
Biographies 

Abraham Lincoln 

(1809–1865) 

"[W]e here highly resolve…that government of the people, by 

the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth." 

—Gettysburg Address, 1863 

Rising from a log-cabin boyhood to the highest office in the 

land; guiding the nation through its greatest peril; known for 

honesty, humanity, and eloquence; and finally cut down by 

an assassin's bullet—Abraham Lincoln remains a towering 

figure in American history and myth. 

Early Years 

Abraham Lincoln was born into a poor Kentucky pioneer 

family. He said he had gone to school "by littles"—a little now 

and a little then—but he read and often quoted Shakespeare 

and the Bible. When he was 21, the family moved to Illinois, 

and Lincoln tried a number of jobs before becoming a lawyer 

in 1836. 

Law and Politics 

In Illinois, Lincoln developed a successful law practice, and was known as both shrewd and 

honest. Elected to four terms in the State legislature (1834–1842), he spoke out against 
the injustice of slavery but not in favor of abolition. After serving one term in Congress, 
Lincoln ran against Stephen A. Douglas for the Senate in 1858. In their famous debates, 

Lincoln spoke eloquently against the spread of slavery into the territories. Although he lost

the Senate race, Lincoln was now in place to win the Republican nomination

presidency—in 1860. 

The Presidency and the Civil War 

The Southern States began seceding even before Lincoln took office. Lincoln

start hostilities, but when Confederate forces fired on Fort Sumter, Lincoln responded. All 

his actions as President pointed toward one goal: preserving the Union. He changed 

commanding generals again and again, and often directed the war effort himself. He 

suppressed freedom of speech and assembly, and the writ of habeas corpus, claiming the 

need to temporarily sacrifice parts of the Constitution in order to preserve the Constitution 

as a whole. He justified the Emancipation Proclamation as part of the President's war 
powers. The Proclamation freed only those slaves living behind Confederate lines, but

Lincoln threw his support behind the 13th Amendment, which abolished slavery

Amid a torrent of criticism, Lincoln had to struggle to keep support within his own party 

and within Congress. Nevertheless, he was reelected in 1864 

Postwar Plans 

Eager to reunite the nation "with malice toward none, with charity for all," Lincoln 

proposed a liberal plan for Southern reentry into the Union. Assassinated by John Wilkes 

Booth on April 14, 1865, Lincoln did not live to work for the compassionate peace he 
favored 
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