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CHAPTER I

A PioNEER Boy

Now I see the secret of the making of the best persons,
It is to grow in the open air and to eat and sleep with the

earth.

WaLtr WHITMAN.

e OM LINCOLN has bought a farm;” that
I is what all his Kentucky relatives—half-
brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles and
cousins, were saying to one another. To be sure,
Tom was a carpenter, but in those days in Ken-
tucky—it was in 1803 that the farm was bought—
people felt rightly that the great business of a man,
as in all newly settled countries, was clearing and
breaking the land, opening roads, driving out In-
dians and wild beasts.

As Tom was only twenty-three years old and since
he was five had been an orphan with no settled home,
this buying of a farm was an event in the family. It
meant that he was going to settle down; perhaps that
he was getting ready to marry. And, as a matter of
fact, that is what it did mean, for on June 12, 1806,

1



2 Boy Scouts’ Life of Lincoln

he was married to a girl called Nancy Hanks, like
himself an orphan, dependent upon her kinsfolk—a
sister of the man with whom he had learned his
trade, Joseph Hanks of Elizabethtown.

A wedding was a great event in those days. Peo-
ple came from long distances, often remaining over-
night for the infare or reception. The day after
Nancy Hanks’ and Thomas Lincoln’s wedding, an
infare was given jointly by her guardian and her
uncle, Richard Berry, at the latter’s home near
Springfield, Kentucky. The supper was long talked
of. There was every luxury that pioneer life af-
forded—roast venison, bear steak, barbacued sheep,
roasted wild turkeys and ducks; fruit and maple
syrups served in big gourds; peaches and honey—a
dozen dishes unknown to a feast in our day.

Tom and Nancy Lincoln did not go to live at once
on their farm, but for two years remained in Eliza-
bethtown, thirteen miles away, Tom getting his land
ready for cultivation and plying his trade as he
could. When they finally moved into the country,
they carried with them a little girl, a year old. And
here on this farm, a year later, the 12th of Febru-
ary, 1809, a boy was born. He was named after his
grandfather Abraham—Abraham Lincoln.

The cabin home where the little boy was born was
similar to the first homes of most of the Kentucky
settlers in those early days. It was built of oak
logs, ten to a side, forming walls about seven feet
in height. The openings between the logs were
chinked with mortar of clay and stones, making a
solid wall, warm in winter and cool in summer. At



A Pioneer Boy 3

one end of the cabin was a big outside chimney, its
base of logs and clay, its stack of the flat stones of
that part of the world. Inside, over the great fire-
place was a mantel. A crane swung from one side,
on which the pots were hung. And there was a wide
stone hearth. There was but one window and one
door in this cabin, and the window never had other
covering than a dressed deerskin or oiled paper,
glass being almost unknown in Kentucky at that
time.

The little boy never knew much of his birth-
place because, when he was between four and five
years old, his father moved to a new farm some
fifteen miles to the east—a much larger piece of
land, over two hundred acres, and much more in-
teresting as it was surrounded by high hills and was
heavily wooded with sycamore, oak, beech, hickory
—all the trees of that part of the world.

The woods were full of wild fowl, and big and
little animals. The land was cut by picturesque ra-
vines and threaded by a brook, so clear that you
could see a pebble at the bottom. Knob Creek the
stream was called. At the northern boundary of
the farm it emptied into the Rolling Fork of the
Salt River, a stream which flows into the Ohio west
of Louisville.

By the time a boy was five years old in those
pioneer days he began to help his father and mother,
and little Abraham soon was bringing in wood and
carrying water to the field where his father worked,
picking berries in the summer and nuts in the fall
and, when planting was going on, dropping seeds.
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One of the few things about this farm he remem-
bered when he grew up was a disaster that came to
seeds he had dropped. His father was planting
corn in what they called the big field—seven acres
lying in the valley along the creek. Little Abraham
followed him and into every other hill of every other
row he dropped two pumpkin seeds. The field must
have seemed pretty big to a seven-year-old boy, and
he must have felt almost as discouraged as his father
probably did when, just after the planting was fin-
ished, a big rain sent the water rushing down all
the gorges on the farm, flooding the entire valley
and of course washing out the pumpkin seeds as well
as the corn.

But life on the farm was not all work, nor was it
lonely. Abraham had not only his sister Sarah as a
companion, but he had a schoolmate, Austin Golla-
her; and when school was not in session—which was
much of the time, the term rarely being over three
months of the year—they visited back and forth
whenever their mothers would consent, and on these
visits had many adventures. The most exciting was
one Sunday when they were looking for partridges
which Abraham had seen a few days before. Knob
Creek was high that day, and they wanted to cross
it. In the effort to walk a log, Abraham Lincoln
fell in. Neither of the boys could swim, and it was
only the courage and quick wit of Austin Gollaher
that saved his playmate. Seizing a long pole, he
succeeded in getting his drowning companion ashore.
He thought he was dead when he had landed him,
and was badly scared; but he was a good Scout,
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though he had none of the fine training that a Scout
gets in our days. ‘I rolled and pounded him in
dead earnest,” he used to say in telling the story,
‘“then I got him by the arms and shook him, the
water meanwhile pouring out of his mouth. By
this means I succeeded in bringing him to, and he
soon was all right.”

It was not only partridges that drew the boys to
the woods. Part of the education of the pioneer
was to know the tracks of animals, the call and
flight of birds and fowls, the spots where the biggest
berries grew, the pools fish loved. Every sound of
earth and air, every change of color in the tree or
the ground, every print of hoof or claw, every trail
of snake, must be recognized. Abraham and Aus-
tin learned to know where a fox had passed, a deer
had drunk, an eagle nested. They knew the honk of
the wild goose, the song of the cardinal bird, and no
doubt they ran from many a real or imaginary bear,
and killed snakes that were their friends as well as
those that were their enemies.

There was not much schooling, though both
boys, as long as they lived, remembered the names
of two of their teachers—Zachariah Riney and
Caleb Hazel. Abraham learned much more at
home than he did at school, for his mother was am-
bitious that her children should have opportunities
that she and her husband had never had. It was in
the long evenings that most of her teaching was
done. Sitting on the doorstep, looking over the
lovely land in the summer, or before the great roar-
ing fire in the stone fireplace in the winter, Nancy
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and Tom Lincoln told their children all the stories
they knew—stories of the Bible, of their own lives
and of the lives of all their forebears. In these long
evenings the children learned of the tragedy of the
Garden of Eden, how the boy Moses was rescued
from the bullrushes and grew up to be one of the
great men of the land. They became acquainted
with Isaac and Jacob and Samuel and David and
Goliath—the good men and the bad men of the Old
Testament. They heard the beautiful story of the
Christ and His Disciples, and were taught to repeat
chapter after chapter of the wise and beautiful songs
and proverbs and teachings of the great Book.

It was in these evenings, on the doorstep or by the
fire that Sarah and Abraham Lincoln learned all
they knew of the families of their father and mother.
There were many tales of hardship and of thrilling
adventure, for both Thomas Lincoln and Nancy
Hanks had been carried from Virginia into Ken-
tucky when very little children. Their families had
traveled in great oxcarts, on horseback and on foot,
in company with other pioneers, along a famous
highway called the Old Wilderness Road. There
were still Indians and dangerous beasts in the woods
so that every mile of the journey had to be made in
watchfulness.

The story which they remembered longest was
that of the death of their own grandfather Lincoln,
for whom Abraham was named. Grandfather Lin-
coln had come to Kentucky with his family when
Thomas was only about two years old. There were
four older children—half brothers and half sisters
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of Thomas. Like all the pioneers of those days,
they went for safety to live in what was called. a
stockade, made by arranging the log cabins of a
group of settlers around a small court. The cabins
were connected by high stout fences. There was but
one entrance to a stockade, and no openings in the
outside wall of these cabins excepting for rifle.

Abraham Lincoln was a rich man for those days,
and he had taken up in Kentucky over 3,000 acres
of land, in scattered tracts. One of these tracts he
had set about clearing, with the help of his sons.
Little Thomas was of course too young to handle an
ax, but he usually went with his father and brothers
into the clearing. One day when they were at work,
an Indian from ambush killed Abraham Lincoln.
The two older boys ran for help, leaving Thomas
by his dead father. Just as the savage was seizing
the child, the oldest boy, who had reached the cabin
and found a rifle, shot him dead, thus saving his
little brother from scalping or captivity.

Thomas Lincoln told many stories of his wan-
derings after his father’s death, and of all he
had seen and heard in Tennessee and Kentucky and
of the trips he had made down the Ohio to the Mis-
sissippi and so on down to New Orleans. He had
many thrilling stories of hunting to tell them, for he
was a splendid shot, and of mighty fights with quar-
relsome bullies, in all of which he was victorious.

He talked to the children, no doubt, of their coun-
try, the United States, which had declared its inde-
pendence only thirty-three years before Abraham
Lincoln was born. He told them what he knew of
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their Virginia relatives who had fought in the Rev-
olution, what he knew of George Washington and
what he had seen and heard of the attempt of Aaron
Burr and his friends to seize Texas and set up a
kingdom, in which he hoped some day to include
even the very State of Kentucky.

There were great tales to tell around the fire in
those days of the things the pioneer and his friends
had seen and of which they had been a part.

When young Abraham Lincoln was seven years
old, his first venture in pioneer traveling came. His
father was disappointed with his life on Knob Creek,
and thought that he might improve his chances by
moving north into the territory of Indiana, which
was expected soon to become a State. One of his
half brothers, Josiah Lincoln, had already settled
in Indiana, and a visit to him had convinced Thomas
Lincoln that he would do well to try his fortune
there. So, in 1816, he began his preparations to
move by building a flatboat and by selling his title
to the land on Knob Creek, taking in exchange a
little money and a large amount of produce that he
hoped to be able to sell as he traveled.

Late in the summer, Abraham and Austin had the
excitement of seeing this boat loaded and launched
on the Rolling Fork, and of watching Thomas Lin-
coln float out of sight on his journey.

When he returned, several weeks later, he had
a fine story of adventure to tell. His journey had
been safe until he reached the Ohio River, where,
almost at once, he was caught in the tides and
swamped. With a great deal of hard work, he
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righted his boat, rescued his hogsheads and his tools
and made his way across the river, finally landing
near the town of Troy, Indiana.

Here he stored the freight he had saved, sold his
boat, and started northwest afoot into what 1s now
known as Spencer County. He told them that after
traveling about sixteen miles he had come upon a
beautiful piece of rolling land, heavily wooded with
hickory, oak, walnut, and sugar maples—trees so
old and large that they had in many places crowded
out underbrush, making an open forest, fit for graz-
ing. He told them how this land lay between the
forks of a big creek, known as Pigeon Creek, along
the banks of which were many openings or prairies.
He described how he had marked oftf a quarter sec-
tion by cutting brush at the corners and burning
them, to indicate that the land had been taken, and
then how, to legalize this preémption, he had walked
still farther west to Vincennes, where the land of-
fice of Indiana was then located, and had entered
his claim. Now he was back and they were to start
at once for their new home.

There was a great bustle of packing, in which
the children, of course, took their part. They
helped load all the family possessions—feather
beds, coverlets, furniture, the Dutch oven, pots and
skillets and the plow, into a wagon. Finally, when
all was ready, the sad part came, the saying of good-
bys—Abraham to his friend Austin, and, saddest of
all, a visit with their mother to the grave of a baby
brother who had died only a few months before.

The journey northward was full of joy and in-
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terest for the children. They camped at night in
strange and beautiful places. They crossed the
great river, team and all, on a ferry. The river
must have seemed like a sea to the children. Land-
ing on the other side, they took up their route
through an almost unbroken wilderness. Only a
bridle path ran through this part of the country.
They had to cut their road as they went.

It was in October when they reached their new
land and went about making a shelter which would
do them until they could build a home. Of course
the most important matter was to choose a proper
site, one with good drainage and abundant water.

The place where the Lincolns settled, while it
would be called flat by those accustomed to high
hills and mountains, was a rolling land, and they
chose a beautiful, well-drained knoll for their home.
Unfortunately, they discovered after their clearing
was made that there was no permanent supply of
water near. One of the tragedies of this new home
was the fact that they never succeeded in getting a
good well, although Thomas Lincoln exhausted him-
self in the search, digging in all directions. There
were seasons in the year when young Abraham and
his sister were obliged to carry water for at least a
mile.

On the southwest slope of this knoll they made
their camp. It was what the woodsman knows as
a half-faced camp. Two strong, straight trees
about fourteen feet apart, standing to the east and
west, were chosen and trimmed and hewn to serve
as corner posts. The east, west, and north sides
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were then inclosed in log-cabin fashion, a lighter
timber being cut than for a permanent building.
These sides were made tight with clay, the roof with
sod and branches of trees. There was no chimney
in the half-faced camp, but in front on the open
south side a big fireplace was made, and here a fire
was kept burning night and day, whatever the
weather, as a guard against prowling wolves, bears,
and wild cats.

Most of the cooking was done in what was known
as a Dutch oven, a large iron pot, standing on three
long legs and furnished with an iron cover and a
handle. A big bed of coals was raked in front of
the high pile of logs which were always burning
in the fireplace, and on these the pot was placed.
No better cooking utensil was ever devised for stew
or roast than the Dutch oven, but you must have
a bed of coals such as only a fireplace will give.

A half-faced camp can be made livable, even in
winter, except under two conditions—when a south
wind blows the smoke into the shelter and when a
drenching rain soaks everything, inside and out.
Then camp life becomes a test of courage and cheer-
fulness. Before the winter was over the Lincoln
family often underwent this test.

A shelter provided, the next task was to clear
land enough for the next season’s crop, cut a boun-
tiful supply of wood, build a smokehouse and a camp
for their few animals, and begin preparing the tim-
ber for the permanent home, which they hoped to
build at once. Of course, while this was going on,
they had to keep themselves in food. This was not.
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difficult. The forest around them was full of wild
fruits and nuts and of all kinds of game—ducks,
geese, turkeys, grouse, quail, pheasants. Not far
away was a ‘‘deer lick,” long famous in the coun-
try., Tom Lincoln was so good a shot that the
smokehouse was always hung with hams and shoul-
ders of bear and venison.

In all the work Abraham took his part. The ax
was put into his hands as soon as they arrived in
Indiana, and he was so strong and so willing that
he was soon able to swing it with skill. It was only
from hunting that he held back. He had no taste
for killing things. Just before he was eight years
old he shot his first turkey—and it was his last. He
never shot deer or bear, though he always took his
part in guarding family and neighbor when there
was danger from prowling wolves. But if he did
not kill, he did know how to skin and butcher ani-
mals. Curing and tanning the hides of the bear and
deer and wolf they took was almost as important
to the family as the meat, for it was from these skins
that a large part of their clothing, as well as bed
and floor coverings, were made.

Abraham Lincoln was a grown boy before he had
other trousers than those made from buckskin—most
of which he had no doubt prepared himself. His
cap was fashioned from a coonskin, the tail hang-
ing down behind; and as for his shoes, they were
like the Indians’ mocassins, made of hides.

By the end of the first year their permanent home
was ready—a generous log cabin with loft, big fire-
place, windows, and doors. Into this went the fur-
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nishings which at odd times Thomas Lincoln had
been making. He was not only a fairly good car-
penter, but a cabinetmaker as well, and out of the
timber which he had hewn he made stools, tables,
beds—the kind of furnishings which men, thrown
Robinson Crusoe-like into the woods, provide for
their needs.

Hardly had they moved out of their half-faced
camp into the new home when an aunt and uncle
of the children from Kentucky moved into it—DBetsy
and Thomas Sparrow. They brought with them
a grandson, a boy some ten years older than Abra-
ham, Dennis Hanks.

The coming of the Sparrows was a great comfort
to the Lincolns, for it means company close at hand.
Betsy was a sister of Nancy Lincoln, and the two
women were glad to be together. Uncle Thomas
and Dennis were two more pairs of strong arms to
help Thomas Lincoln in settling, and Dennis was
a lively and congenial companion for the children.

The second winter in Indiana was much more
cheerful and comfortable than the first had been,
and life for the Lincolns would have continued to
improve if a few months later, in the spring of 1818,
Mr. and Mrs. Sparrow had not fallen ill and died
of a malignant malarial fever, which was ravaging
Spencer County. People called this disease the
“milk sick,” because it was popularly supposed to
be caused by the milch cows eating poisonous herbs.
As medicines and doctors were almost unknown,
the illness which, properly cared for, might have
been cured, was usually fatal.
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Hardly were Uncle Thomas and Aunt Betsy in
their graves when Mrs. Lincoln was taken away by
the same disease. Poor Nancy and Abraham! It
was a sorry day for them when they walked behind
the green pine box which their father had made for
their mother’s coffin and saw her buried on a wooded
knoll, only a half mile from their home.

It was a dismal funeral, for there was no min-
ister to read the Scriptures or say a prayer. Only
a few neighbors were there, and some of them had
recently been bereaved in the same way. Among
these were two boys, schoolmates of Abraham,
whose mother, a friend of Mrs. Lincoln, had died
only a few days before.

Abraham could not get over the grief of having
his mother buried without a funeral service, and
months later, a minister being in the vicinity, it was
by his request that services were finally held over
the little grave of Nancy Hanks Lincoln.

The winter following all this grief was a hard
one for the children. Sarah Lincoln was only eleven
years old, and there was too much hard work
for a child of her age. There were only a few
neighbors, all at a distance and all heavily burdened
by work and by illness. After a year Thomas Lin-
coln decided that he ought to seek another mother
for his children, and, returning to Kentucky, he
asked a woman whom he had known as a girl, Sarah
Bush Johnston, now a widow with three children, to
be his wife.

It was a great day for Sarah and Abraham Lin-
coln when their new mother arrived. She brought
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with her a big load of better furniture than they had
ever seen and many a comfort which they had not
known. If they had had any dread of a stepmother,
it passed at once. She took the two children as
her own and made them a tender and careful mother.
Abraham came to love her as he had loved his
own mother.

From this time not only life at home was happier,
but things were much more promising without.
There was a little more land cleared every year and
put into crops. Their stock increased. Opportu-
nities for carpenter and cabinet work were multi-
plying, for Indiana had been admitted into the
Union soon after the Lincolns settled in Spencer
County, and the valley of Pigeon Creek was filling
up with settlers. A town, Gentryville, had sprung
up only a mile and a half away. This meant soci-
ety, and it meant work. In the good way of the
pioneer, they helped the newcomers clear their land,
dig wells, and build houses. Much of the furniture
of the valley was made by Thomas Lincoln—chests
of drawers, corner cupboards, stools, tables, spin-
ning wheels. The community had grown so fast
that when Abraham was eleven years old, a church
was built under the direction of his father. In all
of this work Abraham helped; indeed, before he was
eighteen years old he was able not only to handle an
ax but all kinds of tools, even independently of his
father’s direction.

But it was not only at home, on the farm and in
the carpenter shop that he worked. His father
hired him out to various neighbors. In one family,
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the Crawfords, he spent several months. Every-
where that he went to live, he became a favorite, for
not only was he a strong and willing worker, doing
his part cheerfully, but he was most helpful about
the house. He might be tired by a hard day
in the fields, but his quick eye saw an empty wood-
box or water pail, and he quickly filled it. Many
a tired woman in a family where he worked had
him to thank for a “lift.”” Much he might easily
have shirked if his spirit had not been so kindly, his
desire to lend a hand where it was needed so constant
and natural. It was not a kind deed a day with him;
it was a kind deed whenever there was a chance for
one—and he had an eye for the chance.

He was not kind to his friends alone. Any one
in trouble, anything suftering, was sure of his help
and championship. Many of his companions were
cruel to animals; he would not allow it. He would
lecture them, even fight them, to stop it. Anything
that was helpless he would champion. There was
a good deal of drunkenness in the country, and
people were often hard-hearted toward men who
had drunk themselves helpless and insensible. One
night, when young Lincoln and some of his friends
were going home after spending the evening in their
nearest town, Gentryville, they passed a man, drunk
to insensibility in the road. They could not arouse
him and Abraham’s companions decided to let him
lie where he was—good enough for him, was their
idea. The night was cold, and the man, if he had
not frozen to death, would certainly have suffered
from his exposure. Lincoln refused to go on, and,
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taking the man in his big arms, carried him a long
distance to a cabin, where he helped build a fire and
restore the half-frozen wretch. Such acts of kind-
ness gave him a great reputation in the neighbor-
hood. People not only admired his strength, but
they admired still more his kindness. He was
“clever,” they said.

People liked him, too, because he was ‘““good com-
pany.” He loved to talk, to tell stories, to discuss,
to play games. Wherever he went he brightened
things, made them more interesting. His father
had always been a famous story-teller and Abraham
was like him. He remembered all the stories he
heard and told them with pantomime and mimicry
that set everybody into shouts of laughter. He took
his part in all the games they played—particularly
did he like the spelling match, the debate, and the
exhibitions in school. He loved to run races, to
wrestle, to swim, to jump, play slap jack, town ball,
I spy, to pitch horseshoes, to hurl a hammer or a
maul. Whatever the game—spelling or wrestling,
debating or lifting weights, he excelled.

In all these contests, he played square. There is
only one story told of him in which his fairness can
be questioned, and several of his old friends who saw
the ight—for it was a fight—always defended what
he did. Lincoln and one of his friends, William
Grigsby, fell into a dispute over a pup which both
boys claimed and which, as a matter of fact, had been
given Lincoln. Grigsby angrily dared Lincoln to
fight him.

“I can lick, Bill, so what's the use fighting?"’ Lin-
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coln said, but Grigsby insisted and finally Lincoln
proposed to put his stepbrother, John Johnston, in
his place, it being understood that the pup went to
the winner. Grigsby and Johnston went to it, but
when Lincoln saw that his substitute was getting
the worst of it, he suddenly seized Grigsby by the
collar and the seat of his trousers and threw him over
the heads of the crowd that had collected !

The defense his friends made for his action was
that Grigsby knew the dog belonged to Lincoln when
he claimed it.

His love of fun and of talk often interfered with
work.

“When Abe started fooling,” one of his old
friends said, ‘“‘the boys would throw down their tools
and join him, and so they would when he started
talking.”” The only real trouble that Thomas Lin-
coln had with his son was keeping him steadily at his
tasks. And this was the only complaint of those for
whom he worked. He had one task with which this
propensity never interfered, and that was going to
the mill. Flour and meal were not bought at the
store in those days as now. The pioneer raised
his own corn and wheat and sent it at intervals to
be ground. It was generally an all-day task, for
the mills were at some distance and you must await
your turn when you arrived, and the process was
slow. The grain was put between two heavy round
millstones and to these were attached a long pole
or sweep which was turned by the horse which had
brought the grain.

Of course the waiting for his turn gave young
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Lincoln a fine time for talk and fun. One of the
most curious experiences of his boyhood and one of
which he often talked when he grew up came to him
while grinding corn. He was urging the horse to a
quicker pace, and started to say, “‘Get up, you old
hussy,” when the horse kicked him, knocking him
unconscious in the middle of his sentence. His com-
panion could not bring him to, and, frightened, ran
for help. It was some hours before he regained
consciousness, and when he came to himself he called
out the end of the sentence which which had been
broken by the kick of the horse—‘‘you old hussy."
Mr. Lincoln used often to wonder how it could be
that his mind, after hours of what was called com-
plete unconsciousness, could take up its work at the
very point where it had dropped it.

People not only liked but they trusted him. He
never lied, never tried to shirk the blame for a mis-
take. Over the door of the little log school on
Pigeon Creek a fine pair of antlers were fastened.
One day Lincoln carelessly seized one of the prongs
and attempted to swing back and forth from it. His
weight was too much and it broke with him. When
the teacher came in he was very angry and demanded
to know who had broken the antlers. Lincoln did
not hesitate. ‘I did,” he confessed. “I did not
mean to do it, but I hung on it and it broke. 1
wouldn’t have done it if I'd thought it’d a broke.”

As time went on and Abraham grew older and
stronger, work outside of Pigeon Creek Valley was
offered him. The winter he was seventeen he passed
in the settlement at the mouth of Anderson Creek
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where it flows into the Ohio—a place near where
he and his father had landed in 1816—running a
ferry across the great river.

Keeping the ferry meant that Abraham saw all
the new settlers coming into Indiana by this route,
and heard their stories and their discussions. He
talked with men and women going to the north and
south on visits and business, with traveling preachers,
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teachers and politicians; and of course he learned
all about the river traffic of the Ohio.

The Ohio was the highway of Indiana and all the
neighboring States. It was by it the settlers received
their news and their goods, and it was by it they
sent out the produce they raised. Every description
of boat known at that time could be seen on the
river. Great flatboats loaded with produce, floating
down to New Orleans, passed. Trading boats, car-
rying furniture, groceries, clothes, harness, wagons,
plows, kitchen utensils—everything that the general-
store keepers of the settlements dealt in—tied up






OIHQ Lvayr) dHL SSOWY AYAd ] V ONINNNOY




A Pioneer Boy 21

for business. ‘‘Arks’ and ‘‘Sleds’’—a primitive kind
of houseboat made by building a small cabin on a
flatboat, with families on their decks, the women
cooking or washing or sewing, the children playing
beside them—floated by. And now and then came a
steamboat. The first was seen on the Ohio River
when Abraham was only three years old, but by this
time, 1826, there were many of them.

The river life fascinated young Lincoln. Why
should he not go to New Orleans, too? Other boys
did. Boys no older than he went with produce they
had raised themselves. In his leisure time he put
in a piece of tobacco not far from the ferry. He
went back home with the idea buzzing in his mind,
and began working with all his might to raise enough
potatoes, corn, and bacon to justify an expedition.
His father and mother were doubtful about the un-
dertaking. They naturally feared some harm might
come to him, but he was so eager and worked so
hard that they finally consented.

When his produce was ready, Abraham went to
Anderson’s ferry and built a flatboat—not very
large, but sufficient for what he had to carry. While
he was working on this boat one day, and wondering
if it were stanch enough for the trip, two strangers
rode down to the river bank and hired him to take
them out with their luggage to a passing steamer—
there were no wharves at the small river towns in
those days, so that passengers rowed out, the steamer
stopping when hailed. He sculled them out, and
they jumped on board without paying him.

“You have forgotten to pay me,” he called after
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them. They had forgotten, and each man threw
him a silver half dollar. He could scarcely believe
his eyes. Never before had he earned half that
much in a day, and even then it went to his father.
But this was his. It put hope into him and it made
him thoughtful. If money was to be earned by
being on hand when and where people needed help,
he proposed to earn more.

Whether Abraham took this flatboat that he had
built to New Orleans or not, we do not know. It is
quite possible that he gave up this trip because he
had an opportunity to go about this time as a hand
with one of his acquaintances, an older man, who was
making the trip on a much larger boat than he could
have possibly built. A little later, too, he went down
the river to New Orleans on a journey of which he
often talked when he grew to be 2 man. This trip
was made as a ‘‘bow hand” on a trading boat that
Mr. Gentry, the leading citizen of Gentryville, was
sending down, in care of his own son, and he hired
Abraham to go along for eight dollars a month and
his passage back.

To take a flatboat as large as that the Gentrys
built down the Ohio and the Mississippt was a task
that called for both brains and muscle. The boat
was fully forty feet in length, with a double bottom
of stout oak planks. It had a rough shelter on the
deck. It was provided with two pairs of stout long
oars at bow and stern, a check post and coil of rope,
and what was called a setting pole for steering. The
current of the river would carry such a boat as this
from four to six miles an hour. The crew’s work
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was largely piloting. There were many bends in
the river, the winds were capricious and the currents
tricky, and in many places the traffic crowded. It
called for skillful steering. They traded as they
traveled, tying up wherever they thought there was a
chance for a market, exchanging their boat’s load
of bacon, potatoes, and cloth for cotton, tobacco, and
sugar.

The boys spent a little time sight-seeing in New
Orleans, disposed of their boat, and came back by
steamer. Going to Europe nowadays would not
have meant more to a boy than these trips to New
Orleans did to Abraham Lincoln. When he came
back to take up his tasks on the farm and at the car-
penter’s bench he had more to think and talk about
than ever before in his life.

The river was the great world to him and he was
eager to follow it. The greatest man on the river,
as he had seen him, was the pilot. Why should he
not be a pilot? He talked 