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It has been said, the people and events of the past serve no useful purpose if they are forgotten.

How fortunate we are to be the sons and daughters of the Land of Lincoln, to claim as our own the man Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. called a “beacon light of hope”, a man who would not sacrifice principle for the sake of compromise. 

We gather today to celebrate our Lincoln heritage, to commemorate an iconic figure for human rights, and to place this guidepost for the inspiration of ourselves and our children.

While he now belongs to the ages, we have a special relationship with Abraham Lincoln.

Lincoln first saw Winnebago County before there was a Winnebago County.  In 1832, as a militia soldier during the Black Hawk War, he traveled up the Rock River while in pursuit of Black Hawk.  He made camp in South Beloit.  On his trip home, he camped near what is now the Jefferson Street bridge.

He never forgot what he later described as the “wondrous beauty of the Rock River Valley”.

Four years later, in 1836, Lincoln was a member of the Illinois General Assembly which created Winnebago County and established what Lincoln and his colleagues called its “permanent seat of justice”.

So, in 1844 a courthouse was built on this very block and it has been our courthouse square ever since.

Then in 1878, a magnificent new courthouse was built here, which many of us still remember.  Later, an impressive limestone addition was made.

Sadly, that courthouse was demolished in the late 1960's; but, happily, the addition was left standing.

It provides a fitting backdrop to the Abraham Lincoln Courthouse Square which we dedicate today.

In Lincoln's day, the 1844 courthouse stood in the middle of what was truly a public square, with trees and grass and benches.

Winnebago County was one of the strongest areas in the state supporting Lincoln and many political rallies were held here.  When the news arrived that Lincoln had won the nomination, Courthouse square filled with citizens celebrating by torch light.

The newly formed Republican Party held a convention on this site and adopted a strong anti-slavery resolution which Lincoln and Douglas specifically debated in nearby Freeport.

On this day, 147 years ago, citizens gathered here to waive good-bye as 793 men of Winnebago County marched down these streets as the newly formed 74th Illinois Infantry Regiment.

A few years later, again the people of Winnebago County gathered, only this time it was to welcome home the 160 men who survived.

Two of Winnebago County's fallen heroes were returned to the courthouse square to lie in repose—Colonel Garrett Nevius, after his death at the Battle of Vicksburg, and Colonel E. F. W. Ellis, after his death at the Battle of Shiloh.

Beyond the aspect of this courthouse square, Lincoln is responsible for the rapid growth and development of Rockford as well as all of Illinois and the Nation.

You will notice that the sculpture we unveil today is facing the Rock River. There is a distinct reason for that:  Lincoln knew the critical importance of infrastructure and transportation.
As a young man, Lincoln worked the Riverboats.  It was this experience that led him to invent an inflatable device designed to lift boats over dangerously shallow water.  Did you know that Abraham Lincoln is the only President to ever hold a patent?  

He wrote and lectured about the importance of invention and the need to continually innovate.  

Lincoln was probably America’s first green energy President as he saw a great opportunity to use the prairie wind as a moving force and source of power. 

Lincoln also had a well formed understanding of money and the perils facing our economy.  Combined with his mechanical inclination, he became devoted to the principal that infrastructure and transportation were the keys to economic expansion.  

While an Illinois legislator, he led a plan of ‘internal improvements’ throughout the state.  This was responsible for 2,000 miles of rail and canals across Illinois.

By 1870, Illinois had gone from laggard to leader.  Because of our transportation capacity, Illinois’ manufacturing growth was the fastest in the Nation.  And Rockford gained as well.

Lincoln’s strongest connection to Rockford also played a pivotal role in shaping his character.  

Lincoln became a lawyer on what was to become a landmark patent infringement lawsuit known as the Great Reaper Trial.  
Lincoln joined the defense team for a young Rockford inventor named John Manny who was making a farm implement used to harvest wheat.  
Manny prevailed and went on to be a major employer in Rockford who then attracted several other industrialists and manufacturers to town.

One of Manny’s partners was a former law clerk named Ralph Emerson.  Emerson and Lincoln became good friends.  It was Emerson who visited Lincoln in the White House during a particularly dark time of the Civil War, when the Union had won few if any battles, casualties were high, and Lincoln had little support.  

Despite a sense of hopelessness and the great weight of the souls hanging in the balance, Emerson wrote that his friend displayed an Iron Determination.  
Emerson saw Lincoln’s sheer force of will and great faith.  Ironically, Emerson had come to support his friend, but the character of the President lifted Emerson, instead.

Lincoln never abandoned the principle that all men are created equal, nor did he put aside his belief that the success of our Nation lies in progress, invention, and transportation.  

In the midst of a war that was an attack on civilization itself, facing 600,000 dead, and a challenge unlike any faced by America previously, he so believed in the unity of the United States that he launched the Transcontinental Railroad.  A project that was no less ambitious than President Kennedy’s promise to land a man on the moon.

He did not concede; he did not falter.  Lincoln implemented critical reforms of the Nation’s banking and credit system creating a surge in capital investment.  He championed American Style Economics that propelled the United States to the industrial leadership of the world.

He did this because he had an Iron Determination derived from his strength of character and an unwavering confidence in the goodness America.  This is our example.  This is our heritage.

Every day we see the Iron Determination in our people as we meet the challenges of our time: like preserving peace from threats abroad, better educating our children, expanding our infrastructure, ensuring a system that recognizes labor before capital and gives all people a clear path to prosperity.  
Our challenges are daunting, yes; but, even after the great losses in the Civil War, the United States became stronger.  Winnebago County will emerge stronger, too, for having found again our Iron Determination.

The monument we dedicate today is a window to our inescapable history and a map to our future.  I ask God to bless you, this courthouse square, and to instill in all of us His Iron Determination.

Now, I have the distinct honor and privilege to introduce our Nation’s Great Captain, the 16th President of the United States, Abraham Lincoln and the First Lady, Mary Todd Lincoln.
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