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   This book traces the path of Abraham Lincoln’s life with emphasis on the experiences that helped him build and shape his leadership abilities.  It took many years after his assassination before the importance of his leadership through tough times was appreciated by the masses.  His rise to the great leader we know today developed concurrently with the rise of the United States as a nation that was taking freedom and liberty to new heights.  Lincoln was instrumental in holding the nation together during the Civil War and used leadership techniques such as, willingness to innovate and try new ideas, ability to inspire your followers, and willingness to trust, rely on, and listen to your subordinates.  Lincoln inspired people to see what he saw; that the Union must not dissolve.  What is most fascinating about the book is the place in history that Lincoln has carved for himself, despite the enormous odds and setbacks that he faced, and eventually, overcame.  A better display of leadership ability during difficult times in history is difficult to find.
     Even in the Civil War era, the President of the United States was the most powerful man in the nation.  Lincoln entered the office under the direst circumstances; the start of a war; having at least half of the people in the nation willing to oppose him to the extent they would be willing to wage war.  He was a President elected by a minority of the popular vote, despised by many of his own advisers, without military training and with limited financial, managerial and political experience.  What ultimately allowed him to lead people through these times was his way of communicating through storytelling and using anecdotal examples when talking.  He matched up well with the greatest debaters of the day while at he same time, spoke to the regular everyday citizen on the street in a manner that they understood and believed.
     Lincoln seemed to have a saying for everything.  The book used the term. “eloquent simplicity” and that is a perfect way to describe the reason people were willing to let him take the lead.  People spoke in a flowery, more romantic way in the 1850’s, but his quotes, jokes, and ways of boiling the complex down to the understandable provide examples of solid leadership and are applicable still today.  Speech wise, the most compelling example of his extraordinary communication ability is the Gettysburg Address.  The simplicity of the Gettysburg Address agreed with Lincoln’s leadership style which was one of inclusion, unwavering dedication to a cause, keen foresight and is considered one of the best speeches ever.  The inclusiveness of the Gettysburg Address is seen by the use of “we” instead of “I” or “you” to create a sense of unity for a nation that was on the brink of collapse.  Again, Lincoln could lead people by being confident in what he wanted to say and finding the right way to convey and idea so people are willing to join your side.  His non-verbal leadership abilities were evident by visits to the troops in the field whenever possible, being in constant contact with the field commanders so he was never out of the loop on strategic matter, and being gracious enough to let those he was leading share the glory of major accomplishments.  He knew you get better results with persuasion, not coercion.
     Leadership of his general’s was another cornerstone of his success.  He failed many times trying to find someone who could motivate the industrialized Northerners to outfight the rural Southerners.  In the seemingly unending process of finding the right man to run the Union Army, he went through 12 different generals.  With generals like Lee, Longstreet and Jackson opposing him, it was difficult to keep the Unions army’s moral up but he was willing to replace northern generals as much as necessary because he realized that victory on the battlefield was critical to success.  Lincoln could understand the capabilities of the Union army perhaps better than the generals that were leading them because he would circulate amongst the troops often.  He was not afraid to loose and the troops sensed that.  Grant was similar to Lincoln in that he was not flashy, but was plain spoken and exuded a sense of determination that inspired confidence in others.  Grant’s determined nature cost the Union Army tremendous losses during several battles (namely Cold Harbor and the Wilderness) but Lincoln would not give up on a general that fought and pursued the enemy.  The feeling was mutual, as Grant was willing to try harder to secure victory knowing the person he answered to believed in his abilities.  
The main lessons to be learned from Lincoln’s leadership style as it applies to my work/life experiences is that effective communication is the key to bringing people together toward a common goal.  Effective communication means you never belittle people, you listen intently, you keep people focused, you are decisive, and you lead through example. What is most notable about the growth of Lincoln’s leadership abilities is that he came from modest beginnings to assume the highest office in the nation.  His ordinary beginnings, hard work, great sense of humor, superb judge of character, and ultimate success seem to reinforce the fact that a certain set of leadership qualities are a must for a good leader to endure in both good and bad times.

