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Lincoln	
  in	
  Spencer	
  County	
  
Presented	
  By	
  William	
  E.	
  Bartelt	
  
	
  

Over	
  sixty	
  years	
  ago,	
  south	
  western	
  Indiana	
  sculptor	
  and	
  Lincoln	
  enthusiast,	
  George	
  
Honig,	
  told	
  a	
  story	
  of	
  when	
  years	
  earlier	
  he	
  was	
  studying	
  under	
  Harmon	
  McNeil,	
  a	
  New	
  
York	
  sculptor.	
  McNeil	
  was	
  working	
  on	
  a	
  Lincoln	
  statue	
  and	
  Honig	
  commented	
  to	
  a	
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Even	
  if	
  we	
  convince	
  the	
  public	
  that	
  Lincoln	
  lived	
  here	
  for	
  fourteen	
  years	
  and	
  lived	
  a	
  
childhood	
  that	
  was	
  not	
  superhuman,	
  the	
  most	
  difficult	
  barrier	
  to	
  understanding	
  his	
  
Indiana	
  years	
  yet	
  remains.	
  That	
  barrier	
  is	
  simply-­‐-­‐what	
  are	
  the	
  facts?	
  

Lincoln	
  left	
  Indiana	
  at	
  age	
  21.	
  	
  He	
  was	
  well	
  known	
  in	
  this	
  community-­‐-­‐but	
  he	
  was	
  a	
  
member	
  of	
  just	
  another	
  family	
  who	
  was	
  a	
  part	
  of	
  the	
  frontier	
  for	
  a	
  while	
  and	
  then	
  
moved	
  on.	
  	
  We	
  have	
  no	
  contemporary	
  accounts	
  of	
  how	
  he	
  and	
  his	
  family	
  lived	
  here.	
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Lincoln	
  tells	
  us	
  that	
  in	
  his	
  eighth	
  year-­‐-­‐today	
  we	
  would	
  say	
  he	
  was	
  seven	
  years	
  old-­‐-­‐in	
  
the	
  autumn	
  of	
  1816,	
  the	
  Lincolns	
  reached	
  their	
  Indiana	
  home	
  about	
  the	
  time	
  the	
  state	
  
came	
  into	
  the	
  Union,	
  which	
  we	
  know	
  was	
  December	
  11,	
  1816.	
  	
  He	
  said,	
  "This	
  removal	
  
was	
  partly	
  on	
  account	
  of	
  slavery,	
  but	
  chiefly	
  on	
  account	
  of	
  the	
  difficulty	
  in	
  land	
  titles	
  in	
  
Kentucky."13	
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named	
  Elizabeth,	
  a	
  younger	
  step	
  sister	
  named	
  Matilda,	
  and	
  a	
  step	
  brother	
  of	
  about	
  his	
  
own	
  age	
  named	
  John	
  D..	
  

His	
  only	
  real	
  brother	
  died	
  in	
  infancy	
  in	
  Kentucky.	
  	
  Of	
  his	
  true	
  sister	
  (Sarah)	
  he	
  said	
  she	
  
was	
  grown	
  and	
  married,	
  but	
  died	
  many	
  years	
  ago,	
  leaving	
  no	
  child.	
  	
  She	
  died	
  on	
  January	
  
20,	
  1828,	
  having	
  married	
  Aaron	
  Grigsby	
  a	
  year	
  and	
  a	
  half	
  earlier	
  on	
  August	
  2,	
  1826	
  at	
  
age	
  19.	
  	
  Former	
  neighbors	
  commented	
  years	
  later	
  about	
  the	
  strong	
  affection	
  between	
  
Abraham	
  and	
  his	
  sister	
  Sarah.	
  	
  The	
  joy	
  of	
  anticipating	
  a	
  new	
  child	
  in	
  the	
  family	
  turned	
  to	
  
sorrow	
  as	
  death	
  came	
  to	
  both	
  Sarah	
  and	
  her	
  baby.	
  	
  A	
  neighbor	
  described	
  the	
  scene,	
  
"We	
  went	
  out	
  and	
  told	
  Abe.	
  	
  I	
  will	
  never	
  forget	
  that	
  scene.	
  	
  He	
  sat	
  down	
  in	
  the	
  door	
  of	
  
the	
  smoke	
  house	
  and	
  buried	
  his	
  face	
  in	
  fingers	
  and	
  his	
  gaunt	
  frame	
  shook	
  with	
  
sobs.	
  	
  We	
  turned	
  away."20	
  

Perhaps	
  the	
  most	
  intriguing	
  comment	
  in	
  the	
  Lincoln	
  statements	
  is	
  this	
  one:	
  "In	
  his	
  tenth	
  
year	
  he	
  was	
  kicked	
  by	
  a	
  horse,	
  and	
  apparently	
  killed	
  for	
  a	
  time."21	
  	
  Herndon	
  said	
  Lincoln	
  
considered	
  this	
  one	
  of	
  the	
  remarkable	
  incidents	
  of	
  his	
  life	
  and	
  often	
  referred	
  to	
  it	
  during	
  
discussions	
  in	
  the	
  Springfield	
  law	
  office.	
  	
  In	
  Herndon's	
  Life	
  of	
  Lincoln	
  we	
  have	
  the	
  
reminiscence	
  as	
  told	
  by	
  Lincoln	
  himself.	
  

One	
  day,	
  taking	
  a	
  bag	
  of	
  corn,	
  he	
  mounted	
  the	
  old	
  flea-­‐bitten	
  gray	
  mare	
  and	
  rode	
  
leisurely	
  to	
  Gordon's	
  Mill.	
  	
  Arriving	
  somewhat	
  late,	
  his	
  turn	
  did	
  not	
  come	
  till	
  almost	
  
sundown.	
  	
  In	
  obedience	
  to	
  the	
  custom	
  requiring	
  each	
  man	
  to	
  furnish	
  his	
  own	
  power	
  he	
  
hitched	
  the	
  old	
  mare	
  to	
  the	
  arm,	
  and	
  as	
  the	
  animal	
  moved	
  round,	
  the	
  machinery	
  
responded	
  with	
  equal	
  speed.	
  	
  Abe	
  was	
  mounted	
  on	
  the	
  arm,	
  and	
  at	
  frequent	
  intervals	
  
made	
  use	
  of	
  his	
  whip	
  to	
  urge	
  the	
  animal	
  to	
  better	
  speed.	
  	
  With	
  a	
  careless	
  "Get	
  up,	
  you	
  
old	
  hussy,"	
  he	
  applied	
  the	
  lash	
  at	
  each	
  revolution	
  of	
  the	
  arm.	
  	
  In	
  the	
  midst	
  of	
  the	
  
exclamation,	
  or	
  just	
  as	
  half	
  of	
  it	
  has	
  escaped	
  through	
  his	
  teeth,	
  the	
  old	
  jade,	
  resenting	
  
the	
  continued	
  use	
  of	
  the	
  goad,	
  elevated	
  her	
  shoeless	
  hoofs	
  and	
  striking	
  the	
  young	
  
engineer	
  in	
  the	
  forehead,	
  sent	
  him	
  sprawling	
  to	
  the	
  earth.	
  	
  Miller	
  Gordon	
  hurried	
  in,	
  
picked	
  up	
  the	
  bleeding,	
  senseless	
  boy,	
  whom	
  he	
  took	
  for	
  dead,	
  and	
  at	
  once	
  sent	
  for	
  his	
  
father.	
  	
  Old	
  Thomas	
  Lincoln	
  came-­‐-­‐came	
  as	
  soon	
  as	
  embodied	
  listlessness	
  could	
  move-­‐
loaded	
  the	
  lifeless	
  boy	
  in	
  a	
  wagon	
  and	
  drove	
  home.	
  	
  Abe	
  lay	
  unconscious	
  all	
  night,	
  but	
  
towards	
  break	
  of	
  day	
  the	
  attendants	
  noticed	
  signs	
  of	
  returning	
  consciousness.	
  	
  The	
  
blood	
  beginning	
  to	
  flow	
  normally,	
  his	
  tongue	
  struggled	
  to	
  loosen	
  itself,	
  his	
  frame	
  jerked	
  
for	
  an	
  instant,	
  and	
  he	
  awoke,	
  blurting	
  out	
  the	
  words	
  "you	
  old	
  hussy,"	
  or	
  the	
  latter	
  half	
  of	
  
the	
  sentence	
  interrupted	
  by	
  the	
  mare's	
  heel	
  at	
  the	
  mill.22	
  

Lincoln	
  devoted	
  more	
  space	
  to	
  his	
  education-­‐-­‐or	
  lack	
  of	
  it-­‐-­‐than	
  to	
  anything	
  else	
  in	
  the	
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Indiana	
  for	
  the	
  Whig	
  candidate	
  Henry	
  Clay.	
  	
  Two	
  years	
  later	
  he	
  felt	
  poetic	
  and	
  penned	
  a	
  
long	
  poem	
  called	
  My	
  Childhood	
  Home	
  I	
  See	
  Again,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  The	
  Bear	
  Hunt	
  poem	
  
mentioned	
  earlier,	
  	
  The	
  childhood	
  home	
  poem	
  shares	
  the	
  melancholy	
  feeling	
  	
  which	
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