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CHAPTER 1 
My Little Brother and Me


When he was three years old and I was five, I learned my little brother his letters, the same letters I had learned from my aunt Betsy. I was taking care of him, while Mama was busy. I showed him the letters in the Bible. “Look here, Abe,” I said. “This is an A. This is a B. This is a C. Now you point like I did.”

He did it. He pointed to the letters. I didn’t have to tell him but once. “Now you’re going to make them letters,” I said. I was still a little girl and not speaking perfectly. “Come on outside with me,” I said. There was nothing to write with, so I made the letters in the air. That puzzled Abe some, and he ran off and found some twigs and gave them to me to make the letters on the ground. “Ain’t you smart,” I said admiringly.



Three little twigs made the letter A. I did it, then he did it. Made it perfect the first time. The letter B was harder to make with twigs, so I scratched it in the dirt where the chickens had picked the ground clean. It took him a while to make that B, but he was a dogged little squirt. He wouldn’t give up for nothing. Then we worked on C, and we kept on going, right up the alphabet.

It was funny to watch Abe make the letters, him kneeling on the ground, his butt end up in the air. He’d scratch out a letter with a twig, then talk to it. “D?” he said, creaking it out like an old man who couldn’t hear so good. “You there, you there? E, E, where is E?” He loved his letters. “See C,” he said and laughed at his own joke. S was a snake, he said, and T was a tree. Z gave him some trouble. He kept making it backward. He’d rub it out and do it again, and rub it out and do it again, till he got it right. I learned him to spell his name, too.

Next year, when I was six, Pa signed me up for Mr. Riney’s subscription school. Abe was wild to go too. “I’ll go with Sally. I will. I will go with my sister,” he said, and he wouldn’t stop saying it, not even when Pa said, dang it, he didn’t have the money. “I will go,” Abe said in his little voice. “I will.”

Finally, Pa asked the schoolmaster to visit, and Mama and me showed off Abe, showed how he knew his letters and lots more, too. He could already read everything near as good as me. “He can come along with his sister, then,” the schoolmaster said. “And I won’t charge you extra, Mr. Lincoln, the boy being so young.”

I was pleased to have my little brother’s company going to school. Pa was pleased to save money. And Mama was pleased that Abe and me were going to get schooling. Mama could read and write. She had come from a fine family, and she wanted us to be educated.

We started school, and every day Abe ran ahead of me all the way on his little legs. It was three miles to the school that sat at the Long Branch crossroads. Abe was the youngest in the school, but he could read and do his letters better than most. I was puffed up over him, proud as a pigeon, which was a sin of pride, but I couldn’t help it.

By the time Abe was six, folks were stopping by the house to see the “little wonder”—the child, they said, who could read and write like an angel. They would come with paper for him to write letters for them to family back home in Virginia. Never having had no schooling, most of these people couldn’t read what Abe wrote and most signed their names with marks. Pa was a farmer and a carpenter, he could make anything you wanted, and he could sign his name himself, too. He’d stick out his tongue, bite down on it, and slowly make the letters to write Thomas Lincoln.



Pa’s Knob Creek farm was at the edge of the road. People walked by all times of the day, and the night, too. Carriages and wagons and drovers went past both ways, and sometimes when the long mule trains came through at night, Pa said it was criminal folks, smugglers. I shivered to hear that, but glad that we were all inside and safe.

In case I forgot to tell you, my name is Sarah Lincoln, but anyone who knows me calls me Sally. I was born on February 10, 1807 in Elizabethtown, Kentucky. My brother was born exactly two years and two days after me at Sinking Spring, Pa’s first farm. I don’t remember a whole lot about either of those places.

After Abe, when we were living in Knob Creek, Mama had another boy baby. At that time, I was five and Abe was three. That’s along about the same time I was teaching him his letters. Mama named the new baby Thomas after Pa. Thomas was a fretful little thing. He died when he was six months old. We buried him right there at Knob Creek. On Sundays, Mama went to his grave and I went with her. Mama had a fine singing voice, and each time she’d sing to my littlest baby brother. “Hush, little baby, don’t you cry….” Made me want to cry. I didn’t, though, not much, anyway. Mama always said that we Lincoln women were strong and we didn’t let death nor nothing scorch our eyes.



Did I tell that Abe got his name from Pa’s pa, the first Abraham Lincoln? And that I got mine from Mama’s cousin Sarah Mitchell? Mama loved her like a sister, and if I asked, she would tell me Sarah Mitchell’s story. Something else that made me want to cry. When Sarah Mitchell was nine, she saw her mama cut down by an Indian. Her pa was standing by her mama’s body and attempting to hold off the attackers with a rifle he was using like a club. Sarah and her brother were hiding in the bushes, but they were discovered and ran for their lives.

Whenever Mama got to this part of Sarah Mitchell’s story, I would get all fearful and trembling. Sarah and her brother ran till they came to a log fallen across a river. Sarah’s brother scrambled his way across the log to the other shore and called to her to follow, but she was scared of the water. She hesitated, and the Indians came upon her and took her away.

They held her captive for six years and then they freed her in a prisoner exchange. After that, she went to live with Aunt Betsy and Mama. “And what was that like for Sarah, being with the Indians, Mama?” I would always ask. And Mama would always press her lips together and say, “Sarah vowed they treated her fine, made her part of a family. But I’ll tell you, Sally, it was sweet to see her in our house, and we loved each other. We were like two fingers on the same hand. Sister-cousins people called us. I promised I would name my first girl after her. And so I did.”

“And so you did,” I said, hugging Mama. I couldn’t imagine being anybody but Sally Lincoln. Nor could I imagine living anywhere but Knob Creek. I thought we would never leave it.
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CHAPTER 2 
How Can People Be So Mean?


Everything about our life at Knob Creek was good. We had school in the winter, and in spring when Pa plowed and Abe followed with the seeds, I was with Mama, cooking and making the garden and gathering herbs. Mama was teaching me all the time, correcting me, showing me the right way to do things, like making apple butter and washing clothes and how to peg them on the line so the wind would get them and they’d smell good and fresh.

“When you grow up,” she said, “and you get married and have your own family, you’ll know how to do everything a girl needs to know.”



“But, Mama,” I said, “I don’t want to get married. I want to stay with you forever. And Abe and Pa too.” Mama laughed and said I’d change my mind. “No, Mama, I won’t,” I said.

“Oh, you will,” she said. “I used to be just like you.”

I knew Mama was wrong and I was right. I wished I could just say it, but I didn’t. It would be sassing.

The fall of the year that I was nine and Abe seven, two peculiar things happened. Pa didn’t split wood for the winter and he didn’t sign us up for school. “Don’t we need wood, Pa?” I asked.

“Never mind,” he said.

“But we’ll be cold. I don’t want to be cold.”

Mama shook her head at me and put her finger on her lips, meaning leave your pa alone. I obeyed Mama. I didn’t pester Pa nor did Abe, but we puzzled about the wood and we mourned not going to school. “Why not?” Abe kept asking me. I didn’t know what to say. I heard Pa and Mama talking about lawyers and “faulty surveys” and “ejectment proceedings,” but I didn’t know what it meant.

Then Pa went away for a week. Mama said it was to look at some “Congress land” up north in the new territory they called Indiana. One evening after Pa came back, he said, “Children. We’re going to be leaving this place. This farm ain’t mine anymore.”



Abe looked up from his book. “What do you mean, Pa?” he asked. “That don’t make no sense. This farm is yours.”

“No, it ain’t,” Pa said. “We linger much longer, the sheriff will be here to put us out.”

“Mama?” I waited for her to speak, to say it wasn’t true. It wasn’t for me to speak up to Pa, but then I did anyway. “Pa! We can’t leave here. This is our home.”

“I don’t need you telling me things I know better than you, Sal.”

“But, Pa—”

“Quit your jawing. When are you going to start acting like a girl?”

I looked down. A girl was supposed to be modest, dutiful, and quiet. I found that quiet part real hard. Well, maybe I didn’t want to be a girl.

Turned out it wasn’t just us Lincolns losing our land. Neighbors of ours were losing their farms too. “Your pa and them did things right,” Mama said, “bought the land fair and square, but some folks back east, some rich Philadelphia people, have paper that says the land is theirs and we had no right to buy it. All the work your pa has done is gone for nothing.”

“That’s wrong, Mama!” I said.

“It’s the law. The rich gobble up everything. Poor people like us can’t do anything about it. The rich have the lawyers.”

“How can people be so mean,” I cried out. “I hate them, Mama. I hate them!”

“Hush your mouth. No use in hating,” Mama said. “The Lord forgave and we need to forgive. We’ll manage, Sally. We’ll manage.”
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CHAPTER 3 
Leavng Home


After Pa told us we had to leave Knob Creek, it didn’t take us but a day and a half to strip our cabin bare. We had to leave behind everything Pa had built, starting with our cabin, the fencing around the cleared fields, and the animal enclosures. We didn’t have no wagon, so we had to leave our table and beds and stools, too.

Pa said he had a mind to burn the cabin and everything in it down to the ground, but Mama said, “They’ll put the law on you, Mr. Lincoln. You know you’ll build everything again.” Then a neighbor came by and Pa swapped him the table and the four stools, plus the corner cupboard, for a steel plow tip. And after that, there was nothing to do but go.



The day we left, we loaded our horse, Branch, with Pa’s tools, the new steel tip, seeds for spring planting, cornmeal and meat for the trip, and Mama’s wheel and pots. All of us carried something, but when Pa saw me packing the smooth, shiny stones I’d collected, he told me to leave them. “There’s stones aplenty where we’re going,” he said.

I was afeared he’d tell me the same thing about Amanda, my corn-husk doll that Mama had made for me when I was little. I had her tied to my waist. I flung the stones away, but no matter what Pa said, I wasn’t going to leave Amanda.
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CHAPTER 4 
On the Road


I left Knob Creek with a heavy heart and a slow foot, still hoping that Pa would stop and turn back and say that he’d changed his mind. But he started out brisk and kept moving, almost hidden under the pack on his back. We all carried packs, Mama’s was on her shoulders attached to a tumpline. She was leading Branch, who bore the biggest load.

The day was gray and gloomy, not a speck of sun in sight. It had rained during the night and the road was rutted and muddy. Abe and I were barefoot and at every step red mud grabbed our feet. Abe thought that sound was funny and made a big thing of taking giant noisy steps.



The road ran through woods and then cleared land and then more woods. We were never alone for long. We passed farms and cabins with smoke coming from the chimneys, and travelers on foot and in wagons going by in both directions. Abe and me dawdled to look at the men on horseback, and the people riding in carts and the folks on foot, with their goods piled up, pulling the carts themselves.

Pa turned and signaled for us to step along. “I’ll race you, Sal,” Abe said. He started off running, lifting his legs high and splashing down into the mud. “Come on, Sal! What’s the matter?” I weren’t about to get covered with mud, but Abe kept running, and he was soon out of sight. Mama and Pa were out of sight too. I was alone.

I stopped and slipped the pack loose and sat down near an oak tree. At my waist, Amanda looked up at me with her pinprick black eyes. What are you doing, Sally?

“I’m taking a rest.”

Well, nobody else is.

“I’m not nobody else. I guess you must have noticed that.”

Your pa don’t care about any of that stuff. Where he goes, you go.

“My feet hurt.”

Awwwww, poor little Sally.



“I’m not faking it!”

You better go, Sally, and catch up with them.

“When I’m ready, I’ll go, Amanda. Now, be quiet!” I turned her so her face was against my waist.

For a while, I watched the traffic. The road was wide and it looked like everybody in the world was going someplace. A wagon pulled by oxen and loaded with sacks of corn went creaking by. Then more wagons, some with families like ours, only with more young ’uns, and drovers with herds of pigs and sheep and cows and strings of horses. It was a real merriment watching all this.

A stagecoach behind six galloping horses overtook everyone, crowding them off the road. Those horses splattered mud in every direction. I scrambled back and wiped at the mud on my dress. Faces in the coach window, big red faces, were looking out and laughing at me, as if this was good sport. I hated them. They were rich people, same as the ones who had taken our farm.

I snugged on my pack, turned Amanda around, and started walking again, expecting to see Mama and Pa. I walked faster and faster, and they weren’t anywhere in sight. “Amanda, why didn’t they wait for me?”

Why didn’t you stay with them, Sally?

“Because I was tired and needed a rest! You know that. Do you think they forgot me?”



No, I don’t think so, Sally. Oh, look! Here comes your brother.

Abe slid into place alongside of me. “Pa says you better hurry. He says if I can keep pace, you should too.”

“Your legs are longer,” I said. The bottom half of Abe had been growing, and he was as tall as me.

“Don’t matter. Pa’s mad.”

“Well, I’m mad too. I’m mad at those rich people.”

Mama and Pa were waiting for us at the schoolhouse crossing. “What’s wrong with you, Sally?” Pa put his hand on my shoulder. It lay there like a stack of wood. “Are we going to have trouble with you?” I shook my head. “Let’s go, then.”

We didn’t stop again until midday when Mama said, “Enough, Mr. Lincoln,” and called a halt for food. If she hadn’t spoken up, Pa would have walked us all through the day and the night, too. He was like a mule, nothing stopped him—wet, cold, muddy, windy, he didn’t care.

As dark came on, I was hoping that Pa would ask for shelter at a cabin, but no. He led us off the road and into the woods. We stopped in a clearing by a stream and made camp. Abe and me gathered wood for a fire and hemlock boughs for the bed. We set ourselves around the fire and Mama sang grace. “Thankee, Lord, for this food and my children and for keeping us all safe.” After we ate, she threw our bear skin across the hemlock and we all lay down and pulled our feather quilt over us.

The next day was just like the first day. Walk, walk, walk. That night we came to an inn where the wagon drivers and the drovers stopped. “Pa! We can sleep in there,” Abe said. All around the inn were pens and corrals and fenced areas for the horses and sheep and pigs.

“I ain’t sleeping in a room full of drunken men,” Pa said. “And neither are you. And we’re not letting your mama and sister in that place, that’s for sure.” Again, we made camp in the woods.

Pa was in high spirits the next morning as we started off. “We’re going to the promised land,” he sang. “Good sweet land, full of streams and meadows.”

My shoulders ached and I was missing being inside four walls. I just wanted to get where we were going, and I didn’t care if it was the promised land or the ends of the earth. “Ask Pa how much more walking we got to do,” I told Abe. I’d already asked Pa about ten times, and each time he said, “We’ll be there by and by.”

“I don’t want to ask Pa,” Abe said.

“Why not?” But I knew. Pa always had a sharp answer for Abe.

That night, we were all sitting around the fire when Pa said, “We cross the river tomorrow.”



“Then we’re there, Sal!” Abe said. He jumped up on a stump and started talking like a preacher. “We’re on our new land; it’s got fish in the creek this big.” He stretched his arms. “No, this big.” He stretched his arms even farther. “And there’s a salt lick and game comes there from every direction, ain’t I right, Pa? And birds, so many you just knock them out of the trees, bang, bang, bang, ain’t that right, Pa?”

“Keep talking,” Pa said. “That mouth of yours sure can go. If you could talk us there, we’d be there right now.”

Abe got off the stump and started throwing bits of sticks and grass into the fire. Mama called him over to her and put her arm around him. I wished Pa wouldn’t be so sharp to Abe. Pa said sharp things to me, too, but I didn’t take it so hard, not the way Abe did. ’Course, I knew Pa favored me. Maybe that was a sin of pride, thinking I was special.
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CHAPTER 5 
The River Shone Like Silver


As we came up onto a bluff, I saw the river spread out below us. It was huge. It shone like pure silver. Then we were back on the road again and cutting fast through the trees down the trail to the river. The closer we came, the bigger the river got. I could hardly see across to the Indiana side. There sure was no stepping across, the way we stepped across our creek. I hugged my brother tight and we both stood there and marveled at the wonder.
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