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PROLOGUE1 

It was autumn 1816. For the third time since moving to 

Kentucky fourteen years earlier, a frustrated Thomas Lincoln 

found himself a victim of the state's chaotic land laws; 

defective titles cost Lincoln land or money in each of the 

three cases. Thomas Lincoln struggled eighteen miles into 

the Indiana wilderness and chose a site for his new home. In 

Indiana, he could purchase land directly from the government; 

his title to the land would be clear. After marking his 

claim, Thomas returned to Kentucky to gather his wife, Nancy 

Hanks Lincoln, and their children, nine-year-old Sarah and 

seven-year-old Abraham. By December, the Lincolns were 

settled in a half-faced camp on the Indiana property. The 

winter passed and the family survived on game and the food 

they brought with them from Kentucky. 

As early as possible in the spring, the Lincolns built 

the log cabin which served as their residence, prepared the 

land and planted the first year's crops. The initial 

hardships of establishing the new farm were just over when 

"milk sickness" ravaged the small but growing Pigeon Creek 

community in September and October 1818. Several died, 

including Thomas and Betsy Sparrow, Nancy Brooner, and Nancy 
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Lincoln. They were buried in a new cemetery on a wooded 

knoll one-quarter mile south of the Lincoln cabin. 

The year following Nancy's death was trying for all her 

family. Thirteen-year-old Sarah assumed management of the 

household, and somehow the family got by. In December 1819, 

Thomas returned to Kentucky to marry widow Sarah Bush 

Johnston. Before long, Thomas' new wife and her three 

children moved into the Lincoln cabin. The combined family 

grew to maturity on Thomas Lincoln's Indiana homestead. 

Formal education was an occasional instance for young 

Abraham, as it was for most pioneer children. His first 

teacher was Andrew Crawford, who operated an A-B-C school in 

the area for one year. Crawford introduced his students to 

"reading, writing, arithmentic, and the meaning of birch 

rods."2 At age fourteen, Abraham was taught by James Swaney. 

Swaney stressed reading and writing skills, and Lincoln was 

quoted as saying that, under Sweeney's tutelage, "he had read 

every book within fifty miles* of his home."3 Perhaps his 

best teacher was Azel Dorsey, a local office-holder who 

probably encouraged Lincoln's interest in politics and math. 

•Another source cites the radius of Lincoln's reading 
sources as thirty miles. Note, Jerry Sanders to author, 
May 5, 1987. 
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The bulk of Lincoln's education was acquired outside the 

classroom, however. As a boy, he traveled to all the 

surrounding communities, enjoying the story-telling and 

social life. For a time, he operated a ferry boat 

crossing Anderson Creek. In 1828, James Gentry hired Abraham 

as a bow-hand on a flatboat trip to New Orleans. What 

Abraham didn't learn from experience, he learned from books. 

Young Abraham loved to read, and was familiar with Aesop's 

Fables, histories, adventures like Robinson Crusoe, the 

Revised Laws of Indiana, Benjamin Franklin's autobiography, 

and Parson Weems' Life of Washington. In sum, Abraham 

Lincoln's education was as good or better than that of the 

average pioneer boy. 

The Lincoln family remained in Spencer County, Indiana, 

until March 1830. In the interim, Sarah Bush Johnston 

Lincoln's daughters, Elizabeth and Matilda, married and 

started families of their own. Prompted by reports of 

productive farmland in Illinois, Dennis and Elizabeth Hanks 

and Squire and Matilda Hall decided to relocate with their 

children. In order to preserve the extended family, Thomas, 

Sarah, and Abraham determined to move with the Hanks and 

Halls to Illinois. 
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Abraham was twenty-one when he moved from Indiana. 

There he had known his first great sorrows. There he matured 

into an intelligent and compassionate man. 

1. The background information is repeated in a variety of 
sources, and may be considered general knowledge. The 
account presented here was taken largely from three sources: 
Charles E. Shedd, Jr., Historic Sites Survey: Lincoln State 
Park and Nancy-Hanks Lincoln State Memorial, Spencer County, 
Indiana (National Park Service, 1959), 18-29 passim; Indiana 
Department of Conservation, Division of State Parks, Lands, 
and Waters, The Nancy Hanks Lincoln State Memorial (n.p., 
195 9); and Note, Jerry Sanders to author, May 5, 1987. 

2. Shedd, 3-4. 

3. Ibid., 4. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Early Efforts to Memorialize Nancy Hanks Lincoln 

When "milk sickness" ravaged the Pigeon Creek community 

in 1818, there was no church nor formal cemetery in the new 

settlement. Thomas and Betsy Sparrow, Nancy Hanks Lincoln's 

uncle and aunt, were among the first to die from the 

epidemic. A few days later, Nancy Hanks Lincoln died and was 

buried near the Sparrows on a knoll overlooking the Indiana 

home she dearly loved. As others in the community died, they 

were placed beside the Sparrows and Nancy Lincoln in the 

informal graveyard. Eight years later, in December 1825, the 

Pigeon Creek Primitive Baptist Church set aside some of its 

land one mile to the south of the graveyard for a formal 

cemetery. Coincidentally, Abraham's sister, Sarah, and her 

stillborn child were among the first buried in the church 

graveyard; Sarah Lincoln Grigsby died in childbirth in 

January 1828.1 

Thomas Lincoln moved his family to Illinois two years 

later. The land changed ownership several times in the 

decades following the Lincolns' emigration, and the small 

graveyard on the privately owned land was neglected. Over 

the years, whatever "monuments" once marked the graves 

disappeared. Little note was made of the humble graves of 

ordinary pioneers who lost their lives settling the land. If 
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not for her son's infamous assassination and subsequent 

memorialization, Nancy Hanks Lincoln's gravesite might have 

remained lost to posterity. 

Until Abraham Lincoln became President, there were 

probably few who paid much heed to the Lincolns1 fourteen 

years in southern Indiana. Thomas Lincoln's family was 

typical among pioneer families; Thomas was no richer nor 

poorer than most in the Pigeon Creek community. Although 

Thomas Lincoln's carpentry skills were known and respected 

throughout the community, the family did not stand out from 

their neighbors. Even Abraham Lincoln's election to the 

presidency in 1860 failed to draw visitors to the land where 

Abe grew up. 

Lincoln's assassination changed the situation somewhat, 

as a smattering of curiosity seekers and true admirers of the 

president sought Lincoln's Indiana home and his mother's 

grave. In April 1865, some residents of the nearby town of 

Elizabeth (later Dale) went to the Lincoln farm area and 

posed for pictures taken in front of the 1830 cabin started 

by Thomas and Abraham Lincoln.* Two sepia prints of that 

•Although Thomas and Abraham prepared logs and began 
construction on a new cabin, it was finished by subsequent 
residents after the Lincolns moved to Illinois. The Lincolns 
never resided in the later cabin. 
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showing Mr. [?] Kelsey; Mr. George Medcalf; Mr. [?] Sanders, 

the schoolteacher; Mrs. Clara Kelsey Ball; [Mrs.] Evelyn 

"Siss" Miller, and Mrs. [?] Kelsey seated before the cabin 

(see- Figure 1-1) ; and one showing the men in the party 

pretending to split logs in front of the structure. *- Artist 

John Rowbotham visited the farm in 1865, and commented that 

the grave was unmarked, but named several people in town who 

could direct visitors to it. Lincoln's Springfield, 

Illinois, law partner, William Herndon, visited the farmsite 

in September 1865 and talked with local residents about the 

Lincolns.^ Rowbotham followed his visit with a drawing of 

the Lincoln cabin (Figure 1-2); Herndon wrote some 

observations on the Indiana homestead. 

Three years later, a Civil War veteran named William Q. 

Corbin visited the boyhood home of his former 

commander-in-chief. Corbin was disgusted with the unkempt 

appearance of the gravesite, and wrote a poem on the subject. 

His poem, published in the Rockport Journal in November 1868, 

was among the first known public account of the grave's 

condition. 

On December 24, 1869, some Gentryville businessmen met 

to discuss erecting a suitable marker; in attendance were 

J. W. Wartman, Dr. M. E. Lawrence, T. P. Littlepage, James 
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Figure 1-1. Photograph of Dale, Indiana, residents posing in 
front of the 1829 cabin shortly after Lincoln's 
assassination, 1865. Lincoln Boyhood National Memorial 
photo files, negative no. 448, photographer unknown. 
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Figure 1-2. Copy of John Rowbothom's drawing of the Lincoln 
cabin as it appeared in 1865. Lincoln Boyhood National 
Memorial photo files, negative no. 446, photographer 
unknown. 
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Hammond, J. W. Lamar, N. Grigsby, James Gentry, J. H. 

Houghland, and J. M. Grigsby. No results of this meeting are 

recorded, but the creation of "Mrs. Lincoln's Monument Fund 

Committee" in Rockport in the early 1870s indicates the grave 

was still unmarked. The Rockport committee solicited funds, 

but received few. They dropped the project and disbanded." 

In the meantime, Henry Lewis, John Shillito, Robert Mitchell, 

and Charles West, all of Cincinnati, bought a large parcel of 

land from James Gentry. Originally called Kercheval, the 

Cincinnati developers intended to use the property which 

encompassed Thomas Lincoln's farmstead to create a new town. 

Due to the efforts of Indiana Congressman James Hemenway, the 

town became known as Lincoln City in 1881.^ 

W. W. Webb ran an article in the June 2, 1874, Rockport 

Journal commenting on the poor condition of Nancy Hanks 

Lincoln's grave.° A month later, a meeting of "old settlers" 

was called to arrange for a marker, but again, no action was 

taken.* Thoroughly disgusted, Rockport businessman Joseph D. 

Armstrong erected a two-foot tall marker inscribed simply 

with the deceased's name, Nancy Hanks Lincoln. Some other 

Rockport businessmen may have contributed to the purchase.^-" 

When a newspaper reporter sought the gravesite five 

years later, however, he found it unmarked, overgrown with 
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vege ta t ion , and almost i nacces s ib l e . The r e p o r t e r ' s a r t i c l e 

deplored the g r a v e s i t e ' s condi t ion , and gained the a t t en t ion 

of Peter E. Studebaker, second vice president of the 

Studebaker Company, Carriage Makers, of South Bend, Indiana. 

Studebaker contacted Rockport Postmaster L. S. Gilkey with 

ins t ruc t ions to buy the best tombstone avai lab le for $50.00 

and have i t anonymously placed on the g r a v e s i t e . R. T. 

Kercheval contacted Henry Lewis, the t rus t ee for the 

Cincinnati firm developing Lincoln Ci ty , and the firm donated 

the ha l f -acre surrounding Mrs. Lincoln 's grave to Spencer 

County. On November 27, 1879, when the tombstone was l a i d , 

Civi l War Major General John Veatch of Rockport col lected 

another $50.00 (one dol lar from each of 50 area res idents ) to 

e rec t a fence around the grave. H (See Figure 1-3.) The 

following June, a commission including Joseph Armstrong, 

Nathaniel Grigsby, R. T. Kercheval, James C. Veatch, Joseph 

Gentry, John W. Lamar, L. S. Gilkey, I . L. Milner, Henry C. 

Branham, and David Turnham was formed to care for the 

g raves i te .l*2 F ina l ly , i t seemed, the grave would receive 

proper ca re . 

For a t ime, i t d id . Then in the l a t e 1890s, repor ts of 

the g r a v e s i t e ' s unkempt appearance c i rcu la ted again. 

Studebaker believed the repor ts were exaggerated, but decided 

to have one of his employees i n v e s t i g a t e . - ^ Meanwhile, 
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Figure 1-3. The Studebaker gravestone and ornamental fence 
erected at the Nancy Hanks Lincoln gravesite in 1879. 
Lincoln Boyhood National Memorial photo files, negative 
no. 6, photographer unknown. 
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Benjamin B. Dale, a Cincinnati attorney hired by the former 

owners of the gravesite property, visited the site and was 

shocked by the lack of maintenance. Spencer County citizens 

asked Senator Charles W. Fairbanks of Indiana to seek Federal 

funds to provide for the maintenance of the gravesite, but 

Governor James E. Mount objected, saying care of the 

gravesite was a state responsibility. There was some talk of 

moving Mrs. Lincoln's body to Indianapolis, but Spencer 

County residents' objections ended that proposal. On 

June 30, 1897, Governor Mount called a meeting of several 

state patriotic agencies which resulted in the formation of 

the Nancy Hanks Lincoln Memorial Association, for the 

purposes of soliciting funds for maintenance of the gravesite 

and promoting an Indiana memorial to the Lincolns. 

Unfortunately, after three years, the Memorial Association 

had collected only $56.52.14 

That situation improved in 1900, when United States 

Senator J. A. Hemenway donated $100 to the fund and Robert 

Todd Lincoln gave $1000 for the care of his grandmother's 

grave. This stimulated the appropriation of $800 to enable 

the commissioners of Spencer County to purchase sixteen acres 

surrounding the gravesite from Robert L. Ferguson and his 

wife, Carrie. A few months later, Spencer County transferred 

the deed to the Indiana Lincoln Memorial Association, and 
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charged the Association with maintenance of the gravesite. 

The property would revert to the county if not properly 

attended .15 

In 1902, following the completion of an elaborate 

monument at President Lincoln's grave in Springfield, 

Illinois, J. S. Culver resculpted a discarded stone from 

Abraham's original monument and vault as a monument to Nancy 

Hanks Lincoln. Governor Winfield T. Durbin, president of the 

Memorial Association, accepted the massive stone and had it 

placed in front of the Studebaker marker. (See Figure 1-4.) 

The so-called "Culver stone" was dedicated in a graveside 

ceremony on October 1, 1902.1° 

Once again, it seemed the gravesite would receive proper 

care. Once again, it was not so. By 1906, the small park was 

in a deplorable state of disrepair, and Governor J. Frank 

Hanley called on the organization to explain its inactivity. 

Hanley's attempt to revitalize the Nancy Hanks Lincoln 

Memorial Association was unsuccessful.l? The Spencer County 

commissioners deferred their option to repossess the acreage 

they had donated to the Association until the state 

legislature reconvened the following spring. In 1907, the 

Indiana assembly dissolved the Nancy Hanks Lincoln Memorial 
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Associat ion, t ransfe r red i t s funds,* records , and property to 

a newly es tab l i shed Board of Commissioners, and appropriated 

$5000 for the erec t ion of an ornamental fence around Mrs. 

Lincoln 's grave and other improvements. The Board consisted 

of the Secretary of Sta te on the Board of Forestry and two 

individuals appointed by the governor, a t l e a s t one of whom 

had to be from Spencer County.*& The Board of Commissioners 

hired landscape a r ch i t ec t J . C. Meyenburg of Tell City, 

Indiana, to prepare design documents for s i t e improvements. 

In 1909, u t i l i z i n g those p lans , the s t a t e cleared the 

s ix teen-and-one-hal f -acre park of dead t r e e s ; erected an iron 

fence around the proper ty , including an e laborate entry ga t e , 

and b u i l t a macadamized road from the highway to the 

g r a v e s i t e . The entryway featured l i f e - s i z e l ions at the 

highway en t rance , with eagles perched on columns south of the 

l i o n s , c loser to the g r a v e s i t e . (See Figure 1-4.) Large 

stone urns dotted the roadway to the cemetery. ** 

Indiana celebrated i t s centennial in December 1916, and 

Spencer County's hundredth anninversary was 1918.** Among 

*The Nancy Hanks Lincoln Memorial Association 
t ransfer red $925.37 of the t o t a l $115552 i t col lec ted to the 
Board of Commissioners. The assoc ia t ion had spent $231.15 to 
d r i l l a wel l . Notes on Hanley meeting, Box 1, Folder 1. 

**When Thomas Lincoln staked his claim near Pigeon-
Creek, the land was in Warrick County. The county l ines were 
redrawn in 1818. 
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Figure 1-4. The "lions and eagles" gate, circa 1929. 
Department of Conservation photo, Nancy Hanks Lincoln 
Memorial Papers, Indiana Department of Natural 
Resources, Indianapolis, Indiana. 
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