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1. Lincoln Legal Papers Project





The Law Practice of Abraham Lincoln: 
Complete Documentary Edition



The Papers of Abraham Lincoln: 
Legal Documents and Cases



www.lawpracticeofabrahamlincoln.org





2. General Observations on 
Lincoln’s Law Practice



Lincoln the Lawyer Mythology

• Country Bumpkin Lawyer
• Super Lawyer

• Cause Lawyer
• Corporate Lawyer



Lincoln’s Legal Education:

     Atypical



Lincoln’s Legal Partnerships

1. John T. Stuart, 1837-1841

2. Stephen T. Logan, 1841-1844

3. William H. Herndon, 1844-1861



     Large Law Practice:

• More than 5,100 cases over 25-year period
• More than 2,500 cases in Sangamon County
• More than 400 cases in Illinois Supreme Court
• More than 300 cases in federal court



Consummate General Practice Attorney:

• No specialization

• Debt

• Divorce, Slander, Foreclose Mortgage, Replevin, Larceny, 
Selling Liquor, Murder, Mechanic’s Lien, Assumpsit, Assault, 
Bastardy, Trespass Quare Clausum Fregit, Ejectment,, 
Mandamus, Injunction, Partition, Specific Performance, Quo 
Warranto, etc.



Lincoln and Banking

93 cases involving Banks

33 involved State Bank of Illinois



Bank of Missouri v. Ryan 
et al. 

U.S. District Court, 
Northern District of 
Illinois (1856)



Dormody v. State Bank of Illinois 

Illinois Supreme Court                      
3 Ill. 237 (1840) 



Abraham Lincoln’s Bank:

Marine Bank in Springfield



Comfortable Income:

• Earned on average 
$10-$25 per case.

• Higher fees for 
Illinois Supreme Court 
and federal cases



Rich Exposure to Vital Issues:



Eighth Judicial Circuit (1847-1853)

Law and Politics:



Honed Writing and Speaking Skills:





3. Notes for a Law Lecture



Abraham Lincoln’s Notes for a Law Lecture, ca. 1859





• Diligence

• Public speaking

• Discourage litigation

• Never stir up litigation

• Fees



1. Diligence:











2. Public Speaking:



Lincoln-Herndon Law Office, Springfield, Illinois, 1860



3. Compromise:



“I sincerely hope you will settle it.  I think you can if you will, for I have always 
found Mr. Hickox a fair man in his dealings.  If you settle, I will charge nothing for 
what I have done, and thank you to boot.  By settling, you will most likely get your 
money sooner, and with much less trouble and expense.”



Mitchell et ux. v. 
Mitchell

Slander

Shelby County, IL



4. Never stir up litigation:



5. Fees:





“The draft [check] you drew 
is back upon us…Do not let it 
come upon us again, or we 
might be provoked to 
dismiss your suit.”



Shelby County Courthouse, Shelbyville, IL



McLean County Tax Case, 1853

Illinois Supreme Court



“There is a vague popular belief that lawyers are dishonest. I say vague, because when 
we consider to what extent confidence and honors are conferred upon lawyers by the 
people, it appears improbable that their impression of dishonesty is very distinct and 
vivid. Yet the expression is common, almost universal.  Let no young man, choosing the 
law for a calling, for a moment yield to this popular belief.  Resolve to be honest at all 
events; and if, in your own judgment, you can not be an honest lawyer, resolve to be 
honest without being a lawyer.”
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