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Commentary on
The Town Abraham Lincoln Warned

“It wasn’t planned, but Leigh Henson’s book fits very nicely with
my recently published book [Abraham Lincoln in Logan County, lllinois
1834—1860]. Leigh’s work basically picks up where my book ends.”
—Paul J. Beaver, professor emeritus of history, Lincoln College of Lin-
coln, Illinois

“A splendid story of Lincoln, Illinois’ heritage as the unique
town and its college that were named for Abraham Lincoln during his
lifetime. Thus, no other location can claim that honor. Professor Henson
has mined his primary sources well and writes with style and verve. His
documented book is a model which could be emulated by others who
wish to preserve their heritage and history.” —Dr. Wayne C. Temple,
chief deputy director, Illinois State Archives, and author of Abraham Lin-
coln, from Skeptic to Prophet, By Square and Compass: the Building of
Lincoln’s Home and Its Saga;, Abraham Lincoln and Others at the St.
Nicholas; Lincoln the Railsplitter; and others

“Here is a true labor of love: Leigh Henson, born and raised in
Lincoln, Illinois, but long a resident in Missouri, has returned frequently
in person, and continually in imagination and via the internet. His aim
has been to discover the way the town has learned to remember and cele-
brate its own history, and its relationship to the state’s most famous citi-
zen, Abraham Lincoln. This was the first town named for Lincoln, who
helped in its creation, owned a piece of ground in it, and ceremonially
christened it with watermelon juice. As an advocate of faithful historical
representations, Henson is one of many heroes in his own story, which,
mixing nostalgia, patriotism, and commercialism, tells a rich tale about
‘flyover country’—considerably more interesting than denizens of our
great metropolises might think.” —Robert M. McColley, professor
emeritus of history, the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana

“l once heard Ken Burns say about the value of history—
‘How can you possibly know where you are going if you don’t know
where you have been?’ D. Leigh Henson’s writing helps us understand
where we have been, who we are, and how Abraham Lincoln’s first
namesake town has been shaped by that heritage. The town may be Lin-
coln, but Henson’s weaving of time and place and heritage together tells
a story of small town America.” —James A. Knecht, native Lincolnite
and justice of the Illinois Appellate Court
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Foreword

Dr. Leigh Henson’s book, The Town Abraham Lincoln Warned,
is one of those rare gifts that operates on several distinct levels at once,
like a great movie that can capture children, awe teenagers, and move
adults who see it. Such creative works are rare, but when they come
along they have a staying power and a reach that make them truly special.
This book is creative and sophisticated in just such a fashion.

Dr. Henson’s book will appeal to Lincoln amateurs and aficiona-
dos for its clean, effective storytelling, stories that arise from the litera-
ture and folk art of a small town. One of those stories, in fact, concerns
Abraham Lincoln’s own involvement in the naming of this small town in
the heart of Illinois, the only town named for him before he became
President. The book is remarkably well documented.

Apart from its Lincoln lore, however, Dr. Henson’s writing
should find an enthusiastic welcome among the thousands of town and
city leaders across the country interested in unlocking the historical roots
and heritage of their own home “places.” Astoundingly, this book about
Abraham Lincoln’s “own little town” provides a virtual road map for the
careful but effective study and promotion of local civic history.

The book is an outgrowth of Dr. Henson’s one-of-a-kind, award-
winning Web site, begun in 2003. It is devoted to the history and lore of
Lincoln, Illinois, a town thirty miles northeast of Springfield, the state
capital, and not far from New Salem, both Lincoln landmarks. Nearby
Lincoln, Illinois, turns out also to be a place that Honest Abe knew well,
as Dr. Henson is meticulously documenting.

Henson grew up in Lincoln and graduated from Lincoln Commu-
nity High School. After high school, his experiences at Lincoln College
turned him into a student of “Lincoln in Lincoln.” Ironically, the work of
discovering and telling the Lincoln, Illinois, story goes on, as the Web
site continues to grow, story by story, research project by research
project. In 2004, the Web site was honored by the Illinois State Historical
Society as the “best of the year,” a model of historical work, packaged in
a highly readable fashion, not in books until now, but on the Internet.
This remarkable book, too, has the distinct and promising sense of being
a “work in progress.”

Because Lincoln, Illinois, sitting along the famed Route 66 mid-
way between Chicago and St. Louis, did not become a city but has re-
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mained a relatively small town, it represents small towns everywhere.
Ironically, like Lincoln, small towns, whether in New England, in the ru-
ral South, the Great Plains or out West, have unique histories. While Dr.
Henson’s Web site is the “story” of his town—as well as my own—this
book has come into being, at least in part, to provide a template for lead-
ers of small towns everywhere who wish to “discover” the unique histo-
ries of their own towns and turn those histories into a town’s special iden-
tity, its signature, both for the present and the future. This book is a veri-
table tour de force in how to do that, written by one who demonstrates the
process, step-by-step along the way.

It is a practical volume, crammed with ideas, filled with cau-
tions—a gold mine for civic leaders and day-to-day citizens who are
proud of their own “town” and wish to capture it for future generations—
whether Abraham Lincoln walked in its streets or not.

What Leigh Henson has done for “his town,” as described in de-
tail in this stunning book, will live for generations beyond him. He has
been instrumental in bringing to life—nay, to larger-than-life—one spe-
cial little town’s on-going celebrations, public art, and habits of remem-
bering that will introduce countless visitors and students of a youthful
Lincoln to the Great Emancipator’s own town, the one he christened him-
self, the records suggest, with a watermelon.

—Joseph Morris Webb, Ph.D., professor of Communication
Studies, Gardner-Webb University; author of seven books and the forth-
coming Don’t Call Us Mormons; graduate of Lincoln Christian Univer-
sity, 1964; and salutatorian of the Lincoln Community High School
(LCHS) Class of 1960

Boiling Springs, North Carolina
November 17, 2010



Preface

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 es-
teem. —Abraham Lincoln

This Book’s Purpose and Significance

According to legend, in 1853 when three speculators wanted to
form a new railroad town thirty miles north of Springfield, Illinois—the
state capital—, they asked their attorney, Abraham Lincoln, for permis-
sion to name the town for him, and he quipped: “You’d better not do that,
for I never knew anything named Lincoln that amounted to much.”' In
August of that year Mr. Lincoln used watermelon juice to christen the
town in his name. The town thus became the first Lincoln namesake
town—and the only town named for him before he became famous.

Abraham Lincoln tenaciously struggled to attain his “peculiar
ambition” of earning respect—but was widely and severely criticized
during the Civil War and perhaps would have been amazed at the world-
wide fame he achieved in posterity. For generations and in many ways,
Lincoln, Illinois—the seat of Logan County since 1854—has searched
for, commemorated, and exploited its Abraham Lincoln-related history
and the Lincoln legend in general as this town has aspired to “amount to
something.” The tradition of engaging in these activities forms the living
namesake heritage of Lincoln, Illinois, and this book probes the questions
of how this town has created that heritage and how well it has done so.

The foundation of the Lincoln heritage of this community con-
sists of Mr. Lincoln’s legal work and social activities in Postville and
Lincoln, his role in the founding of his first namesake town, his owner-
ship of a lot on the square, and his political activity in these settings. This
book tells how this community has explored its Abraham Lincoln-related
history and developed its Lincoln-related historic sites, historical mark-
ers, celebrations, re-enactments, and festivals. Also discussed are the
works of art relating to the local historic sites and Mr. Lincoln, including
locally produced or owned literature, statues, busts, photographs, draw-
ings, paintings, film/video, and other commemorative works.

The story of the Lincoln heritage in his first namesake town has
involved the civic engagement and interaction of individuals, govern-
ment, educational institutions, business and industry, and nonprofits. The
research used to investigate these relationships and the heritage they de-
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veloped encompasses such primary sources (those contemporary to
events) as newspaper articles, reminiscence, and the personal experience
of my community service. Of course, numerous secondary sources are
used as well, including publications for academic and general readers.
The study of this Lincoln heritage reveals the community’s or an individ-
ual’s sometimes faithful adherence to facts, sometimes the struggle to
distinguish between fact and myth, and sometimes an eager association of
the local Lincoln heritage with Lincoln lore in general, including the odd,
sometimes controversial treatments of him seen in popular culture.

Countless creative and scholarly works have been written to por-
tray and explain local and regional history, but there is a lack of research
and publication on how communities have used their history to construct
heritage. Thus, this study of how the first Lincoln namesake town has de-
veloped such a heritage provides an original approach to writing
social-cultural history.

The Genesis and Research of This Book

I was born and raised in the small prairie town of Lincoln, Illi-
nois. I moved from there in 1961 to study at Illinois State University.
Then, for thirty years I taught in Pekin, Illinois, but Lincoln was only
about forty miles away so I often returned to visit family and friends. In
2002 I began to research the history of my hometown for personal and
professional reasons. Many people have a natural curiosity about the so-
cial factors that have shaped their lives. I researched my hometown’s his-
tory for insight into how that community influenced my parents’ genera-
tion, my generation, and me. I have only an undergraduate minor in his-
tory, but I am educated and experienced as a researcher and writer, with
publications in several areas of English studies and history: the theory,
practice, and pedagogy of technical communication; rhetoric and compo-
sition; the pedagogy of literature; literary history; literary criticism; and
Ilinois history.

My research benefited from the Internet’s growing power to al-
low database searches for books and articles geared for both scholars and
general readers. The use of email expedited communication with profes-
sional and talented amateur historians. Web site publication with email
links stimulated reader response, providing testimonials and generating
leads for further research and reminiscence from former and present-day
Lincolnites.
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I learned a great deal, exploring how this community is both
unique and typical of small Midwestern towns. This information has
helped me to assess the mixed feelings about this town that [ have experi-
enced since adolescence (of course, many others have mixed feelings
about their hometowns, large or small). My research has strengthened my
view that overall the experience of my formative years in Lincoln
(1942—1961) was positive. My family life was stable, and at Lincoln
Community High School and Lincoln College, I discovered the subjects I
have always enjoyed studying and teaching—Iliterature, history, and writ-
ing.

A professional motive for my history research was to adapt it for
publication that would serve the state-mandated public affairs mission of
Missouri State University, where I was tenured in the English Depart-
ment. | adapted my research by creating an extensive community history
Web site (comparable to a multi-volume book) as a “distance” public ser-
vice to inform viewers about the social-cultural history and heritage of
Lincoln, Illinois. That Web site aims to strengthen the civic pride of for-
mer, current, and future Lincolnites; to inspire readers to become more
interested in the social-cultural history of the Land of Lincoln; and to en-
courage people to visit this historic central Illinois town.

Using various kinds of resources, I developed an online commu-
nity history of Lincoln, Illinois, that is broader, deeper, and richer in tex-
tual and graphic content (maps, photographs, and picture postcards) than
hardbound versions of local histories. With this project, I aspired to cre-
ate a new model for the development of community history Web sites.
Another professional reason for creating this online community history
was to develop skill in Web site publication and promotion. As I learned
how to use computer and Internet technology for these purposes, 1 ap-
plied that know-how to the courses in technical writing, research, and
Web site design and development that I taught at Missouri State Univer-
sity as part of its Master of Arts in Writing program.

In July of 2003, I announced the publication of the Web site ti-
tled Mr. Lincoln, Route 66, and Other Highlights of Lincoln, Illinois.* In
response to the press releases [ sent, several central Illinois newspapers,
including the Lincoln Courier, LincolnDailyNews.com, and the Peoria
Journal Star, published feature stories about this project. The publishers
of two major Web sites devoted to Abraham Lincoln, Abraham Lincoln
Online and The Abraham Lincoln Research Site, added links to my com-
munity history Web site, as did the Web site of the Illinois State Histori-
cal Society and Web sites devoted to Route 66 history. In 2004 the Illi-
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nois State Historical Society awarded this publication “Best Web Site of
the Year.” The award cites this project for its “superior achievement:
serves as a model for the profession and reaches a greater public.” In
2005 I published an article about this community history Web site in a
peer-reviewed journal in my primary field of technical communication.

I have continually augmented and refined this online hometown
history. The result is an innovative resource with diverse content: social,
cultural-literary, political, and family history, including reminiscence.
The site presents new information based on my research about Abraham
Lincoln’s activity in his namesake town and the local Lincoln heritage.
The Web site also presents my two research-supported essays on social
factors seen in William Maxwell’s writings based on Lincoln, Illinois,
our mutual hometown. Some of the content of this site has been pub-
lished as articles in academic journals and central Illinois newspapers.

Within the broad scope of the community history Web site of
Lincoln, Illinois, Abraham Lincoln continually emerged as a central sub-
ject-theme. My Lincoln Web site documents Mr. Lincoln’s legal, busi-
ness, and political activities in the only town named for (and by) him be-
fore he became famous. This community history project, moreover, has
led me to write some original material that expands, refines, and pro-
motes the history and Lincoln heritage of his first namesake town. In ef-
fect, my community history Web site is a rich companion resource for
this book.

In 2007, using the Internet, [ became directly involved in shaping
the Lincoln-related history and heritage of my hometown. In the fall of
that year, I publicly debated with officials of the Lincoln Christian
Church over their claim that Abraham Lincoln had practiced law in the
building that became their first church. That building had been used for
circuit court proceedings after the Logan County Courthouse burned in
the spring of 1857. This debate took place in various central Illinois me-
dia. In 2010 I continued my research and publication about that question.
This debate is described in Chapter 3.

Also in the fall of 2007 I made two public proposals for ways my
hometown could celebrate the Abraham Lincoln Bicentennial, and as a
result I was appointed to the Abraham Lincoln Bicentennial Commission
of Lincoln, Illinois. Further, I offered to create a Web site for this Com-
mission.” That Web site served as a clearinghouse of information about
the Commission’s progress and as a promotional tool for the events it
sanctioned and sponsored. Additionally, I researched and wrote the play
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script used to re-enact Mr. Lincoln’s 1858 namesake town rally and
speech as the primary event of the local Lincoln Bicentennial Celebra-
tion. In period costume, my wife and [ participated in that re-enactment
on October 16, 2008, the sesquicentennial anniversary of Mr. Lincoln’s
grandest day in his first namesake town.

In 2010 I wrote a grant proposal for the Abraham Lincoln Tour-
ism Bureau of Logan County to fund a historical marker, co-sponsored
by the Illinois State Historical Society, to commemorate Mr. Lincoln’s
first namesake town’s 1858 political rally and speech. Also, in 2010 I be-
came actively involved in the public debate over whether to replace the
fallen Logan County Civil War soldier statue with marble, like the origi-
nal, or with bronze as some on the statue replacement committee pro-
posed. This book describes all of these Lincoln heritage activities.

In the summer of 2009 I began writing this book as a fun-work
retirement project. Although history is not my primary field, my educa-
tional and professional experiences required a lot of research, writing,
and work with graphics: eleven years of writing reports in higher educa-
tion English studies; forty-four years of developing instructional materi-
als at the high school, community college, and university levels; and
seven years of part-time work in business and industry in which I de-
signed, wrote, and edited various kinds of documents. I was lucky—and
am proud to note—that my formal education began in the public school
system of Mr. Lincoln’s first namesake town and Lincoln College, where
in both settings I had really good teachers.

I am self-taught in computer programs, and the main ones used in
creating this book were MS Word for writing and editing; Adobe Photo-
shop for sizing photos, improving their clarity, and formatting them for
print; MS Publisher for page design, layout, and typography; and Adobe
Acrobat Professional for creating PDF files used in printing. One of the
advantages Mr. Lincoln had of living in the nineteenth century is that he
was spared “the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” that go with
“learning computers.”

D.L.H.

Springfield, Missouri
January 31, 2011
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Notes—Preface

Note: The Chicago Manual of Style (13th ed.) was the standard
for documentation format and other usage, with no more than a couple of
exceptions based on personal preference.

1 Lawrence B. Stringer, History of Logan County, lllinois, vol. 1
(Chicago: Pioneer Publishing Company, 1911. Reprint [2 vols. in 1].
Evansville, IN: UNIGRAPHIC, INC., 1978), 568.

2 Darold Leigh Henson, Mr. Lincoln, Route 66, & Other Highlights of
Lincoln, Illinois, http://findinglincolnillinois.com. The Web site is a com-
panion resource for this book, providing reminiscence from current and
former residents and many photos, picture postcards, and maps.

3 , “Using the Internet as a Tool for Public Service: Creating a
Community History Web Site.” Journal of Technical Writing and Com-
munication 35.1 (2005): 71—94.

4 , The Abraham Lincoln Bicentennial Commission of Lincoln, II-
linois, http://findinglincolnillinois.com/abes200th-lincolnil.html.

POSTVILLE PARK

IN 1835 RUSSELL POST, A
BALTIMORE ADVENTURER, LAID
OUT THE TOWN OF POSTVILLE
WHICH BECAME THE FIRST LOGAN

COUNTY SEAT. THE TOWN SQUARE
IS NOW POSTVILLE PARK.HERE

ABRAHAM LINCOLN AND HIS
FRIENDS PLAYED TOWNBALL. A
PREDECESSOR OF BASEBALL, THREW
THE MAUL A HEAVY WOODEN
HAMMER. AND PITCHED HORSESHOES.
 KIW \\“:,ll,‘ll()r\":\v\N[) ROTARY LUBS

AND
TATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY,

The 1964 Postville Park Historical Marker
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The Author’s Mother, Jane Wilson, in 1923 at Age Two;
Route 4; and Postville Park in the Background

The Author in 1944 at Age Two with Great-Grandmother
Parlee Webb Henson in Postville Park
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The Third Generation of the Harrison Franklin Wilson Family
Playing Croquet in Postville Park in the Mid-1950s
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One of the Earliest Images of Mr. Lincoln in His First Namesake
Town’s Historical Record (famous 1860 photo by Alexander Hesler)

A 1970s-Era Billboard South of Lincoln on Route 66

The two images on this page illustrate the dual themes of this town’s Lin-
coln heritage: civic pride and heritage tourism.



