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DE11TON OFFUTT A.~D LI!JCOL!T AT 1'1Ev1 SALE!"! 

By birth Abrahan: Lincoln was a Kentuckian and Kentuckians WE!'€ 

to rlay in:portant roles in his life - his steprrotte .. r 's guidance 

in his tender years - Denten 0ffutt's help as be started a-new 

life at IJew Salerr - Henry Clay as hi~ i:;-oli ti cal idol - Mary 

· Todd- ss his ·wife - Ccssius 1•farcellus Clay as his p·olitical sur­

rorter and friend. Offutt was nearly forgotten in the deepen~ 

ing shadows of tre past until Williar:·· Townsend wTote uLinccln and 

the Blue Grass. n In this book T·ownsend gave= hi thel'to unpublished 

information on Denton. it is an authoritat~ve, well written book 

of historical irrpcrtance covering the influence of Kentucky and 

Kentuckians on Lincoln. 

Henjamin ·F. Thon:as, probabl·y tte zrost autborit·ative historian of 

the rJew Salem period, s-ays 1'he (Lincoln) can:.e to New Salerr an 

airrless pioneer youth; he left with an aroused arrbition 1
' (7) 

Ralph Newmen, in the introduction of Thorra~' book, calls tte tirre 

at ?Tew Salem 0 the turning point"· in Linccln's life. Tbe n:an.re­

sponsible for Lincoln's corring to New Salem was Denten Offutt, 

whose birthplace and boyhood horre was eight rriles southeast of 

Lexington, Kentucky. vlilliarr. Townsend calls hiir! "Tre __ Little 

Trader· from Hickman Creek. 

When they first Fet in the Spring of 1831 both were young rren. 

Lincoln ~as twenty two years old and Denton Offutt was about 

twenty five year~ old. (Denton's exact birth date has not been 

es·-tablished, but it "Was between 18c3 and 1Bo·7) (?) 



- 2 -

What kind of pErson wa.s young Denton 0:ffutt ·in 1831 

when he first reet young Lincoln?- Who was this Ken-
. . . 

tucki·an, who was ackn·owielfger to be the first to 

"discover" Lincoln.and.who.had-such a prophetic 

vision about Lincoln's future? How did his background 

diffe~:-: fron: Lincoln's~ 

Historians of the New Salerr period yary in their 

appraisals of Denton; There seerrs to be mystique abour 

this restless, ene~getic, persistently arrbiticus ~an. 
~ 

ln the-face of adversity, lie.has been described as a 

"young man in a hurry" to make his way in the world and 

make money out of opportunities he felt existed ·1n 

trade on the frontier. But in so.much of a hurry he 

failed to .continue his education as other members of the 

family· had done. Yet he greatly adipired the highly ,.e.du-
·:. . 

cated, especially his brotter Azra. Tjl~s brash young 

~an, - short, quick terrpered, loving life and liquor, 

fastidious in manner and dress, seeking his fortune with 

a substantial inheritance fro~ his father's estate in 

his pocket, traveled fro~ Kentucky· to the Illinois fron­

tier in search of a dream to set up a river trade with 

New Orleans by drawing on the ~roducts of the rich land 

of Central Illinois. ffier~·he was to rreet Abraham Lincoln. 
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Denton 1 s father was SaIP.uel Offutt. Re was born October 

2, 1751 and died January 25, 1827. His- wife was Eli~abeth 

Ray, who was born in 1761. and died February 21, 1831. - They 

were married in Maryl_and by the famous Rev. 11Cabin John" _,__ 

Thr~l"keld on Octcbe:r ?2, 1778. SairueI, his wife and 

family left Maryland in 1801 and came by oxcart through 

the Currberland Gap and the Wilderness Road to the Blue 

Grass area of Kentucky. With resources in hand from the 

sale o~ property in Maryland, he purc~ased a large tract 

of fertile land on Eickman Creek near a spring which still 

survives. A farm he sold -before he left Maryland was 

called "Final Conclusion". I-re.:··buil·t a 11con:for-table two 

story residence" and furnished it 'With heirlooms brought 

on his initial trip to Kentucky and subsequent trips to 

Maryland. Tbv1nsend des.cribes Sair.uel as a 0 n:an whc~ e-du­

cation was above average in central Kentucky. Ee WTote a 

good band, kept his accounts neatly, and figured accurately. 

A firm advocate of schools, he built a schoolhouse on his 

own land fronting Tate's Creek Fike for tbe benefit of his 

own ctildren and those of otter farrilies of tbe neighbo~­

hood. For rrany generations the Offutt farr.ily had been 

bree.ders of fine horses, and it 1,a1as net long before s-~reuel­

had one of the best stock farms in the Bluegrass. In addi­

tion to horses he raised rrules, sheep,.cattle and hogs, 

sending large cargoes of livestock each year-down tre Ohio 
(#1 . 

and Mississi~~i to Natctez and New Orleans~· 
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.Denton's family had deep roots in early Maryland, going 

back to colonist Williarr Offutt of Prince George County. 

't"1illiam married l.'.fary Breck about 1697. She was a rretrber 

of an early family with large land holdings. William 
/ 

became a landed patriarch. At tbe time o~ his death in 

1731+-:- he ov1ned nearly 6 ,coo acres of land in the Potomac 

Falls area, part of which is now Georgetown, D. C. He 

s·ired eleven children - three girls and eight boys. His 

son William II, married Jane 3oyce and their son, William 
-

III, ttarried Elizabeth Magruder. Sacuel,· Dent~n•s :father, 

was their oldest son. Elizabeth 1'1agruder, Denton's grand­

mother, was a descendant· of Alexander Magruder and ~Tinian 

Heall. Both w-ere prominent ·Scotsmen in early Maryland 

history. _ Botl: wel'e Jacobi tes -who had fougr.t against Crom­

well. William was closely associated with his neigbbor, 
T"', 

Ninian Deall. Beall was pro~inent in early Maryland history. 

He established the first Presbyterian cturct in Maryland 

and 1-lillit=m served on the first board of th.at church. [S) 

What manner of man was twenty-two year old Abraham Lincoln 

in 1831 when he first met Denton Offutt? 

to this ti~e was a contrast tb Denton's. 

Lincoln's life un 
J,. 

Until this time 

he ha-a been virtually a. prisoner of the wilderness frontier. 



As ·did rrany others, Lincoln endured the struggle for 

survival through the long winters, the -never-ending_ 

labor to secure food and shelter. The men aged early 

from hard manual labor. The ccnfinerrent of restricted 

quarters and hard work caused ~any of the worreh to 

suffer rrcit "cabin fever st
• Death from disease and 

child birth came too frequently. Only the strong and 

deter~ined survived. The vigorous lif~ coarsened sorre 

and strengttened others. Tl:ere were those who, facing 
'-

such an existence, became self righteous, narrow relig­

ious bigots while others becaire unruly ruffians, re?'" 

specting neither law or property. · 

Hy 1831- the frontier country was developing villages 

and towns. Fard~y any cculd be called cities. The 

fertility of the land, the wealth of tte forests and 

the labor of the people did provide the basis for build­

ing a better life. _ But Lincoln, at the tirre he came to 

New Salerr had not shared in much of tbis change. To 

survive-he had stayed close to his father and never got 

very ~ar away, except for -his quick trip with young 

Gentry to New Orleans and short journ~ys on the rivers 

and streams. 
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Probably his rapport with his stepmother, Sally Jchnston, 

kept him with the family until he met Offutt. She was a 

great influence on his life after he was ten ye~rs old 

until he left home at age twenty-two. His father Thomas 

had married her after Nancy Hanks died. Lincoln, in his 

autobiography written in June 1860·, says very little of 

his rrother, who died ·when he was 9 years old: but of his 

stepmctber he says, "She proved to be a good and kind 

~other". TarbelI says of' Sally .Tor.&11ston "She was a woman 

of energy, thrift and.gentleness and taught tte children 
.:(6} 

habits of cleanliness and comfort." She broue:ht a ...... 

better home life and love to motherless Abraham. And 

what is probably more irrpcrtant, she encouraged him to 
• I 

learn, ib. contrast to his illite:rate father's low regard 

for nbock larning". 

However, this is not to discredit his mother, Nancy 

Hanks. She is reputed to bave taken great pains to teach 

her children what she knew about tre Bible, told the~ 

fairy tales and country legeftds. She did the best she 

could and must have laid sotre of tte foundations of good 

chara·cter in her infant child. 
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Unlike the kind -words for ris stepn::other, Lincoln 

showed little warm~h of' feeling for his father, 

Tho:rr:.as Lincoln. Eo-wever, he expres.sed s orr.e sympathy 

when he said of his father:- nThcmas was the young­

est son ••••• by the early death of his father and· 

very narro~ circumstances of tis rrotter, even in 

childhc.od was a wandering laboring boy and gre-w ur-

1.iterally without education. He never did more in 

the the way of writing than to bungll~giy sign his 
- r • 

own name. n However, credit must be given to Thorrias 

for teaching "Abe" carpentry wtich he was to use in 

building t}?e flatboat for Offutt. 

There seeirs to be one central theme in Linccln 's life_ 

-"struggle~ Tr:e stru·p.gle of hill' early years trust 

have left its zrark, and may explain the rr.elancholy he 

suffered from time to ti~e fo~ most of bis life. 

Nothing seemed to corre easy tQ hi~. The struggle 

with poverty, with clearing tbe·forests, "plowing an~ 

harvesting". He had an axe put into his hends at 

once (in his eighth year) and from that tirre until 

his twenty-ttird year, he ~as almost constantly hand-

ling that "most useful instrument." 

Lincoln bad rroved with pj:s father and steprrother frorr 

Kentucky to Indiana and then in 1830 to Illinois, 



where the farrily had settled 10 ~iles west of Decatur 

in }.,!aeon County. Abrahal!:. was ?l and had started to 

shift for hirrself; but, as Tarbell notes, "he had no 

trade, no profession, no spot of land, no ratron, no 

influence. Two things recorr~ended him - he was strong 
:(f~ 

and he was a good fellow.". He lacked even a suit of 

re-.spectable clothes and split rails for tte cloth for 

a i:air of trousers. 11Standing six feet -four he could 

outlift, outwork any n:an." Lincoln at this period 

described himself as "a pie-ce of floating driftwood." 

In later life, he referred to-himself when he came to 

New Salem to. begin his job with Offutt as 11a friendless, 

uneducated penniless boy." 

In tre early Winter of 1831 Dent-on Offutt had co~e to 

the Springfield area. Encuiring for an experienced flat­

boat man, he beard 6f .;r.obn Hanks and scught him out. 

Hanks recotrl!!ended "Abe" and J;obnston, Lincoln's ste:r- "'· 

•. 

brother, to work with him on tbe flatboat. Offutt tired 

therr at $12 per roir.th plus return to S~ Louis. Offutt, 

usirig the proceeds of his stare of his fatter 1 s estate, 

planned to take a cargo of livestock and produce to New 

Orleans. 
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The flatbost took four weeks to build. Abcut tte 

rriddle of April 1831.it was loaded and the trip to 

New Orleans ·began. A fe~1 rr.iles down the Sangamon 

River a mill-dam had been construe-tea at the village 

of New Salem. Tte loaded flatboat, with its crew of 

Offutt, Jcbnston, F~nks and Lincoln aboard, stuck on 

the mill dam for nearly twenty four hours. Denton 

Offutt•~ venture w2s in jeopardy unless the flatboat 
~ 

could be released:. The villagers carr.e ·to \ii t·ness 

the operation and noticed the big fellow, after the 

cargo had been unloaded, working on a ~lan to get tte 

/ boat over the mill-darr. Lincoln's plan was successffil 

and the crowd was impressed with Lincoln's resource­

fulness and ingenuity •.. 

During this short stay at New Salerr, _Offutt tad the 

opportunity to see the to~n and felt it would be a 

gocd loading point for flatboat~ carrying cro~s and 

livestock to New Orlea1-s and other river markets. 

Offutt determined to return and establish himself at 

New SalErr wsen he carre back from New Orleans. Thus 

did a rrill-derr become t~e link between Offutt, Lincoln 

and New Salem and beca~e reascn for later irrrrortalizing 

and preserving this frontier village. 



The trip to New Orleans was, sc far as we know, 

completed without any furtter significant inci­

dent·. The impact on young Lincoln of tte month 

spent in New Orleans disrcsing of tte cargo rrust 

have been tretrendous. Benjamin Franklin's son­

in-law, Richard Bacte, graptically describes tte 

New Orleans scene ·-as he saw it in 1834:--

11Ttis is1one of tl:e n:cst wonderful nlaces- in tne wor a. A survey of' tne river snows as 
far ~s- ean be ~~en, .. - !"" fl?tQo-ats ::frore every 
~oint~br·tte :Mis~i~~ipti Riv~i, laden with 
flour, corn, rreats, live stock, cattle, togs, 
horses, mu_le~, etc. Some full with 1'Iegroes, 

- so!I!e with··' Old l-1onongabela' ,'71:isky. .Along 
the whole line are the owBers of flat boats 
trading with the citizens, ~erchants and shop 
keepers. And then such crowds especially 
along_tt~~levee which is op~osite the market 
house."~ t-B} · 

In 1P30 Jo~iah Condnn, a Londoner, gave his im­

pression: 

uThe first object trat pl'esents itself is the 
dirty _ and uncouth back·wocds flatboat. 
F~rr.s, ears of corn, apples, whi·skey bar~els, 
are strewn upon it, or attacr.ed to roles to 
direct tte attention ~f the buyers. Close { 
by are the rather rrcre decent keel boats with 
cotton, furs, whiskey and flour. Next, the 
el~gant stearrboat, whict. in its hissing and 
repeated sounds, announces its arrival and de­
parture; sending forth in:.n:ense coluruis of 
black smoke that forrr into long clouds above 
the city. Further are all _the~ smaller merchant 
vessels, the sloor.s a.nd the schooners from R'a- . 
vana, Vera Cruz,.Tarrpico; tten the brigs ana 
lastly the elegant ship~, appearing like a for­
est of masts."(i3) 

The description of tte flatbcatmen was not very 

flattering 1 as Didirrus writes:·-
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11 •••• strong·, hardy, rough snd uncout:t, savage, 
"1ild and lawless ••.••. six feet tall, with 
bread shoulders and breast fatles~ but well 
strung and muscular. fheir posture·stooped 
and their hair long and sbaggy which falls 
disheveled about their ears. Their feet and · 
hands are very large. Their eyes are swollen, 
red and watery, due to their prolonged expos­
ure tc the weather. Their eyelashes are scant 
and their .eyebrows long, thin and shaggy. 
Their rnoutts large and their ncses large and 
prominent, having· a 'wax~ whiskey hue'. Ttey 
wear a large felt hat a la slouche with an im­
rrense bri~, from which the rains of heaven have 
long since extracted the glue. It looks for 
all tbe world like an old ladv's car ruffle on ., ... 
a Sunday rrorning. Ttey were a linsey-woolsey 
jacket with short sleeves and trousers of stout 
Kentucky jeans.n 
"They were the first frontier men of the tre.ns 
Appalachian rrigration. They settled along tre 
Ohio and Tennessee rivers- and their tributa.ries. 
They o~~n~cLup a new territcry in the primeval 
£crests and along the unchartered strearrs or 
rivers. They were allured by the wide open 
spaces of e new frontier. ·They were tte pion­
eers who contributed so mucr~to the developreent 
of tte great 1'-!iddle West." E-9) 

Until he was einployed by Denton Offutt, Lincoln ~a.a 
never had the assurance of a steady job. Early in 

their acquaintance-, Lincoln recognized Offutt had 

the resources, the visio~ and the will to establish 

a trading business. Thereafter Lincoln exerted him­

self to gain Offutt's confidence and to help him 

carry out his business plans. Likewise, Offutt, 

· -early in their acquaintance, recognized the value of 

Lincoln to his interests. Both believed in tte ex­

panding future of the New Salem area, based on trad­

ing and transpor~. 
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0ffutt decided tc emFloy this bright, -strong rcung man 

as the :rranager of e store he planned to open at New 

Salem. With his inherited resource~ and the profit 

from the cargo sold in New Orleans he employed~Lincoln 

to return to New Salerr, build, open and manage a gener­

al store as socn as the supplies Offutt rurctased in St. 
(10) 

Louis were delivered. On July 8, 1831 Offutt paid $5.0O 

for a rtretail znerchandise license" and rene:wed it for 

another S5.00 fee on Dece~ber 6, 1831. Soon after, 

Offutt leased the mill, put Lincoln in charge and hired 

Greene as Lin-coln' s helper. Offutt expected to use the 

store as a base cf operating his trading activities, 

leaving Lincoln to -manage the store and mill and super-

-
Both envisioned traffic on the Sangamon as the basi·s 

for their success. Offutt saw hin:self as chie:f executive~ 

and Lincoln (to use modern organizational thinking) as 

his Vice President of 0nerations. Once the_store was 

established, 0:ffutt PJ'Bised Lincoln to everyone. Tar­

bell's staterr:ent, "Offutt even_declared tre country over 

that •Abe" knew me-re than • tte United States, any man in 
(11)-

and that sorre day he would be President 11\.Jas more prorhet-
• than anyone would admit at the time. 1C 



Until he met Offutt, Linc~ln supported hizr:self by hard 

labor. The job in Offutt•s store was a relief from 

~anual labor, and gave Lincoln the ti~e and place to· 

develop his mind and the opportunity to broaden his 

people-to-people experiences. Here .he started the­

study of g:ramzr.ar, he-re he gained the respect of the 

"Clary Grove boysu after the wrestling match with 

Arrrstrong prorrcted by Offutt. Friends dev~loped w:hile 

he worked in Offutt' s store later would s·up·port 

Lincoln's early political s.spirations. 

Offutt put rrore and rrore responsibility for tte store: 

and mill en Lincoln whi'le he pursued trading and otr:er 

ventures throughout tte countryside. 

On March 26, 183? and April 21, 183? Lincoln gave re­

ceipts signing then: "A. Lincoln for D. Offutt. rt·· The 

originals of these appear between pBges 42 ar-d 43 in 

Townsend's "Lincoln and tre Blue Gra.ss 11
• Tre follow-

;; 

j_ng ad· in tte i;j~}1garrcn Journa_-J cf March 8, 183? indi-
, 

cates Offutt•s effort to establish a substantie:1 enter-

• prise. 

"Denten Offutt infcrrrs tre farrn€rs of Sanga­
rron and Mcrgan Co. he will have by last of 
Maret 3,0G0-4,oco bushels of seed corn at 
rew Salem which he proposes to sell Sl.00/ 
bu. Fe would also tave c auEntity of cotton­
seed frcr-. Tennessee ..SUb~ription will irrrredi­
ately or,en for seed corn and subscribers will 
nave ~reference • 11 . (ic) 
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Offutt's store was built near the river and tte rrill. 

Offutt, like ~any others, believed the Sangarrcn River 

would be an artery of trade and his store, being tte-· 

closest to the river, ttere~ore ~ould prosrer rrore 
• 

than tte stores nearer t:-:e center of tl:e tot.in. Navi­

gation on the Sangamon proved tc be difficult becau~e 

of wide variation in water levels in different seasons, 

unpredictable dangers frorr fallen trees and ~ilting 

due to erosion frorr newly cultivated land. 

Furthermore the difficulties of trade in an undeveloped 

frontier, due to poor corr:.rrunication, ~onetary and 

credit rroblerrs, uncertainty of rrarket prices made suc­

cess of any business venture uncertain. There were al­

ready several stores in New Salem when Offutt opene~ 

his store. Obviously toe rrany for a settlerrent of ?5 

f8tr:ilies unless the town becan:e a trading center for a 

la-rger area. New Selerr cculd tave grown and prosrered 

if navigation cf tJ-:e Sangarr.on ·had rraterialized. 

Tte business realities of trying to develop a succes~­

ful enterprise were closing in en Offutt. The ill­

fated journey of the stean:bo·a.t Talisn:an tryinf to corre 

from Cincinnati to New Salerr sealed any hope of suc­

cessful nav~gaticn on the Sangarron. 

His ~lans, once enthusiastically encouraged by people 

of the are-a, collapsed. By the Sr:ring of 183?, he 
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found bitr.self overextended and the store and mill, 

for lack of custcrrers, was 11petering out",·as Lin­

coln put it. Tl:e frontier enterpreneur had ahau'.st­

ed his capital snd as-things wen-t wrong, he found 

hirrself deserted and broke. The store was turn.ed 

over to hi~ ·--- ... creditors with Lincoln handling t~e li~ --
cuiaetion. It was tte best Denton could do and the-r-e 

is no record tc confirm ~isdeeds or diversion of 

assets. It appears he turned the store ove~ to Lin­

coln ro liauidate~ returned tre mill to Carreron and 

departed from New Salem to build a new life. -
Serre have·~ clairred Offutt left creditors unpaid• end 

that court action wBs taken against hire. A search was 

made to check what records sho~. The only records 

were located with the help of Jarres T. Rickey in the 

Lincoln Library of the Illinois Historical Society in 

Springfield, Illinois. They are as follows:-

I\JOTES 01f 
Sept. 13, 1831 -

1-1ay 24, 183? -

COtTRT RECOPJ)S AT HIST. SOC .• 
Denton Offutt ·with Glasscock a-s 
surety gave a note for $11C to 
Williarr Porter for. 60 d~ys at 
6C% interest in presence of Virgil 
Hickox. Porter assigned the note 
to W. H. Bro1,1n. 
vlillis.rr Porter as ggent for 1llrr.. 
Erown rrade affidavit ttat Gless-
cock hes no property in Sangamnn 
Cobnty and Offutt tas gone, but has 
sorre .personal rroperty in tte County. 



Se~terrber term 1832 of circuit Ccurt 

Frown sues Offutt for payrrent of ncte. 
Snruron-s stated Offutt has gone to :parts 
unknc·wn. Offutt was .to B:Pf~!lr Se:rteirber 
17, 1P3? to satisfy note for. $110 plus r 

60% interest. There is no furtter action 
exceit for a notation on the origincl 
note - nsatisfied in full". Hickey feels 
Linccln rray have been involved as part of 
ncte was torn a~ay. 

Based on th·ese records, it wonld appear the assets Offutt 

left behind were sufficient to satisfy··even a 60% usurous 

note. One can only speculate why ttis one co~rt action 

was taken unless there was property available which those 

~tt possession of the property-did not want to release to 

nepay this note. The nota.tion on the note, nsatisfied in 

.. 
When the call for men to fight Black Eawk and a corrrany 

was fortr!ed, the re--spect and affection Lincoln had developed 

with his fellow-~en won hirr, by a vote in the field, the 

corrrr-and as captain. Lincoln, corrroenting on this in his 

third-person autobiograi:hy written in l2ter life, says he. 

was elected "to his own surrrise" and adds, "He says ·he has 

not since had any success in life which gave hirr so much 

satisfa.ction. n· Lincoln had achieved his fir~t step tc~.1ard 

a career which eventually led to tte Fresidency. 

Lincoln, after serving frprr April to July 1832, returned• 

to New Salerr and lived there until he left for Springfield 

in 1837. Nev1 Salern declined as Petersburg grew and "by 

1840 r,rew Salerr tad ceased to exist._,.. (12) 
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The following corr.rrents of well- kno~n and r·~ognized 

historians of Lincoln's early life should heip com­

plete tte historical profile of young Denton Offutt'~ 

relationship to young Abraham Lincoln. (5ee rro~~) 

Fa,ul Angle, one of the great Lincoln scholars, says: 

s'At the head of these varied enterprises was 
Offutt, the rrost rrogressive rran by all odd~ 
irt the village •. He was certainly an odd char­
acter, if we accept the judg~ent of his con­
temporaries. Dy sorr.e he is given the chara.cter 
of a clear-1:eaded, brisk man cf affairs·. By 
others he is variously described a~ 'wild, 
nbisy, and reckless,• er 'windy', rattle-brained,· 
unsteady, and irrprovident.' Despite the unenvi­
able traits ascribed to hi~ he was ·good at tear! 
and a generous friend of Lincoln. ff· (13) 

Ba~rton' s "Life of Abrahan: Lincoln", in the chapter 

rrThe Driftw-ocd and the Darr." has this to say:-
11Ttere carre a sad day.when Offutt had to confess 
tha.t he could not ireet his bills." ~ 

nnoubtless his corr.peti tors and other ~1ise iren of 
New Salerr were ready to affirm ttat they tad 
felt sure all the time that Offutt was too ~uch 
of· a braggart to b~ a gocd business men. Offutt's 
narr·e after his do·wnfall was held in little regard· 
in New Salerr. In tte day of his glory it might 
have stood against all ~orrpetitors, but after his 
failure there were ncne so poor to do him rever~ 
ence. But Linccln parted fro~ ti~ in real sorrow. 

· t·lhatever losses otters had· suffered througr. trust­
ing hirr, Lincoln knew that Offutt tad "renderee­
tim a lastin~ service. Ee had eiven Lincoln a 
larger vision of life and ins~ired him with a new 
confidence in his o·wn po·wers. "(14) 

?rot~:- (The underlined portions of the following -quota­
tions we~e-·not underlined by the original authors but 
were dohe by author of this article.) 
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1.villiatr Townsend, whc.se schclarly and beautiftrll.y; 

written book·, "Lincoln and the Blue Grass 11 tells 

of Denton's leaving New Sale~ in this poignant 

~aragraph:-

"\vhile others had sustained losse·s in his corr.­
rr.ercial ventures which· _ rertaps, had been 
launched too optirristically, but always in 
good faith, he had suffered ~ore than any of 
tterr, having lost every doliar of his savings 
and all of his inheritance.· "'Yet Offutt was 
sad that sorre of those who had once~ sc ththus­
iastically proclaimed him a veritable captain 
cf finance, now spoke harshly of hirr, calling 
him, in the~words of Uncle Jimmy Short, 'a 
wild, reckless, harmr-~arum kind of man.' 

. Lincoln. of course, was not one of thes~. In-
deed , it would have · ma d--e: 0-:ffu t.t· happy to know. 
what perhaps he never knew, t·hat in future:: 
years, when Lincoln came to writ··e his own 
autobicgraphicaI sketch., he would not f2il to 
rrention gr-ate:-ruliy the nsrr.e-- of the man who 
first gave him a large~ vision of life en~ 
confidenc·e in hirese

0

lf.~ •••• Ye~t unwi-ttine,ly, as 
Abr·ahe.n: Lincoln's first sr-onsor. he had alre-2.d~" 
achie"ved §. rrcdest but ine-vi tabI~- i~or-tsiity." (15) 

Henry Clay-Whitney, on page 86- of "Lincoln - The 

Citizen" wrote one of' the favorsble·- aprraisals cf 
/ 

or~utt· at New salerr~-

"Let us not disdain this ·wild nroduct of fr-ontfer 
civilization, however, for we should cherish ana· 
honer -- any agency in thr~ evcl·ution cf Abraharn Lin­
coln. Offutt was his genercus friend end gave 
·hir ·his first start in life. Through his agency, 
Lincoln was transplonred from the so~br.,e. wi·lder­
ne=ss of Hanks's neighborhood to the ~ore progres­
sive:conditions and ~ore congenial surroundings· 
of New Salem - his first living in an aggregate 
con:n:unity. As a merchant's clerk in-New Saletr he: 
had an abundance cf lei·sure~. Lincoln spent much 
ti~e in reading and studying. 11· 



BenjaII:in P. Thol!!as, eminent hist-oxian and author of 

"Lincoln '-s i'Iew Salemtt writes·: -

11A strange· con:bination, Offutt w-as - enterpri-si'ng -
and enthusastic, but: also boastful and v~dn. 
'He talked too 1uuch with his mouth. 1 He· was 
dre·amy, irnpracti-caI, too fontf of drink.. In a , . 
sense, howaer, he wa-s the discoverer-·of Lincoln."{1~) 

The most CI'i t'i.cal coII1D:ent i~ Reep' s in his "Lincoln 

at ?iew Salem11 :-

11About this tin:e, it became apparent to-Lincoln 
that Offutt was nearing the end of his career as· 
a n:erchant. Ee appears to have _had othe-r·· inter--­
e?s-ts at other places, a sort of 'Captain of Fi­
nance•, and spread his resources so thinly· ·that 
he failed, and, gathering together such funds as 
he coula. Iay his hands on, fled the< c-ountry; 
le·aving his creditors to make what they could 
from the st .. o-ck left·. · The-se credi tor·s attache-d: 
his stock of·. goods and in due course seeured 
ae-eutions in attacli..ment and s·old them. Dl1ring 
the~ legaI proceed-irigs ne:-cessary·· befOl'e a sale 
coula be had, Lincoln, by agree~ent cf the cred~ 
itors, was left in charge·: of the store and sold 
such goods as he-- coula., accounting to- them fol' 
the proceed-s."(17} · 

. . 

Ree-p· is believed to be-:: in error ·as the~ only court 

action was to co·llect $11C note·:: re-ferr-ed to on page? 

16. / 

Writing about Denton, Williarr Herndon, Lincoln's 

. law partner· and. confidant, says: 

"Ee (Offutt)-was certainly an odd character, if 
we accept the judgment· of his contempor-ari·es. 
By some he is given the~character· of a cle~r­
teaded, bri~k man of affairs. By others he is 
vari·ously described- as 'wild, noisy, and re--ck­
less', or 1t-iindy, rattlebrained, unste.-ady, and 
ii!ipr-ovid·ent.' De--spi te the unenviable··. traits as­
scn:o·ed: to him, he -was good at heart· and- a gen­
erous friend-~ of Lincoln." (18) 
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Denton's lif'e wss not finished when he left ?-Jew 

sar·eni in 183?. Re returned to Kentucky to work f·cr 

his brothers Otho and Sam, both well e~tablished 

farrrers with pros1=e·rcus li·vesto·ck operations.' t-litr 

the death of Otho and Sam moving to Missouri, Denton 

started on a care~r of training horses, especially 

demonstrating his· ability to tame and break ho~se~ 

at fairs and special shows. Since childhood he pc­

sessed a marve1·ous power over animals ~and this becarre 

his livelihood. With the help· of a ghostwriter, te 

publ-ished a sroall booklet of 120 pages, "A Ne·w and 

·Complete System .of Teaching the.:: Hor·se on Phr-enologic-al 

FrinciJYles" Appleton's Queen City Press, Cincinnati, 

184P.). He was indignant when another plagta·rized hi~ 

book and gained une:arned recognition. Arn:ed.with rec6m­

mendations from Eenry Clay and other important people, 

he . travelle-d far· and wide.- - e:ven going to· England. In 

186·0, reputedl"y dying of consumption, he wrot:e Lincoln 
/ 

asking fer a job. His was a wandering life devoid of 

famify'and friends. His grand plans faiien but he 

carried on, remembering nAbe" as he gained farr.e and dis-

. tinction. 

In-spite of his faults, Denten Offutt deserves to be re­

rrerrbered by all who revere Lincoln's memory-·as Lincoln's 

en:ployer end true friend at a crucial ~oint in young r1n­

coln's life. 
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