitten gray mare.” In the absence of cash, he had to pay a “toll” of one-sixth of the wool to the miller.25

As a youth, Lincoln found himself cutting cord wood all day on his father’s account. Significantly, this early experience with labor exchange inadvertently turned into a poignant lesson in frontier economics. Expecting, too optimistically, to be paid in cash, Lincoln received payment in “store goods” instead. Turning the setback to his own advantage, he selected a length of white cloth as payment, and he later had it sewn up into a shirt. Setting aside his drab homespun, Lincoln now donned “the first white shirt he ever had in his life.” While the primitive frontier economy required Lincoln to exchange his labor for goods rather than money, it allowed his first glimpse of the emerging market in manufactured goods that would soon replace subsistence and transform the American economy forever.26

At seventeen, Lincoln found a job working on a ferry on the Ohio River. Here he acquired an interest in river transportation that influenced his early political and economic views. Two years later, Lincoln traveled by flatboat all the way to New Orleans. James Gentry, the merchant who founded Gentryville, hired Lincoln and his own son Allen to float a load of produce all the way down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers to the Gulf Coast, the West’s leading market. This seven-hundred-mile journey emphasizes the crude transportation and marketing facilities available to farmers and merchants in the early Midwest. In the absence of a local market, farmers often accompanied their own produce to New Orleans rather than selling it, as they would later, to local wholesalers. Indeed, the “Orleans Boat” was often the only practical connection between a frontier community and the outside world. In this way, Lincoln participated in the “triangular trade” that characterized the region. Farmers floated produce down the Mississippi to New Orleans, where merchants used their profits to ship cotton and sugar to cities on the East Coast. There, factories churned out manufactures that reached midwestern markets by floating down the Ohio River. This New Orleans trip broadened Lincoln’s geographical and cultural horizons, giving him a glimpse of the world beyond the confines of his family farm, and represented his initiation into the practice of black slavery within the Deep South.27

At age eighteen, Lincoln earned his first real dollar, an occasion he remembered for the rest of his life. Working on the Ohio River, he hauled some trunks aboard a steamboat for a couple of travelers and was astounded when they each tossed him a half-dollar. “I could scarcely credit,” he recalled as president three decades later, “that I, a poor boy, had earned a dollar in less than a day.” According to reminiscence, Lincoln declared that “you may think it a very little thing, and in these days it seems like a trifle, but it was the most important thing in my life.” A bit later, Lincoln and stepbrother John D. Johnston went to the Ohio River to work on a canal, and each received a silver dollar. Augustus Chapman remembered that “This is the first silver dollar Lincoln ever had or owned of his own & of it he was very proud.” In this barter economy, a man’s first dollar held more than symbolic significance. It represented a memorable introduction to an emerging market economy driven by money rather than exchange. Lincoln undoubtedly spoke for many such farm boys when he summed up his feelings: “The world seemed wider and fairer before me.”28

The widening world drew the Lincoln family farther westward. John Hanks, Nancy Hanks Lincoln’s first cousin, joined the Lincoln clan in Indiana six years after they arrived. Seven years older than Abraham Lincoln, he lived with the family for two years and then bought a farm next to theirs. He married in 1826 and two years later decided to move to Illinois, settling near Decatur, on the Sangamon River thirty miles east of Springfield, where he bought a farm that he lived on for the rest of his life. In typical pioneer fashion, Hanks beckoned his in-laws with descriptions of Illinois’ rich prairie soil. Dennis Hanks went out to visit and decided to move his family to rejoin his cousin John. He talked Squire Hall into the idea, and so the families of both of Sarah Lincoln’s daughters prepared to move westward to Illinois. Dennis Hanks remembered decades later that Sarah “could not think of parting with them,” and so the entire clan decided to move west to Decatur, Illinois.29

This time, however, the family went westward without Lincoln’s sister Sarah. At age twenty, a year after marrying, she died in childbirth. By the time he was eighteen, three out of five members of Lincoln’s immediate family—mother, brother, and sister—were dead. Like many resilient pioneer families, however, this fragmented family survived—indeed it grew. Thomas, as patriarch, now headed an extended family of thirteen members, his own family and those of his two stepdaughters. As Dennis Hanks recalled, “We all went—Lincolns, Hankses, and Johnstons all hanging together.” Experienced at moving, the family began to prepare for the journey several weeks in advance. They sold their farm to an in-law, Charles Grigsby, and their farm surplus to a neighbor to amass a sizable nest egg of almost five hundred dollars. Thomas Lincoln built the wagons that transported the three united families.30

Although he had just turned twenty-one the previous month and was now legally an adult, Lincoln made this journey westward with his family rather than staying in Indiana. During this period, perhaps only one-third of farm youths stayed with their families beyond age twenty-one as Linclon did. He recognized the significance of his choice and noted his age in both of the autobiographical sketches that he wrote for his presidential campaign. In March 1830, this Lincoln–Hanks–Johnston clan, as they thought of themselves, left for Illinois in three covered wagons and settled near Decatur on the northern bank of the Sangamon River.

James Gentry, the local storeowner, recalled years later that, “I well remember the day when the Lincolns started for Illinois. Nearly all the neighbors were there to see them leave.” During fourteen years, they had turned their farm in the wilderness into a comfortable home with dependable neighbors, and now they headed for a new frontier to start all over again.31





CHAPTER 3

I Came to Illinois

Illinois, like the rest of the Midwest, was originally explored and settled along its rivers. The first Euroamerican towns in the region were French settlements along the Mississippi River, south of the Missouri River. These eighteenth-century French towns—Cahokia, Kaskaskia, Fort du Chartres, and Prairie du Rocher—hugged the Mississippi and never contained more than a few hundred settlers. After the United States acquired this territory in 1783 and secured it in the War of 1812, American settlers began to enter the region, taking up the southern wooded triangle between the Mississippi, Ohio, and Wabash rivers. Illinois Territory was established in 1809, the year in which Abraham Lincoln was born. Before the appearance of roads, settlement centered on rivers, creating a chain of American towns at the mouths of major tributaries of the Ohio and Mississippi—Shawneetown at the mouth of the Wabash, Lawrenceville near the mouth of the Embarrass, and Kaskaskia at the mouth of the Kaskaskia River. The heart of this early settlement was the American Bottoms, 600 square miles lying between the mouth of the Kaskaskia and the mouth of the Illinois, so named to distinguish the area from Spanish possessions west of the Mississippi.1

Between 1813 and 1830, whites aggressively extinguished Native American land titles, established regional transportation routes, most notably the Erie Canal, and carved out six new western states in a mere five years. Illinois achieved statehood during this period of vigorous expansion, in 1818. Southern settlers dominated the early Illinois frontier. Southerners tended to travel to Illinois by water routes, principally the Ohio, Cumberland, and Tennessee rivers, and they established river towns once they arrived, taking up rich bottom lands and advancing only slowly upriver into the wooded interior. As a result, initial settlement in Illinois followed a frontier line that moved from south to north. During the 1820s, settlement spread rapidly northward along the Mississippi and Illinois rivers, and especially into the region between the two rivers, the Military Bounty Lands, in which War of 1812. veterans claimed nearly 3 million acres of land donated by the federal government.2

Before the availability of railway travel in the 1850s, migrants to the Midwest followed the most convenient roads and especially waterways to their new homes. Southerners spilled westward by land through the Cumberland Gap and along the Wilderness Trail into Kentucky and Tennessee. The Tennessee, Cumberland, and Kentucky rivers subsequently carried them by water to Illinois. Mid-Atlantic settlers crossed the Alleghenies in Pennsylvania and then traveled the Ohio River and later the National Road westward. New England settlers traveled the Erie Canal, completed in 1825. After 1830, steamboats on the Great Lakes began to carry northern settlers directly to the Illinois prairies by way of the budding city of Chicago. Once the earliest settlers established a new home, they encouraged relatives and neighbors to follow. Through this process of “chain migration,” successful settlers lured family and friends to follow them westward, sometimes even “sponsoring” them in their new homes.3

Traditionally, southerners hesitated to leave the wooded South to settle the prairie grasslands of northern Illinois. Indeed, many southerners, the “woodsman” Daniel Boone most prominent among them, avoided the Illinois prairies altogether and moved farther westward to Missouri. There, they continued two southern traditions, woodland agriculture and black slavery. Northern Illinois’s prairie terrain and the state’s rejection of slavery in 1824 worked together to confine southern settlers to the lower third of the state. This “Little Egypt,” centered on Cairo, later achieved notoriety as an outpost of southern racism. Northern settlers, however, took up the prairie in earnest, fanning out from Chicago and Lake Michigan westward and southward, especially along the Illinois River, mingling with southerners in the Sangamon Country. The result was a striking series of cultural layers of Deep South, Upper South, Middle Atlantic, and New England settlements running south to north in Illinois. The pioneers hailed from four “culture hearths” in the East—the Lowland South, primarily the Carolinas and Tennessee; the Upland South, including Virginia, Maryland, and Kentucky; the Midlands region of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Ohio; and New England, which included New York.4

Regional clustering, chain migration, and channeling produced a complex pattern of sectional layers in Illinois that followed latitude but also reflected cultural influences. Nineteenth-century Illinois contained five culture regions. The Lowland South region, settled by Tennesseeans and Carolinians, represented the initial core of settlement in the woodlands that lay between the Wabash and the Mississippi rivers. Upland Southerners, dominated by Kentuckians, settled farther north along the Mississippi, Illinois, and Sangamon rivers in Illinois’s interior. The Upland South region hugged these major rivers and bisected the Sangamon Country. A second core area, commonly dubbed Yankeeland because it was dominated by New Yorkers, spread westward and southward from its hub at Chicago. A fourth region, the Midlands, settled primarily by Ohioans and Pennsylvanians, separated the southern and northern zones. Shaped like an hourglass, this Midlands region flared out along the Indiana border to the east and the Mississippi River to the west, but was pinched in the middle by southerners moving northward and Yankees moving southward along the Illinois River. A final transitional zone mixed Midlanders and Yankees in the region between Springfield and Chicago.5


ILLINOIS CULTURE REGIONS
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The Sangamon Country lay at the extreme northern edge of the Upland South region and therefore straddled the boundary between the southern and Midlands culture regions. Lincoln, a Kentuckian, hailed from Illinois’s Upland South cultural hearth, which enjoyed a slight numerical dominance in central Illinois. Sangamon County, in particular, sat in the middle of a central transition zone among three dominant culture areas. By 1850, in fact, the area exhibited a rough balance among Upland Southerners, Midlanders, and Yankees. Overall, Upland Southerners and Midlanders each represented about one-third and New Englanders about one-fourth of the native-born population. The single largest group was Kentuckians, followed closely by Pennsylvanians and New Yorkers. Lowland Southerners, dominated by Tennessee natives, represented a relative handful of the population. 6

The first white settlers to reach the region around Decatur were traders who built a trading house on the Sangamon River in 1816 to barter with Native Americans. According to tradition, up to five hundred Native Americans would camp at the spot to acquire eastern manufactured goods. Around 1825, white encroachment forced the Native Americans westward, after which only small groups of Native Americans traded at the post. The first permanent settler was a Yankee from Connecticut, Leonard Stevens, and he was soon joined by three South Carolinians, the Ward brothers—Jerry, John, and James. Stevens settled on the north side of the river, and the Ward brothers on the south side. The Sangamon River soon became a widely acknowledged dividing line between northern and southern settlers. The “Stevens settlement” attracted northerners, while the “Ward settlement” on the south side of the river attracted southerners from Tennessee and the Carolinas. “Those comprising the Stevens settlements were from New York, Virginia and Ohio,” according to reminiscence, “and were called Yankees by those of the other settlement who were from the Carolinas and Tennessee. The feeling between the two settlements was not very friendly, and fights were not uncommon.” Legend holds that a melee erupted over whether to locate Decatur in the northern or the southern settlement. Significantly, the Lincolns settled on the northern, “Yankee” side of the river. Lincoln went out of his way three decades later to remember that “His father and family settled a new place on the North side of the Sangamon river.”7

Originally, most settlers lived in the two settlements facing each other across the river. Around 1828, however, “a wave of immigration poured into the county, and the settlements began rapidly to extend up and down the river.” Macon County was established in 1829, with Decatur as the county seat. When the Lincolns arrived in the following year, they found a general store and tavern, ten or twelve cabins lining two streets, a post office that had just opened the week before, and a courthouse under construction. By coincidence, they found their cousin John Hanks chinking and daubing the new courthouse, a two-story log building in which Lincoln later practiced law. Hanks led the family downriver to a spot six miles past his own claim and helped them establish a new home. As they did in Indiana, the family remained squatters during their first year in Illinois, a common frontier practice. “Persons emigrating to the county usually selected their locations and commenced their improvements on government land,” an early historian recalled, “and waited until they were able to amass from the scanty resources enough to purchase the forty or eighty acres—as the case might be—at the sales at the land office at Vandalia.” In fact, the Lincolns never bought their Macon County farm, and the claim remained government land until a subsequent settler bought it five years later.8

Hanks gave the family a load of logs that he had prepared in advance, and “Here they built a log-cabin,” in Lincoln’s words, “into which they removed.” Thomas Lincoln knew how to join a cabin without using nails, but like most pioneers, the family had brought a precious few that they salvaged from their old cabin in Indiana. The Lincolns clung to the woodlands where a “fringe of timber” lined the waterways, and they only edged out onto the prairies. “At that day there were but few people who dreamed even of the large prairies becoming settled and put into cultivation,” noted one early account. “Many of the early settlers made ‘clearings,’ and started their little farms in the timber, as they had been accustomed to do in the States from which they came.” The Lincolns selected a plot of land at the prairie margin, “at the junction of the timber-land and prairie,” as Abraham Lincoln recalled. The wooded portion of their claim provided logs for house construction, rails for fencing, and firewood for the winter. The prairie portion afforded the luxury of planting without the onerous labor of clearing trees. Lincoln now exchanged his axe for a hoe and “broke prairie,” laboriously peeling off the thick sod to reveal the rich, black soil beneath. In their first year, the family broke ten acres of ground and planted it in corn. Their relatives and neighbors held a “railing party” to split enough rails to fence the farm. The result was an extended Lincoln-Hanks family, with John Hanks and his brothers Charles and William farming nearby.9

As he had done in Indiana, Lincoln exchanged labor with his neighbors, but this time he worked on his own account. Neighbors recollected that he “worked among the farmers, picking up enough to clothe himself.” He split rails and chopped wood with his famous axe but also broke prairie with a team of four oxen. Legend held that he broke fifty acres of prairie during his first year in Illinois. In a typical agreement, Lincoln split rails for John Hanks’s sister, receiving a single yard of homespun jeans cloth for each batch of four hundred rails he split. He worked until he had enough cloth, “richly dyed with walnut bark,” to make a pair of trousers. Labor exchange also provided him with room and board. “His home with his father thenceforth was but nominal,” legal colleague Henry C. Whitney recalled years later. “He really lived with families for whom he worked as a hired laborer.” Working with neighbors also introduced Lincoln to his lifelong passion, politics. According to legend, the youth was plowing a field near Decatur when he “heard cheering upon ‘the square,’ so turned his oxen into a corner, vaulted the fence, and went to see what was ‘going on.”’ He listened to a Democratic speaker and then jumped up onto a stump to deliver his first political speech, urging the improvement of the Sangamon River.10

His search for work eventually drew him away from his family forever. Despite the dreams of improvement and all the acres of broken prairie, the Sangamon Country remained a wild and dangerous land. “There were deer in the woods and the prairies,” Jane Martin Johns, who grew up near Decatur, wrote decades later, “and sometimes they came so near to the houses that they could be seen from the open door. Wolves lurked in the thickets and tall grass, and often showed themselves openly.” Flocks of wild turkey and prairie chickens by the hundreds inhabited the timber and foraged in the fields for grasshoppers and grain hidden within the harvest stubbly.11

The family’s first winter introduced them to the worst ravages of the Illinois frontier. Between Christmas 1830, and New Year’s Day 1831, a horrible blizzard devastated the land. When it cleared, three feet of snow blanketed the prairies. “Then came a rain, with weather so cold that it froze as it fell, forming a crust of ice over this three feet of snow, nearly, if not quite, strong enough to bear a man.” For two weeks, temperatures never surpassed twelve below, and the Deep Snow, as pioneers called it, lingered for more than two months. In all, thirty-one snows fell during that legendary winter. Hunters who braved the weather disappeared without a trace along with their horses and dogs, only to reappear, frozen where they fell, during the spring thaw. Wild animals—deer, turkey, and small game—stuck fast in the ice-covered drifts and fell easy prey to wolves, roving dogs, and hunters. Pioneer farmers had no time to harvest their corn before the snow blanketed their fields, and they watched their livestock starve. Cut off from precious gristmills, settlers ground their own cornmeal at home with crude mortars and pestles to gather a handful of grain for daily bread.12

Long after falling, the snow drifted across the prairies, driven by a relentless northwest wind, a new experience for farmers who hailed from the South. Settlers broke through the snowdrifts with ox-teams pulling road scrapers, but the drifts quickly re-formed across the windswept prairies. Travelers laboriously “wallowed” through this rippling sea of snow until they packed it down into roadways, and they sleighed and sledded on narrow ribbons of ice until spring. When the snows melted at last, these ice-roads remained, silver threads glistening like a web across the newly green prairie. With the other pioneers, the Lincolns suffered mightily during the Deep Snow. Caught short of corn, the family had to borrow from their new neighbors. Abraham Lincoln and John Hanks walked across the frozen Sangamon to reach a horse-powered mill on the southern side. The mill’s owner opened the fence to his cornfield, and the two cousins gathered what was left of the grain, which they hauled back home on a sled pulled by oxen.13

During these months of enforced idleness, Lincoln made his first Illinois connections and his first plans to strike off on his own. John Hanks was an experienced flatboatman who had made a dozen trips down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers to New Orleans. Now he found work floating a load of pork, corn, and live hogs to New Orleans for Springfield merchant Denton Offutt. Lincoln also had experience as a raftsman, and he and his stepbrother John D. Johnston agreed to join Hanks and Offutt on the journey to New Orleans, floating together down the Sangamon, Illinois, and Mississippi rivers. As the Deep Snow thawed, the three young men set out to meet Offutt—described by contemporaries as a big talker, a “gasy—windy—brain rattling man”—in a Springfield tavern.14

During a typical spring thaw, the melting snows ran off the level prairie, forming freshets that flooded the many creeks and small rivers that drained the countryside around Springfield. As this Deep Snow melted, however, the usual “rivulets” swelled into gushing torrents, rendering travel by land impossible and travel by water difficult and dangerous. “The county was so flooded,” Lincoln recalled, “as to make traveling by land impracticable.” Instead, the three young kinsmen bought a large canoe and paddled it down the Sangamon River into Springfield. Lincoln remembered this canoe trip as “the time and manner of A’s first entrance into Sangamon County.” Leaving his father’s family behind him at last, Lincoln appeared in Springfield in March 1831. Paddling a canoe, he arrived in his future home as a self-described “strange, friendless, uneducated, penniless boy”—the son of an “undistinguished family” indeed.15





CHAPTER 4

Springfield, Ills

The first white settlement in the Sangamon Country appeared in the same year Illinois achieved statehood. In 1818, Elisha Kelly, a North Carolinian, ventured into the region to hunt deer and settled the high ground between two ravines along Spring Creek, a tributary of the Sangamon River. During this territorial period, southern settlers filled the wooded lower third of the state and began edging out onto the prairies. Kelly went back to North Carolina and talked his father and four brothers into joining him in Illinois. Two of Kelly’s sisters also arrived, but they moved on to Missouri within thirty days to avoid losing their six slaves. More families arrived continually and spread out over the area, but for several years the “Kelly cabins” remained the center of settlement.1

By this time, the Sangamon Country lay at the northern edge of white settlement in Illinois. One old pioneer remembered that “The Sangamon river was about the dividing line between the white settlers and the Indians.” Within a few years, however, enough settlers had straggled into the Sangamon Country to demand their own county. Their main concern was not local self-governance but simply the inconvenience of doing official business at the county seat, Edwardsville, seventy miles south near the Mississippi. Because of the distance, settlers got little in exchange for their taxes, which they paid in the form of raccoon skins grudgingly handed over to county officials who periodically swept through the neighborhood. The legislature created Sangamon County in 1821. The settlers held their first election at the house of Elisha Kelly’s brother John and elected three county commissioners—southerners William Drennan, Zachariah Peter, and Rivers Cormack. This county board met the next day and appointed Charles R. Matheny clerk of the county commissioners court. Matheny built a one-room log cabin to house his growing family, took on all the county offices except sheriff, and became something of a one-man government. Still, this was not yet much of a government. According to one old settler, “All these offices heaped upon him did not give him a bare support.”2

The commissioners’ first task was to choose a temporary county seat, as the law stipulated, “as near the centre of the population of said county as circumstances will admit.” Commissioners Peter and Drennan surveyed the neighborhood, which numbered nine widely scattered families, and quickly “designated a certain point in the prairie near John Kelley’s field, on the waters of Spring Creek, at a stake marked Z. & D., as the temporary seat of justice.” They named the spot Springfield. “This place had been selected as the temporary county seat, to accomodate the squatters until the survey and sale of land and until a permanent site could be selected,” according to an old settler. “One reason for selecting this place was that there were more settlers in this vicinity than in any other part of northern Illinois, with whom the judge and lawyers could find quarters.”3

A Kentucky merchant named Elijah lies arrived on horseback a while later to found the settlement’s first store. Iles’s father was a native Pennsylvanian who migrated to Kentucky in 1790 and married a relative of frontiersman David Crockett. The lies family exemplified the kind of simple rusticity that characterized the self-reliant Kentucky pioneers who dominated early Springfield and counted Lincoln among their number. Living in a one-room log cabin in Bath County, Kentucky, just east of Lexington, the Ileses shifted for themselves. lies recalled that “My mother, with her wool cards, spinning wheel, and loom, manufactured all the clothing worn by herself and the family, except the buckskin pants worn by the men and boys.” But the lies family also typified the notorious southern dependence on black slave labor to get ahead in the world. After Iles’s mother died in childbirth when he was six, his father bought a slave woman to keep house and raise the children. lies went to school for two winters, a frontier education similar to Lincoln’s, but then his father gave him three hundred dollars to buy a herd of cattle to graze in Kentucky’s hilly backcountry. lies doubled his money after three years and then, like Daniel Boone before him, set out for the interior of Missouri to hunt, graze, and farm.4

At age twenty-two, in 1818, lies reached the Boone’s Lick Country of Missouri, where he bought and sold “government land,” the newly released public domain, on speculation. During a visit back to Kentucky in 1821, lies crossed Illinois on horseback and “heard of a district called the Sangamon valley, north of St. Louis one hundred miles, then just settling, said to be very fertile.” Deciding to take a look, lies followed the stakes of a team of surveyors who were laying out the National Road from Vincennes, Indiana, to Vandalia, the new capital of Illinois. The trail was easy to follow because “the wagon hauling the stakes made deep ruts” in the soggy prairie loam. lies found nine families living near the Sangamon on the future site of Springfield and liked what he saw.5

lies traveled back to Missouri to sell his land and collect his debts. At age twenty-five, he returned to Springfield with his saddlebags full of Spanish silver. “I hunted around and found the stake that had been stuck for the beginning of a town named Springfield,” he later remembered, “and then bargained for the erection of a store house, to be set near the stake.” This “store house,” in pioneer fashion, was literally a store and a house in one. lies lived in one room of the two-room cabin and conducted his business in the other. This was the first store in Sangamon County and the beginning of the town of Springfield. lies went on to dominate the new town economically during its first decade.6

lies intended to speculate in land, but the U.S. government was not yet selling land in the Sangamon Country, so he concentrated on becoming a merchant. “I had gained some little experience in selling goods,” he recalled, “which determined me to use what money I had in merchandising until the land sales should take place.” Typically of the man, lies went into business on a grand scale. He traveled to St. Louis, the only place in the region that sold goods at wholesale, and purchased twenty-five tons of wrought iron, dry goods, and groceries. He hired five men to tow a chartered boat—pulling on a rope 300 feet long—150 miles up the Illinois River to the mouth of the Sangamon. lies then spent the next month hauling the twenty-five tons of goods by wagon the remaining fifty miles to Springfield. His gamble paid off, and for the next two years he held a virtual monopoly on the trade of the region. Farmers trekked from up to eighty miles around to buy necessities at Iles’s store. Spanish silver, the only available currency, was scarce, so customers paid him in frontier commodities that he could trade wholesale at St. Louis—homemade cotton and linen cloth, butter, honey, and beeswax.7

After selling out his first stock of goods, lies locked his store, left the key with the one-man government, Charles Matheny, and went back to St. Louis to buy more goods. When he returned, he found that his store had been robbed and nearly cleaned out, one hazard of doing business on the frontier. He now returned to his real passion, land speculation. Before the first government land sale, all the settlers in the area were officially squatters. lies claimed a quarter-section of land around Springfield and, to ward off rival bidders, “told all who chose to settle in the place that if I got the land I would give each a lot.”8

The government opened a land office at Springfield in 1823 with Pascal Enos Sr. as the first receiver. Enos was a New Englander who married at age twenty-one and moved west to Cincinnati at the close of the War of 1812. Enos and his new wife moved almost immediately to St. Charles, Missouri, where Pascal Jr. was born, then to St. Louis, and yet again to St. Clair County, Illinois, in the American Bottoms. When President Monroe appointed the elder Enos the first receiver of the U.S. Land Office in Springfield, the young family made their fifth move in eight years and landed in Springfield. Enos quickly made connections with lies, who was by now the wealthiest speculator in the district, and the two joined forces to profit from Springfield’s impending growth, buying all the land around Springfield and carving it into quarters. At the first land sale, according to a witness, they faced “no opposition” and in one stroke simply “purchased Springfield.” In 1825, the legislature appointed a commission to locate a permanent seat for the county. Legend holds that when the commissioners arrived, Springfielders wined and dined and so exhausted them on a roundabout tour of prospective townsites that they gave in and selected Springfield. The law required the new county seat to donate thirty-five acres for public use. In a shrewd maneuver practiced by many town founders during this period, Iles and Enos personally donated the land, securing the county seat, and assuring the town’s continued growth.9
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ELIJAH ILES. A SHREWD MERCHANT AND LAND SPECULATOR, ILES WAS ONE OF SPRINGFIELD’S FOUNDERS AND AN EARLY LINCOLN SUPPORTER.
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The primary role of the Sangamon County commissioners, of course, was to establish a system of justice. In the summer of 1821, they appointed constables and justices to keep peace and built a jail that was so crude the sheriff refused to occupy it. Iles recalled that, without a jail, “We erected a whipping-post, as we had laws to punish theft or other lawless acts. If convicted, the culpret had to be whipped upon his bare back.” The county hurriedly erected a log courthouse, “chinked outside and daubed inside” to keep out the winter cold. The biggest problem was public finance, because the county had no tax base until the settlers could buy their own land. The commissioners responded by carving the Iles and Enos donation into town lots for sale to raise revenue. During the 1830s, fashion dictated a town square, so the commissioners reserved some of the land in the center of town for county buildings. They also tried, but failed, to fund major projects through “subscription,” providing half of the funds in hopes that private donations would make up the difference.10

A second major task was to create a rudimentary infrastructure facilitating settlement, travel, and trade. The county’s crude amenities hampered initial settlement. The Sangamon River was barely navigable, and the region had no real roads. As Lincoln discovered on his first visit to the village, spring flooding made rivers more a hindrance than a help to transportation, and travelers rode randomly across the prairie rather than following recognized roads. The lack of bridges forced a troublesome dependence on unreliable private ferries. In fact, the county’s first ferry was nothing more than a canoe: “Persons could be taken over safe and dry, animals could swim, and wagons were taken to pieces, and with their loads were carried over, piece by piece.” Elijah Iles remembered reaching the Sangamon River and finding nothing but “a horn left on the south side, opposite the ferry, to be blown by persons desiring to cross.” Iles blew on the horn for several hours with no result. He tried again the next day and still failed to raise the ferryman. Finally, on the third day, “by loud and continuous blowing,” he managed to hail the ferry and cross the river. Another hindrance was the lack of regular mail service. Bad weather sometimes delayed the mail for up to three weeks and prohibited the circulation of newspapers entirely.11

Newcomers considered accommodations equally unreliable. Early Springfield’s only hotel was a two-room cabin run by Gershom Jayne, the town’s first doctor, and his wife. The Jaynes lived in one room and lodged travelers in the other. Newcomers had to board with established families or simply camp out in their wagons while building their first homes. Others lived in the courthouse temporarily. Early settlers made regular seventy-mile trips on horseback to buy food before their first crops came in. Throughout the 1820s, the county commissioners worked to facilitate transportation and trade. Between 1821 and 1826, the county licensed three ferries over the Illinois River, three over Salt Creek, and two over the Sangamon. In exchange for licenses, the ferries charged regulated fares, 6½¢ for “footmen” and horses and 50¢ for a “wagon and Team of 4 head of brutes.” The county also licensed taverns, which were havens for travelers and newcomers, as well as groceries and “houses of entertainment,” a total of eighteen in the first five years, one-half of them in Springfield. In exchange for a $3 license, tavern keepers posted prices of 25¢ for each meal, 12½¢ for each night’s lodging, and 12½¢ for “single feed for horse.” In the absence of a tax base, the county let private enterprise build the initial infrastructure. In this form of “mixed enterprise,” the county both encouraged and taxed private activity by issuing licenses while protecting the public and shaping development through heavy regulation.12

In 1822, Springfield consisted of a store, a hotel, a blacksmith’s shop, a courthouse, and a jail, all fashioned from logs. Three years later, the village had 150 inhabitants and one street, running east and west. In March 1825, the county commissioners ordered Springfield “laid off into lots by some skillful surveyor,” and the first land sale took place in May. East-west streets were numbered, and north-south streets were named for U.S. presidents. The county retained a public square, bounded by Washington, Adams, Fifth, and Sixth streets, which eventually developed into a prosperous business district. A new brick courthouse, completed in 1831, was the town’s centerpiece. Business blossomed, and the county began licensing retail trade. In 1832, Springfield was incorporated as a town.13

Springfield attracted typical pioneer families, whose experiences go far to challenge the romantic stereotype of migrants moving westward in wagon trains. Families usually traveled alone or with one or two other families, and rarely in covered wagons. Single settlers typically rode on horseback, and a surprising number of families bought or rented horses, carriages, and boats to take them westward, testifying to the rudimentary and unorganized modes of travel available before the advent of railroads. Migrants to Springfield almost never traveled in the legendary wagon or emigrant “train,” and only one family remembered coming west in a classic “prairie schooner.” Heading west as three families, linked through marriage, the Lincolns were thoroughly typical, crowding into three wagons and finding their own way westward.

Just two early settlers reported trekking west in a wagon train or as part of a “colony.” Charles Phelps remembered coming west “with a colony who traveled from Massachusetts by way of the New York canal to Buffalo, by lake to Detroit, by land across the country one hundred and sixty miles and thence by canoes down the St. Joseph, Kankakee, and Illinois rivers.” Robert Zimmerman, a painter and chair maker from Pennsylvania, started west alone, traveling by stage and then joining a wagon train purely by accident. After missing the stage at Terre Haute, Indiana, and discovering that only one coach came through each week, he started westward on foot with a few other migrants. “Arriving at the Okaw river in Illinois they found a company of emigrants from Tennessee, numbering one hundred and twenty wagons, with a corresponding number of men, women and children, all waiting until the men could construct a bridge for the teams to cross.” Zimmerman joined the wagon train, “riding and walking alternately,” and parted with the Tennesseeans at Springfield.14

Although the earliest settlers used a surprising number of transportation modes and routes on their way west, they followed several general patterns. Families typically left their homes in the East during the fall, just after the harvest, and traveled during the usually unproductive months of late fall and early winter, reaching Illinois in early spring, at the beginning of the next planting season. These farmers therefore sandwiched their migration between two growing seasons, an otherwise idle time in an agricultural society. The Sullivan Conant family is a good example, leaving Massachusetts in the fall of 1830 with their four children. The Conants spent four fall and winter months traveling by wagon, canal boat, raft, and steamboat from Massachusetts to Illinois. The winter journey was difficult, however, and one hundred miles from their destination, their youngest child died. They continued their trek overland, riding a sleigh into Springfield on the four feet of snowpack that the Deep Snow left behind. Similarly, the Eliphet Hawley family left Albany, New York, in the fall. Unlike the Conants, however, they wintered in Pittsburgh until spring to accommodate the birth of a child. The Hawleys joined another family in buying a boat, which took them down the Ohio to Shawneetown. They continued their journey overland, reaching Springfield in April 1822 with the same horses and wagons with which they had begun their journey. Their decision to winter in Pittsburgh may have allowed them to add rather than lose a child on their way west. The Lincolns were also typical in this respect. They left Indiana between growing seasons, arriving in Illinois in March, just in time for the spring planting.15

Old settlers preferred water routes, where available, rather than traveling by land. Rivers—particularly the Ohio and Mississippi—stood out in their memories. One couple remembered dashing across the icebound Mississippi in the dead of winter, literally leaping onto the ice while it was moving, “jumping the open space between the ice and the shore.” Most early settlers, even New Englanders, preferred the southern route to Illinois—following the Ohio and Mississippi rivers—rather than traveling overland. As one settler put it, “Any route to Illinois by way of Chicago, in those days, was not to be thought of, as that place was just emerging from the condition of an Indian trading station.” Only two settlers reported traveling overland from Chicago, a bumpy, eight-day journey by stagecoach that cost twenty-five dollars in gold. The convenience of the river journey is exemplified in the route Abraham Freeman traveled from Ohio. Freeman reached Fort Wayne, Indiana, by land, but rather than traveling in a straight line westward to Springfield, he traveled by boat down the Wabash, down the Ohio, and up the Mississippi, “working his passage, as he had no money.” Landing at St. Louis, Freeman walked the remaining one hundred miles to Springfield to join his uncle. Abraham Lincoln, of course, arrived in Springfield by water, paddling a canoe down the Sangamon.16

Undoubtedly the most important single route to Illinois focused on the forks of the Ohio at Pittsburgh, gathering settlers from New York, Pennsylvania, and Maryland and funneling them downriver. Settlers found their way to Pittsburgh by a surprising variety of routes—by road, river, and canal—and then simply floated down the Ohio all the way west. The John family left western New York in 1840 and traveled by canal, lake, and stagecoach to Pittsburgh, then by steamboat down the Ohio River. They bought a horse and wagon at New Albany, Indiana, crossed the Wabash at Vincennes, and arrived in Sangamon County during a driving spring rain. The family reminisced that “the prairie was covered with water, and they could only disern the path by observing where the grass did not rise above the water.” Remarkably, this family’s journey from New York to Illinois consumed a mere five weeks, dramatizing the speed made possible by the water route westward.17

Sangamon County was the most populous in Illinois when Lincoln arrived, hosting thirteen thousand settlers, most of them farmers. Despite Springfield’s rapid growth, this remained fundamentally an agricultural society, with four-fifths of employment devoted to working Sangamon County’s widely scattered farmsteads. Despite frontier dangers, the first settlers spread out as far as possible. As one pioneer wife and mother reminisced—or lamented—“They did not select their homes so near each other as one would suppose.” Another settler remembered that “at this time it took at least 10 Miles square to constitute a Neighborhood and a woman would think nothing of picking up a child and walk 4 or 5 Miles to visit a Neighbor.” Farmers preferred to take up land that was partly timbered, to provide logs for housing, fencing, and firewood. The first families, mostly southerners, avoided the prairies and settled along the timbered creekbeds. As a result, every creek “became the nucleus for a community.” When the Barnett family reached Springfield in 1829, they found “about two hundred inhabitants, mostly living in log cabins near the timber.” As a native Kentuckian remembered, “the population was sparse, the settlements being near the timber, and around the prairie, no one dreaming that those vast prairies would ever be entered.” Soon, however, all of Sangamon County’s timbered land had been taken up. By 1832, the Sangamo Journal warned prospective settlers that the county was “pretty well filled up on the borders of the prairies.” Throughout his life, Thomas Lincoln exemplified this southern preference for creekbed settlement. Born on Linnville Creek, he built homes throughout his life on a series of creeks—Nolin Creek, Knob Creek, and Pigeon Creek—and died on a homestead along Muddy Creek.18

After filling up the timber in central Illinois southern-born farmers now began a reluctant transition to prairie agriculture. The William Drennan family’s experience was typical. As South Carolinians, the Drennans originally “had not the slightest idea of cultivating the prairie.” They practiced cooperative agriculture with two other families, clearing the timber from fifteen acres of woodland and planting corn and pumpkins. While fencing in their fields, however, they inadvertently enclosed less than an acre of prairie. One of the boys in the family playfully picked up a hoe and peeled back the thick prairie sod. The men, who “laughed at the idea as ridiculous,” cultivated the tiny patch of prairie anyway and were amazed at the result. Other settlers similarly discovered—and soon boasted—that they could make a farm “by merely fencing it in and ploughing—no chopping—no logging—no stumps.” Experience quickly overcame tradition, and settlers began filling in the prairies between the creekbeds, being sure—like the Lincolns—to include a few acres of woodland within their claims. Latecomers agonized over this “timber question,” hoping to strike just the right balance between timberland and prairie. As one early settler remembered, “At that early period the Settlers made it a point to Secure choice lots of timber land, to go with their prarie land.” After 1830, more prairie land was taken up than timber, and after 1840 there was no more timberland left at all. Lincoln’s personal transition from axe to hoe exemplified the more general movement from the shelter of the timber onto the open prairie.19

This rich, grain-growing region specialized in corn and hog production, two traditional frontier staples. The county produced almost twice as much corn as wheat and more than three times as many hogs as cattle in 1840, two signs of a southern agricultural heritage. Manufacturing, mostly performed by self-employed craftsmen in crossroads villages, occupied just one-sixth of the workforce. Merchants and professionals, who dominated Springfield’s early economy, were an economic elite representing less than 5 percent of Sangamon County’s workforce. In this rudimentary farm economy, commerce and manufacturing were relatively undeveloped, reflecting a subsistence rather than commercial orientation.20

Still, Lincoln’s rural and agricultural origins did little to prepare him for the more urban world he encountered once he arrived in Springfield. When Lincoln reached the Sangamon Country in 1831, he found a familiar farm economy centered on a stable family organization. The town of Springfield, however, was a great exception, a budding urban outpost of commerce and enterprise that violated the general pattern of family organization and rural self-sufficiency. The fullest depiction of Springfield during the winter of 1830–31, just before Lincoln arrived, appears in a “census” that the Old Settlers’ Society prepared in 1859. Zimri A. Enos, younger son of Pascal Enos Sr., and one of the society’s organizers, compiled a list that reconstructed the population of Springfield during the winter of the Deep Snow. According to Enos’s reconstruction, Springfield differed dramatically from the rest of Sangamon County. A village of just under 700, Springfield was dominated by adults, and adult men in particular. In 1831, two-thirds of all Springfielders were adults, 424 adults as compared to 241 children or dependents. And two-thirds of all adults were men. Springfield was clearly an exceptional frontier outpost that attracted single men, without families, who likely were just leaving their parents’ farms, as was Lincoln, and looking for work in a shop, in a grocery, or in an urban profession.21
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The village was not a community of families, for the most part. Men outnumbered women by more than two-to-one, and fewer than one-half of the men in Springfield were married. Single women were almost unheard of, and all but two of the 134 women in Springfield were married. Apparently, few single adult women settled in Springfield, and if they did, they married almost immediately once they arrived. Pioneer reminiscences suggest that most men traveled back East or visited older parts of Illinois to find wives to fetch home to Springfield.22

Linkage with the U.S. Census of 1840, taken nine years later, drives home the stunning population turnover typical of frontier settlements like Springfield. Among adult men, only one-fifth of the settlers of 1831 remained in the community until 1840. Population turnover was highest among single settlers, with married men twice as likely as single men to remain in Springfield throughout the 1830s. Only one in seven single settlers put down roots in the town. This large population of single men was extremely fluid, and Springfield represented a kind of way station for single settlers seeking a niche on the western frontier. Given its skewed sex ratio, Springfield was not a likely place to find a wife, nor did it provide much hope of employment for unskilled and uneducated men. Single men, like Lincoln, found settling down difficult and moving on an easy thing to do.23

When Lincoln arrived in Springfield, no one could have been very surprised to see yet another young man show up in the town, but they might well have been shocked to see him eventually succeed. Springfield provided few employment opportunities for a young Kentuckian who, by his own admission, was “raised to farm work.” The farmers and farm communities of central Illinois were largely self-sufficient, if only because of the vast distances and crude transportation facilities that separated them from towns, markets, and one another. Farmers came to town rarely—“about once in a few months,” according to a contemporary estimate—and only to secure commodities and services that they could not provide for themselves or obtain from neighbors. Springfield therefore offered a limited variety of urban services.24

Enos’s reconstruction of Springfield in 1830–31 lists the occupations of 119 men, who practiced thirty-one different occupations. Less than half of all employment was manual in character. Various building trades—carpentry, brickmaking, plastering, and cabinetmaking—occupied one-fifth of all employed men in literally building the town. A smattering of craftsmen—blacksmiths, saddlers, hatters, tailors, watchmakers, and a gunsmith—served both the townspeople and farmers who made periodic visits from the countryside. Only seven farmers lived in Springfield. Most work was entrepreneurial or professional, with merchants representing the largest occupational group in the town. Already, Springfield hosted ten lawyers, nine doctors, and six ministers. Together, these three professions accounted for one-fifth of all employment.25

Beyond farming and railsplitting, Lincoln had rudimentary occupational skills and little preparation for urban life. Unlike his father Thomas, who worked part-time as a joiner, Lincoln had never lived in a town and did not possess a craft of any kind. In Indiana, he had worked as a ferryman and flatboatman and possibly as a store clerk, but only briefly. In Springfield, Lincoln had to compete with settlers educated at Yale and Princeton, while his own education amounted to a year or two in the notorious “blab schools” of the Indiana frontier, in which students essentially taught themselves by reading aloud to one another.26

Storekeeping, his only option, was itself extremely competitive. Springfield’s storekeepers typically arrived with large amounts of capital or eastern connections, and Lincoln had neither. The best clerks were trusted friends and especially relatives. When Elijah Iles needed a clerk, for example, he hired John Williams, the son of a family friend back in Kentucky, who moved to Springfield to fill the position. Williams lived with Iles, married into his family, and eventually took over the business. Such “sponsored” migration was the best guarantee of success for a young migrant. Besides, a good deal of employment in the town was part-time or seasonal, particularly schoolteaching, surveying, and government service. Quite a few men—about one in six—cobbled together several occupations just to make ends meet.27

Lincoln was not prepared to compete in this emerging urban, commercial world. Migrating to a city proved even more difficult than staking a claim in a desolate forest, clearing fields, and splitting rails. Lincoln needed social and intellectual rather than merely manual skills, and by his own admission he “did not know much.” Settling in a town also demanded sponsorship or social connections, which were traditionally provided by a young man’s family. Confronting these realities, the “strange, friendless, uneducated, penniless boy” moved on, down the Sangamon, westward with the current, likening himself to a piece of driftwood floating aimlessly down the river.28





CHAPTER 5

By Himself at New Salem

Lincoln helped build a flatboat for the journey from Springfield to New Orleans. Along with stepbrother John D. Johnston, cousin John Hanks, and the merchant Denton Offutt, he set out floating down the Sangamon River. Twenty miles downstream from Springfield, the river turned abruptly northward, and upon a high bluff overlooking this bend, on the western bank of the Sangamon, sat the little village of New Salem. Two years earlier, two southern settlers, James Rutledge and his nephew John Cameron, had built a mill on the Sangamon at the foot of this bluff. To provide power for their mill, Rutledge and Cameron dammed the Sangamon to create a mill pond. Rutledge’s mill dam now caught hold of Lincoln’s flatboat as it floated down the river. As the village’s residents gathered to watch this welcome diversion from frontier tedium, Lincoln took charge and directed a complicated maneuver to float the craft over the dam.1

By all accounts, Lincoln was the picture of rusticity in his blue denim jacket and jeans, homemade shoes, and broad-brimmed straw hat. One old settler, Caleb Carman, remembered the young Lincoln as “very od” and “very curous” on first meeting, but Carman later concluded that “after all this bad Apperance i Soon found to be a very intelligent young man.” After a day and a night in New Salem, the sorry-looking crew floated to the mouth of the Sangamon, down the Illinois, and on to the Mississippi. Hanks remembered that they “rushed through Beardstown in a hurry—people Came out & laughed at us.” Lincoln spent a month in New Orleans, took a steamboat back up to St. Louis, and then walked the ninety miles home to Decatur.2

During the trip to New Orleans, Denton Offutt took a liking to Lincoln and offered him a job clerking in a store he promised to open in New Salem. Meanwhile, the horrible winter of the Deep Snow convinced the rest of Lincoln’s family to return to southern Indiana. Far from being unusual or an admission of defeat, this impulse was entirely predictable among newcomers. The Deep Snow, and Illinois winters in general, often induced chills and fever, or what was known as “ague” or simply the “Illinois shakes.” “When you had the chill you couldn’t get warm,” remembered an early Springfielder, “and when you had the fever you couldn’t get cool.” The dreaded “shakes” were renowned as “a terror to newcomers,” especially native southerners. Another newcomer to the region, Stephen T. Logan, recalled that “Very soon after I came I began to get the symptoms of the chills and fever, and then I wished I had never left Kentucky.” The recommended home remedy, possum fat and corn, rarely proved effective. Some settlers, including the Lincolns, bought patent medicines that were equally unavailing. Logan remembered that “In those days I have often seen ten wagons going back to where I saw one coming this way.” Another early settler, William Butler, recalled simply that “I hated the country.” While Lincoln floated by raft to New Orleans, the rest of his family retraced their steps to Indiana. On the return trip, according to family legend, the group made acquaintances in Coles County, Illinois, who convinced them to stay. There, Thomas and Sarah Lincoln settled down and lived the rest of their lives, surrounded by the families of the three Johnston children. Thomas lived another twenty years and Sarah another thirty-eight.3

After the journey to New Orleans, Lincoln’s stepbrothers and cousins rejoined their families and returned to farming. Johnston and Dennis Hanks moved to Coles County to establish an extended Lincoln clan on the Goosenest Prairie. Lincoln paid a brief visit to his parents’ home and helped his father build a log cabin for the thirteen members of the Lincoln-Johnston-Hanks clan. Lincoln’s nephew later recalled that the family moved the cabin down the road a few months later and, at Lincoln’s insistence, added a second room to afford his father and mother more privacy. Then he “announced his intention ‘of cutting entirely adrift from the old life’” and parted from his family for good. In July 1831, at age twenty-two, Lincoln arrived in New Salem, on his own for the first time.4

Lincoln joined the other single settlers in Sangamon Country who were attempting to settle down without the advantage of a family or friends. Three-fourths of all successful settlers arrived within families. One-half had been married for an average of ten years and already had children. Only one-fourth of all successful settlers arrived without a family. Settling with a family was a prescription for success. Settling without one was a prescription for failure.5

As a single settler in the Sangamon Country, Lincoln could count on a one-in-seven chance of making good and settling down for as long as ten years. Further, he could expect to devote the next seven years just to putting down roots and getting established before he could even think about marrying and starting a family. In fact, like most of the region’s single men, Lincoln’s stepbrother and cousin were mere transients along the river rather than genuine settlers. Lincoln was part of the new “urban drift” that was beginning to draw sons away from farming toward nonmanual occupations in towns and cities. He was the first of the Lincolns to live alone, without at least one family member settled in the same community. He hailed from a decidedly rural, agricultural, and landed heritage. In Illinois, 85 percent of Lincoln’s contemporaries worked as farmers, and scarcely one in forty lived in towns or cities. His own upbringing had prepared him for a respectable life of farming. Yet Lincoln pursued an urban career, a profession, at a time and in a place in which fewer than one in fifty men harbored such lofty aspirations.6

New Salem proved a good place for Lincoln to spread his wings. A settlement of perhaps thirty families gathered around the mill site, the village represented a transition between the rural, backwoods farm country in which Lincoln grew up and the dynamic, urban society of Springfield that he was not yet prepared to enter. Beyond teaching him to work hard to provide for himself and his family, farming had done little to prepare Lincoln for life. In New Salem, he could sample an assortment of urban occupations and learn new skills. As “the second town in the county in population and importance,” New Salem allowed Lincoln to experiment, fail, and finally find a calling before moving on to Springfield, the principal city in the region. The villagers liked Lincoln and helped him grow and mature in various ways. “Here,” Lincoln put it simply, “he rapidly made acquaintances and friends.” He “stopped indefinitely” and ended up staying for the next six years.7

When Lincoln arrived, New Salem was a typical country village, a cluster of log cabins on a bend in the river, providing essential services, such as milling, for several knots of settlers clustered along the timbered creekbeds. According to his son Robert, James Rutledge’s mill was the first in the county and “supplied a large section of country with its meal, flour, and lumber.” The mill attracted more settlers, who demanded other essential services. As one observer described this familiar process, “Wherever the mill commences its operations, there is the gem of the thriving village.” Farmers from far-flung inland settlements—Clary’s Grove, Concord, New Market, Sand Ridge, Sugar Grove, and Indian Point—all depended on the mill to grind their grain. As one settler remembered, “All of these communities met at Salem every Saturday to trade and to hear what was going on in the different localities.” While waiting for their grist, farmers had time to patronize a store, a craftsman, a tavern, even a doctor. “After the mill was built at Salem it was a big thing,” according to reminiscence, “and people came from fifty miles around, and sometimes waited a week for their grist.” The village eventually boasted a mill, a ferry, three general stores, a cooper, a blacksmith, a wheelwright, a hatter, a tanner, two doctors, and a handful of private homes. New Salem officially came into existence in 1829 with the opening of its post office. Most of the settlers were subsistence farmers who patronized the ten to fifteen families in the village for the few goods and services they could not provide for themselves. Largely self-sufficient, New Salem was, as Robert Rutledge remembered, “isolated from the great world outside.”8

Lincoln gained a hasty introduction to the harsh realities of life in the Sangamon Country. The farmers’ main dilemma was marketing their produce. The Sangamon River, shallow and full of snags, was navigable only for flatboats, rather than keelboats, and then only during the spring thaw. Instead of trusting the unreliable river, farmers usually marketed their crops directly overland, hauling their produce in wagons forty to fifty miles to the Illinois River, on which steamboats carried them down to markets at St. Louis and Alton on the Mississippi. Some farmers traveled directly overland the one hundred miles to St. Louis, a ten-day or two-week journey. Whatever the route, dependence on overland transport cut deeply into potential profits. The typical farmer had to “give one half of his manufactured produce . . . to carry the other half to market.”9

Overland trade hampered farming and inhibited urban development. Springfield’s early merchants moaned that “a large share of the products of the neighborhood go directly to the Illinois or Mississippi river without taking Springfield en route.” Because of heavy transportation costs, wheat fetched only half as much in Springfield as it could in Alton, so farmers shipped five times as much wheat directly to the Mississippi as they milled in Springfield. One old settler remembered hauling a wagon load of corn to Springfield. The load cost $1.37½ to haul, and he received only one dollar for all twenty bushels of corn. Meat packing was also slow to develop, because farmers drove most of their cattle to St. Louis and Alton on foot. This meant feeding their corn to hogs and cattle. As one farmer complained, corn “in its original shape, will not bear the cost of five miles land carriage.” Denton Offutt, for example, accumulated three thousand to four thousand bushels of corn. Instead of shipping the corn, however, he had to feed it all to a thousand hogs that could then be herded to market. Wielding his famous axe, Abraham Lincoln split the rails that fenced in the hogs while they fattened.10

Another miller, Andrew Heredith, founded a town that he called, appropriately enough, Millville. In 1836, Heredith set out for St. Louis with fifteen hundred hogs, feeding them along the way on corn that he hauled on a caravan of wagons. Unfortunately, the hogs were caught on the open prairie during an ice storm and froze to death. Despite the hazards of these long drives, as late as 1840, Sangamon County supported only four butchers and meat packers to process hogs and cattle. Farmers and merchants therefore shared a common interest in improving transportation. As one observer summed it up, “It must be obvious to every reflecting mind that the only drawback upon the prosperity of this interior portion of Illinois is the want of the means of transportation to market.”11

Problems with transportation, of course, ran in two directions, and farmers had as much trouble buying manufactured goods as they did in marketing their produce. Farmers who marketed produce annually in St. Louis or New Orleans bargained for a year’s worth of manufactured goods to haul back home. “A few neighbors would load a boat together and take turn about going with it down to New Orleans,” a pioneer recalled in her old age. “They would get sugar, coffee, and a barrel of molasses, and a ‘cone of white sugar’ for Madam’s tea drinkings.” Another old settler “went annually to St. Louis, with strained honey and deer-skins, and exchanged them for groceries and other necessaries for the family.” Before the development of a local market for manufactured goods, St. Louis merchants advertised their wares in the Sangamon Country in hopes of winning customers on their annual visits to the Mississippi. The trip to market was notoriously time-consuming and tedious, requiring up to two weeks on horseback. Isolated by long, overland distances, farmers had every incentive to attempt self-sufficiency instead.12

Farmers made do with a sophisticated system of home manufacturing that they had developed back East. Before the advent of factories and the appearance of reliable and efficient transportation systems, Americans met most of their needs through family-based production, within a system that historians have labeled the “household economy.” In a largely subsistence economy, like that on the Illinois frontier, families worked mostly to meet their own immediate needs rather than producing goods for sale on the market. “They were entirely satisfied if they could secure sufficient food and be comfortably clothed in their simple homespun attire,” according to one reminiscence. Farm families produced a wide variety of products rather than specializing in one or a few staple, cash crops. Most important, of course, were foods for the table—grain, meat, vegetables, and fruits—and fabrics for clothing—wool, linen, and cotton cloth. Before the development of a market economy, the farmer’s highest priority was not to achieve a profit but simply to provide for his own family.13

In the Sangamon Country, families produced many manufactured goods themselves, bartered with neighboring families, and patronized craftsmen in their own communities. For this reason, families depended on each other, migrating and living together as they went west. One lesson of the prairie, according to an old settler, was simply that “one family could not live alone.” Home manufacture depended on neighborly relations as well as a gender division of labor within the family. Men and boys worked outside—in the fields and forests, tending crops, hunting game, and chopping wood. Women and girls usually worked inside or near the house, performing a vital economic function by manufacturing items for home consumption, such as clothing, soap, and candles. “The duties of the household were discharged by the female sex,” remembered one pioneer nostalgically, “who attended the dairy, performed the culinary operations; spun, wove, and made up the garments for the whole family; carried the water from the springs, and performed much other laborious service, from which females, and especially mothers, in a more advanced state of society are exempted.”14

Weaving, and cloth production in general, was the most important occupation of women and girls. “When the first settlers came there were no stores filled with dry goods, as there are now,” a pioneer recalled, “and if the goods had been in the country there was no money to buy them. The only way families could supply themselves with clothing was to produce the materials and manufacture their own goods.” Northern settlers typically raised sheep—“as extensively as the wolves would permit”—to produce woolen cloth. The first southern settlers brought their own cotton, flax, and hemp seed with them, planted a patch, and worked the fiber themselves. Women and girls “picked the seed by hand, carded it on hand cards, spun it on wheels designed for spinning wool or flax, wove it into cloth, and made it into garments for men and women’s wear.” The work of growing cotton or raising sheep, picking cotton seeds from the fiber, carding and spinning the fibers into thread, and weaving it into cloth was as vital to family survival as all the farm work in the fields. A loom was as indispensable as a plow “where all were dependent on the work of their own hands for the entire clothing of themselves and families.” One pioneer mother, Mrs. Achsa Colburn, made a loom by hand using an axe, a hand saw, a drawing knife, an auger, a chisel, and corn cobs. On this handmade loom, she wove hundreds of yards of cloth for her family of fourteen children.15

This “women’s work,” like all farm work, was seasonal. Farmers planted cotton and flax in the spring, and in the summer the cotton had to be picked and seeded and the flax fulled, or cleaned and thickened. “We children had to lie before the fire and pick the seed from the cotton boles,” a pioneer daughter remembered, “before we could go to bed.” Spinning cotton and flax occupied the fall and winter months to provide cooler clothing for the summer ahead. Elizabeth McDowell Hill described her mother’s spinning corner—“Mama’s corner,” as she remembered it—filled with a “big and little wheel, loom, warping bars, spool rack, and twenty four spools to wind the warp on.” The large wheel spun wool and cotton, while the small wheel spun flax. “Near the place of light was her little wheel,” she recalled, “and very few moments passed without some of this outfit being in motion.” In late fall, the women would set up a loom in the middle of the cabin or—like Lincoln’s mother, Nancy—in a little shed. Then they wove the thread they had just finished spinning, and “the merry whirr of the wheel and the regular ‘bat bat’ of the loom was heard to a late hour of the night.” As a child of these years later reminisced, “You could hear the weavers go whack—whack—during the fall and winter all over the country.”16

In the spring, just as the women had finished the cotton and linen cloth, “the men washed and sheared the sheep, then the wool was turned over to the women, and ‘wool-pickings’ were next in order.” They spent the spring and summer spinning, weaving, and dyeing wool in time for winter. “The hum of the spinning wheel, was our daily music, during the season of manufacturing our own wool for winter wear,” one pioneer woman reminisced. “At that season you [could] not enter a cabin without being greeted by the odor of the old fashioned dye pot, which had to have a warm spot in the corner of the chimney.” Underclothing retained its natural color, “but for outer garments, and particularly ladies’ dresses, something better was required.” A few early settlers brought dyes along with them, including indigo and madder, but “for greater variety and color,” most relied on native barks, including black walnut, butternut, oak, and hickory, as well as roots, hazelnut husks, and sumac berries. One old settler claimed that “it was in those days a Common thing to see the trees Stripped of Bark as high up as a woman could reach.”17

Women were adept at spinning and weaving cotton, linen, and wool, and they sometimes dyed thread to weave stripes and other patterns into their cloth. Home production introduced a tremendous variety of fabrics, weaves, and colors into frontier apparel, and pioneer women and men were experts at judging the quality and texture of homespun and factory-woven cloth. A contemporary description of a Springfield man provides a glimpse of the curious mix of fabrics and colors that must have enlivened frontier attire: “He wore a blue mixed Ky. janes [jeans] coat, double breasted blue cloth vest, white wool hat, brogan shoes, black merino cravat, red silk pocket handkerchief with square white spots, [and a] woolen comfort.” Cloth production was hard work, and few women remembered it fondly, but it afforded frontier families an important measure of economic independence. Moreover, it granted female family members, in particular, a vital economic function. Women’s and girls’ unrelenting labor is one reason married settlers with children fared so much better than single men in early Springfield.18

Through home manufacture, families made their own soap, candles, shoes, and sugar, processing a wide variety of agricultural by-products and avoiding “tedious trips to St. Louis and the river.” Soap was boiled from ashes and lard, and candles dipped or molded from tallow. Shoes, a prized possession, were made at home, and settlers sometimes walked long distances barefoot, carrying their shoes to make them last. Beyond the family, farmers engaged in extensive exchange relationships with neighbors. Mary Elizabeth Quillan remembered her family boarding two young women at the height of spinning season “who would come and spin from morning until night, six days in the week, six weeks at a time.” Her family also took in an itinerant shoemaker who worked the family’s leather and “spent several weeks in getting the family shod” before moving on to the next household. Such labor exchange also produced the cabin raisings, corn shuckings, wood choppings, and quilting bees so celebrated in frontier folklore. As one settler put it, “all took a part at the work.” Labor was “swapped” rather than hired for money, and “Custom—an unwritten law—settled the matter of work and wages.”19

Labor exchange reflected the necessity of community cooperation in a new country. One settler remembered that “it was no uncommon thing for a man to go 8 or 10 miles to help a Neighbor harvest or raise a house—all felt their Dependence in those days.” Another pioneer recalled that “No matter if we lived miles apart A community interest made neighbors of us all.” A pioneer mother, Jane Martin Johns, remembered that “The sewing bees and quiltings were all day affairs which began at 9 o‘clock in the morning and lasted till 12 at night.” For isolated farm women, such cooperative labor naturally took the form of a social event. “Before nine o’clock the house was full,” Johns reminisced. “All the beds but one had been taken down to make room for the company. One bed was reserved to ‘put the babies on,’ and it was occupied by from one to half a dozen all day.” The women “worked, and worked and talked,” she concluded. “They had all learned the art of doing these two things at the same time, else they could never have talked, for they had to work.”20

Beyond relieving the unremitting social isolation, however, labor exchange also drove home a stinging economic reality, the painful scarcity of money on the Illinois frontier. Old settler Maxwell Campbell recalled that “for the first five years after coming to the county he never had a cent of money.” Throughout American history, frontier regions generally advanced more quickly than existing financial institutions could supply them with money or credit. So pioneer farmers bartered from necessity. Thomas Beam tried to sell his corn crop in the fall of 1830. “After making it known in all the settlement,” he remembered, “he was unable to get an offer for his crop at any price in money, but he traded it for a barrel of whisky, traded that for a three year old steer, and finally sold that for $10.00.”21

Families could not supply all their “necessaries,” especially the so-called “tropical goods,” such as coffee, tea, sugar, and tobacco, products that did not grow in a northern climate. Some essential services, especially milling, required a trip to the nearest village. Without money, farm families bartered for services as well as goods. The first settlers trekked sixty to seventy miles to Edwardsville near the Mississippi simply to grind corn to eat, a two-week journey on horseback. The county’s first mill was horse-powered, and customers had to bring their own horses to turn the wheel. The burrs, made of “loose stones picked up on the prairies,” could only grind corn, not wheat, and accommodated no more than ten bushels a day. Millers customarily took a “toll” of one-fifth of the grain they milled. When John Hay opened his cotton mill in 1833, he exchanged spun cotton for raw cotton and used blind horses to turn his wheel, advertising optimistically that “Cash will be accepted.” Later, the replacement of animal and water power with steam concentrated milling in towns and cities. A Springfield miller promised that “Persons coming from a distance can at all times have their grinding done by staying over night.” Farmers provided their own materials—leather, tallow, wood, and wool—to be worked by neighboring craftsmen.22

Rural self-sufficiency limited interactions between town and country, inhibiting urban growth and ironically leaving townspeople to feed themselves. “I suppose it is known to most of us,” a Springfielder complained in 1836, “that there is not a farmer in this county who raises vegetables to supply our market, for a livelihood.” Subsistence agriculture in the countryside challenged the market orientation of the growing town and enforced a degree of involuntary subsistence. “Our vegetable market, (if we can be said to have one,) is so notoriously bad,” another townsman complained, “that persons who desire to have even the commonest vegetables in their proper seasons and of even a tolerable qualtity are forced to cultivate them themselves, or go without.” As a result, agricultural activities continued to mingle with urban enterprises in Springfield for decades. Like farm wives in the country, Springfielders kept gardens and orchards to supply their tables. Their hogs, poultry, and other farm animals ran wild on the public streets. Even as a flourishing lawyer in Springfield, Lincoln kept a backyard garden and milked his own cow. The preferred alternative, of course, was commercial agriculture and a market. One observer stated the obvious: “There are but few of our citizens who would not prefer purchasing vegetables to raising them.”23

For both farmers and townspeople, merchants were the region’s most important economic link with the outside world. Exemplified by Elijah Iles, Springfield’s merchants invested money, time, and effort in hauling goods from St. Louis to stock necessities that farmers could not produce for themselves. Amid home consumption and the lack of money, however, merchants initially did sporadic business, and as late as 1829 Springfield had only three small stores. The town’s stores typically served only eight customers a day, and most customers bought only one item. Offut’s store closed at 7:00 P.M., but in this leisurely economy most business took place between 9:00 and 3:00. Further, trade was seasonal, rising and falling with the rivers. Business slackened in winter and summer but increased when the waters rose during the spring and fall. Merchants therefore traveled to market to stock their shelves only twice a year, when the rivers were navigable, advertising their traditional “spring stock” and “fall stock” of goods. Farmers came to town during these seasons to market produce and to trade. “The rivers are up,” noted one Springfielder during a rainy autumn, “and business of every kind is improving.” When their goods were exhausted, merchants quit for the season and simply closed their stores, which typically comprised an extra room in their own homes.24

A representative general store stocked just sixty different products (as opposed to the sixty thousand or more a grocery might keep on hand today) and advertised them all in detail to let farm families know what was available. Goods fell into five categories, the most important of which were the tropical goods—sugar, coffee, molasses, tea, tobacco—that were imported through New Orleans from the South, the West Indies, or Asia. Manufactured goods included window glass, sperm oil for lanterns, sealing wax for closing letters, knives and iron tools of all kinds, razors, lead pencils and steel pens, paint, and gunpowder. A third category was preserved foods, which supplemented winter diets. They included raisins, currants, dried fruits of all kinds, canned fish such as herring, sardines, and anchovies, crackers in the proverbial cracker barrel, and smoked meat, such as bacon and ham. Raw materials for home manufacture represented a fourth category—bar lead for making musket balls, wick for dipping candles, pint flasks for bottling homemade whiskey, lime for whitewashing cabin walls, and china heads for making dolls. A final category, liquor, supple mented home-fermented cider and whiskey with a wide variety of imports, including wine, gin, brandy, champagne, ale, porter, and Madeira.25

Along with land speculators, merchants were the frontier’s capitalists, frequently welcomed for introducing scarce cash into the local economy. But they were also scorned as agents of long-distance trade who drained money from the area. As early as 1832, the Sangamo Journal observed gloomily that “The pressure for money in our State, is already extensively and severely felt. Every dollar which our merchants receive, is of necessity carried out of the country; and their demands are such that they will be compelled to collect their debts, although it may take from the State every dollar.” Bowing to the inevitable, merchants joined in the local exchange system based on barter. They accepted payment in wheat and other agricultural staples, typically advertising that groceries “will be sold low for Cash or any kind of Country Produce.” One pioneer wife and mother put it simply: “For a pound of butter we paid four bushels of corn.” According to another, “For a yard of common printed calico, they asked half a dollar, or a bushel of wheat.” Some merchants spelled out their preferred terms of trade, which might be seasonal or geared to a particular wholesale market. A local merchant with too many hats on hand, for example, announced that he would “take in exchange for hats, Bacon, Flour, Wheat, Oats, Corn, and Pork, and Furs of all kinds.”26

In this way, local merchants not only supplied necessities to farmers but began to market surplus produce as wholesalers. As one observer described this evolving system, “It is the business of agriculture and manufactures to furnish the surplus, and most of the means for commerce; and it is the business of merchants to purchase them and take them to the distant markets.” As the local economy developed, merchants became literal “middlemen” between farmers and distant markets. Farmers could now sell their produce locally without traveling personally to St. Louis or New Orleans. Many farmers, however, viewed merchants as monopolists who cornered the market for manufactured goods and produce. “The sale of wheat has been confined, here, to a few merchants,” one farmer complained, “who first made heavy profits on their sales of goods to us, and then, by monopolising the wheat trade made another profit.” Farmers recognized the incompatibility of independence and profits, and it stung. The Sangamo Journal drove the point home: “Without merchants there can be no commerce, there may be independence but no wealth.” As commerce—and wealth—increased, farm families began to prosper but were bound to lose their traditional economic independence.27

Still, Denton Offutt’s new store seemed like a godsend to the farm families who patronized New Salem. The store—like New Salem itself—owed its existence to the harsh realities of this subsistence economy. Without efficient transportation, farmers could not carry their produce more than twenty miles to market. Rural villages grew up to serve a hinterland of ten to twenty miles in radius, about the distance a farmer’s wagon could travel in a day. In fact, a state legislative committee reported that a man and horse could travel about thirty miles a day. Farmers wanted a village no more than fifteen miles away, so they could travel there and back in a day. This pattern explains New Salem’s location twenty miles downriver from Springfield. The thin population and scant money supply of such a pioneer economy could support only a few merchants profitably, and the average store in Illinois served about 340 people. As a result, most merchants could not specialize and operated general stores, selling a little of everything. One early merchant remembered his general store “embracing dry goods, groceries, hardware, books, medicines, bed-clothes, matresses, in fact every thing that the country needed.”28

Because they had a “captive market,” general stores were unpretentious and dark inside, with small glass windows and narrow doorways. A typical general store was twenty feet wide and thirty feet deep, and the “counters and shelves along the store’s right side were devoted to dry goods; those on the left side to groceries, tobacco, sundries, and patent medicine.” At fourteen by sixteen, Offutt’s store was on the small side. To save space, merchants sold bulk goods, stocking their wares in the barrels and shipping crates in which they arrived. Clerks had to hoist two-hundred-pound crates into and out of wagons, down into the cellar, or up into the eaves with a windlass. Clerking was therefore a job for young men, and clerks were valued as much for their brawn as their brains. In fact, one New Salem resident recalled Lincoln’s relationship with Offutt this way: “Offut brought some goods wares & merchandise up from Beardstown and Lincoln put them up—unboxed them & put them up on shelves.” Lincoln also hauled sacks of grain between the mill and the store and split enough rails to fence in a thousand of Offutt’s hogs. Mixing physical labor with mental work, Lincoln called himself “a sort of Clerk” in Offutt’s store.29

Like most other merchants, Offutt bought his goods in St. Louis. As a New Salem resident later reminisced, a typical merchant “made a trip to St. Louis in the spring and fall. First going to Beardstown; he would then take a steamboat to St. Louis and would stay a week or so.” Others, like Springfield’s Elijah lies, traveled all the way to Philadelphia to select their stock. As Iles recalled, “At that day the merchants went east in December and rode to Philadelphia on horseback to buy their goods. These were hauled over the mountains and sent by water to St. Louis.” They were next shipped upstream by boat to Beardstown and then hauled overland by wagon to New Salem. Such high transportation costs allowed big markups—up to 100 percent. In the words of one pioneer, ”As these storekeepers exercise a sort of monopoly over a certain district, their profits are great, and they often become wealthy.“30
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WILLIAM GREENE. AFTER SHARING A COT WITH LINCOLN AS HIS
“ASSISTANT CLERK” IN NEW SALEM, GREENE GREW INTO A SHREWD
BUSINESSMAN AND WEALTHY LANDOWNER.


Courtesy of the Illinois State Historical Library.




Still, storekeeping was a risky venture, operating largely on credit. Without money, most customers had to “buy on account.” Merchants did not develop the modern “one-price” system until after the Civil War. Instead of putting prices on their goods, storekeepers marked them with secret codes. They then bargained with each customer individually, engaging in a “contest of wits” to settle on the best price. Storekeepers sized up each customer according to ability to pay and tacked on 20 to 30 percent for credit purchases. To help size up customers, Offutt hired a local boy, William Greene, to work alongside Lincoln, using his familiarity with the area’s farmers to negotiate good prices on credit. As Greene later put it, his job was to “Tell Lincoln who was good.” With the addition of this assistant, Lincoln gained the lofty title of “Chief & head Clerk.”31

Storekeepers extended credit to perhaps two-thirds of their customers. In good times a store represented an economic boon, and storekeepers were welcome members of their communities. Extending so much credit, however, required storekeepers, in turn, to borrow their goods on credit from wholesalers. Unlike cash, credit was readily available, and country merchants routinely borrowed their goods from wholesalers for up to one year at anywhere from 6 to 10 percent interest. This system gave storekeepers an entire year to stock their goods, sell them on credit, and receive payment from their customers. Repayment, however, was haphazard, and storekeepers typically got serious about it just before their semiannual buying trips to St. Louis or Philadelphia. The following announcement was typical: “Money Wanted. Intend to start on the 10th of August, to the Eastern Cities, to purchase Goods; my friends and customers that are indebted to me, would confer a favor by letting me have a little CASH.”32

In this system of “long credits,” any economic disruption, such as the Panic of 1837, could prove disastrous to merchants and farmers alike. When a storekeeper’s notes fell due, he was required to call in all of his customers’ debts. “The consequence,” according to one early settler, “was that the notes were not paid and were sent to a lawyer for collection, and then it would be as much trouble to get the money from the lawyer as from the customer.” Under these circumstances, the country store became a bane to the farming community rather than a blessing. “The farmer,” one of them moaned, “at the end of twelve months, finds himself, perhaps, as unable to pay as at first, and consequently we see 4 or 5 Magistrates and Constables fattening at the farmer’s expense.”33

Storekeepers routinely accepted agricultural produce, known as “country pay,” in exchange for their merchandise. Offutt probably bartered more goods than he sold for cash. A rival merchant, for example, recalled that Offutt “Exchanged some Goods Principally Sugar & Coffee for Wheat.” Merchants sometimes stocked these farm products in their stores as groceries but more often shipped them to the nearest city to pay their wholesalers. The local merchant would store the produce—typically nonperishable goods, such as bacon, lard, butter, and beeswax—wait until the river rose in the spring or fall, and then ship it to market. As one pioneer put it, “they grind the corn they obtain from the farmers, for the purpose of sending it to New Orleans, or some other place where it can be readily sold.”34

Under this process, known as “agricultural collection,” the country merchant served simultaneously as retailer and wholesaler for his rural customers. When money was particularly scarce—after the Panic of 1837, for example—barter became essential, and some merchants opened “exchange stores” that operated exclusively on barter. Such general stores fit comfortably into the system of barter that characterized the local, family economy. Still, the storekeeper took all the risks for his customers, storing their produce for future sale, assuming substantial transportation costs, and testing the vagaries of the market. As a result, merchants typically exercised aggressive economic leadership in their communities, taking an active interest in wholesale markets, banking, and especially transportation improvements.35

Offutt’s store was the third to open in a village that could support only one or at most two. Samuel Hill opened New Salem’s first store in the fall of 1829 and ran it nonstop throughout the village’s history. The second store had a checkered career and was run by a half-dozen merchants, including Lincoln, during its rocky eight-year existence. Offutt’s store appeared relatively late, two years after the town’s founding. Compounding this disadvantage, Offutt was erratic and unreliable. His clerk Bill Greene called him a “wild—recless—careless man,—a kind of wandering horse tamer.” A local farmer remembered him as “a wild, harum-scarum kind of a man, and I think not much of a business man.” Predictably, as Lincoln put it succinctly, “In less than a year Offutt’s business was failing.” Soon after luring Lincoln to New Salem, Offutt simply disappeared. Left alone to fend for himself, Lincoln was essentially stranded in New Salem.36
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