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When you 
understand how the 

slave system operates, it 
is impossible for you to 
think of it as being right.

Why do you believe 
so strongly that 

slavery is wrong? Did 
you always feel 

this way?

And when you believe, 
as I do, that slavery—
owning another human 
being—is fundamentally 

wrong…

…let’s just say it would have been very 
hard for you to ignore the expansion 
of slavery that was happening in our 
country. Like many Americans, I felt I 

had to fight against slavery.

I’ve asked myself 
that very same 
question several 

times, Tad.

But the issue that divided our 
country in half—the issue of 
slavery—existed long before 
I became president or was 

even born.

So many Americans have died 
in the Civil War! Do you think 

there’s anything you could have 
done differently as president 

of the United States? Is there 
something you 

could have done 
to save all those 

lives?

Can I ask 
you a question, 

Father?

April 14, 1865. The White 
House, Washington, DC.

Yes, Tad*, 
what is it?

*Lincoln’s son Thomas was called ‘Tad’ by family 
and friends. Lincoln gave him the nickname 

because as a baby he squirmed like a tadpole.
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‘Even before America was founded in 
1776, much of our economy was based on 
farming, especially in the southern part of 
the country. And tending to the crops on 

these plantations was hard, grueling work.’

Men did not want to work on the 
fields or limit their profits by hiring 
many workers to tend the fields…’

‘…so they turned to slavery, 
to the continent of Africa.’

‘Men and women from Africa 
were forced from their 

homelands by the slave traders...’

‘…and transported by ship to America 
to be sold to wealthy, white plantation 

owners to work on their fields.’

‘Once enslaved, they had no freedom and no 
rights. They were paid nothing for their work, 

and were treated like animals or property.’

On your 
feet!
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‘Many people objected to the 
enslavement on moral or religious 

grounds. They wanted slavery outlawed.’

‘But America was made up of several 
states, each free to make its own laws, 
which included those regarding slavery.’

‘And that is what they did. On February 12, 
1809, in Hardin County in Kentucky, I was 

born in a small, one-room log cabin.’

‘By 1809 there were twenty-two 
states in America. Those in the 
North did not allow slavery. But 

those in the South felt otherwise.’

‘And whether all of the undeveloped land 
in the west of America would or wouldn’t 
allow slavery was becoming perhaps the 
biggest question facing America then.’

‘But my parents, born to undistinguished 
families, weren’t leaders looking to change 
the country. They just wanted to carve out 

their own quiet place and start a family.’

‘Every American had an opinion on 
whether slavery was right or wrong…’

‘…including my parents.’
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‘Unfortunately, a heavy rain 
soon flooded our little garden.’

‘Of course I wasn’t aware of what was happening 
in our nation when I was a boy. My sister Sarah 
and my concerns then were with things like…’

1815. Knob Creek, 
Kentucky.

Can we plant 
new crops in our 

garden and watch 
them grow, 

Father?

Yes, we can, 
Abraham. But I’m 
not sure whether 
we will be here to 

see it grow.

Mother and 
Father said we could 

plant anything we want. 
Let’s plant pumpkins 
that will grow bigger 

than our home! And corn
 that will grow 
taller than our 

father!

What should 
we plant in our 
garden, Sarah?

Father!

Mother!
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‘Over the years, my father lost a 
lot of land and money in disputes, 

like many living in Kentucky.’

‘About one-eighth of Americans were 
enslaved then—all of them black—

and slavery was an issue weighing on 
the minds of all Americans.’

‘So we moved to a new farm in Spencer 
County in Indiana in December 1816, and set 

up a small shelter to serve as our new home.’

‘As my parents were poor 
and illiterate, they depended 

on land to survive.’

‘My father had purchased a 
farmland in Kentucky with 

the hope of raising crops and 
livestock to provide for his family.’

‘But in Kentucky, the local government 
did not oversee land purchases. So 
at times, there were several people 

claiming ownership of one land, which 
led to bitter disputes.’

I’ve also heard 
that Indiana is a free 

state, filled with people 
like us who believe 
slavery is unjust.

We 
should move 
to Indiana, 

Nancy. 

In Indiana, no 
one can take our 

land from us, as the 
government regulates 

all land purchases.

You say you 
purchased the land near 

the creek, Thomas, and that 
it has dried up. I say there 
never was a creek here. 

This land is mine!
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Born to illiterate parents in the untamed frontiers 
of America and raised with virtually no formal 
education, Abraham Lincoln often questioned his 
future. But he took comfort in knowing that he had 
the freedom to choose his own path in life. Freedom, 
he believed, was a precious thing, and he was certain 
that no man had the right to enslave another.

Unfortunately, not everyone in America shared that 
belief. In the mid-19th century, America was a nation 
with more than 4 million slaves; it was a nation 
that had lost its moral compass, a nation that was 
desperate for a leader to step forward. That leader 
was Abraham Lincoln.

Thrust into the national spotlight when his conscience 
would not let him turn away from injustice, Abraham 
Lincoln took control of a shattered nation at the cusp 
of a civil war. And he helped ensure that the idea of 
freedom for all did not perish, and that America lived 
up to the dream of its Founding Fathers.
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