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Below are the remarks of President 

Barack Obama in his speech, ñWhat the 

People Need Done,ò delivered on the 

occasion of the 200th birthday of Abra-

ham Lincoln celebrated at a banquet at 

the Crowne Plaza Hotel in Springfield, 

Illinois, on the evening of February 12, 

2009. 

Thank you. Thank you very much. 

Thank you. Thank you very much. 

Please everybody have a seat. Thank 

you. Thank you very much. 

Well, it is wonderful to be back in Spring-

field, and I see so many familiar faces. To 

Mr. (Richard) Hart, to Marilyn (Kushak), 

to my secretary of transportation, Ray 

LaHood, to two of the finest governors 

that weôve had in the past, Jim Thompson 

and Jim Edgar. 

To Lura Lynn Ryan, and to our new gov-

ernor, whoôs going to be doing outstanding 

work for us in the future, Pat Quinn. 
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The photograph above shows the head table in the banquet room at the Crowne Plaza Hotel.  From left 

to right: Lura Lynn Ryan, Governor Pat Quinn, Loretta Durbin, President Barack Obama, Richard Hart, 

Marilyn Kushak, Governor Jim Edgar, Governor Jim Thompson and Secretary Ray LaHood.   

On February 12, 2009, The Abraham Lincoln Association led the national celebration of Abraham Lincolnôs 200th 

birthday.  President Barack Obama was the guest of honor at the Associationôs banquet attended by over 1,200 

persons on the evening of February 12 in Springfield.  Each person attending received a giftðLincoln In Illinois, a 

commemorative book of photographs of the statues of Lincoln in Illinois by photographer Ron Schramm.  



 

To Reverend McCants, and to my dear friend, 

Loretta Durbin, I do feel guilty because Dick 

was the one who brought this event to my at-

tention. Iôm here and heôs there. But part of the 

reason that Dick Durbin has been such a great 

friend, not just to me but to the people of Illi-

nois, is because his work always comes first, 

and he has been unbelievable in providing 

leadership in the Senate through thick and 

through thin. And Iôm very, very grateful to 

him. He is one of my greatest friends. And I 

would not be standing here if it were not for 

Dick Durbin. So please give Dick Durbin a big 

round of applause. 

So, it is wonderful to be back in Springfield, 

the city where I got my start in elective office, 

and where I served for nearly a decade. I see 

some of my colleagues, your attorney general, 

Lisa Madigan, in the house. 

And youôve got some constitutional officers 

there. I think thatôs Alexi (Giannoulias), your 

treasurer, whoôs going to be playing basketball 

with me at some point. 

Dan Hynes, a comptroller and just an incredi-

ble supporter during this past race. 

And your new Senate president, John Culler-

ton, one of the sharpest legislators that weôve 

ever had. 

Is the Speaker around? Heôs over there. Mr. 

Speaker (Mike Madigan), itôs good to see you. 

Thank you. 

So Iôve got a lot of friends here. Iôve got to 

stop there. Otherwise, Iôm going to be using 

up all my time. 

So I served here for nearly a decade. And as 

has already been mentioned, this is where I 

launched my candidacy for President two 

years ago, this week - on the steps, on the 

steps of the Old State Capitol where Abraham 

Lincoln served and prepared for the presi-

dency. 

It was here, nearly one hundred and fifty years 

ago, that the man whose life we are celebrating 

today, who youôve been celebrating all week, 

bid farewell to this city that he had come to 

call his own. And as already been mentioned, 

on a platform at a train station not far from 

where weôre gathered, Lincoln turned to the 

crowd that had come to see him off, and said, 

ñTo this place, and the kindness of these peo-

ple, I owe everything.ò And being here to-

night, surrounded by all of you, I share his 

sentiment. 

But looking out at this room, full of so many 

who did so much for me, Iôm also reminded of 

what Lincoln once said to a favor-seeker who 

claimed it was his efforts that made the differ-

ence in the election. Lincoln asked him, ñSo 

you think you made me President?ò ñYes,ò the 

man replied, ñunder Providence, I think I did.ò 

ñWell,ò said Lincoln, ñitôs a pretty mess 

youôve got me into. But I forgive you.ò 

So whoever of you think you are responsible 

for this, weôre takinô names. 

Itôs a humbling task, marking the bicentennial 

of our 16th Presidentôs birth - humbling for me 

in particular, because itôs fair to say that the 

presidency of this singular figure who we cele-

brate, in so many ways made my own story 

possible. 

Here in Springfield, itôs easier, though, to re-

flect on Lincoln the man rather than the mar-

ble giant. Before Gettysburg, before Antietam, 

before Fredericksburg and Bull Run, before 

emancipation was proclaimed and the captives 

were set free. In 1854, Lincoln was simply a 

Springfield lawyer whoôd served just a single 

term in Congress. Possibly in his law office, 

his feet on a cluttered desk, his sons playing 

around him, his clothes a bit too small to fit his 

uncommon frame, uh, maybe wondering if 

somebody might call him up and ask him to be 

commerce secretary, (Obama laughs with 

crowd) he put some thoughts on paper, and for 

what purpose we do not know: 

ñThe legitimate object of government,ò he 

wrote, ñis to do for the people what needs to 

be done, but which they can not, by individual 

effort, do at all, or do so well, by themselves.ò 

To do for the people what needs to be done but 

which they cannot do on their own. Itôs a sim-

ple statement. But it answers a central question 

of Abraham Lincolnôs life. Why did he land on 

the side of union? What was it that made him 

so unrelenting in pursuit of victory that he was 

willing to test the Constitution he ultimately 

preserved? What was it that led this man to 

give his last full measure of devotion so that 

our nation might endure? 

These are not easy questions to answer, and I 

cannot know if I am right. But I suspect that 

his devotion to the idea of union came not 

from a belief that government always had the 

answer. It came not from a failure to under-

stand our individual rights and responsibilities. 

This rugged rail-splitter, born in a log cabin of 

pioneer stock; who cleared a path through the 

woods as a boy; who lost a mother and a sister 

to the rigors of frontier life; who taught him-

self all that he knew. And everything that he 

had was because of his hard work. This man, 

our first Republican President, knew better 

than anybody what it meant to pull yourself up 

by your bootstraps. He understood that strain 

of personal liberty and self-reliance, that fierce 

independence, at the heart of the American 

experience. 

But he also understood something else. He 

recognized that while each of us must do our 

part, work as hard as we can, and be as respon-

sible as we can - although we are responsible 

for our own fates, in the end, there are certain 

things we cannot do on our own. There are 

certain things we can only do together. There 

are certain things only a union can do. 

Only a union could harness the courage of our 

pioneers to settle the American west, which is 

why Lincoln passed a Homestead Act giving a 

tract of land to anyone seeking a stake in our 

growing economy. 

Only a union could foster the ingenuity of our 

é farmers, which is why he set up land-grant 

colleges that taught them how to make the 

most of their land while giving their children 

an education that let them dream the American 

dream. 

Only a union could speed our expansion and 

connect our coasts with a transcontinental rail-

road, and so, even in the midst of civil war, 

Lincoln built one. He fueled new enterprises 

with a national currency, and spurred innova-

tion, and ignited Americaôs imagination with a 

national academy of sciences, believing we 

must, as he put it, add ñthe fuel of interest to 

the fire of genius in the discoveryéof new 

and useful things.ò And on this day, that is 

also the bicentennial of Charles Darwinôs 

birth, itôs worth a moment to pause and renew 

that commitment to science and innovation 

and discovery that Lincoln understood so well. 

Only a union could serve the hopes of every 

citizen - to knock down the barriers to oppor-

tunity and give each and every person the 

chance to pursue the American dream. Lin-
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