Abraham Lincoln  -  The Man

1809  -  1865   Years

1861  -  1865   Terms

     Abraham Lincoln was born on February 12, 1809, in Hardin County, Kentucky.  In 1816 his father, Tom Lincoln, took the family north to the Indiana wilderness where his wife, Nancy Hanks Lincoln, died of “milk-sickness” in the fall of 1818 when Abraham was ten years old.  Without the influence of a woman the family (Tom, Abe, and Sarah and Dennis Hanks) sank almost into squalor for over a year.

     Then Tom took a second wife – Sarah Bush Johnston, a widow who brought her three children to the Lincoln cabin.  Young Abe adored his stepmother and she in turn adored him and the other motherless children.  When Lincoln as a man said, “God bless my mother; all that I am or ever hope to be, I owe to her,” he was speaking of his stepmother.

     Lincoln wrote of his educational background:  “There were some schools, so called, but no qualification was ever required of a teacher beyond ‘readin’, writin’, and cipherin’’ to the rule of three.  There was absolutely nothing to excite ambition for education.  Of course, when I came of age I did not know much.  Still, somehow, I could read, write, and cipher…but that was all.  I have not been so school since.”

     Lincoln summarized his career as:  “General farm work until he was 22, a clerk in a store at New Salem, Illinois, Captain of volunteers in the Black Hawk War, Member of the Illinois Legislature for eight years (during which time he studied law), member of Congress, and law practice in Springfield, Illinois.

     When Lincoln described himself he did so in this manner:  “I am, in height, six foot four inches, nearly; lean in flesh, weighing on an average of one hundred and eighty pounds; dark complexion, with coarse black hair and gray eyes.  No other marks or brands recollected.”

     Lincoln was losing interest in politics when he was aroused by the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, which meant that slavery could be extended into new territories.  The sponsor of the bill was Stephen A. Douglas, the “Little Giant,” once a suitor for Mary Todd’s hand and now the Democratic Senator from Illinois.  As the Republican candidate for the United States Senate in 1858, Lincoln challenged Douglas to argue the great issue of the day in a series of debates across the state.  “A house divided against itself cannot stand said Lincoln as the debates began.  I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free…It will become all one thing, or all the other.”

     As a result of the debates, Lincoln rose from obscurity to become a figure of national importance, even though he lost the senatorial election to Douglas.  “It is a slip and not a fall,” he said of the defeat.  Two years later he was nominated for President by the Republican Party.  Lincoln did not win a majority of the popular vote, but with the Democrats hopelessly split between Douglas and Breckenridge, Lincoln won. 

     While Lincoln was on his way to Washington, it was discovered that an attempt on his life might be made as he passed through Baltimore.  The planned itinerary was abandoned and he went straight to Washington, arriving there ahead of schedule at 6:00 a.m. on February 23, 1861, under guard.

     On February 18, just two weeks before Lincoln took the oath of office, Jefferson Davis was inaugurated President of the Confederate States of America, at Montgomery, Alabama.

     At the outset of the war Lincoln’s paramount objective was to restore the Union, and not, as he said “either to save or destroy slavery.”  By the middle of 1862, however, Confederate military triumphs, dampened northern interest, and the interest England was taking in the South caused Lincoln to change his stance.  Lincoln read a draft of the Emancipation Proclamation to his Cabinet on July 22, 1862 and published it to the world on the day following New Year’s Day, 1863.  The Proclamation strengthened the Union cause in the North and in England.

     In 1864 the Republican Party nominated Lincoln on the first ballot.  The Democratic candidate was General George B. McClellan, former leader of the Union forces, who had been fired by Lincoln.  Lincoln accepted the nomination saying:  “That it is not best to swap horses while crossing the river.”  The election was an overwhelming victory for Lincoln who polled 212 electoral votes to McClellan’s 21.  In the soldier vote Lincoln scored heavily – 116,887 votes against 33,748 for McClellan.

     On the night of April 14, 1865, Good Friday and only five days after Lee’s surrender to Grant, the President and his wife and their guests sat in one box at Ford’s Theater, Washington, to watch a performance of the comedy,  Our American Cousin.  At 10:15 p.m., during the third act, John Wilkes Booth, a prominent actor, entered the box, fired his single-shot Derringer, and with his dagger stabbed Rathbone in the arm.

     As Booth leaped from the balustrade to the stage, the spur on his right foot caught in a flag draping the box and he fell with such force that he broke a bone in his left leg.  Brandishing his dagger as he limped across the stage, Booth shouted something that sounded like “Sic semper tyrannis” (ever thus to tyrants), and disappeared into the wings.

     A piercing scream came from the box.  An army surgeon entered and upon examining the wound knew that it was fatal.  The President was carried across the street into a lodginghouse owned by William Peterson.  In a small first-floor bedroom, Lincoln was placed diagonally across the bed.  Throughout the night government officials and members of the family stood by.  At 7:22 a.m. Secretary Stanton said, “Now he belongs to the ages.”

     Booth had been recognized by many people at Ford’s Theater.  Soon his accomplices were known and the manhunt was on.  Booth was an actor who favored the South but spent most of the four war years in the North and never fought for the Confederacy.  Toward the end of 1864 he collected a group in sympathy with the South and hatched a fantastic plot to kidnap the President and deliver him to the Confederacy, which could then bargain to end the war on its own terms.  Nothing came of the scheme, so Booth, after Lee’s surrender, determined to avenge the South by killing Lincoln.

     From Ford’s Theater, Booth fled on horseback out of Washington with one of his accomplices, David Herold.  A few days later they rowed across the Potomac into Virginia and continued south to the farm of Richard Garrett.  Garrett thought they were returning Confederate soldiers.  Here, on April 26, they were discovered by Union cavalrymen.  Trapped in a burning tobacco barn, Herold surrendered, but Booth held out and was fatally shot through the neck by a soldier who fired without orders.

     Seven of Booth’s accomplices were quickly rounded up and given a military trial.  Four were condemned to death, the others receiving life imprisonment.  The execution took place in a Washington jailyard on July 7, 1865.

     Mrs. Mary Surratt kept the boardinghouse where Booth’s men met:  Lewis Powell, Alias Payne, who tried to kill Secretary of State Seward, David Herold, who helped Booth escape, and George Atzerodt, a  German born Confederate spy who was assigned to kill Vice-President Johnson, but lost his nerve.  Numerous appeals had been sent to President Johnson in the hope that Mrs. Surratt might be saved, for there was some question of her guilt.  But the President was adamant.  “She kept the nest where the egg was hatched,” he replied.  (Photos)
     A black-draped funeral car bore Lincoln’s body on the last journey from Washington to Springfield.  For 1,700 miles the car moved across the country, stopping along the way at many cities where the body was taken from the car to lie in state.  The journey began at Washington on April 21 and ended in Springfield, May 3.

     Lincoln’s remains were first interred in a public receiving vault in Oak Ridge Cemetery, Springfield.  Later they were removed to a temporary vault until the completion of the final resting-place, which was dedicated in 1874.  Here buried with him are his wife and three of his sons, Eddie, Willie and Tad.  Robert, the first-born son, was the last surviving member of the family.  He lived until 1926 when he died at 83 after a notable career:  Secretary of War, Minister to England, and President of the Pullman Company.

     Mary Todd Lincoln died in 1882 at age 64.  She was a storm center during her White House reign.  Erratic and unpredictable, she was at once warmhearted and quarrelsome.  She lavished money on clothes and sent deeply into debt.  Two years after she left Washington where was forced to put her personal belongings up for sale to satisfy her creditors.  The country was astounded at the inventoried values:  a bolt of lace at $4,000.  A shawl at $2,000., and so on.  Her last years were not the happiest and in 1875 her only surviving son, Robert had her declared insane.

