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Lincoln State Park

Exploring the Boyhood Home of Abraham Lincoln

Indiana Timeless Tales – Book 10

Paul R. Wonning

Description

Explore the boyhood haunts of the nation's 16th President, Abraham Lincoln, at Lincoln Indiana State Park. Many of the hiking trails in the park visit places Lincoln would have walked. Watch a play based upon Lincoln's life in Indiana at the Lincoln Amphitheater or fish in beautiful Lincoln Lake. Near the state park visitors can enjoy the Abraham Lincoln Boyhood Home and National Museum. See artifacts, documents and photos related to the Lincoln family. The grounds include the Sarah Hanks Lincoln gravesite, the Tom Lincoln cabin site and a pioneer farm with period actors performing tasks like those done on an 19th Century Indiana farm. The book includes a guide to the tourism sites in Spencer County, Indiana.
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Lincoln State Park

2022 Acres

Established 1932

Abraham Lincoln spent his boyhood years in southern Indiana. Lincoln State Park preserves some of the sites and memories important to Lincoln as he was growing up. Nancy Hanks Lincoln presented her husband Thomas with a son on February 12, 1809. He was born on the Sinking Spring Farm in Hardin County, Kentucky. When Abraham was a boy of seven, Thomas moved the family to southern Indiana. Thomas had been a wealthy Kentucky farmer until 1816, when he lost all his land due to faulty property line disputes. He moved his family to Indiana where the property laws provided better title to land. Thomas was also staunchly anti-slavery. Kentucky was a slave state while Indiana was not.

Walk Where Lincoln Walked

Lincoln State Park provides visitors a place to walk in the places Lincoln walked. They can also enjoy a play, hike trails, or enjoy lake activities on Lincoln Lake. The park is 2026 acres in size, heavily wooded and a beautiful place to spend a vacation.

Park Information

Mailing Address:

P.O. Box 216

Lincoln City, IN 47552

812-937-4710

on.IN.gov/lincolnsp

Mapping Address:

Indiana 162

Lincoln City, IN 47552

https://www.in.gov/dnr/state-parks/parks-lakes/lincoln-state-park/

Back to Table of Contents
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Abraham Lincoln (February 12, 1809 – April 15, 1865)
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The son of Thomas Lincoln and Nancy Hanks Lincoln, Abraham was native to Sinking Spring Farm near Hodgenville, Kentucky. He entered the world on February 12, 1809.

Lincoln's Boyhood in Indiana

The Lincoln family moved to Indiana in 1816 from Kentucky after Abraham's father Thomas Lincoln lost his land due to faulty land titles. After learning that Indiana had better land title laws, Thomas moved the family north of the Ohio River to Indiana. The Lincolns were also strongly opposed to slavery. Kentucky was a slave state, Indiana a free state, so Thomas chose Indiana. The Lincoln's squatted on public land in Spencer County while Thomas worked as a cabinet maker, carpenter and farmer. Eventually he acquired clear title to 80 acres of this land in Spencer County.

Death of Nancy Hanks Lincoln

Thomas Lincoln's wife, Nancy, died on October 5, 1818, leaving Thomas Lincoln and his children Abraham and Sarah motherless. Sarah Bush Johnson's husband, Daniel Johnston, died of cholera in 1816, leaving Sarah and her three children destitute. Hearing of her plight, Thomas Lincoln traveled to Kentucky, proposed to her and the two married on December 2, 1819.

Sarah Bush Johnson (December 13, 1788 – April 12, 1869)

The daughter of Christopher and Hannah Bush, Sarah was native to Hardin County, Kentucky. Thomas and Sarah had become acquainted while they both lived near Elizabethtown, Kentucky before Lincoln moved his family to Indiana in 1816. When Nancy died two years later, Thomas heard that Sarah was a widow. Sarah's husband, Daniel, had accumulated some debts, which Sarah could not pay.  Thomas reportedly traveled to Kentucky, arrived at her door and knocked. He proposed to Sarah and offered to pay her debts. She accepted the proposal, the two married on December 2, 1819, and Sarah traveled to Spencer County Indiana with her three children. She took over as mother to young Abraham and Sarah Lincoln. Sarah was illiterate, however, she encouraged young Abraham with his studies. Abraham would address Sarah as "mama," right from the start. At her insistence, Thomas had wooden planks planed and installed them in the cabin to cover the dirt floor. He also installed greased paper windows. A greased paper window consisted of grease coated paper. Many frontier families used this inexpensive window in lieu of expensive glass to admit light to dimly lighted cabins and to keep birds, insects, wind and other unwanted intruders from the cabin. After Lincoln attained his law practice, and later the presidency, he continued to visit Sarah for the rest of his life as circumstances permitted.

Self-Educated

Abraham loved to read and write, a skill that Sarah, his new stepmother, encouraged. Lincolns received very little formal education. He would walk miles to borrow a neighbor's book, which were in short supply in the frontier areas of Indiana. Thus, the education Lincoln received on the frontier was largely what he could learn by reading books.

Great Physical Strength

Lincoln grew to 6 foot, 4 inches tall and possessed great physical strength. He learned to wield an ax, becoming an expert rail splitter, an important skill on the frontier. His wrestling skills were also unmatched, as displayed when he bested the leader of a group of local ruffians known as the Clary's Grove boys.

Abraham Lincoln's Early Employment

At around fifteen years old Abraham Lincoln worked as a hired hand for local farmer James Taylor. The rough work included butchering and other farm chores. He also operated Taylor's Ferry ferrying passengers across the Anderson River, which served as a key transportation link during that era. Inspired, young Abe built a rowboat, which he used to ferry passengers across the river. He earned a dollar on his first trip, which seemed almost a fortune to the boy.

Taylor's Ferry

Taylor's Ferry crossed the Anderson River, which is a fifty-mile-long river that forms the boundary of Perry and Spencer Counties. Lincoln greatly enjoyed ferrying people across the river. It gave him the opportunity to converse with many people as they went about their affairs. Lincoln Ferry Park, on Indiana State Road 66 just west of Troy, Indiana, is the location of an historical marker denoting the site of the ferry. Tradition also says that it was here that the Lincolns crossed the Ohio River from Kentucky in 1818.  It is also the spot where Lincoln earned money ferrying passengers to and from the riverboats anchored offshore. His business angered local ferry owners, who tried to stop him. He decided to study law and went on to defend himself in court against the ferry owners. He won the case, sparking a lifelong quest for knowledge and fairness. His love affair with the law began with this case. It was his flatboat voyages to New Orleans that firmed up his revulsion against slavery.

Lincoln, New Orleans and Slavery

While a child in Kentucky, Lincoln was exposed to slavery, as there was dissention in the area the Lincoln's lived in. The Lincoln's were anti-slavery, but there were many slave owners in the area. The division created many conflicts. So many that the church the Lincolns attended had to close due to conflict over the practice. Thomas Lincoln had lost two farms in Kentucky due to land title confusion. He had bought the farms and established homesteads, then lost them when he found he did not hold a clear title to them. The Lincolns left Kentucky for Indiana because the new state had better land survey and title laws. They also wanted to live in a free state. The Northwest Ordinance had forbidden slavery in the Indiana Territory, but there were slaves in the Territory when Thomas came to the area in 1815 to locate a suitable farm. When the family moved in 1816, Indiana was on the way to Statehood and would be a free state. Though some slaves remained in Indiana for several years, there were probably few, if any, in the area in which the Lincoln's settled. Thus, Lincoln's first real exposure to slavery was on his flatboat trips to New Orleans. It was the second that firmed his stance against it. During that trip, he saw slaves whipped and beaten. It was a slave auction that revolted him the most. During the auction, a mulatto girl was examined like a buyer inspecting a horse. Revolted by the scene, he said to his companions, "By God, boys, let's get away from this. If ever I get a chance to hit that thing (meaning slavery), I'll hit it hard."

April 18, 1828 - Lincoln Departs Rockport on Flatboat

Few experiences defined Abraham Lincoln's outlook on slavery than his 1828 trip to New Orleans as an employee of merchant James Gentry. Historians have determined that the date for his departure from Rockport, Indiana for New Orleans as April 18 or the 19, 1828.

Flatboats

The flatboat was the primary means farmers in the Mississippi Valley watershed used to transport goods to the ports at New Orleans for sale. A flatboat was a rectangular, flat-bottomed boat that was used to transport both passengers and freight. The flatboat operators used two long paddles, called “broad horns,” to navigate downstream. A canopy usually covered part, or all, of the flatboat as protection for the crew and cargo. A farmer unskilled in boat building could build a flat boat using coarse timbers and fill it with his excess harvest. Building a boat was somewhat expensive, costing about seventy-five dollars to build. A boat could hold about three thousand dollars-worth of crops, so the investment was worthwhile. The agricultural products transported included corn, wheat, potatoes, flour, hay, tobacco, cotton, and whiskey.  Farmers also transported livestock like chickens, cows, and pigs. At the end of the voyage, the boat was sold. It would usually bring around fifteen dollars. The men during Lincoln's time usually returned to their farm by steamboat.

The Trip

They began their 1300-mile journey from Rockport, Indiana. The flatboat, powered by the river’s current, traveled at a speed somewhat under five miles per hour. The flatboat would cover around sixty-five miles per day. The boat was approximately fifteen feet by forty feet and filled with a cargo of pork, flour, meal, and potatoes. Allen Gentry, Thomas Gentry’s son, accompanied Abraham on the journey. As the sun went down each day the young men, would find a suitable spot along the bank and tie up to sleep for the night. As they approached the end of their journey, near Convent, Louisiana, a gang of seven men attacked them with sticks. The gang, probably escaped slaves, only retreated when young Gentry yelled at Abraham, imploring him to get the guns and shoot their attackers. The men retreated, not knowing that Gentry and Lincoln had no guns. Both men received injuries during the struggle. The scar, noticeable on later photographs of him, bore testament to one of them. They would arrive in New Orleans on either May 14 or the 17th. Lincoln would have observed a slice of plantation life along the Mississippi as the flatboat made its silent journey downriver.

Selling the Cargo

James Gentry had authorized Lincoln to sell the cargo for cash or trade it for cotton, tobacco, and sugar, which he could also sell. The flatboat docking area on the Mississippi River was between Notre Dame St. Peters and Orleans Parish. South Peters Street runs parallel to the river at this point. Steamboat and sailing ship docks were located north of the flatboat area. After disposing of the cargo, Lincoln and Gentry probably used money belts to stow the cash on their persons for safekeeping.

The Slave Market

New Orleans had the largest slave market in the United States. Many slave selling firms had markets in the city. Most of these markets were close to the river. Slave dealers had found that they could buy slaves cheap in the northern regions of the south and sell them for a profit to plantation owners in the deep south. Since Congress had banned slave importation after 1808, the slave market in the United States consisted of domestic slaves. Well over a half million slaves were traded in the years between 1820 and 1860. In New Orleans the slaves were kept in slave pens, which were basically jails. Men and women were kept in separate sections. Many were sold while still on the boats in transit downriver, but most ended up in these pens. The slave traders fed these people well and allowed them to exercise. This kept the slaves in good condition, thus assuring a higher price when sold. Lincoln and Gentry would have seen these pens, and the nearby markets, while they sold their flatboat cargo. The sight of slaves being auctioned repulsed him.

The Return

Once they had sold their cargo, Lincoln and Gentry would have stowed the cash on themselves and taken passage on a steamboat. The return voyage would have taken about two weeks, putting them back in Rockville sometime in early June.

Move to Illinois

Fearing another outbreak of "milk fever," the Lincoln family migrated to Illinois in 1830.

New Salem, Illinois

Lincoln migrated to New Salem, Illinois in 1832. He joined in partnership with Denton Offutt to purchase a general store. He also served as the postmaster for a time. It was during these years that Lincoln honed the story telling skills that would serve him in politics later. The store, however, faltered and Lincoln sold his share after a few years.

Black Hawk War

The Black Hawk War broke out in 1832. Lincoln enlisted in a volunteer militia unit. The members of the militia elected him as captain. Lincoln's company did not see any combat during the short war, however his experiences of seeing slain combatants at the Stillman's Run and Kellogg's Grove battlefields deeply disturbed him.

Fighting Begins

Indiana Territory Governor William Henry Harrison had concluded the first treaty with the Sauk and Fox tribes in current Illinois had resulted in the cessation of about fifty million acres of ground to the whites. The treaty created dissention among the Sauk leaders, who contended that the Sauk and Fox councils that concluded the treaty had not authority to cede the land. Sauk war chief Black Hawk was the main critic of the treaty. Black Hawk and the Sauk tribe had sided with the British during the War of 1812. As settlers continued pouring into Illinois and Wisconsin after the war, Black Hawk began an active resistance in 1832 when he attempted to resettle his tribe on land previously ceded to the United States. The United States Government, convinced that the Sauk were hostile, organized a militia to pursue the natives and drive them out.

Battle of Bad Axe

Black Hawk's warriors lost heavily at the Battle of Wisconsin Heights on July 21, 1832. Pursued by the militia troops, the natives retreated towards the Mississippi River. The militia caught the Sauk as they were attempting to cross to the western side of the river on August 1. The battle was more of a massacre than it was a fight. Caught at a disadvantage, starving and outnumbered, the natives attempted resistance. On August 2, 1832, the fighting ended when Black Hawk and several of his followers escaped. Hundreds of his tribe had died in the battle, which marked the end of native resistance to white settlement in the old Northwest Territory. Settlers soon began moving into northern Indiana, Illinois and Wisconsin in greater numbers now that the native threat had ended.

Law and Entering Politics

Lincoln's stint with the militia had interrupted his first campaign for office, his attempt to win a seat on the Illinois State Legislature in 1832. In the election he placed eighth out of thirteen candidates. Since the top four finishers won the seats, Lincoln was eliminated.  Afterward this election, he decided to become a lawyer. He achieved this by reading the Commentaries on the Laws of England, gaining admittance to the Illinois bar in 1837. He won his next campaign as a member of the Whig party in 1834. Upon his admittance to the bar in 1836 he moved to Springfield in 1837 to partner with John T. Stuart. Lincoln found that to make a living as a lawyer he had to travel, so he migrated with the court's movements. During these years Lincoln developed the reputation as a tough trial lawyer. He also met his future wife, Mary Todd, Stuart's cousin, at a social function.

Marriage

Lincoln and Mary Todd became engaged in 1840 and had a wedding date set for January 1, 1841, however Lincoln canceled it. The couple once again became engaged and married on November 4, 1842. The Lincoln’s would have four sons, three of which would die young.

U.S. House of Representatives

Lincoln focused on his growing law practice during the years from 1837 until 1847. He mounted an unsuccessful campaign for the House of Representatives in 1843, however in 1847 he won a seat as a Whig. Promising to serve only one term, he opposed the policies of Andrew Jackson and supported the Whigs. He co-sponsored a bill that would have abolished slavery in Washington, DC. Additionally, the bill would have compensated their owners. The Whig party refused to support the bill, so he dropped it. True to his word, he declined to run for reelection in 1849 and returned to his law practice.

Prairie Lawyer

During the years between 1849 and 1857 Lincoln returned his focus to his legal practice. His reputation as a lawyer led to his nickname, "Honest Abe." He appeared in front of the Illinois Supreme Court in 175 cases, 51 times as the sole counsel. He won 31 of those cases. Congress' passage of the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act reignited his interest in politics.

1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act
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