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HmffiLE ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

One who heard Lincoln make an announcement of his 
candidacy in the first political race which he entered 
claimed that Lincoln referred to himself as .,humble 
Abraham Lincoln." A printed announcement of his inten~ 
tion to try for the legislature, in 1832, which was dis­
tributed as a band bill, concludes with this statement: 
"I was born, and have ever remained, in the most humble 
walks of life." No characteristic has been more respons­
ible !or the universal appenl whieh the story of Lincoln 
makes to all classes of people than his meek and lowly 
appraisal of hims<!l!. 

When first interviewed by one seeking biographical 
notes for n story, he said: 

Jt is a great piece of £oily to attempt to make any­
thing out of me or my early life. It can all be con· 
densed into a single sentence and that sentence you 
will find in Crnr'• El~gy, "The short and simple an­
nal8 of the poor." 

To another enquirer \vho contemplated a campaign bi· 
ography, he wrote: 

Herewith is a little sketch as you requested. There 
i.s not much of it, for the reason, I suppose, that 
there is not much of me. If anything be made out of 
it, I wish it to be modest and not go beyond the ma­
terial. 

Lincoln prepared a lecture on discoveries and inven­
tions, which he delivered on several oecasions in lllinois. 
To one mnn, however, who wrote with ~spect to his de­
Hvering a lecture, he made this reply: 

l am not a professional lecturer, have never got 
up but one letture and that I think a rather poor one. 

Even Lineoln's elevation to Congress did not seem to 
lilt him out of his interiority complex. To an autograph 
collector who desired the lrignature of Congressman Lin­
coln, he wrote: 

If you collect the signatures of aU persons who are 
no Ius distinguished than I you will have an undis­
tinguished mass of names. 

While Lincoln was in Congress much controversy 
aro~ over the beginning and the conducting of the l\fexi· 
can \Var. In comparing his stand which was similar to 
that of one of the country's great statesmen, Lincoln 
said: 

What, then, bt the difference, except that he is a 
great man and I am a small one 7 

After some unusual disappointment we might expect 
to find Lincoln even more humble in his own estimation 
of himself. Although he felt that he had made some 
marks in the Lincoln-Douglas debates that would count 
for civil liberty, he concluded: 

I now sink out of ''iew, and shall be forgotten. 
The humility of Abraham Lincoln was more clearly 

revealed, however, when his name was first mentioned 
for the presidency. A friend wrote to him in Mareh, tS'S9, 
with respect to big availability and he replied: 

Seriously, I do not think I am fit for the presi­
dency. 
Before he was very Sf'riously considered as a candi­

date he was approached by a friend who asked him his 
opinion as to who should be nominated. The rep}}"' is char­
acteristic of Lincoln. He said: 

As you request I wi11 be entirely frank. The taste 
U in my mouth a little; and this, no doubt, disquali­
fies me to some extent to form eorred opinions~ 
A more general reference to Lincoln as a possible can­

didate drew this comment: 

Remembering that when a not very great man 
begins to be considered for a very g-reat position, his 
head is very likely to be a little turned, I have con­
cluded that I am not the fittest person to answer the 
question you ask. 
Alter Lincoln's nomination he was deluged with let­

ters; and corresponding with one :friend, he wrote, refer~ 
ring to his success: 

The humblest or all who.e names were before the 
conve.ntion .. 
In the very midst of the political campaign of 1860, an 

author, who had prepared a tex-t book on law, wrote to 
Lincoln asking permission to dedicate n new legal work 
to him. The following reply, which was recently discov­
ered, is one of the most valuable source documents bear­
ing upon the humility of Abraham Lincoln: 

Gratefully accepting the pro1Tcred honor, I give 
the leave. begging only that the inscription may be 
in modest terms, not representing me as a man of 
great learning, or a ,·ery extraordinary one in any 
respect. 

Even as the president--elect he ~vealed the same un­
pretentious bearing that always characterized him. \Vhile 
addresing the Ohio Legislature at Columbus, on his way 
to Washingt.on for the Inaugural, he said: 

I cannot but know what you all know, that without 
a name, perhaps without a reason why I should have 
a name, there has fallen upon me a task such as did 
not re.st e,·en UI)On the father of hia country. 

Lincoln never posed as a great man, even after he was 
inaugurated. It ts doubtful if a more humble individual 
ever assumed so great n. responsibility as rested upon 
Lincoln. In no field of Lincoln's administration activities 
did his humble spirit reveal itself more vivid!)' than In 
military circles. His attitude no doubt wns often less res­
olute than it $hould have been, ar; he could not adopt the 
unyielding attitude which may be necessary to enforce 
discipline and demonstrate authority. Tn a letter to Gen­
eral Hooker, who was complaining about General Hal­
leck's attitude, Lineoln wrote with reference to former 
advice he had submitted: 

Quite possibly 1 was wrong both then and now. 

He continued thia letter offering his assistance in this 
manner: 

All I ask of you is that you will be in such a mood 
that we can get into our action the best cordial jud~t­
ment of yourself and General Halleck, with my poor 
mite added, If indeed he and you shall think it en­
titled to any consideration at all. 

To General Grant he wrote: 
I now wish to make the personal acknowledgment 

that you were right and I was wrong. 

As late as 1864, when the policies of Lincoln seemed 
to be succeeding he was reluctant to admit that his own 
pc.rsonal efforts had accomplished the objectives which 
had been attained. He wrote these words to a correspond­
ent in Kentucky: 

I claim not to have controlled events, but confess 
plninly that e\·enta have controlled me. 

James RusseH Lowell, in the closing lines of the Com· 
memoration Ode, has interpreted the spirit o( Lincoln's 
humility in these words: 

Our childl'<!n shall behold his fame, 
The kind.ly-c.arnest, brave, forsceing man. 
Sagacious, patient, dreading praise, not blame, 
New birth of our new soil, the first Ametlean. 


