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A nuanced psychological portrait of Abraham Lincoln that finds his legendary political strengths

rooted in his most personal struggles.Giving shape to the deep depression that pervaded

Lincoln's adult life, Joshua Wolf Shenk’s Lincoln’s Melancholy reveals how this illness

influenced both the President’s character and his leadership. Mired in personal suffering as a

young man, Lincoln forged a hard path toward mental health. Shenk draws on seven years of

research from historical record, interviews with Lincoln scholars, and contemporary research

on depression to understand the nature of Lincoln’s unhappiness. In the process, Shenk

discovers that the President’s coping strategies—among them, a rich sense of humor and a

tendency toward quiet reflection—ultimately helped him to lead the nation through its greatest

turmoil.A New York Times Book Review Editors’ ChoiceSELECTED AS A BEST BOOK OF

THE YEAR: Washington Post Book World, Atlanta Journal-Constituion, St. Louis Post-

Dispatch, Pittsburgh Post-GazetteAs Featured on the History Channel documentary Lincoln

“Fresh, fascinating, provocative.”—Sanford D. Horwitt, San Francisco Chronicle“Some

extremely beautiful prose and fine political rhetoric and leaves one feeling close to Lincoln, a

considerable accomplishment.”—Andrew Solomon, New York Magazine“A profoundly human

and psychologically important examination of the melancholy that so pervaded Lincoln's life.”—

Kay Redfield Jamison, Ph.D., author of An Unquiet Mind  
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ShenkA Note on the TextThis book is drawn from primary sources, many of which depart from

modern standards of punctuation and spelling. Quotations from letters and other period

documents are given as in the original.The inclination to exchange thoughts with one another

is probably an original impulse of our nature. If I be in pain I wish to let you know it, and to ask

your sympathy and assistance; and my pleasurable emotions also, I wish to communicate to,

and share with you.—ABRAHAM LINCOLN, February 11, 1859PreludeA YEAR BEFORE HE

DIED, Leo Tolstoy told this story to a reporter for the New York World:“Once while travelling in

the Caucasus,” he said, “I happened to be the guest of a Caucasian chief of the Circassians,

who, living far away from civilized life in the mountains, had but a fragmentary and childish

comprehension of the world and its history. The fingers of civilization had never reached him

nor his tribe, and all life beyond his native valleys was a dark mystery.”Tolstoy told them of his

work and of the industries, inventions, and schools of the outside world. But only when he

turned to the subject of warriors and generals and statesmen did he arouse the interest of his

tall, gray-bearded host, the chief. “Wait a moment,” the chief said. “I want all my neighbors and

my sons to listen to you.”“He soon returned,” Tolstoy continued, “with a score of wild looking

riders and . . . those sons of the wilderness sat around me on the floor and gazed at me as if

hungering for knowledge. I spoke at first of our Czars and of their victories; then I spoke of the

greatest military leaders. My talk seemed to impress them deeply. The story of Napoleon was

so interesting to them that I had to tell them every detail, as, for instance, how his hands

looked, how tall he was, who made his guns and pistols and the color of his horse. It was very

difficult to satisfy them and to meet their point of view, but I did my best.”When Tolstoy finished,

the chief lifted his hand. “But you have not told us a syllable about the greatest general and

greatest ruler of the world,” he said gravely. “We want to know something about him. He was a

hero. He spoke with a voice of thunder; he laughed like the sunrise and his deeds were as

strong as the rock and as sweet as the fragrance of roses. The angels appeared to his mother

and predicted that the son whom she would conceive would become the greatest the stars had

ever seen. He was so great that he even forgave the crimes of his greatest enemies and shook

brotherly hands with those who had plotted against his life. His name was Lincoln and the



country in which he lived is called America, which is so far away that if a youth should journey

to reach it he would be an old man when he arrived. Tell us of that man.”“Tell us, please,”

shouted one of the others, “and we will present you with the best horse of our stock.”“I looked

at them,” Tolstoy said, “and saw their faces all aglow, while their eyes were burning . . . I told

them of Lincoln and his wisdom, of his home life and youth. They asked me ten questions to

one which I was able to answer. They wanted to know all about his habits, his influence upon

the people and his physical strength. But they were astonished to hear that Lincoln made a

sorry figure on a horse and that he lived such a simple life.”After telling them all he knew,

Tolstoy said that he thought he could procure a photograph of Lincoln. He rode off to the

nearest town, accompanied by one of the young riders. He found a photograph and gave it to

him.“It was interesting,” Tolstoy said, “to witness the gravity of his face and the trembling of his

hands when he received my present. He gazed for several minutes silently, like one in a

reverent prayer: his eyes filled with tears. He was deeply touched and I asked him why he

became so sad.”The young man answered with a question of his own. “Don’t you find,” he said,

“judging from his picture, that his eyes are full of tears and that his lips are sad with a secret

sorrow?”IntroductionIN EARLY MAY 1860, a week before the Republican party held its national

convention in Chicago, the delegates from Illinois met in Decatur, a small town in the center of

the state. They met in what they called a “wigwam,” a kind of urban barn, built over a vacant lot

with a canvas roof held up by wood beams. When the Decatur convention opened, on May 9,

three thousand men packed inside. After an initial round of huzzahs, at the start of the

afternoon session, a thirty-five-year-old politician named Richard Oglesby took the stage. “I am

informed,” he said, “that a distinguished citizen of Illinois, and one who Illinois will ever delight

to honor, is present and I wish to move that this body invite him to a seat on the stand.” The

crowd waited to hear the man’s name, but Oglesby paused—as though, observed a man in the

crowd, “to tease expectation to the verge of desperation.”At that moment, Abraham Lincoln was

crouched on his heels at the back of the hall, just inside the entrance. A fifty-one-year-old

lawyer and a veteran of the state legislature, Lincoln had left his last political office, as U.S.

representative, eleven years before. After one middling term in Congress, he mostly stayed

away from politics for five years. Then, in 1854, an old debate over slavery took a new turn with

the repeal of the Missouri Compromise, which, Lincoln wrote, “aroused me again.” Pressing his

argument against the extension of slavery, and for its eventual extinction, he helped build the

new Republican party in Illinois. In 1858, he challenged Stephen Douglas for his Senate seat,

losing the race but gaining a national reputation from the campaign debates. In February 1860,

he dazzled a crowd at New York City’s Cooper Union with an antislavery speech the New York

Tribune called among “the most convincing political arguments ever made in this city.”Lincoln

came to the Decatur convention in May as a rising star. When Oglesby called his name from

the stage of the wigwam, the delegates and onlookers broke into thunderous applause. A half-

dozen men seized Lincoln and tried to push him to the front of the room. When that didn’t work

—the room was too full—they lifted him up on their shoulders and passed him, not unlike in a

mosh pit today, over the mass of people to the stage. The crowd roared its approval.Still, those

in the wigwam knew that Lincoln stood a slim chance to take the national nomination the

following week at Chicago. Most Republicans expected that the honor would fall to Senator

William Seward, the party’s leading man. Lincoln, by contrast, failed to rate a mention on

preconvention scorecards of seven, twelve, even twenty-one candidates. Lincoln couldn’t even

count on the backing of his own state convention at Decatur, which he badly wanted. “I am not

in a position where it would hurt much for me to not be nominated on the national ticket,” he

wrote, “but I am where it would hurt some for me to not get the Illinois delegates.”Richard



Oglesby, the young politician who was managing the convention, knew Lincoln’s position and

wanted to improve it. An ambitious and energetic man—he would become a major general in

the Union army and, soon afterward, governor of Illinois—Oglesby wanted to deliver the state’s

delegates for him. Not some, but all; not in a tepid fashion, but with a rousing cheer.Oglesby

had decided that Lincoln needed something to distinguish himself—a catch phrase like “Log

Cabin and Hard Cider,” which had helped elect William Henry Harrison in 1840. So before the

convention, Oglesby had gone to see a white-whiskered old farmer named John Hanks. Hanks

was Lincoln’s mother’s cousin and had lived with the Lincoln family when they first came to

Illinois in 1830. Oglesby asked what kind of work Lincoln had done in those days. “Not much of

any kind but dreaming,” Hanks replied. Then he told the story of how he and Lincoln had once

cleared fifteen or twenty acres of black walnut and honey locust trees, built a cabin, and

mauled rails for fences.“John,” Oglesby asked, “did you split rails down there with old

Abe?”“Yes, every day,” Hanks answered.“Do you suppose you could find any of them

now?”Hanks said he had seen that old fence about ten years before, and he took Oglesby

there the next day. While Oglesby waited in his buggy, Hanks chipped away at the fence with a

knife. When he came up with shavings that were black walnut and honey locust, he declared,

“They are the identical rails we made.”The rails were just what Oglesby wanted: symbols of free

labor, solid character, triumph over the crude frontier, humble origins, and the strength to rise.

He and Hanks took two of them, tied them to Oglesby’s buggy, and brought them to town.

Then, on the first day of the state convention, Oglesby introduced Lincoln with a flourish. This

was John Hanks’s cue. As Lincoln reached the stage, Hanks burst into the wigwam carrying

the rails. A banner hanging from them explained that Lincoln had split them and announced, in

large letters:ABRAHAM LINCOLNThe Rail CandidateFOR PRESIDENT IN 1860The crowd

went wild. Delegates and onlookers threw hats, books, and canes into the air. The wigwam

shook so much that its canvas exterior became detached from the wood beams. “The roof was

literally cheered off the building,” declared an early account of the maelstrom. The energy of

the crowd foreshadowed Lincoln’s success. The state’s delegates soon resolved to back

Lincoln unanimously. Buoyed by the “rail-splitter” image, Lincoln would vault into place as

William Seward’s main rival for the Republican nomination. On that stage, then, Lincoln stood

at the peak of three hard decades in politics. “Lincoln’s name was in every mouth,” recalled

Joseph G. Cannon, who later became Speaker of the House of Representatives, “and in those

stirring times everything was on fire.”Yet, to the wigwam audience in Decatur, Lincoln

presented a strange figure. He didn’t seem euphoric, or triumphant, or even pleased. To the

contrary, said a man named Johnson, observing from the convention floor, “I then thought him

one of the most diffident and worst plagued men I ever saw.”The next day, the convention

closed. The crowds dispersed, leaving behind cigar stubs and handbills and the smell of sweat

and whiskey. After the wigwam had emptied, a Republican journalist named William J. Bross

walked the floor. He noticed his state party’s choice for president sitting alone at the end of the

hall. Lincoln’s head was bowed, his gangly arms bent at the elbows, his hands pressed to his

face. As Bross approached, Lincoln noticed him and said, “I’m not very well.”Lincoln’s look at

that moment—the classic image of gloom—was familiar to everyone who knew him well. These

spells were common. And they were just one thread in a curious fabric of behavior and thought

that Lincoln’s friends and colleagues called his “melancholy.” He often wept in public and

recited maudlin poetry. He told jokes and stories at odd times—he needed the laughs, he said,

for his survival. As a young man he talked of suicide, and as he grew older, he said he saw the

world as hard and grim, full of misery, made that way by fates and forces of God. “No element

of Mr. Lincoln’s character,” declared his colleague Henry Whitney, “was so marked, obvious and



ingrained as his mysterious and profound melancholy.” His law partner William Herndon said,

“His melancholy dripped from him as he walked.”Many people are surprised to hear that any

aspect of Lincoln could remain largely unknown, let alone something as significant as a lifelong

melancholy. It’s an old refrain. “There can be no new ‘Lincoln stories,’” the journalist Noah

Brooks said in 1898. “The stories are all told.” In fact, we continue to learn about him, for

several reasons. First, the sheer volume of “Lincoln stories”—first-person accounts by people

who knew him—makes for a huge trove of basic information. Second, the distinguished

scholarly work of each generation often facilitates new discoveries by generations that follow.

Lincoln once noted how the printing press spread knowledge by making works widely available

that had previously been the province of a privileged few. The same is true when primary

sources are collected, transcribed, and published; when exhaustive reference works are

produced; when scholars leave published books and carefully organized research files; and

when interest in a subject grows to the point that entire institutions—libraries, journals, and

museums—are devoted to assisting its students. The main problem with studying Lincoln is not

finding sources, but choosing which sources to follow.A third reason we continue to learn about

Lincoln is that, faced with a wealth of material—documents to read and parse, references to

follow, contexts to study so that a mere shard can be seen as a piece of a whole—historians

must choose interpretative frameworks. And in this they are inexorably subject to the fancies

and suppositions of the times they live in. As times change, so do popular dogmas and

curiosities. Therefore our approach to history changes as well. This is not to say that history is

merely subjective, but that objective and subjective realities interact to create a foundation of

accepted truth. “What happens over and over,” J. G. Randall wrote in 1945, introducing the first

volume of his biography Lincoln the President, “is that a certain idea gets started in association

with an event or figure. It is repeated by speakers and editors. It soon becomes a part of that

superficial aggregation of concepts that goes under the heading ‘what everybody knows.’ It

may take decades before a stock picture is even questioned as to its validity.”In the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Lincoln’s melancholy was widely accepted by

students of his life, and it became a mainstay of popular culture. But by the late 1940s, the

subject began to disappear. The stock picture of Lincoln became one of stoicism, strength, and

reserve. There were a number of reasons for this shift. Those curious about the historiography

will find a fuller treatment in the Afterword. Here, a summary will suffice.In the decades after

Lincoln’s death, two emotional crises he had as a young man became central aspects of his

popular persona. For real drama, the agreed-upon facts need no embellishing. But melodrama

has its own purposes. The story of Lincoln’s love for Ann Rutledge and that of his agonizing

courtship of Mary Todd became overblown. Then, in the 1920s and 1930s, they reached

absurd heights.In a sharp response to such pulp, scholars emerging from rapidly expanding

Ph.D. history programs fashioned themselves as “scientific historians,” whose authority over the

evidence of history was supreme. They dismissed oral history in favor of court records and

census data and other “hard” evidence. Prominent among these arbiters was J. G. Randall, the

leading Lincoln scholar of his age. With his wife and partner, Ruth Painter Randall, he cut the

legs out from under the evidence of Lincoln’s melancholy in the mid-1940s. The Randalls

decided that firsthand reports of Lincoln’s two suicidal breakdowns as a young man were only

so much “gossip” and innuendo. The effect was profound. In the 1960s and 1970s, graduate

students learned that Lincoln’s first suicidal breakdown was a “myth.” His second episode,

during a fascinating, crucial period of his life, was reduced to a few sentences even in full-scale

biographies. Scholars of Lincoln largely abandoned the study of his inner life.The movement

away from discussion of Lincoln’s melancholy took hold in a culture that was increasingly



divided on matters of psychology and human suffering. In the mid-twentieth-century United

States, the theories of Sigmund Freud and Emil Kraepelin—the founders, respectively, of

psychoanalysis and biological psychiatry—flourished, creating both devoted adherents and

sharp critics. History became one front in the war. Inspired by Freud himself, psychoanalysts

eagerly put Lincoln on the couch, examining his life through the lens of childhood traumas and

sexual conflicts. Many historians found this absurd, especially since much of the evidence in

psychobiographies was exaggerated or outright invented.What resulted was deeply ironic, if

not tragic. Serious scholars tended to dismiss both the specific evidence and the broad

importance of Lincoln’s melancholy, leaving the field entirely to psychoanalysts of the Freudian

school, in whose hands it would remain until the end of the twentieth century.Eventually,

changing conditions led to a reappraisal. The buttoned-up culture of the 1940s, which had

influenced the Randalls and their followers, gave way to the open, confessional culture of

Donahue and Oprah. A tradition of viewing past leaders as stony heroes gave way to one that

eagerly sought to see them as human beings, warts and all. And mental illness drew

increasing attention.In the area of Lincoln studies, in the 1980s and 1990s, a group of

emerging scholars began, independent of one another, to look anew at original accounts of

Lincoln by the men and women who knew him. These historians—including Douglas Wilson,

Rodney Davis, Michael Burlingame, and Allen Guelzo—had come of age in an era when the

major oral histories were treated, as Burlingame has noted, “like nuclear waste.” But they found

to their surprise that such sources were more like rich mines that had been sealed off and left

unexplored. First in journals and then in books, they began to reassess some of the most

important Lincoln stories. In the process, they brought a number of crucial oral histories to the

attention of other scholars and raised again the topics so often discussed in those histories,

including Lincoln’s melancholy.Describing what had led to his own work, J. G. Randall

explained just what happens when the wheel of scholarship turns: “Evidence is then

unearthed, some of it being first discovered, or brought to light after having been forgotten or

neglected. Discoloring is corrected, partisan misrepresentation—perhaps accepted unawares

by the public—is exposed, predilections and presumptions stripped away. Historical insight cuts

through with a new clarity. In this process the historian does not claim to arrive at perfection,

but he does hope by fresh inquiry to come nearer to past reality.”In 1998, I came upon a

chance reference to Lincoln’s melancholy in a sociologist’s essay on suicide. I was intrigued

enough to investigate the subject and discovered an exciting movement in the field of Lincoln

studies. The aforementioned scholars had built a foundation on which new inquiries could rise.

Within a year or so, I had begun to gather together all of the basic primary evidence on

Lincoln’s inner life, intent on studying its meanings and mysteries.It is significant, of course,

that I did this work in a time of relative openness on the subjects of depression and mental

illness. When Lincoln was thirty-two, he wrote, “I am now the most miserable man living.” Ruth

Painter Randall found this a “ridiculous” example of how in Lincoln’s time it was “considered

quite fashionable to dwell on one’s emotions without restraint.” Today, more and more people

recognize the value of such frank confessions and want to know about the experiences that lay

behind them.But while this book springs from an interest in psychology, it is not a

psychobiography. The distinction may seem abstract, but in fact it is crucial. The hallmark of

psychobiographies is that they begin with a theory—usually some derivative of Freudian theory

—and seek to buttress it with evidence. This book takes the opposite approach. It is the

product of a long effort to establish the credible reports of how Lincoln lived, what he felt, and

how he grew. This evidence suggests some clear lessons, but also raises challenging

questions, for which answers have been sought in modern psychological research, the history



of medicine, and the popular and intellectual culture of Lincoln’s lifetime. The goal has been to

see what we can learn about Lincoln by looking at him through the lens of his melancholy, and

to see what we can learn about melancholy by looking at it in light of Lincoln’s

experience.Necessary as it is to acknowledge the plain facts and where they lead, it is also

important to acknowledge the limits of what we can know. Those of us who are familiar with

melancholy well know its elusive nature. It operates in deep recesses of thought and feeling,

hidden not only from the view of an observer but, often, from the melancholic as well. The goal

is not to know Lincoln’s melancholy perfectly, but to know it as best we can, and to see what

story emerges.In broad terms, that story is fairly straightforward. From a young age, Lincoln

experienced psychological pain and distress, to the point that he believed himself

temperamentally inclined to suffer to an unusual degree. He learned how to articulate his

suffering, find succor, endure, and adapt. Finally, he forged meaning from his affliction so that it

became not merely an obstacle to overcome, but a factor in his good life.This is a story for our

time. Affecting more than 100 million people a year, depression is the world’s leading cause of

disability. In 2000, about a million people worldwide killed themselves—about equal to the

number of deaths from war and homicide that year put together. Adjusting for population

growth, unipolar depression is ten times more prevalent than it was fifty years ago. When we

face this reality, the suffering of a prominent man in history takes on new poignancy, especially

as it illuminates not only the nature of suffering but also the way it can become part of a

productive life.As I worked on this book, I heard three main questions about Lincoln’s

melancholy. First, was it a “clinical depression”? Part One investigates how Lincoln’s

melancholy manifested itself in his early life and young manhood and how it fits—and

challenges—the diagnostic categories of modern psychiatry. Second, what kind of treatment

did he undergo? Part Two shows what Lincoln did in response to his melancholy, the strategies

he used to heal and help himself. Third, in what way did the melancholy contribute to his work

as a public figure? Part Three addresses how Lincoln’s melancholy became intertwined with

his mature character, ideas, and actions.This is the story of a man who joined great pain and

great power. From his early letters lamenting the “peculiar misfortune” of his temperament, to

poetry he wrote on subjects such as suicide and madness, Lincoln’s life sprang from a search

for meaning that explained, and even ennobled, his affliction. As president, Lincoln urged his

countrymen to accept their blessing and their burden, to see that their suffering had meaning,

and to join him on a journey toward a more perfect Union.PART ONECHAPTER 1The

Community Said He Was CrazyIN THREE KEY CRITERIA—the factors that produce

depression, the symptoms of what psychiatrists call major depression, and the typical age of

onset—the case of Abraham Lincoln is perfect. It could be used in a psychiatry textbook to

illustrate a typical depression. Yet Lincoln’s case is perfect, too, in a very different sense: it

forces us to reckon with the limits of diagnostic categories and raises fundamental questions

about the nature of illness and health.Though great resources in research and clinical science

have been devoted to depression in the past few decades, we can neither cure it nor fully

explain it. What we can do is describe its general characteristics. The perverse benefit of so

much suffering is that we know a great deal about what the sufferers have in common. To start,

the principal factors behind depression are biological predisposition and environmental

influences. Some people are more susceptible to depression simply by virtue of being born.

Depression and other mood disorders run in families, not only because of what happens in

those families, but because of the genetic material families share. A person who has one

parent or sibling with major depression is one and a half to three times more likely than the

general population to experience it.The standard way to investigate biological predisposition is



simply to list the cases of mental illness—or mental characteristics suggestive of potential

illness—in a family. With Lincoln, such a family history suggests that he came by his

depression, at least in part, by old-fashioned inheritance. His parents, Thomas and Nancy

Lincoln, came from Virginia families that crossed the Appalachian Mountains into Kentucky in

the late eighteenth century. They married in 1806 and had three children: Sarah, born February

10, 1807; Abraham, born February 12, 1809; and Thomas, born about 1811. Though our

information is imperfect, to say the least, both parents had characteristics suggestive of

melancholy. Nearly all the descriptions of Nancy Lincoln have her as sad. For example, her

cousin John Hanks said her nature “was kindness, mildness, tenderness, sadness.” And

Lincoln himself described his mother as “intellectual, sensitive and somewhat sad.” Tom

Lincoln, a farmer and carpenter, was a social man with a talent for jokes and stories, but he,

too, had a somber streak. “He seemed to me,” said his stepgrandson, “to border on the serious

—reflective.” This seriousness could tip into gloom. According to a neighbor in Kentucky, he

“often got the ‘blues,’ and had some strange sort of spells, and wanted to be alone all he could

when he had them.” During these spells he would spend as much as half a day alone in the

fields or the woods. His behavior was strange enough to make people wonder if Tom Lincoln

was losing his mind.Perhaps the most striking evidence of mental trouble in Abraham Lincoln’s

family comes from his paternal relations. His great-uncle once told a court of law that he had “a

deranged mind.” His uncle Mordecai Lincoln had broad mood swings, which were probably

intensified by his heavy drinking. And Mordecai’s family was thick with mental disease. All three

of his sons—who bore a strong physical resemblance to their first cousin Abraham—were

considered melancholy men. One settler who knew both the future president and his cousins

spoke of the two “Lincoln characteristics”: “their moody spells and great sense of humor.” One

of these Lincoln cousins swung wildly between melancholia and mania and at times had a

tenuous grip on reality, writing letters and notes that suggest madness. Another first cousin of

Lincoln’s had a daughter committed to the Illinois State Hospital for the Insane. After a trial, a

jury in Hancock County committed thirty-nine-year-old Mary Jane Lincoln to the hospital,

noting that “her disease is of thirteen years duration.” At the hospital, an attendant observed,

“Her father was cousin to Abraham Lincoln, and she has features much like his.”What is

striking about the case of Mary Jane Lincoln is that the jury, charged with answering the

question of whether insanity ran in her family, concluded that “the disease is with her

hereditary.” According to a family historian who grew up in the late nineteenth century, the

descendants of Mordecai Lincoln “suffered from all the nervous disorders known. Some were

on the ragged edge.” One family member who had frequent spells of intense mental trouble

referred to his condition as “the Lincoln horrors.”Three elements of Lincoln’s history—the deep,

pervasive sadness of his mother, the strange spells of his father, and the striking presence of

mental illness in the family of his uncle and cousins—suggest the likelihood of a biological

predisposition toward depression. “Predisposition” means an increased risk of developing an

illness. As opposed to traditional Mendelian inheritance—in which one dominant gene or two

recessive genes lead to an illness or trait—genetic factors in psychiatric illnesses are additive

and not categorical. “The genes confer only susceptibility in many cases,” explains the

psychiatrist S. Nassir Ghaemi, in The Concepts of Psychiatry, “not the illness. That is, they only

increase the likelihood that fewer or less severe environmental factors are required for the

illness to develop, compared with someone who has fewer diseaserelated genes.”What tips a

person from tendency to actuality? For centuries, philosophers and physicians emphasized

climate and diet. Today’s experts focus on harsh life events and conditions, especially in early

childhood. Lincoln’s early life certainly had its harsh elements. His only brother died in infancy



in Kentucky. In 1816, Abraham’s eighth year, the family moved to southern Indiana. Two years

later, in the fall of 1818, an infectious disease swept through their small rural community.

Among those affected were Lincoln’s aunt and uncle, Thomas and Elizabeth Sparrow, and his

mother, Nancy Lincoln. Eventually, the disease would be traced to a poisonous root, eaten by

cattle and then ingested by humans in milk or meat. But when Abraham watched his mother

become ill, the disease was a grim mystery that went by various names, from “puking fever” to

“river sickness” to “fall poison.” Later, it became known as the “milk sick.” “No announcement

strikes the members of a western community with so much dread as the report of a case,” said

a newspaper of the time. A physician described the course of the illness: “When the individual

is about to be taken down, he feels weary, trembles more or less under exertion, and often

experiences pain, numbness and slight cramps.” Nausea soon follows, then “a feeling of

depression and burning at the pit of the stomach,” then retching, twitching, and tossing side to

side. Before long, the patient becomes “deathly pale and shrunk up,” listless and indifferent,

and lies, between fits of retching, in a “mild coma.” First the Sparrows—with whom the Lincolns

were close—took sick and died. Then Nancy Lincoln went to bed with the illness. Ill for about a

week, she died on October 5, 1818. She was about thirty-five years old. Her son was nine.In

addition to the loss of his mother, aunt, and uncle, a year or so later Abraham faced the long

absence of his father, who returned to Kentucky to court another bride. For two to six months,

Tom Lincoln left his children alone with their twenty-year-old cousin, Dennis Hanks. When he

returned, the children were dirty and poorly clothed. Lincoln later described himself at this time

as “sad, if not pitiful.”The one constant in Abraham’s life was his sister, Sarah. She was a thin,

strong woman who resembled her father in stature, with brown hair and dark eyes. Like her

brother, Sarah Lincoln had a sharp mind. She stayed with the family until 1826, when she

married, set up house, and quickly became pregnant. On January 28, 1828, she gave birth to a

stillborn child and shortly afterward died herself. “We went out and told Abe,” recalled a

neighbor. “I never will forget the scene. He sat down in the door of the smoke house and buried

his face in his hands. The tears slowly trickled from between his bony fingers and his gaunt

frame shook with sobs.”In the emotional development of a child, pervasive tension can be just

as influential as loss. Lincoln’s relationship with his father—the only other member of his

nuclear family who survived—was so cool that observers wondered whether there was any

love between them. The relationship was strained by a fundamental conflict. From a young age,

Abraham showed a strong interest in his own education. At first his father helped him along,

paying school fees and procuring books. “Abe read all the books he could lay his hands on,”

said his stepmother. “And when he came across a passage that struck him he would write it

down . . . then he would re-write it—look at it—repeat it.” But at some point Tom Lincoln began

to oppose the extent of his son’s studies. Abraham sometimes neglected his farm work by

reading. Tom would beat him for this, and for other infractions.To men who had been born and

expected to die on farms, book learning had limited value. A man ought to be able to read the

Bible (for his moral life) and legal documents (for his work life). Writing could help, too, as could

basic arithmetic. Anything more was a luxury, and for working folks seemed frivolous. For

generations, Lincoln men had cleared land, raised crops, and worked a trade. So when this boy

slipped away from feeding livestock and splitting logs to write poetry and read stories, people

thought him lazy. “Lincoln was lazy—a very lazy man,” remembered his cousin Dennis Hanks.

“He was always reading—scribbling—writing—ciphering—writing poetry &c. &c.”Later, Lincoln’s

self-education would become the stuff of legend. Many parents have cited Lincoln’s long walks

to school and ferocious self-discipline to their children. But Lincoln pursued his interests in

defiance of established norms. Far from being praised, he was consistently admonished. He



may well have paid an emotional toll. Many studies have linked adult mental health to parental

support in childhood. Lower levels of support correlate with increased levels of depressive

symptoms, among other health problems, in adulthood. After Lincoln left home in his early

twenties, his contact with his father was impersonal and infrequent.When reviewing the facts of

Lincoln’s childhood, we should keep in mind some context. For example, in the early nineteenth

century, one out of four infants died before their first birthday. And about one fourth of all

children lost a mother or father before age fifteen. Of the eighteen American presidents in the

nineteenth century, nine lost their mother, father, or both while they were children. None of

Lincoln’s contemporaries, nor Lincoln himself, mentioned the deaths of his siblings and mother

as factors contributing to his melancholy. The melancholy was unusual, but the deaths were

not. In the same vein, while we ought not to ignore Lincoln’s conflict with his father and

discount its possible emotional aftereffects, we risk missing more than we gain if we look at it

exclusively through the lens of modern psychology. In fact, such a conflict between ambitious

young men and their fathers was not uncommon in the early nineteenth century, a time of

broad cultural and economic change.Abraham was not evidently a wounded child, but signs

point to his being sensitive. He spent a lot of time alone. He was serious about his studies and

reading, and uncommonly eager to explore imaginative realms, which psychologists often

observe in sensitive children. He also took up a popular cause among sensitive people, the

welfare of animals. Some boys found it fun to set turtles on fire or throw them against trees.

“Lincoln would Chide us—tell us it was wrong—would write against it,” remembered one of his

neighbors. His stepsister remembered him once “contending that an ants life was to it, as

sweet as ours to us.”At the same time, Lincoln was a winsome child. Others sought him out,

followed him in games, and applauded him when he mounted a stump and performed for them,

pretending to be a preacher or a states man. By the time he was a teenager, grown men would

flock around him, eager to hear his jokes and stories. He was well liked.Lincoln was not

depressed in his late teens and early twenties—at least not so far as anyone could see. When

he left his family, at age twenty-one, he had no money or connections. His chief asset—

perhaps his only real asset—was his golden character. Settling as a stranger in New Salem, a

small village on a river bluff in central Illinois, he soon was among the best-liked men around. A

gang of rough boys developed a fierce attachment to him after he made a stellar showing in a

wrestling match, displaying not only physical strength but a sense of fairness. Others were

impressed with Lincoln’s wit and intelligence, noticing, for example, how when he recited the

poetry of Robert Burns, he nailed the Scottish accent, the fierce emotion, and the devilish

humor. Though Lincoln looked like a yokel—tall and gangly, he had thick, black, unruly hair and

he wore pants that ended above his ankles—he had good ideas and a good manner. “He

became popular with all classes,” said Jason Duncan, a physician in New Salem.After less than

a year in New Salem, Lincoln declared himself as a candidate for the Illinois General Assembly.

He was twenty-three years old. He lost the race but got nearly every vote in his precinct, which,

said another candidate, was “mainly due to his personal popularity.” When he volunteered for a

state militia campaign against a band of Native Americans under Chief Black Hawk, a part of

the bloody Black Hawk War, his company elected Lincoln captain. Nearly three decades later—

as a veteran of Congress and his party’s nominee for president of the United States—Lincoln

wrote that this was “a success which gave me more pleasure than any I have had since.”In his

first four years in New Salem, Lincoln struck his new friends and neighbors as sunny and

indefatigable. “I never saw Mr Lincoln angry or desponding,” said a fellow soldier in the Black

Hawk War, “but always cheerful.” Indeed, “the whole company, even amid trouble and suffering,

received Strength & fortitude, by his bouancy and elasticity.” Once Lincoln stopped at the



house of a neighbor, Elizabeth Abell, after working in the fields. He was scratched all over from

briar thorns. Abell fussed over him, but Lincoln laughed about it and said it was the poor man’s

lot. “Certainly,” she said years later, “he was the best natured man I ever got acquainted with.”

Asked by a biographer whether the Lincoln she knew was a “sad man,” Abell answered, “I

never considered him so. He was always social and lively and had great aspirations.” Crucially,

his liveliness and sociability served him well in politics. Campaigning again for the state

legislature in 1834, he went out to a field where a group of about thirty men were working the

harvest. A friend of Lincoln’s, J. R. Herndon, introduced him. The men said that they couldn’t

vote for a man who didn’t know how to do field work. “Boys,” Lincoln said, “if that is all I am sure

of your votes.” He picked up a scythe and went to work. “I dont think he Lost a vote in the

Croud,” Herndon wrote.Lincoln won the election easily. When a mentor in the legislature

recommended that he study law, he took the challenge. It would be a good profession to

accompany politics, in particular the politics of the Whig party, which drew its strength from the

growing number of urban and industrial professionals. In the early nineteenth century,

attorneys commanded a kind of awe, embodying the stately Anglo-Saxon tradition of common

law and domestic order. Gaining “the secrets of that science,” explained the poet-author William

Allen Butler, would give a person a perpetual glow, for the law, “more than all other human

forces, directs the progress of events.”It is a mark of Lincoln’s soaring ambition that, four years

from the fields, he sought to join such ranks, at a time when all but five percent of the men in

his area did manual work for a living. It was a sign of his pluck that he did it virtually all on his

own. While other young men learned the law at universities—or, more commonly, under the

tutelage of an established attorney—Lincoln, as he noted in his memoir, “studied with nobody.”

This was hardly the only mark of his ambition. A lawyer named Lynn McNulty Greene

remembered Lincoln telling him that “all his folks seemed to have good sense but none of them

had become distinguished, and he believed it was for him to become so.” This language

suggests that Lincoln had, more than a personal desire, a sense of calling. “Mr. Lincoln,”

explained his friend O. H. Browning, “believed that there was a predestined work for him in the

world . . . Even in his early days he had a strong conviction that he was born for better things

than then seemed likely or even possible . . . While I think he was a man of very strong

ambition, I think it had its origin in this sentiment, that he was destined for something nobler

than he was for the time engaged in.” In his first published political speech, Lincoln wrote,

“Every man is said to have his peculiar ambition. Whether it be true or not, I can say for one

that I have no other so great as that of being truly esteemed of my fellow men, by rendering

myself worthy of their esteem.”But there were cracks in Lincoln’s sunny disposition. “If the good

people in their wisdom shall see fit to keep me in the background,” he said in that same

speech, “I have been too familiar with disappointments to be very much chagrined.” At times,

his faith in personal progress gave way and his familiarity with disappointments shone through.

Back from the militia campaign, Lincoln and a partner opened their own store, buying the stock

on credit. When the store failed, Lincoln was in serious financial jeopardy. Seeing him

despondent, his new friends got him a crucial political appointment, as New Salem’s

postmaster. Later, he was made deputy surveyor, too. These jobs, Lincoln noted, “procured

bread, and kept soul and body together.” Nevertheless, his debt soon caught up with him: a

creditor seized his surveying equipment—including his horse, his compass, and his chain—

and put it up for auction. An older man named James Short saw Lincoln moping about and

heard him say he might “let the whole thing go.” Short tried to cheer him up. Then he went and

bought the equipment for $120 (about $2,500 in modern dollars) and returned it to

Lincoln.These streaks of sadness and worry may have been minor depressions. But it wasn’t



until 1835 that serious concern emerged about Lincoln’s mental health. That summer,

remembered the schoolteacher Mentor Graham, Lincoln “somewhat injured his health and

Constitution.” The first sign of trouble came with his intense study of law. He “read hard—day

and night—terribly hard,” remembered Isaac Cogdal, a stonemason. At times, Lincoln seemed

oblivious to his friends and surroundings. “He became emaciated,” said Henry McHenry, a

farmer in the area, “and his best friends were afraid that he would craze himself—make himself

derange.”Around the same time, an epidemic of what doctors called “bilious fever”—typhoid,

probably—spread through the area. Doctors administered heroic doses of mercury, quinine,

and jalap, a powerful purgative. According to one recollection, Lincoln helped tend to the sick,

build coffins for the dead, and assist in the burials—despite the fact that he was “suffering

himself with the chills and fever on alternate days.” He was probably affected mentally, too, by

the waves of death washing across his new home—reminiscent, perhaps, of the “milk sick” that

had devastated his family in his youth.Among the severely afflicted families were Lincoln’s

friends the Rutledges. Originally from South Carolina, they had been among the first to settle in

New Salem, opening a tavern and boarding house, where Lincoln stayed and took meals when

he first arrived. He knew the family well and had become friends with Anna Mayes Rutledge, a

bright, pretty young woman with flowing blond hair and large blue eyes. In August 1835, Ann

took sick. As she lay in bed in her family’s cabin, Lincoln visited her often. “It was very evident

that he was much distressed,” remembered a neighbor named John Jones. She died on August

25. Around the time of her funeral, the weather turned cold and wet. Lincoln said he couldn’t

bear the idea of rain falling on Ann’s grave—and this was the first sign people had that he was

in the midst of an emotional collapse. “As to the condition of Lincoln’s Mind after the death of

Miss R.,” Henry McHenry recalled, “after that Event he seemed quite changed, he seemed

Retired, & loved Solitude, he seemed wrapped in profound thought, indifferent, to transpiring

Events, had but Little to say, but would take his gun and wander off in the woods by him self,

away from the association of even those he most esteemed, this gloom seemed to deepen for

some time, so as to give anxiety to his friends in regard to his Mind.”Indeed, the anxiety was

widespread, both for Lincoln’s immediate safety and for his long-term mental health. Lincoln

“told Me that he felt like Committing Suicide often,” remembered Mentor Graham, and his

neighbors mobilized to keep him safe. One friend recalled, “Mr Lincolns friends . . . were

Compelled to keep watch and ward over Mr Lincoln, he being from the sudden shock

somewhat temporarily deranged. We watched during storms—fogs—damp gloomy weather . . .

for fear of an accident.” Another villager said, “Lincoln was locked up by his friends . . . to

prevent derangement or suicide.” People wondered whether Lincoln had fallen off the deep

end. “That was the time the community said he was crazy,” remembered Elizabeth Abell.The

fact that Lincoln broke down after Rutledge’s death, of course, doesn’t necessarily mean that

her death produced his breakdown. This is an important point, because from the very earliest

writings on Lincoln, his relationship with Ann Rutledge has been controversial. Questions about

whether he loved her and whether they were engaged have been debated fiercely, and still are.

The myths and countermyths about this young woman played a big role in the early

historiography of Lincoln—and, amazingly, played a large role in pushing Lincoln’s melancholy

to the margins of history. More on this in the Afterword, but for now the essential point is that

leading scholars have long said that what we think about Lincoln’s first breakdown must hinge

on what we think about his relationship with Ann Rutledge. If his love for her is a myth, this

thinking goes, then the breakdown must be a myth, too.In fact, in the eyes of the New Salem

villagers, questions of a love affair followed hard and irrefutable knowledge of an emotional

collapse. As the original accounts make clear, his breakdown was impossible to miss. Nearly



everyone in the community who gave testimony spoke of it, remembering its contours even

decades later. Lincoln, after all, had become immensely popular, loved by young ruffians and

old families alike. Now, all of a sudden he was openly moping and threatening to kill himself.

Why? people asked. What accounted for the great change?It was in an attempt to answer this

question that people turned to his relationship with Rutledge. He had obviously been upset by

her illness. And after her funeral he had fallen off an emotional cliff. “The effect upon Mr

Lincoln’s mind was terrible,” said Ann’s brother, Robert Rutledge. “He became plunged in

despair, and many of his friends feared that reason would desert her throne. His extraordinary

emotions were regarded as strong evidence of the existence of the tenderest relations

between himself and the deceased.” Notice the careful progression from fact (Lincoln’s

breakdown after Ann’s death) to inference (they must have been tenderly involved). James

Short, who was the Rutledges’ neighbor, came to a similar conclusion. “I did not know of any

engagement or tender passages between Mr L and Miss R at the time,” Short said. “But after

her death . . . he seemed to be so much affected and grieved so hardly that I then supposed

there must have been something of the kind.” Because Lincoln “grieved so hardly” and became

“plunged in despair,” it seemed reasonable to his friends that there must have been some

proximate cause.In fact, major depression, in people who are vulnerable to it, can be set off by

all manner of circumstances. What would appear to a non-depressed person to be an ordinary

or insignificant stimulus can through a depressive’s eyes look rather profound. “It’s not the large

things that send a man to the madhouse,” Charles Bukowski has written. “No, it’s the continuing

series of small tragedies . . . a shoelace that snaps, with no time left.” In this light, it is worth

noting that, according to reminiscences, the pivotal moment for Lincoln wasn’t Rutledge’s

death but the dismal weather that followed. After the death, wrote John Hill, the son of Lincoln’s

friend Samuel Hill, “Lincoln bore up under it very well until some days afterwards a heavy rain

fell, which unnerved him and—(the balance you know).” The intonation here suggests an

understanding among Lincoln’s friends that there was something precarious about him, and

that—like Bukowski’s shoelace—a factor as ordinary as poor weather could send him reeling.

As we will see, cold temperatures would contribute to Lincoln’s second breakdown. Lincoln

himself would write that “exposure to bad weather” had proved by his experience “to be verry

severe on defective nerves.”For whatever reason, or combination of reasons, in the late

summer of 1835 Lincoln’s depression was pushed out into the open. After several weeks of

worrisome behavior—talking about suicide, wandering alone in the woods with his gun—an

older couple in the area took him into their home. Bowling Green, a large, merry man who was

the justice of the peace—and who became, other villagers said, a kind of second father to

Lincoln—and his wife, Nancy, took care of Lincoln for one or two weeks. When he had

improved somewhat, they let him go, but he was, Mrs. Green said, “quite melancholy for

months.”Lincoln’s behavior matches what the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental

Disorders, the handbook of mental health professionals, labels a major depressive episode.

Such an episode is characterized by depressed mood and/or a marked decrease in pleasure

for at least two weeks. Other symptoms may include a change in appetite or weight, excessive

or insufficient sleep, agitation or lethargy, fatigue or loss of energy, feelings of worthlessness or

inappropriate guilt, indecisiveness or trouble thinking or concentrating, and thoughts of death

and/or suicide. To be classified as major depression, at least five of these symptoms must be

present, marking a definite change from usual functioning and with significant distress or

impaired functioning. If the symptoms follow the death of a loved one by less than two months,

it might be considered mourning unless, as in Lincoln’s case, there is “suicidal ideation”—to

ideate is to form an idea about something—or other equally severe symptoms. “What helps



make the case for the diagnosis of depression,” says Kay Redfield Jamison, a professor of

psychiatry at Johns Hopkins University, “is Lincoln’s suicidal behavior and the fact that it

provoked a ‘suicide watch.’ Today people are much more sophisticated about suicide, but it’s

pretty unusual to do that. It speaks to the seriousness of what was happening with

Lincoln.”Lincoln’s breakdown also fits with the typical age for a first episode of major

depression. Most serious psychiatric illnesses emerge at a particular time in life. For example,

in males, schizophrenia usually surfaces in the late teenage years; manic depression in the

late teens to early twenties. Unipolar depression, which Lincoln would struggle with his whole

life, typically breaks into the open in the mid- to late twenties. Lincoln was twenty-six.Many

people wonder if Marfan syndrome contributed to Lincoln’s depression. Marfan is an inherited

genetic disorder that diminishes the strength of connective tissue—the material that gives

substance and support to bodily structures, from tendons to heart valves. People with the

syndrome tend to be tall and thin, with elongated limbs out of proportion to their bodies. In

other words, they look like Lincoln, which is one reason some researchers suspect he may

have had the disorder. “Most of the Marfanologists think that it’s a fifty-fifty chance that he did

have it,” says Victor A. McKusick, a professor of medical genetics at Johns Hopkins. “He might

just by chance have been tall and gangly. The physiognomy is a good clue, but you can’t make

the diagnosis on that basis alone.” Does Marfan syndrome cause depression? At least one

study has suggested a higher presence of depression in people with the syndrome. But

McKusick says, “From the massive numbers of patients I have seen, there is no characteristic

personality of Marfan patients. I would think that Lincoln’s depression was quite

unrelated.”Another common question about Lincoln is whether he had manic depression, which

is also known as bipolar disorder. This diagnosis is given to people who alternate between

episodes of depression and mania—long periods of intensely heightened energy, often marked

by euphoria, racing thoughts, disinhibition, and risk-taking. No evidence exists of mania in

Lincoln. He didn’t indicate trouble with swings in mood so much as with the low moods of

depression. Nor did his contemporaries describe anything that sounds like mania. It is possible

that he had what psychiatrists call hypomania—below full-scale mania, but still characterized

by heightened energy. Often people with serious depression alternate between depressed

moods and hypomanic ones. But here, too, there is no clear evidence of anything clinically

significant.On the other hand, it’s plain that Lincoln had major depressive episodes. Even after

he had brought himself under control, he still grappled with desperate thoughts. Robert L.

Wilson, who joined Lincoln as a candidate for the state legislature in 1836, found him amiable

and fun-loving. But one day Lincoln took Wilson aside and told him something surprising. As

Wilson recalled, Lincoln told him “that although he appeared to enjoy life rapturously, Still he

was the victim of terrible melancholly He Sought company, and indulged in fun and hilarity

without restraint, or Stint as to time Still when by himself, he told me that he was so overcome

with mental depression, that he never dare carry a knife in his pocket. And as long as I was

intimately acquainted with him, previous to his commencement of the practice of the law, he

never carried a pocket knife.”Of those who’ve had a single episode of major depression, more

than half will have a second. Lincoln’s second breakdown, in the winter of 1840–1841, bore a

remarkable similarity to the first. It came after a long period of intense work, when Lincoln

pushed himself hard in pursuit of an ambitious goal. Then, under profound personal stress—

and in a stretch of bleak weather—he collapsed. Once again, he spoke openly about his

misery, hopelessness, and thoughts of suicide. He was unable to work. His friends feared that

he might kill himself, and that if he lived, he might go insane. Lincoln himself despaired that he

would never recover. This will be explored in depth in Chapter 3.For now, it suffices to say that



the breakdown was a second episode of major depression. According to the criteria in the

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, this qualifies Lincoln for the diagnosis of “major depressive

disorder, recurrent.” Strictly speaking, the illness is characterized by two or more major

depressive episodes, separated by at least a month. More broadly, it suggests an underlying

problem that can be expected to surface in various ways throughout a person’s life. Consider:

Someone with two episodes of major depression has a seventy percent chance of

experiencing a third. And someone with three episodes has a ninety percent chance of having

a fourth. (The phrase “clinical depression” can be applied to any incident of major depression

or to people who experience major depressive disorder.)What the statistics suggest, the course

of Lincoln’s life confirms: by the time he was in his early thirties, he faced a lifetime of

depression. Still, the quality and character of his illness would change through the years. The

acute fits of his young manhood gave way to less histrionic, but more pervasive, spells of deep

gloom. Dramatic public avowals of his misery gave way to a private but persistent effort to

endure and transcend his suffering. Yet the suffering did not go away. As we will see, in his

middle years Lincoln demonstrated signs of chronic depression. And even when he began to

do the work for which he is remembered—and took evident satisfaction in finding a great cause

to which to apply his considerable talent—he continued to suffer.Modern diagnoses can help

initiate a discussion of Lincoln’s troubles. With many physiological conditions, disease names

are merely pointers. They stand in for the “real thing,” which can be directly observed. But with

psychological phenomena, language doesn’t just name a reality; it creates a reality. This is

crucial, given that the pain of depression is compounded, for sufferers, by the fact that it is

hidden and often suspected of not being genuine. “In virtually any other serious sickness,”

writes William Styron in his memoir of depression, Darkness Visible, “a patient who felt similar

devastation would be lying flat in bed, possibly sedated and hooked up to the tubes and wires

of life support systems . . . His invalidism would be necessary, unquestioned, and honorably

attained. However, the sufferer of depression has no such option.” By identifying Lincoln’s

trouble directly and clearly, we acknowledge it as a basic fact, just as he did.Yet all too often

medical diagnosis is used to end, rather than begin, a conversation. To say, as recent scholars

have, that Florence Nightingale suffered from bipolar disorder or that the Salem witch trials

were driven by “epidemic hysteria, with conversion symptoms” is no substitute for knowing how

the individual figures, and the communities they lived in, understood themselves. Such

retrospective diagnoses often leave the impression that modern psychiatric categories are

infallible, when in fact they are only one way to account for the complex reality of human

trouble.In their book The Perspectives of Psychiatry, Paul R. McHugh and Phillip R. Slavney

identify four approaches to a suffering person. The first approach seeks to identify disease, or

what the person has. The second seeks to identify a person’s dimension, or who he or she is.

The third focuses on behavior, or what the patient does. Each of these approaches has some

value for a study of Lincoln’s life, but none so much as the “life story” perspective, which seeks

a holistic understanding of what patients want and what they can become.Diagnosis, we must

remember, exists primarily to facilitate treatment in a clinical setting. It is a snapshot at a

moment in time. But here we want to make sense of a whole life. As the writer and physician

Oliver Sacks has noted, “To restore the human subject at the centre—the suffering, afflicted,

fighting, human subject—we must deepen a case history to a narrative or tale; only then do we

have a ‘who’ as well as a ‘what,’ a real person, a patient, in relation to disease.” This distinction

between case history and narrative is right on point. The former tries to eliminate questions

with facts, whereas the latter draws on facts to articulate the essential questions of a person’s

life.Can we say that Lincoln was “mentally ill”? Without question, he meets the U.S. surgeon



general’s definition of mental illness, since he experienced “alterations in thinking, mood, or

behavior” that were associated with “distress and/or impaired functioning.” Yet Lincoln also

meets the surgeon general’s criteria for mental health: “the successful performance of mental

function, resulting in productive activities, fulfilling relationships with other people, and the

ability to adapt to change and to cope with adversity.” By this standard, few historical figures led

such a healthy life.CHAPTER 2A Fearful GiftIN LINCOLN’S LATE TWENTIES, his friends and

colleagues came to regard him as “melancholy.” The word would be used to describe him for

the rest of his life. What did it mean?In a modern dictionary, the noun “melancholy” has two

definitions. First, it means “thoughtful or gentle sadness.” This comes through when, for

example, Stanley Crouch writes of his “melancholy resentment” about the neglected history of

African Americans or when Andrew Delbanco alludes to the “melancholy suspicion that we live

in a world without meaning.” Melancholy often qualifies ideas or feelings that are anguishing

but familiar, and somehow connected to what William Faulkner called “the agony and sweat of

the human spirit.” Thus is melancholy the province of lovers, poets, philosophers—anyone who

reflects on the true experience of sentient beings.The second definition of melancholy is “the

gloomy character of somebody said to have an excess of black bile (archaic).” This refers to an

ancient theory of biology called humoral theory, which originated 2,500 years ago and hung on,

in some form, until well after Lincoln’s death. Humoral theory held that one’s temperament, or

bodily and psychological makeup, gave rise to one’s character—that is, distinctive qualities,

especially of mind and feeling. A person with a preponderance of black bile would have a

melancholy temperament, and probably a melancholy character as well. The melancholy

character fascinated Aristotle, who asked, in a famous passage, “Why is it that all men who

have become outstanding in philosophy, statesmanship, poetry or the arts are melancholic,

and some to such an extent that they are infected by the diseases arising from black bile?”

Citing Plato and Socrates and “many other heroes” as examples, he continued, “Many such

men have suffered from diseases which arise from this mixture in the body . . . In any case,

they are all, as has been said, naturally of this character.”That passage is often cited for its

reflections on the relationship between melancholy and creative achievement, a topic for

Chapter 9. The point here is that Aristotle assumed that people of a certain character were

also vulnerable to a certain disease. The sorrowful, existentially anxious, querulous, and

insightful experience of melancholy was strongly tied to the raging, disabling illness of

melancholia. (The suffix “ia” signifies disease.) In the early twentieth century, “depression”

replaced melancholia as the preferred medical term for the serious disease. Modern

descriptions of major depression have enough in common with age-old accounts of

melancholia that, for the sake of this discussion, we can say that they are essentially the same

thing.The big difference is that today we often hear that the disease of depression is entirely

distinct from the ordinary experience of being sad or in the dumps. But in the nineteenth-

century conception of melancholy, these were part of the same overall picture. A person with a

melancholy temperament had been fated with both an awful burden and what Byron called “a

fearful gift.” The burden was a sadness and despair that could tip into a state of disease. But

the gift was a capacity for depth, wisdom—even genius.In the spring of 1837, Lincoln left New

Salem for Springfield, Illinois. He was twenty-eight years old. He had a law license and an

invitation to join the practice of John Todd Stuart, one of the state’s eminent attorneys. Lincoln’s

reputation preceded him; in the previous session of the legislature, he had emerged as a

wunderkind leader of both the Whig party and Sangamon County.Compared to New Salem, a

one-road village cut from the forest, Springfield might have seemed like a teeming metropolis.

It had broad streets laid out in a grid and sturdy brick buildings. There were taverns, hotels, and



two newspapers, one run by the Democrats, the other (the Sangamo Journal) by Lincoln’s

Whigs. Shops sold all kinds of goods, from luxurious imports like Cuban cigars to staples like

hardtack and sperm oil. On the west side of the town square, near the corner of Fifth and

Washington streets, stood a general store co-owned by Joshua Fry Speed. A half block from

Lincoln’s law office, the store sold dry goods, groceries, hardware, books, medicines,

bedclothes, and mattresses— “every thing,” Speed noted, “that the country needed.” When

Lincoln came into the store, he held the saddlebags that had been carried by his horse on the

ride from New Salem. The bags contained all he owned. He set them down as he approached

the counter. He told Speed that he needed to know the price of the “furniture” for a single bed—

that is, a mattress, blankets, sheets, and a pillow.Lincoln stood nearly six feet four inches tall,

though his height was less commanding than awkward, as his shoulders stooped and his arms

and legs were drastically long. His hands were large and bony. He had green eyes so light they

looked almost gray. Speed was twenty-two years old, a handsome man with deep brown eyes

and straight brown hair that curled slightly over his ears. He made the calculations with chalk

on a piece of slate and told Lincoln the items would cost seventeen dollars. Lincoln answered

that it seemed like a good price, but that he couldn’t afford it. He said that he could go on

credit, but even then he’d be able to pay only “if my experiment here as a lawyer is a success.”

But Lincoln added, “If I fail in this, I do not know that I can ever pay you.” Speed listened to

Lincoln with his eyes still on the slate, and noticed a sad tone in his voice. Then he looked up

at his customer. “I thought then,” he wrote years later, “as I think now, that I never saw so

gloomy, and melancholy a face.”The appearance of melancholy on Lincoln’s countenance was

remarked upon by many people who met him around this time. “He was a sad looking man—

gloomy—and melancholic,” said William Herndon, who was a clerk in Speed’s store in the late

1830s and later became Lincoln’s law partner and biographer. O. H. Browning, another

politician and lawyer, observed that Lincoln had a “constitutional melancholy” and was subject

to “fits of despondency.” James Lemen, Jr., still another member of the Illinois bar, said that

Lincoln had “a settled form of melancholy, sometimes very marked, and sometimes very mild,

but always sufficient to tinge his countenance with a shade of sadness, unless a smile should

dispel it, which frequently happened.” Like Browning, Lemen thought the melancholy a

“constitutional trait, or characteristic.”These men did not consider Lincoln’s melancholy a mere

liability, nor did they distance themselves from Lincoln because of it. To the contrary, consider

the reaction of Joshua Speed to the customer who came into his store and gloomily said he

couldn’t afford the cost of bedding. “The contraction of such a small debt, seems to affect you

so deeply,” Speed said. “I think I can suggest a plan by which you can attain your end, without

incurring any debt. I have a very large room, and a very large double-bed in it; which you are

perfectly welcome to share with me if you choose.”“Where is your room?” Lincoln

asked.“Upstairs,” Speed said, pointing to the winding stairs at the back of the store.Lincoln took

his two bags, went up the stairs, and set them on the floor. When he came down again, he was

beaming. “Well Speed,” he said, “I’m moved.” The two men lived together for the next four

years.This oft-told story captures several essential points about Lincoln’s melancholy after he

arrived in Springfield. First, he seemed to give wide rein to sadness, tenderness, and worry.

One time, in 1839, he was riding from Christianburg, Illinois, to Springfield with a large group.

They were riding two by two, with Lincoln alongside John J. Hardin. The group paused in a

thicket of plum and crabapple trees to water their horses. After a while, Hardin came up. The

others asked him where Lincoln was. “Oh,” Hardin said, “when I saw him last, he had caught

two little birds in his hand, which the wind had blown from their nest, and he was hunting for

the nest.” When Lincoln finally joined the group, some of the men laughed at him. “I could not



have slept tonight,” he told them earnestly, “if I had not given those two little birds to their

mother.” There were other stories like this and, as the laughing men showed, not everyone

thought they reflected well on Lincoln. “In many things,” remembered Mary Owens, a woman

Lincoln courted, “he was sensitive almost to a fault.”Still, Lincoln’s sensitivity worked for him.

Speed’s gesture of assistance in the face of his melancholy was not uncommon. “Men at once,

at first blush, everywhere saw that Lincoln was a sad, gloomy man, a man of sorrow,” recalled

Herndon. “I have often and often heard men say: ‘That man is a man of sorrow, and I really feel

for him, I sympathize with him.’ This sadness on the part of Mr. Lincoln and sympathy on the

part of the observer were a heart’s magnetic tie between the two.”Indeed, when Lincoln was in

distress, he could count on receiving aid as surely as he gave it to stray animals. A few months

before the encounter in Speed’s store, for example, Lincoln was in session at the Illinois

General Assembly, working to pass a bill that would make Springfield the state capital,

replacing Vandalia. For a young politician seeking to bring the pork home to his constituents, it

was a big opportunity. But four other cities were vying to be the capital. Vandalia wanted to

keep its status. And one powerful cabal sought to build a new capital (“Illiopolis”) on land its

members owned. “The contest on this Bill was long and severe,” recalled Robert Wilson, one of

Lincoln’s colleagues. After Springfield’s opponents tabled the bill until the next session—a blow

that was almost impossible to recover from—Lincoln went to the tavern room of his colleague

Jesse K. Dubois. “He told me that he was whipped,” Dubois recalled, “that his career was

ended.” “I can’t go home without passing that bill,” Lincoln said. “My folks expect that of me, and

that I can’t do and I am finished forever.” Dubois suggested a parliamentary maneuver to

resuscitate the bill. More important, he pledged his support—giving Lincoln a crucial vote that

he hadn’t been able to count on before. “We gave the vote to Lincoln because we liked him,”

Dubois explained, “and because we wanted to oblige our friend, and because we recognized

his authority as our leader.”Lincoln’s friends didn’t merely help him. According to Herndon, they

“vied with each other for the pleasure or the honor of assisting him.” Such enthusiasm can be

seen in an exchange that took place after the Assembly adjourned. Stopped for the night on

the way home, Lincoln tossed and turned so much that he woke one of his traveling

companions, William Butler. Butler asked what was the matter. “Well, I will tell you,” Lincoln

answered. “All the rest of you have something to look forward to, and all are glad to get home,

and will have something to do when you get there. But it isn’t so with me.” Lincoln complained

that he was poor and in debt, with no way to get out. “I am going home, Butler, without a thing

in the world.” Butler said that he first tried to cheer Lincoln up. Finding that he couldn’t, he went

and paid some of Lincoln’s debts, took the young man’s clothes home so his wife could wash

them, and insisted that Lincoln come live with him.To some extent these men acted out of

sympathy. But they also apparently found Lincoln’s melancholy character alluring. Gloom, in the

early nineteenth century, was not seen as an absence of cheer. It was, for better and for worse,

a unique experience with its own correlates. According to the Encyclopaedia Americana—

which Lincoln owned and used—the “melancholic temperament” was characterized by not only

gloominess, asceticism, and misanthropy, but also deep reflection, perseverance, and great

energy of action. The encyclopedia noted, of all the temperaments, “Each has its advantages

and pleasures, with some corresponding drawback.” Aware of the drawbacks, people around

Lincoln were also well attuned to melancholy’s advantages. To be grave and sensitive—to feel

acutely the agony and sweat of the human spirit—was admired, even glorified. “A fitful stain of

melancholy,” wrote Edgar Allan Poe, himself no stranger to the experience, “will ever be found

inseparable from the perfection of the beautiful.” In the same way that young men today tone

their pectoral muscles to better resemble professional athletes, many young men of Lincoln’s



day thrust out their emotions so as to resemble the heroes of romantic poetry. Lord Byron was

all the rage, not just in London and New York but also on the American frontier. His verse play

Manfred began with a soliloquy that instructed:Sorrow is Knowledge: they who know the

mostMust mourn the deepest o’er the fatal truth.In Byron’s poem “The Dream,” a favorite of

Lincoln’s, melancholy is described as “a fearful gift”:What is it but the telescope of truth?Which

strips the distance of its fantasies,And brings life near in utter nakedness,Making cold reality

too real!Speaking of what he called the “age of Introversion,” Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in

1837, “We are embarrassed with second thoughts; we cannot enjoy any thing for hankering to

know whereof the pleasure consists . . . The time is infected with Hamlet’s unhappiness,

—‘Sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought.’” But Emerson urged that this was only a

symptom of a profound opportunity. “I look upon the discontent of the literary class, as a mere

announcement of the fact, that they find themselves not in the state of mind of their fathers,

and regret the coming state as untried; as a boy dreads the water before he has learned that

he can swim.”In Lincoln’s time, the word “melancholy” was used far more often to describe men

than women—unlike today, when nearly twice as many women as men are diagnosed with

major depression. In both cases, melancholy highlights distinctive aspects of a culture’s

prevailing view of masculinity. This point is worth some attention, because our conception of

masculinity today is so problematic. Men often resist articulating their problems directly,

weighed down by a vision of maleness that precludes such confession. “Men are not supposed

to be vulnerable,” writes the psychologist Terrence Real, an authority on depression in men.

“Pain is something we are to rise above. He who has been brought down by it will most likely

see himself as shameful.” Yet, far from eliminating trouble, such reticence seems to contribute

to it. While only half as many men as women are diagnosed with depression, men kill

themselves at four times the rate of women. Psychologists connect the often muted depression

of men with all manner of destructive behavior. Women, meanwhile, hardly benefit from having

exclusive domain over sensitive feelings. Both sexes, as Real says, must “halve themselves.”

Both are kept from being whole.The modern understanding of depression, which segregates

its manifestation as a disease and its manifestation as a thoughtful, reflective sadness, is

certainly connected to these overly narrow gender roles. In the late nineteenth century, Jennifer

Radden explains, the “human, redeeming, ambiguous (and masculine)” aspects of melancholy

became separated from “aberrant, barren, mute (and feminine) depression.” But through

Lincoln, we can glimpse a time in which these two aspects of melancholy could be integrated

in a man’s life. Along with his overt feeling, Lincoln impressed people with his physical strength

and athletic prowess. Nor did he shy from getting aggressive. One time, Lincoln told an

irascible crowd at a political rally to let his colleague speak, and vowed to whip anyone who

tried to take him down. No one doubted that Lincoln meant it.In Lincoln’s day, melancholy could

be a valuable aspect of a man’s life. In a letter in the spring of 1837, Lincoln referred to the

prospect of some old friends leaving the area. “That gives me the hypo,” he wrote, “whenever I

think of it.” The word he used was an abbreviation of hypochondriasis, a disease akin to

melancholia. But “the hypo”—also “the hyp” or simply “hypos”—used as Lincoln did in this

letter, had its own flavor. It signified an existential unrest, a gloomy or morbid state that lurked

in the background of one’s life, but also a connection to insight and a drive for heroic action.

The opening passage of Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick contains a famous use of “hypos” that

helps us understand not only a forgotten phrase but a forgotten character type. “Whenever I

find myself growing grim about the mouth,” Ishmael declares, “whenever it is a damp, drizzly

November in my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses,

and bringing up the rear of every funeral I meet; and especially whenever my hypos get such



an upper hand of me, that it requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately

stepping into the street and methodically knocking people’s hats off—then, I account it high

time to get to the sea as soon as I can.” Ishmael’s dour moods led to adventure. And when he

found the Pequod, he reflected explicitly on the relationship between sadness and grandeur.

“Take my word for it,” Ishmael said upon seeing Ahab’s ship, “you never saw such a rare old

craft as this same rare old Pequod . . . A noble craft, but somehow a most melancholy! All noble

things are touched with that.”The modern idea that depression is unmanly also had some

resonance in Lincoln’s age. In the midst of a hard time, Joshua Speed once wrote, “I have

suffered so much of late from sick head ache and hypo that I am almost un-manned.” Lincoln

later used the same phrase in the same way. The verb “un-man” is defined in a nineteenth-

century dictionary as “to break or subdue the manly spirit in; to cause to despond; to

dishearten; to make womanish.” In other words, there was a sense that truly going off the deep

end—being unable to work or function, as happens in the disease of depression—ran contrary

to true masculinity. The important point is that, then as now, moods were often tied to gender

roles.Lincoln’s melancholy emerged at a time when both his feelings and his identity as a man

were in flux. Young men like him and Speed were expected to undertake a journey from

boyhood to manhood, which also involved a journey from the feminine realm of passion and

emotion (extolled by romanticism) to the masculine realm of judgment and reason (the ideals

of the Enlightenment). In other words, it maybe that Lincoln began to express his melancholy at

a time when he had especially wide cultural latitude to do so.In order to understand Lincoln’s

melancholy, we need to understand the common features of such a transition. In a society

where contact with women was limited, it was common for young men, after leaving home but

before marriage, to pair off and form a special bond. As Anthony Rotundo explains in American

Manhood, these friends helped each other weather the storms of their age. They gossiped,

philosophized, and fretted to one another. One such pair of special male friends, Daniel

Webster and James Harvey Bingham, addressed each other as “Lovely Boy” and “Dearly

Beloved.” “My heart is now so full of matters and things impatient to be whispered into the ear

of a trusty friend,” Webster wrote to Bingham, “that I think I could pour them into yours till it ran

over.” Compare this with Lincoln’s message to Joshua Speed: “You know my desire to befriend

you is everlasting—that I will never cease, while I know how to do any thing.” The two were

bedmates, allies, and confidants. Many people who knew Lincoln said it was a relationship that

had no par in his life. Speed himself said, “No two men were ever more

intimate.”Temperamental similarities probably deepened their tie. Both young men were

melancholy, and drawn to the reflections of poetry and philosophy. Both were ambitious and

had what Lincoln pronounced “the peculiar misfortune . . . to dream dreams of Elysium far

exceeding all that any thing earthly can realize.” An expansive Speed once described himself

“like the rich fruit of the tropicks that bursts its vine because of its richness and luxurance—or

like a tea kettle that is lifting its top and losing its contents by the constant boiling and

evaporation within.—or like a china pitcher filled with ice water and oozing through the glass.”

Lincoln noted how, in his friend, “excessive pleasure” was sometimes accompanied “with a

painful counterpart at times.” They took turns consoling each other when the bottom fell

out.Because Lincoln and Speed were so intimate, and shared a bed, people sometimes

assume they were homosexual. The conversation has been amplified in recent years. In 1999,

the playwright Larry Kramer declared that Lincoln and Speed were lovers, quoting newly found

Speed documents to prove it. News spread around the world of what the Independent of

London called Lincoln’s “outing.” But Kramer has since quietly gone on record admitting that he

invented the documents for a work of fiction. More recently, the late sex researcher C. A. Tripp



concluded, in The Intimate World of Abraham Lincoln, that Lincoln measured a “5” on the

Kinsey scale, where “1” is entirely heterosexual and “6” is entirely homosexual. That assertion,

too, has more bluster than substance. Tripp’s evidence adds up to the fact that Lincoln spent a

good deal of time with men, sometimes sharing beds with them and often expressing fondness

for them. On this basis, precious few men in the early nineteenth century would not be called

gay.The question, as it has recently been framed, of whether Lincoln was homosexual would

make a good topic for a high school debating competition, because it will admit of no proof in

either direction. We might as well undertake to answer definitively whether Macbeth was gay.

The text of the play does not negate the possibility—and indeed, once considered, it has a

certain salacious appeal. Sure he was married, but so are many gay men. And didn’t he say to

a male player in act 3, “I to your assistance do make love”? Clearly the man had a deep

conflict. Perhaps he had a deep secret, too. But with characters in plays, as with people in

history, our understanding is limited by available texts. Intuition and common sense can help,

but only if they’re leavened by an awareness that the world we see “onstage” is different from

the world we live in.This, of course, applies to Lincoln’s melancholy as much as to his sex life.

For instance, Lincoln often referred, in various letters, to being “anxious.” And he frequently

began letters by deprecating what would follow. But neither of these points illustrates his

melancholy, for the simple reason that they were both so ordinary. The same is true with men

sharing beds. In tight living quarters—Lincoln grew up in a one-room cabin, and even a wealthy

family like the Speeds had only two bedrooms for nine children—many bodies shared the

same covers. And before the invention of the coil spring mattress in 1865, a decent mattress

was a real luxury. (A nice one had straw, horsehair, and feather stuffing, with cotton or linen

ticking, carefully stitched and buttoned.) Not only families but strangers at inns and soldiers in

the field often slept snugly against each other. Bed-sharing, in other words, was about as

common as, and indeed was very similar to, the way that people today share apartments. Do

some flatmates have sex with each other? Of course. Does the fact that two people share an

apartment tell us anything about whether they are having a sexual relationship? Of course

not.Given how many homosexuals remain in the closet, it might sound like homophobia, or a

refusal to deal with plain realities, to insist that it’s not possible to know whether Lincoln and

Speed were lovers. On the contrary, a frank avowal of our ignorance is the first step in honestly

dealing with Lincoln’s sexuality. Jonathan Ned Katz has studied male eroticism as it existed

before “homosexuality”—a word coined in 1892 which, Katz argues, became associated with a

discrete identity only in the early twentieth century. As Katz makes clear, the subject forces us

to strip away modern assumptions. “I do start with a present interest in men’s erotic and

affectional relationships with men,” Katz writes. “I also assume that such relationships existed

in some form in this past era”—that is, 1820 to 1892. “But I assume, as well, that I do not know

the particular historical character of these relationships as they existed and functioned within

the sexual and gender systems of the nineteenth-century United States. Back then, they may

have been socially organized, named, and perceived in ways quite foreign to us.”Lincoln’s

society had different baselines about how to name, and how to conceive of, same-sex

relationships. We don’t know what Lincoln and Speed did in their bed together. But if, say, they

snuggled or held hands, they wouldn’t have had to decide on this basis about being different

from other men. “In the early nineteenth century,” explains Anthony Rotundo, “there wasn’t a

line in the sand between those who were affectionate with other men and those who weren’t.”

While sharing a bed, Speed and Lincoln were occupied with finding wives. Speed also slept

with prostitutes and at one point “kept” a pretty girl as an employee, from whom he received

sexual favors. Indeed, Lincoln’s good friend was known as an “old rat” in his predilection for



professional women. Lincoln may well have slept with prostitutes, too.Lincoln and Speed had

an intimate friendship, buoyed by an emotional and intellectual connection. When we look at

the friendship from their point of view, we see that the labels “homosexual” and “heterosexual”

obscure more than they reveal. “The twentieth-century tendency,” writes Carroll Smith-

Rosenberg, is “to view human love and sexuality within a dichotomized universe of deviance

and normality, genital and platonic love.” But this, she argues, “is alien to the emotions and

attitudes of the nineteenth century.” In her study of female relationships of the period, she found

women who clearly loved each other whose “eminently respectable and socially conservative

families” acknowledged the love and found it compatible with heterosexual marriage.

“Emotionally and cognitively,” Smith-Rosenberg writes, “their heterosocial and homosocial

worlds were complementary.”While the tensions of his sexual interests remain largely hidden

from us, the tensions of Lincoln’s emotional life are in plain view. He embodied all the potential

and all the danger of a melancholy man. Speed, who introduced Lincoln to the poetry of Byron,

said his friend seemed “artless,” like the title character of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Byron’s

famous epic poem. “If I was asked what it was that threw such a charm around him,” Speed

wrote, “I would say that it was his perfect naturalness. He could act no part but his own.” Speed

noted how Lincoln’s sadness coexisted with tremendous talent. “I was fresh from Kentucky

then and I had heard most of the great orators,” he later recalled. But after seeing Lincoln

speak, “it struck me then, as it seems to me now, that I never heard a more effective

speaker . . . The large crowd, seemed to be swayed by him, as he pleased.”In his late twenties,

Lincoln was an up-and-comer, giving form to his own heroic ideal. He became a lawyer and

developed his practice. He rose in the legislature to the point of leading his party. And he

thundered on the vital causes that stirred him. “If ever I feel the soul within me elevate and

expand to those dimensions not wholly unworthy of its Almighty Architect,” he said in a speech

on the national bank, “it is when I contemplate the cause of my country, deserted by all the

world beside, and I standing up boldly and alone and hurling defiance at her victorious

oppressors.”A palpable sensitivity underlay such bravado. At a debate in 1840, Lincoln faced

Stephen Douglass, a young star for the Democrats. (He later dropped the second s from his

last name.) Both sides thought that Lincoln did poorly. The Democratic newspaper said he “left

the stump literally whipped off of it.” One of Lincoln’s allies, Joseph Gillespie, said, “Lincoln did

not come up to the requirements of the occasion.” Gillespie knew Lincoln to be “very sensitive”

on these matters, and in this instance found him “conscious of his failure.” “I never saw any

man so much distressed,” Gillespie said. Lincoln begged for another chance to speak, and his

allies gave it to him. Surveying the thin crowd—it was the day after Christmas—Lincoln said

that he found the low turnout “peculiarly embarassing,” and he wondered aloud if people had

come merely to “spare me of mortification.” “This circumstance,” he said, “casts a damp upon

my spirits, which I am sure I shall be unable to overcome during the evening.” Yet his speech,

Gillespie said, “transcended our highest expectations.” Afterward, Lincoln wrote to his law

partner in Washington, “Well, I made a big speech, which is in progress of printing in pamphlet

form. To enlighten you and the rest of the world, I shall send you a copy when it is finished.”It is

striking how quickly Lincoln’s dim pessimism could give way to supreme confidence. This, too,

was consistent with the melancholy character, which gave a person access to the deep

channels of the soul—the waters of sadness, the bedrock of constancy, the gold of mirth.

Because he felt deeper and thought harder than others, Lincoln could be expected to alternate

among states more quickly, returning, more often than not, to sadness, disquiet, perturbation,

and gloom. After his first few years in Springfield, Lincoln told Herndon that he felt destined to

be a great man. At the same time, he said that he feared he would come to ruin.A hot topic in



the literature on depression is whether—quite aside from what happens to people after they

recover—the incidents of disease themselves have any use. One theory of evolutionary

psychology holds that depression may serve as a response to need. Its premise is that while

we use our brains and bodies to think and behave in the modern world, they developed in

what’s known as the Environment of Evolutionary Adaptedness. This “environment” wasn’t a

particular place or time, but the thousands of years during which the human species evolved.

According to the theory of natural selection, qualities that help people survive and reproduce

tend to spread in the species. Qualities that get in the way of survival and reproduction tend to

die out. In the Environment of Evolutionary Adaptedness, depression might have helped

people get things they wanted or needed when other strategies, such as aggression and

persuasion, were less effective. It might also have quashed ineffective behaviors and forced

useful change.This isn’t to suggest that our ancestors “faked” depression. To the contrary, the

painful, debilitating—and real—nature of the condition is precisely what would have spurred

others to help or the depressed person to change. Evolutionary psychologists suggest that the

adaptive aspect of depression can still be seen in the modern world. Lincoln’s case could be

considered an illustration. His melancholy emerged at a time of profound need, and it seems to

have helped him thrive. Feeling bad was part of what helped him do well, as his moods

consistently provoked empathy, assistance, and admiration.Many dispute this evolutionary

perspective, claiming that for every conceivable advantage depression might convey, there are

countless undeniable drawbacks. And for whatever reason it arises, depression can quickly

take on a life of its own. Whether we look for an explanation to neuroplasticity (the ability of

neurons to “reorganize” themselves) or the psychology of habit, it is plain that thoughts,

feelings, and behavior beget like thoughts, feelings, and behavior. And unlike, say, the pain of a

broken leg—which is linked to a specific stimulus and recedes in proportion to the recession of

that stimulus—melancholy, by its nature, is free-floating, vague, and uncertain. Part of the

appeal of melancholy in the early nineteenth century is that it was associated with a kind of

reserved power that could take spectacular outward expression. Yet there was also ample

awareness of the damage that could come from that power when, rather than moving outward

to help a person meet some need, it ricocheted around inside—to use an anachronistic

metaphor—like a mortar shell in a tank.Suicide was on Lincoln’s mind in his late twenties. He

spoke of it frequently during his first breakdown, and the “suicide watch” shows that his friends

took him seriously. As we have seen, he confessed to his friend and colleague Robert Wilson

that he thought so often of suicide—and so seriously—that he didn’t carry a knife in his pocket

for fear of what he might do with it. In a famous passage of a speech in January 1838, Lincoln

addressed the possibility of self-destruction on a national scale. Arguing that the United States

could never be vanquished by foes from abroad, he urged, “If destruction be our lot, we must

ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or

die by suicide.”According to Joshua Speed, Lincoln addressed the subject of suicide in another

literary work, a piece not on national destruction but on self-destruction. Speaking to a

biographer after Lincoln’s death, Speed said he was certain that Lincoln had written a poem on

suicide and published it in the Sangamo Journal. But Speed said that he wasn’t sure about the

date. It might have been 1840 or 1841 or, Speed said finally, 1838.For 139 years the poem

remained undiscovered. One reason is that an influential early biography assigned it an

incorrect date. Another reason is that for many decades Lincoln scholars were busy throwing

out evidence relating to his melancholy, rather than seeking new material. But recently an

independent scholar in Missouri named Richard Lawrence Miller noticed the poem and brought

it to light.On August 25, 1838, the Sangamo Journal carried its usual mix of ads, news, and



editorials. Wallace and Diller’s Drug and Chemical Store, at 4 Hoffman’s Row, had just received

a fresh supply of sperm oil, fishing rods, and French cologne. L. Higby, the town collector, gave

notice that all must pay their street tax or face “trouble.” And atop the news page, in the sixth

column, between a report from the Schuyler County Presbytery and the Sangamon County

Agricultural Society, the paper carried an unsigned poem titled “The Suicide’s Soliloquy.”The

lines are preceded by a note that explains that they were found “near the bones” of an

apparent suicide in a deep forest by the Sangamon River. The conceit, in other words, is that

this is a recovered suicide note. We learn from the poem that the woebegone narrator came to

the riverbank to leap from the metaphorical brink between anguished thought and oblivion. As

the poem begins, he announces his intention:Here, where the lonely hooting owlSends forth

his midnight moans,Fierce wolves shall o’er my carcase growl,Or buzzards pick my bones.No

fellow-man shall learn my fate,Or where my ashes lie;Unless by beasts drawn round their

bait,Or by the ravens’ cry.Yes! I’ve resolved the deed to do,And this the place to do it:This heart

I’ll rush a dagger throughThough I in hell should rue it!Often understood as an emotional

condition, depression is, to those who experience it, largely characterized by its thoughts.

William Styron says his depression was like a storm in his brain, punctuated by a thunder of

self-critical, fearful, despairing thoughts—one clap following another in an endless night.

Oppressed by these thoughts, people often become hopeless. Hopelessness, in an extreme

form, leads people to think that only one thing can break the cycle, and that is suicide. In what

psychologists call “cognitive restriction,” all the world’s possibilities become narrowed to just

two: whether to live or to die. “The single most dangerous word in all of suicidology,” writes

Edwin Shneidman, who founded the field of suicide studies, “is the four-letter word only” as in

“only one thing to do . . . only way to get away from it . . . jump off something good and

high.”Lincoln clearly knew the peculiar thought habits that are characteristic of depression. In

1842, called upon to comfort a friend in the midst of a severe depression, Lincoln wrote of “that

intensity of thought, which will some times wear the sweetest idea thread-bare and turn it to the

bitterness of death.” “The Suicide’s Soliloquy” is an eloquent illustration of such a torturous

cycle of thoughts.To ease me of this power to think,That through my bosom raves,I’ll headlong

leap from hell’s high brinkAnd wallow in its waves.The narrator of the poem makes a formal

argument. He’s willing to trade life on earth for life in hell. Many authors today would use “hell”

as a metaphor for a hard place. In Lincoln’s world, most people considered hell an actual place

where one’s soul would be subject to unending anguish and torture—conditions worse than a

human being could conceive. Knowing how he strays from the path to heaven, the narrator fully

expects an “endless night” of “frightful screams, and piercing pains,” with devils burning and

whipping him. But he cannot be dissuaded. “Think not with tales of hell to fright / Me, who am

damn’d on earth!” the poem insists, before resolving in orgiastic imagery of the self-

murder:Sweet steel! Come forth from out of your sheath,And glist’ning, speak your powers;Rip

up the organs of my breath,And draw my blood in showers!I strike! It quivers in that heartWhich

drives me to this end;I draw and kiss the bloody dart,My last—my only friend!Without an

original manuscript or a letter in which ownership is claimed, no unsigned piece can be

attributed definitively to an author. But the context points strongly to Lincoln. The reasons are,

first, that it fits Joshua Speed’s date; second, that its syntax, tone, reasoning, and references

are characteristic of Lincoln; and third, that the poem has the same meter as Lincoln’s other

published verse. A number of scholars who have closely studied Lincoln in this period say that

the poem rings true.What strengthens the case is that the poem is illustrative of several

paradoxical features of Lincoln’s melancholy in his late twenties, which in turn illustrate the

paradox of melancholy more generally. He often evinced both the pain of a sufferer from



depression and the curiosity of an observer. He articulated a sense of himself as degraded and

humiliated, but also, somehow, special and grand. And though the character of this poem

chooses death by the dagger, the author of the poem—using his tool, the pen—gave voice to

the impulse toward life. While the poem authentically portrays the suicidal mind in many

respects, in one respect it falls short. Most suicidal people don’t have a sense of what will

come next. In particular, writes Edwin Shneidman, “The idea of Hell does not ordinarily enter

into suicide . . . The destination (or concern) is not to go anywhere, except away. The goal is to

stop the flow of intolerable consciousness; not to continue in an afterlife or an eternity. ‘Escape’

does not mean to escape from one torture chamber to enter another. In suicide the goal is to

achieve a peace of mindlessness.”It might seem that writing a poem on suicide would be a sign

of danger. In fact, Lincoln’s poem both expressed his connection with such a morbid state of

mind and, to some extent, announced a mastery over it. This is consistent with a pattern often

observed by clinicians after a first severe episode of depression: people who struggle to

recover take some pride in their ability to have overcome such a dismal time. If a second

severe episode hits, it can be much worse. “Depression is the most difficult when people get

better and then get sick again,” says the psychiatrist Nassir Ghaemi. “They experience getting

well. They hope that they’ll stay well. And the next depression is all the harder. They just can’t

bear it.”CHAPTER 3I Am Now the Most Miserable Man LivingTHE EVENTS SURROUNDING

January 1, 1841, are among the most often mentioned, and the most frequently

misunderstood, episodes in Lincoln’s life. Countless works aver that, on that day, he split up

with his fiancée, Mary Todd, then fell into an intense but shortlived depression, during which he

missed work, made a spectacle of himself around town, and wrote a letter declaring, “I am now

the most miserable man living.”In fact, it’s unclear what happened on the day that Lincoln later

referred to as “that fatal first of Jany. ’41.” Rather than a clear reference to a known event,

Lincoln’s phrase is better understood as the suggestive headline over a tumultuous,

transformative period in his life—a time when a series of interwoven personal and professional

crises stripped from him nearly every layer of his fragile identity and threw him into a profound,

long-lasting depression. At a time when he had drawn closer than ever to suicide, Lincoln

submitted himself to the care of a medical doctor, only to emerge from the “treatment” worse

than when he went in.It is essential to get to the truth of this story—and to acknowledge where

the truth is elusive—because the episode is so essential to Lincoln’s life. The crisis, or series of

crises, proved to be a turning point. It marked the end of Lincoln’s youth, with its dramatic fits of

public melancholy, and the beginning of his manhood, with a quiet, weary suffering that many

witnessed but few could understand. It marked the end of his startling rise as a provincial

politician and the beginning of a long, slow trudge to find a voice in the affairs of the nation. Far

from a simple period of sickness and recovery, it was a profound testing for Lincoln. In this

period, he asked in stark terms whether he must die. And he arrived at a hard-fought clarity

about the reason he would live.During Lincoln’s rise as a state politician in the late 1830s, the

country’s economy was booming, and nowhere more than in Illinois. In just ten years the state’s

population tripled, as immigrants from the eastern states and Europe spilled into the prairies.

Stoking the fires of optimism, the Illinois General Assembly passed, and the governor signed, a

bill to create an extensive system of rails, roads, and canals. The law authorized $11 million in

bonds (more than $200 million in modern dollars) to finance it all. The fever for such projects—

known as “internal improvements”—had spread from the East, where the Erie Canal, which

opened in 1825, put New York City on the path to become the world’s great commercial center.

The canal’s champion, DeWitt Clinton, a ten-time mayor of the city and three-time governor of

the state, became a national hero. Lincoln showed his ambition, and his bravado, when he told



a colleague that he wanted to be the DeWitt Clinton of Illinois.While many politicians backed

internal improvements for political or pecuniary gain, Lincoln was a true believer. At first, this

redounded to his advantage. But in 1837, the United States fell into one of the worst financial

depressions of its young history. Across the country, scores of banks failed. Unemployment and

ruined fortunes led to food riots. In Illinois, which had been propped up by land speculation and

massive state spending, the debt exploded from $400,000 in 1836 to $6.5 million in 1838—

compared with a puny $150,000 in annual revenue.Early in the crisis, erstwhile backers

abandoned the internal improvements program. But Lincoln fought to expand it. When the

canals and roads were finished, he argued, the state would reap the rewards, so it ought to

endure the short-term pain. Thus Lincoln tied his reputation even more closely to a disastrous

policy. By the fall of 1839, with the debt continuing to rise and with mounting evidence of

corruption among private builders, the projects were shut down—“without benefit of clergy,”

Lincoln noted sardonically. By the end of 1840, the state was a wreck. Bank-issued currency

was worthless. The state debt now exceeded $13.6 million. The mere interest on those loans

exceeded the state’s annual revenue.Lincoln’s career suffered with the program he had

strongly advocated. In August 1840, he was reelected to the legislature—but narrowly, with the

fewest votes of any successful candidate. His colleagues frankly acknowledged that he, with

the other partisans for internal improvements, would not be a viable candidate for higher office.

That same season, Lincoln lost the biggest political fight of his young career when William

Henry Harrison, the Whig candidate for president, lost Illinois, despite Lincoln’s ferocious

politicking. (Harrison did win the White House.) Before Lincoln returned to Springfield, he spent

most of the year traveling, going over hard roads, eating lousy food, giving political speeches to

mostly hostile crowds, and scrounging up legal work to pay his bills. “In short,” writes Douglas

Wilson, “arriving in Springfield in November 1840, Abraham Lincoln must have been physically

and emotionally exhausted.”But he got no relief. Along with a stiff workload in the courts—in

December, he had nine cases before the state supreme court alone—Lincoln had to serve as

Whig floor leader for a special session of the legislature, which convened on November 23 to

address the debt crisis. Lincoln put forth a bill—“with great diffidence,” he said—to borrow more

money and raise new taxes in order to deal with the stupefying state debt. While he worked to

put out one political fire, a new one erupted. During the economic boom, the state bank had

issued paper currency that, in theory, could be exchanged at any time for “specie”—actual

silver or gold. With the economic collapse, however, the bank had put out far more paper

money than it could support. The Assembly had granted a reprieve—a suspension of specie

payments—that kept the bank alive. By law, specie payments would resume when the

legislature adjourned. Everyone assumed that would be the following year, when the regular

session ended. But in a maneuver to crush the bank—a pillar of the Whig program—the

Democrats moved to formally adjourn the special session, forcing the bank to come to account

months earlier than previously expected.With the vote set for Saturday, December 5, the final

day of the special session, the Whigs knew they would lose. In a gambit to prevent a quorum,

they left the building, with Lincoln and Joseph Gillespie remaining inside to manage things.

According to the Democratic newspaper, the Illinois State Register, Lincoln “appeared to enjoy

the embarrassment of the House” when it seemed that the vote would be hijacked. Then the

sergeant at arms, who had police powers, went out and rounded up the absent members. A

new count, including Lincoln and Gillespie, showed exactly sixty-one people in the room—just

the number to achieve a quorum. Lincoln, said the Register, “suddenly looked very grave . . .

The conspiracy having failed, Mr. Lincoln came under great excitement, and having attempted

and failed to get out at the door, very unceremoniously raised the window and jumped out.”



Mocking him, the Register joked that Lincoln was probably not hurt, “as it was noticed that his

legs reached nearly from the window to the ground!”Lincoln not only lost a key fight but made a

fool of himself in the process. And the political pressure did not let up. During the regular

session, which convened on December 7, the Democrats put forth a plan to pack the state

courts and won. Lincoln tried to unseat the Democratic public printer and lost. In the latter

campaign, Lincoln learned that one of his Whig colleagues, Andrew McCormack, planned to

go against him. Departing sharply from his usual cool, determined tone, Lincoln declared his

“utter astonishment” at McCormack’s plans. “It can not be, that one so true, firm, and

unwavering as you have ever been, can for a moment think of such a thing . . . All our friends

are ready to cut our throats about it.” Lincoln’s composure had begun to unwind—no surprise,

given that this career crisis coincided with an equally grave, confusing, and stressful period in

his personal life.After Ann Rutledge’s death, Lincoln had drawn close to marriage once, with

disastrous results. He courted a bright, witty, wealthy young woman named Mary Owens, but

quickly lost interest and found himself in a painful dilemma. On the one hand, he thought he’d

committed to the marriage and, he wrote, “I made a point of honor and conscience in all things,

to stick to my word.” On the other hand, he didn’t want to marry the girl. “Through life I have

been in no bondage, either real or imaginary from the thraldom of which I so much desired to

be free,” he wrote. Finally, he proposed, and Mary Owens refused him. This made him think

that maybe he loved her after all.Lincoln said at the end of the affair that he’d never marry,

because “I can never be satisfied with any one who would be block-head enough to have me.”

Practical complications compounded these psychological ones. Compared with a rural outpost

like New Salem, Springfield was a hive of social activity, but the cast of characters in a town of

only a few thousand was still sharply limited. It was not unlike scenes in many Victorian novels

in which the entrance of an eligible figure puts everyone in a dither.Though awkward with

women, Lincoln gamely continued to try to find a mate. Joshua Speed, the scion of a wealthy

Kentucky family, helped usher Lincoln into one locus of courtship in Springfield: the hilltop

home of Ninian Edwards, the son of Illinois’s former territorial governor, and his wife, Elizabeth

Edwards, the daughter of the prominent Kentucky banker Robert Todd. “Mr. Lincoln and Mr.

Speed were frequently at our house,” Mrs. Edwards recalled, and they “seemed to enjoy

themselves in their conversation beneath the dense shade of our forest trees.” Late in 1839,

Elizabeth Edwards’s younger sister, Mary Todd, came from Lexington to stay on indefinitely.

Twenty years old, with light brown hair, blue eyes, and long lashes, she immediately made her

presence known. She was witty, daring, politically astute—and a terrific flirt. Her younger

cousin, Presley Judson Edwards, remembered that “if there were several gentlemen in the

room with her, each one seemed to think he had received a special notice from Miss Todd.” Her

brother-in-law Ninian Edwards said bluntly, “She could make a bishop forget his prayers.”Mary

Todd was an ambitious woman at a time when courtship was one of the few outlets where

women could exercise power. The power was not of the vote, but of the veto. What made Mary

Todd ambitious—a dubious compliment for a Victorian female—was how hard she worked to

solicit proposals that she could then accept or reject. At some point, she lit on Lincoln, and he

on her. Precious little detail exists of their early contact, but they probably met soon after she

arrived in town. According to Mrs. Edwards, Lincoln found her sister beguiling and sat silently

while Mary led the conversation. She would have had much to talk about that interested him—

stories of Henry Clay, for instance, a friend of the Todd family and Lincoln’s political hero.

Ninian and Elizabeth Edwards at first favored the match. After all, Lincoln and Todd shared

political interests and literary tastes. Abe Lincoln wanted to achieve high political office. Mary

Todd often said she was destined to marry a president.Often awkward, courtship in the early



nineteenth century was awkward in its own special way. For Lincoln’s parents’ generation,

families were understood to serve a largely practical purpose. If men and women loved each

other, it was an outgrowth of shared responsibility and familiarity—and a matter of luck. With

limited choices and no chance of divorce, people had to take a stab at a good match and live

with it. But as Lincoln came of age, marriage increasingly became seen as an emotional and

spiritual union. Young men and women were being instructed that they should find “true love.”

Yet if anyone knew what that meant, there were few good ways to find it. Courtship was fraught

with tension, for the moment a man began to “come see” a woman, the prospect of marriage

sat in the room with them like an elephant. And there were few opportunities for young couples

—at least those who followed the rules—to spend time together alone.Meanwhile, declaring an

interest in marriage could trigger a massive responsibility. “In nineteenth-century America,”

writes Jean Baker, in Mary Todd Lincoln: A Biography, “a matrimonial pledge was as legally

binding a contract as any commercial agreement, and the right of the rejected to seek

damages was a familiar litigation.” Lincoln himself had successfully represented a plaintiff in a

“breach of promise” suit. And, of course, once married, there was no turning back. “Love might

not be eternal,” Baker writes, “but marriage, with divorce not yet an established civil procedure,

was . . . The choice of a bad mate was an irrevocable error.”In this environment, letters were

one good way for couples to get to know each other. According to Joshua Speed, that’s how

Todd and Lincoln began their tortured affair, exchanging notes in the late summer and early fall

of 1840. In September and October, when Lincoln was down in “Egypt,” the southern part of

Illinois, campaigning for William Henry Harrison, he sent letters back to Springfield. “She

darted after him—wrote him,” Speed recalled. “She had taken a fancy to Mr. Lincoln,” said his

friend O. H. Browning, “and I always thought she did most of the courting until they became

engaged.” Apparently Lincoln expressed enough interest that, by the time he returned to

Springfield in November, they were considered an item.But he quickly decided he had made a

mistake. According to a variety of observers, the proximate cause of Lincoln’s change of heart

was a new arrival in town. In the middle of November, Matilda Edwards, a wry, self-assured,

pretty eighteen-year-old, came to Springfield for the winter, accompanying her father, a

member of the General Assembly. She turned heads with her willowy figure and her blond hair

that hung in curls, “like the wind at play with sunbeams,” said one admirer. Like Mary Todd,

Matilda Edwards stayed in the Edwards home on the hill—in fact, the two young women

probably shared a bed. Mary took note of the new arrival: “a most interesting young lady,” she

wrote, “her fascinations, have drawn a concourse of beaux & company round us.”Lincoln was

among the “concourse of beaux.” “Mr. Lincoln,” said Browning, “became very much attached to

her, (Miss Matilda Edwards) and finally fell desperately in love with her.” Yet he judged that, as

a matter of honor, he couldn’t approach Edwards—or any other girl—until he secured a

“release” from Todd. He may have thought that she, too, desired a release from their

engagement. For Mary Todd was still encouraging a number of men in their affections—not just

Lincoln, but the Democratic buck Stephen Douglas, a Whig widower named Edwin Webb, and

Lincoln’s good friend Joseph Gillespie. “Miss Todd is flourishing largely,” one socialite reported

in January. “She has a great many Beaus.”Maybe Mary Todd had decided she wanted Lincoln

and used the other men to tease out his interest. Maybe she hadn’t yet decided and wanted to

keep an open field. Maybe she had committed to Lincoln but strayed herself. “Lincoln’s &

Mary’s engagement &c were broken off by her flirtations with [Stephen] Douglas,” offered her

sister and brother-in-law in a joint interview. An intriguing remark by Mary herself—and one of

very few she made about the troubled courtship—suggested a sense of wrongdoing. “My

beloved husband,” she wrote in 1865, “had so entirely devoted himself to me, for two years



before my marriage, that I doubtless trespassed, many times & oft, upon his great tenderness

& amiability of character.”According to Speed, what pained the tender Lincoln was that he

wanted out of the relationship, but he didn’t know how to get out. He had a strict sense of

rectitude—“especially when it comes to women,” he wrote—and knew that his reputation would

suffer if he behaved dishonorably. Mary Todd’s relations, prominent and wealthy Whigs in

Kentucky and Illinois, were not people to cross. Finally deciding he had to act, Lincoln wrote

her a letter, took it to Speed, and asked him to deliver it to her. When he said no, Lincoln

rejoined, “Speed, I always knew you were an obstinate man. If you won’t deliver it I will get

someone else to do it.” But Speed wouldn’t give the letter back. “Words are forgotten,” he said,

“misunderstood—passed by—not noticed in a private conversation—but once put your words

in writing and they stand as a living and eternal monument against you. If you think you have

will and manhood enough to go and see her and speak to her what you say in that letter, you

may do that.”Lincoln did as his friend suggested, but—maybe this is why he wanted to write—

he bungled the job. Here is how Speed (the only good source for this exchange) told the story,

in an interview, as recorded by Lincoln’s law partner William Herndon: “Went to see ‘Mary’—

told her that he did not love her—She rose—and Said ‘The deciever shall be decieved wo is

me.’; alluding to a young man She fooled—Lincoln drew her down on his Knee—Kissed her &

parted—He going one way & She an other.”Some of the details here are unclear: Which young

man did she “fool”? Who told Speed about it, Lincoln or Todd? Regardless, the gist of the

exchange was plain enough. Intending to break things off, Lincoln had told Todd that he didn’t

love her. But when she got upset, he drew her to him and kissed her. When Lincoln reported

the exchange to Speed, he said, “The last thing is a bad lick but it cannot now be helped.” In

other words, with his gesture of affection, Lincoln made matters more ambiguous than

before.Here is how Speed reported the next step of this affair, as recorded by Herndon:

“Lincoln did Love Miss Edwards—‘Mary’ Saw it—told Lincoln the reason of his Change of mind

—heart & soul—released him.” In other words, though Lincoln didn’t have the nerve to say it,

Todd saw that he fancied Matilda Edwards. She came to him and told him that she knew what

was going on and that he could consider himself freed from any obligations to her. Then,

according to both her sister and brother-in-law, she made another point, which proved to be the

kicker. “Miss Todd released Lincoln from his Contract,” Ninian Edwards told Herndon, “leaving

Lincoln the privilege of renewing it if he wished.” Elizabeth Todd Edwards described the same

exchange and added flavor to her sister’s motivation. “The world had it that Mr L backed out.

And this placed Mary in a peculiar Situation & to set herself right and to free Mr Lincoln’s mind

She wrote a letter to Mr L Stating that She would release him from his Engagements . . . yet

She Said that She would hold the question an open one—that is that She had not Changed

her mind, but felt as always.”The message may sound innocuous, or even kindly. But for Lincoln

there was a scolding subtext. He had extended himself to a woman, who still loved him, yet he

was dallying with others. “His conscience troubled him dreadfully,” said Browning, “for the

supposed injustice he had done, and the supposed violation of his word which he had

committed.” Desiring a woman he was not free to approach, bound to a woman he had decided

he didn’t love—facing all the while the crack-up of his political career—Lincoln now faced a

direct challenge to the one asset that mattered to him above all others, his reputation. He fell

apart. “Lincoln went Crazy,” Speed said,”—had to remove razors from his room—take away all

Knives and other such dangerous things—&c—it was terrible— was during the Special session

of the Ills legislature in 1840.” “Lincoln,” said Ninian Edwards, “went Crazy as a Loon.”From

here, we need to leap ahead fifteen months. In the interim, Lincoln had helped Joshua Speed

through his own emotionally tumultuous engagement. Finally Speed had married, and he wrote



to Lincoln that he was “far happier” than he ever expected to be. Lincoln replied, in a letter of

March 27, 1842, “I am not going beyond the truth, when I tell you, that the short space it took

me to read your last letter, gave me more pleasure, than the total sum of all I have enjoyed

since that fatal first of Jany. ’41. Since then, it seems to me, I should have been entirely happy,

but for the never-absent idea that there is one still unhappy whom I have contributed to make

so. That still kills my soul. I can not but reproach myself, for even wishing to be happy while she

is otherwise.”There is no question that Mary Todd was the “one still unhappy,” nor that Lincoln

associated her, somehow, with the events surrounding “that fatal first.” An early biographer

seized on this connection and assumed that the breakup between Abraham and Mary had

taken place on January 1, 1841, sending him into a depression. From the publication of that

book, in the early 1870s, until very recently, scholars have made the same assumption.When

we look at the actual letter, however, questions arise. Lincoln said that the news of Speed’s

happiness brought him more pleasure than anything since “that fatal first.” In a long exchange

that preceded that remark, Lincoln had been deeply occupied with Speed’s trouble, and he’d

repeatedly professed his own sympathetic misery. It bears asking: Might “that fatal first” have

referred to something in Speed’s life? Might it allude to something that affected both friends?

Might Lincoln’s breakup with Mary Todd have been part of a much larger story?With these

questions in mind, we return to the available evidence about the winter of 1840–1841 in

Springfield. Nothing else suggests that Lincoln and Mary Todd split on January 1, and three

pieces of evidence suggest that, at the very least, we should consider the case unsettled.First,

we have Joshua Speed’s testimony. Speed told Herndon that Lincoln got his fraught release

from Mary, then went crazy during the special session of the legislature in 1840. It may be that

Speed meant to refer to the whole session, which ran from late November 1840 to early March

1841. More precisely, though, the special session was over on December 5. The fact that

Democrats used the session’s endpoint as a pretext to try to kill the state bank—which led to

Lincoln’s inglorious window jump—would have made this date memorable.Second, we have a

letter from Mary Todd, written in December 1840, and its cryptic mention of Lincoln. Referring

to changes that had taken place in her world, Todd wrote, “Lincoln’s, lincoln green, have gone

to dust.” What on earth did she mean by this? It helps to know that Lincoln green was a style of

dyed wool—famously worn by Robin Hood—that originated in Lincoln, England. The phrase

“Lincoln green” appears in a passage of Sir Walter Scott’s epic poem Rokeby. It is intriguing to

consider that Todd, who loved Scott’s work, was alluding in her letter to this poem, which is the

story of a maiden named Matilda, who married a commoner rather than the nobleman to whom

she had been promised. In Springfield, Lincoln’s status as the son of a poor farmer—as

opposed to the many young burghers about town—was often remarked upon. Using clever

shorthand, Todd may have been saying that a connection between her and Lincoln had

dissolved and that the commoner was now tied to Matilda Edwards. Or perhaps “gone to dust”

signified a mental breakdown, in which a person’s outward character (metaphorically his suit of

clothes) vanishes, showing something naked and shocking underneath.Third, a recently

discovered letter indicates that Lincoln and Todd may have been sixty miles from each other on

January 1, 1841. On Christmas Eve day, a party that included Todd and Matilda Edwards

traveled from Springfield to Jacksonville, Illinois. A few days later, Matilda’s father, Cyrus

Edwards, wrote a letter from Springfield in which he said that the young women “will return on

Monday.” This letter was postmarked Tuesday, December 29, 1840. If we assume he didn’t

mean Monday, December 28 (which had already passed when the letter was mailed), this puts

Mary Todd in Jacksonville until January 4.
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Ephron: The Last Interview: and Other Conversations (The Last Interview Series), Intentional

Mindset: Developing Mental Toughness and a Killer Instinct

Steven J. Drahozal, “The best book on Lincoln I have read - informative and inspiring. I have

read biographies of Lincoln and generally stay away from books focusing on one aspect of his

life. This examination of his depression or melancholy, however, seemed interesting. True to its

subtitle, the book discusses how depression was a challenge to Lincoln throughout his life. This

is not based just on anecdotal evidence, but draws upon psychological sources to suggest

possible diagnosis. The author understands that any such diagnosis is flawed, but discusses

the likelihood of Lincoln being chronically depressed.More than that, the book shows that

although he never overcame depression, he was able to find a way through it. This not only

brings new insight into Lincoln's greatness, but offers insight for those suffering today. The

book addresses the history of depression and how it was treated medically, how it was dealt

with in Lincoln's life, as well as viewing Lincoln's depression through what we know now. It's an

inspiring and informative book.”

Gettysburg Farm, “How Lincoln managed his depression so he could contribute to the world.

“His melancholy dripped from him as he walked,” wrote Abraham Lincoln’s law partner in

Illinois.His colleague Henry Whitney said, “No element of Mr. Lincoln’s character was so

marked, obvious and ingrained as his mysterious and profound melancholy.”In 1841 Lincoln

himself wrote, “I am now the most miserable man living. If what I felt were distributed to the

whole human family, there would not be one happy face on the earth. I must die or be better it

appears to me.”Though considered our greatest President, Lincoln was troubled by a lifelong

sadness and bouts of major depression. Twice he was on suicide watch by his friends, and for

a week he submitted to a physician’s treatment for melancholy: bloodletting and purging to get

the “black bile” out of his veins. Lincoln struggled with thoughts of failure and for years refused

to carry a knife for fear of what he might do with it.In a 2005 book by Joshua Wolf Shenk,

Lincoln’s Melancholy: How Depression Challenged a President and Fueled his Greatness, the

author noted three stages in his illness: Fear, engagement, and transcendence.During his early

years, he was searching for some purpose in living, continuing to question, “Why am I here?”

In the second period of engagement with life, he worked diligently to answer that question in



the serious, focused way he approached everything. In spite of his deep emotional pain, he

tried hard to focus on inner work that led to his developing strategies for how he could change,

and to understanding what he must accept and endure.He did develop successful strategies.

His famous use of humor was a product of his constant search for funny stories to raise his

spirits. On a more serious note, he read reflections of his own pain in Shakespeare’s tragedies

and dramatic poetry, which he also wrote. Lincoln’s favorite gloomy poem was “Oh, why should

the spirit of mortal be proud!”He used reason to develop discipline, to work just for the sake of

work. Plodding ahead day by day, he finally found the vital purpose for his life in fighting the

expansion of slavery and preserving the Union. He continued to have the challenges of

depression but now had a reason to live.Lincoln was seldom a positive thinker. He accepted

that we live in a painful world where imperfect people do their best with mediocre materials.

Experienced through his own inner struggle to do just that, he was able to bring our country

through the loss and turmoil of Civil War.Because of his personal anguish, Lincoln understood

that the enemy of American democracy is within, saying, “If destruction be our lot, we must

ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or

die by suicide.”His life tells us that with noble goals, reason, humor, and art, we can come

through tragic circumstances and contribute to the greater good. (Written for the Gettysburg

Times, 1/2022)”

bflosenrab, “One of the most meaningful books I've read in years. I need to read it again.. The

majority of this book sets up Lincoln's personal life, background and new [to me, anyway]

insights into his spells of depression in his young adulthood and time in Indiana and Illinois

before he appeared on the national stage. This narrative of Lincoln's difficult early years is

masterfully told, and this is a cliché term, but I felt like I could feel Lincoln's pain. The only thing

that kept me from giving this book a 5 star review was that I felt like the author "rushed"

Lincoln's depression within his actual presidency at the end. A very small percentage is

devoted to his time in Washington. Perhaps this was because his presidency is so well

documented that the author felt most of the details would be redundant information. Or,

Lincoln's ability to handle the daily toil of managing a Civil War as president could make the

case on its own that the personal turmoil and tragedies he had endured prior to the White

House *were* his qualifications. It just left me wanting more tales of how Lincoln's depression

carried the country through a devastating time in our history. Maybe I need to read it again.”

Donald N. Powell, “Very enlightening. A fascinating book about Lincoln and about depression

as well. The research and scholarship is excellent. He included many references from many

disciplines and that added great value to the author's credibility and thoughtfulness of the topic.

He was very realistic about how history can be so tainted by the teller and that was refreshing

and enlightening. Mr. Lincoln was a complex human and this refreshing analysis of him added

a great deal to Lincolnography, while still admitting some things cannot truly be "known". This

book was a true page turner for me. I have read a bit about Lincoln and this added nicely to it.”

Slue, “A very different and very important Lincoln book. There are literally hundreds of books

on Abraham Lincoln. Most of them deal, at least in some small way, with his long bouts with

depression. The reason this book is important is that it dives deeper in to his lifelong wrestling

match with the disease and helps us to understand not only our different and relatively

intolerant reaction to the condition but also helps us see how depression moulded Lincoln in

some very important ways. In particular, it shows how battling depression and overcoming its



effects gave Lincoln strength he later drew upon to get through the many dark and difficult

chapters of his presidency. Without this strength and emotional capability, our country may

have been a very different place.Depression most often effects strong but sensitive types who

are suddenly overwhelmed circumstances. That combination of strength and sensitivity (ability

to understand the human condition) is important in all leadership roles. It is therefore important

for us to understand how depressions plays a role, not only to inform our management of the

disease, but also to help us properly understand the qualities of those who suffer and the

potential benefits of coming through the experience and emerging out the other side. This is

particularly important in a society that views depression as a weakness. In fact, we should

look for people with the greatest range of experiences and challenges when choosing our

leaders for they have the greatest range of understanding and perspective from which to lead.”

Alexander McKay, “Another insight into this amazing man. This is a deep and detailed study of

the depression-ridden Old Abe and his struggles to overcome the illness over the years. I

found it intriguing.”

RB, “Inspiring and concretely helpful. For someone with an academic interest in Lincoln's

struggles with what appears to have been depression, this book fills a particular niche with flair

and careful research. For someone with a personal interest in the struggle with depression, it is

even more: an inspiring account of how Lincoln managed to accomplish so much despite his

pain, and indeed how his ways of managing that pain contributed to his excellence. I found it

perceptive and very helpful in adopting specific and effective strategies. Informative and very

much recommended.”

priyadarshi srivastav, “Rivetting. I have read this book after I got fascinated with persona of

Abraham Lincoln. This book dwells into the emotional life of Lincoln. How he overcome his

melancholy to become a legend.”

Sherrybaby, “Page turner. If you are a history buff and suffer from depression you will enjoy this

book. It inspired me to rise above this depression I have.”

The book by Joshua Wolf Shenk has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 527 people have provided

feedback.
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