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Abraham Lincoln was born in 1809 in a log cabin " to very humble, uneducated parents;
he did grow up in a backwoods settlement that was virtually a wilderness; there, beginning at
the age of seven, he did help his father to hew a farm out of that wilderness with an axe; with
the benefit of only a few months of schooling, he did study diligently on his own to acquire
basic skills in reading and writing; as a young man out on his own and working at menial jobs,
he did teach himself from books such subjects as English grammar, sufficient mathematics to
learn surveying, and enough law to enter the legal profession at the age of 27. And, of course,
he did perform triumphantly in the United States’ most severe crisis, saving his country from
dissolution, presiding over the destruction of slavery, and dying an authentic American martyr'é'.
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A Mind Ripe for Learning

From the very beginning, Abraham Lincoln was different, and in a way that many of his
neighbors—and especially his father—did not approve. Unlike almost everyone else he grew
up with, Lincoln was intensely interested in words and meanings. He learned to read and write
at a very early age, actively seeking out books to borrow and taking notes on what he read.

When he left home and struck out on his own at the age of 22, Lincoln settled in the
small village of New Salem, Illinois, where he spent six eventful years. Unprepossessing(‘) in
appearance, he was frequently described as gawky@ and ill-dressed, but the other residents
soon discovered he had many assets. In addition to being intelligent and surprisingly well
informed, he was unusually good-natured and friendly. He excelled in popular athletic
contests such as running, jumping, and throwing weights; he was unusually strong and a
nearly unbeatable wrestler; and though he did not drink, he was convivial® and had great
ability as a storyteller. He was thus well liked.

Supporting himself with a variety of jobs, Lincoln studied assiduously during his New
Salem years to make up for his lack of formal education, of which he remained painfully
conscious all his life. Borrowing books wherever he could, he studied history and biography,
and he displayed an eager appetite for literature, being particularly fond of Shakespeare and
of the Scottish poet Robert Burns.
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As a Member of Congress

Before his first year in New Salem was out, he declared himself a candidate for the Staté k
legislature, but failed. When he ran again at the next election, he won handily, and served four
successive terms. In his second term, in spite of being one of the youngest legislators, he was
chosen as his Whig Party’s floor leader, an honor that reflected his effectiveness as a speaker,
his energy, and his organizational and leadership abilities.

At about the time of his marriage, Lincoln declined to run for a fifth term in the state
legislature and began angling for election to the U.S. Congress. When he finally succeeded
and took his seat in the House of Representatives in December 1847, the Mexican War was
coming to a victorious conclusion, and Lincoln lost no time in joining other Whig members
in attacking President James K. Polk for unconstitutionally<D provoking an unjust war for the
purpose of acquiring new territory.

This earned Lincoln considerable criticism back home, where the war was very popular.
Even as Lincoln contradicted his pro-war Democratic constituents® on a matter of principle,
he offended some of his fellow Whigs with his practicality. So when Lincoln’s congressional
term was over, he was denied as the head of the General Land Office.

As his brief congressional career ended, Lincoln returned to Illinois, his political
ambitions frustrated. With this greater attention to his legal profession, Lincoln’s skill and
reputation as a lawyer rose, and his firm gained a prominent position in the Illinois bar. He
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was “losing interest in politics,” he said of this period. But as the slavery issue heated up in
the 1850s, Lincoln’s long-standing affinity " for political controversy unexpectedly revived.

Path to the White House

By 1854, Abraham Lincoln stopped believing that his political career had reached an end.
Lincoln had secured his party’s congressional nomination in part by pledging to serve only
one term, thus allowing other members of the local Whig Party the chance to serve.

The year 1854 saw new fissures in the delicate sectional compromises over slavery.
Increasingly the free North and slaveholding South each saw the other’s customs and
practices as a lethal threat to its own way of life. Lincoln was drawn to this debate, and thus
gradually back to public life. Whether Lincoln seized events or they instead propelled him
forward, there can be little doubt over the nation’s good fortune: in its time of greatest need,
America found its greatest leader.

Free Labor

Abraham Lincoln had always championed “free labor”, the principle that a man could rise
freely as far as his talents and abilities might take him. Along with many northerners, Lincoln
believed that free labor was both economically and morally superior to the slave-based
southern alternative. He believed that slavery would over time prove economically untenable,
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but he also understood that, in the short-term, individual wage-earners conl_d--ﬁot—'—indeed -
would not—compete with slave laborers. Along with many other Americans, Lincoln drew
two political conclusions: Confined to its existing southern redoubt, slavery would wither
away; but if slavery expanded into new territories, it could displace free laborers and gain a
new lease on life. _

As the young nation grew westward, the terms on which new states would be admitted
to the Union, that is, as “slave” or “free” states, thus assumed decisive importance. It
first arose during 1820 and 1821, with the application of Missouri for statehood. Thomas
Jefferson likened the sectional tension to “a firebell in the night”. It eased only through a
grand compromise in which Congress admitted Missouri as a slave state, Maine as a free
state, and barred slavery from all Louisiana Purchase territories north of 36.5°, Missouri’s
southern border. With the acquisition of new, formerly Mexican territories, a carefully
crafted “Compromise of 1850” mated the admission of a free California with a new Fugitive
Slave Law, one that obliged northern courts to enforce the seizure and return of slaves
who had escaped northward to freedom. Many northerners met these developments with a
combination of anger and fear.

With powerful October 1854 addresses at Springfield and Peoria, Illinois, Lincoln emerged
as a leading opponent of that law. And during the next two-and-a-half years, Lincoln helped
establish the new Republican Party in Illinois. With sectional differences deepening, Lincoln’s
Whig Party had collapsed, unable to paper over differences between its northern and southern
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wings. The Republicans, by contrast, were more forthrightlyd’ sectional and antislavery. Some
northern Democrats also joined up with the Republicans. Lincoln’s efforts for his new party
earned him valuable political capital for the future.

To the White House

Throughout 1859, Lincoln toured a number of midwestern states, speaking and warning
against slavery’s further spread. Probably he already was thinking about a long-shot run
for the presidency: He authorized the compilation and publication of his debates and, in
December 1859, began to prepare his autobiography®.

In February 1860, Lincoln traveled to New York, the nation’s leading city, not least to
meet and address the civic and financial leaders who would have a large say in naming the
Republican Party’s presidential nominee. Many who gathered at the Cooper Union expected
to witness a rough, uncultivated midwesterner.

But then Lincoln spoke. In measured words calibrated to assure the audience he was
no radical, Lincoln demonstrated definitively that a majority of the signers of the U.S.
Constitution had believed the federal government could indeed prohibit slavery in the
territories. Lincoln called for northerners to confine slavery to the states where it already
existed, and to oppose fervently its extension to the national territories.

The Cooper Union address was extremely well received. Several New York newspapers
published the entire text. One reporter proclaimed Lincoln “the greatest man since St. Paul.”
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Horace Greeley, editor of the influential New York Tribune, deemed Lincoln “one QfNature’s
orators”. Many Republicans assumed that the powerful William Seward of New York would
capture their party’s presidential nomination. But Seward was weak in Pennsylvania, Indiana,
and Illinois, crucial states where a midwesterner might have more appeal.

Seward fell short on the first ballot, then faded as midwestern states shifted their votes to
Lincoln, securing him the nomination on the third ballot. The Republican candidate possessed
real advantages in the 1860 general election. Like the now dissolved Whigs, the Democratic
Party was crippled * by its own sectional divisions. Its northern and southern wings nominated
rival candidates, allowing Lincoln, who won less than 40 percent of the popular vote in a four-
way race, to capture a majority of the electoral votes and the presidency. The South would
not accept a Lincoln presidency. Only then would the nation truly witness the wisdom, the
strength, and, ultimately, the magnanimity of the man it had chosen during its greatest trial.

Lincoln as Commander-in-Chief

Abraham Lincoln had entered the presidency with no military training or experience
except as a militia captain in a minor Indian war three decades earlier. The standing army
Lincoln inherited in March 1861 numbered just 16,000 men who were dispersed@) in small
garrisons” from the Atlantic Coast to California. Lincoln had no modern military command
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system on which to rely for advice or to communicate his instructions effectively to field
commanders. Not only was there no general staff when war broke out a month later, but
only two regular army generals had ever commanded units larger than a brigade@' — one was
so corpulent that he could not walk across a room without exhausting himself; the other so
senile” that he needed help putting on his hat. Subordinate officers knew little of the higher
art of war because the United States Military Academy taught engineering, mathematics, and
horsemanship at the expense of strategy.

The Union army’s swift wartime expansion did not solve this leadership crisis. In less
than a year, the northern army swelled to 600,000 men, and by the war’s end it had climbed to
a million. Regular army captains became generals overnight. In order to unify the North and
rally its large European immigrant population, Lincoln was compelled to appoint volunteer
generals from civilian life. Most “earned” their stars because of their political influence rather
than for any military potential they might possess.

The crisis extended to the nation’s political leadership. Lincoln lacked the support of a
united cabinet. While later presidents possessed the luxury of appointing talented but usually
pliant subordinates, then-existing custom and political reality required that Lincoln fill his
cabinet with willful politicians of national prominence.

A Challenge from the Incompetents

Despite these liabilities ', by the power of his mind and force of character Lincoln became
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