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Lincoln Kids: Abraham Lincoln
Abraham Lincoln was one of the most important presidents in U.S. history.  But his childhood wasn’t that special!  Abraham was born on February 12, 1809, in Hardin County, Kentucky.  He was the second child of Thomas and Nancy Hanks Lincoln. 

When Abraham was two, the family moved to a farm on Knob Creek.  They lived in a log cabin, but the Lincolns were not poor.  They grew corn and other crops and probably had a few cows and horses.

Like other frontier boys, Abraham helped on the farm.  He hauled buckets of water from the creek to the house.  He helped cut and carry wood for the fire, plant seeds, and take corn to the mill to be ground.  

Abraham only went to school a little.  The school was called a blab school because the students learned their lessons by repeating them out loud.  There he learned to read, write, and do some math.  He also learned at home by reading and listening to adults read and talk.

There was also time for fun now and then.  Abraham liked to climb trees and go hunting and fishing.  Once he fell in a deep creek and might have drowned if his friend Austin Gollaher had not pulled him out!

In 1816, Thomas Lincoln decided to move to Indiana.    Abraham worked hard on his father’s farms, but he finally decided that he didn’t want to be a farmer.  When he was eighteen, he struck out on his own on a journey that would one day lead to the White House.
Lincoln Kids: Sarah Lincoln
Sarah Lincoln was Abraham Lincoln’s older sister.  She was born in Elizabethtown, Kentucky, on February 10, 1807—just about two years before her brother.  Her parents were Thomas and Nancy Hanks Lincoln.

When Sarah was four, the family moved to a farm on Knob Creek.  They lived in a log cabin, but the Lincolns were not poor.  They grew corn and other crops and probably had a few cows and horses.  Sarah learned from her mother how to cook on the hearth and sew.  She also helped on the farm and picked berries with her brother.

Sarah and Abraham only went to school a little.  The school was called a blab school because the students learned their lessons by repeating them out loud.  There Sarah learned to read, write, and do some math.  She also learned at home by reading and listening to adults read and talk.

In 1816, Thomas Lincoln decided to move to Indiana.    Two years later, Nancy Hanks Lincoln died from drinking milk from cows that had eaten a poisonous plant.  Milk sickness was a common disease, but it was still hard for Sarah when her mother died.

In 1819, Thomas Lincoln married Sarah Bush Johnston from Elizabethtown, Kentucky.  Sarah was a good stepmother to Sarah and Abraham.  When Sarah was nineteen, she got married herself to Aaron Grigsby.  But she did not live to see her brother become president.  She died in 1828.

Lincoln Kids: Mary Ann Todd

Mary Ann Todd was the Kentucky girl who married Abraham Lincoln.  Abraham was nine when Mary Ann was born in Lexington on December 13, 1818.  She was the fourth of seven children in the family of Robert and Eliza Todd.

Lexington was the largest city on the Kentucky frontier, and the Todds were an important family.  Mary’s grandfathers both helped to found Lexington in the 1770s.  Her father was a successful businessman and politician.

The Todds lived in a big brick house filled with furniture, china, and other fine things.  African American slaves cooked, cleaned, and waited on the family.

Robert Todd wanted his children to have a good education.  Mary went to two schools for girls for about nine years.  In addition to reading and writing, she learned math, geography, French, music, dancing, and sewing.  For a girl of the mid-1800s, Mary was very well educated!

The Todd family had a busy social life, too.  They attended the Presbyterian church and entertained important guests at dinners and parties.  As a young girl, Mary got to meet some of the most important people in Lexington.

When Mary was six, her mother died.  A year later, her father married Betsy Humphreys.  Mary did not get along with her stepmother very well.  When she was twenty, she moved to Springfield, Illinois, to live with her older sister Elizabeth.  It was there that she met someone who changed her life—Abraham Lincoln!
Lincoln Kids: Joshua Fry Speed
Joshua Fry Speed was one of Abraham Lincoln’s best friends, but the two did not know each other when they were growing up.

Joshua was born on November 14, 1814, near Louisville, Kentucky.  He was the fifth of eleven children in the family of John and Lucy Gilmer Fry Speed.  The Speeds were wealthy.  In 1816, they built Farmington, a big brick house filled with furniture, china, and other fine things. 

Farmington was also a successful farm.  Hemp was the main crop, but there were also fields of wheat, corn, and flax.  The Speeds’ livestock included horses, cows, and poultry.  About fifty African American slaves worked on the farm and in the house, cooking and waiting on the family.

The Speed children started their schooling at home, where they learned from their parents and tutors.  In addition to teaching reading, writing, and math skills, tutors could instruct the children in special subjects. When Joshua was five, a European composer named Anthony Philip Heinrich came to live at Farmington and teach the children music.  Joshua later attended a private school and St. Joseph’s College in Bardstown.

When he was twenty-one years old, Joshua decided to leave Kentucky.  He moved to Springfield, Illinois, where he opened a store and wrote for the local newspaper.  A few years later, he met Abraham Lincoln.  They became roommates and stayed friends for life.   

Lincoln Kids: Robert Todd Lincoln

Robert Todd Lincoln had a special relationship with Abraham Lincoln.  He was the oldest of the Lincoln sons.  Robert was born on August 1, 1843, in Springfield, Illinois.  

Robert grew up in the Lincolns’ small white house.  Although Abraham Lincoln was a lawyer, he was not rich.  To save money, he chopped wood and milked the cow.  Robert probably helped with these chores.

By 1853, there were three Lincoln boys: Robert, Willie, and Tad.  The family also had pets, like their dog Fido.  One time Robert and his friends trained dogs to perform for the neighborhood kids.  Another time they harnessed a dog to a toy wagon.

Abraham Lincoln loved to spend time with his sons.  He took them for walks and rides in the country, played with them, and let them play in his law office.  The boys learned more polite pastimes from taking dancing lessons and having tea with their parents.

Education was important to the Lincolns.  Robert attended  private schools in Illinois.  In 1859, he enrolled at a boys’ school in New Hampshire.  A year later, he was accepted at Harvard, where he attended college during most of the Civil War.

Of all the Lincoln sons, Robert was the most quiet and shy.  But he did well in school and went on to become a successful lawyer.  When the Lincoln Birthplace Memorial was dedicated in Hodgenville, Kentucky, in 1911, Robert was there.

Lincoln Kids: Tom Henson

Tom Henson never met Abraham Lincoln.  But his family stood for something that was important to the president: ending slavery.  Tom was born a slave in Maryland a few years after Abraham was born in Kentucky.  When Tom was young, his family was sent to Daviess County, Kentucky, to work on the farm of Amos Riley.

Tom’s father, Josiah Henson, was an important person on the Riley farm.  As overseer, he made sure the farm work got done.  The Riley slaves raised corn and tended cows, pigs, and poultry.  Tom worked in the Riley’s house but lived with his family in a cabin.
Josiah wanted to buy his freedom, but Amos would not allow it.  So Josiah decided to escape.  Late one night in 1830 he led his family to the Ohio River, where a man with a boat rowed them to Indiana.  They were free!

Josiah and his family made their way to Ontario, Canada.  There Josiah worked as a farmer and a minister.  Tom went to school and later taught his father to read.  

In 1849, Josiah met the author Harriet Beecher Stowe.  Some people believe she based one of the main characters in her novel about slavery on Josiah.  Millions of Americans read Uncle Tom’s Cabin and learned about families like the Hensons who lived as slaves but escaped to freedom.
Lincoln Kids:  Katherine Helm

Katherine Helm got to meet President Abraham Lincoln when she was a little girl because he was her uncle!  Her mother was Emile Todd Helm was Mary Todd Lincoln’s half-sister.  Emilie grew up in Lexington, Kentucky, and married Benjamin Hardin Helm in 1856.  Katherine was born on September 2, 1857.

When Abraham Lincoln became president in 1860, he offered Benjamin Helm the job of army paymaster.  But Benjamin turned Lincoln down and joined the Confederate army.  He became a general and led soldiers into battles.  In September 1863 he died in the Battle of Chickamauga.

Six-year-old Katherine traveled with her mother to Washington, D.C., just after her father died.  People around town gossiped about the rebels staying in the White House.  According to a family story, Katherine argued with her cousin Tad about who was president—Abraham Lincoln or Jefferson Davis (the president of the Confederate States of America.)

Katherine attended private schools in Lexington, Louisville, and Indiana.  One of her best subjects was art, so she studied painting with tutors, too.  When Katherine grew up, she went to art school in New York City.  

When she returned to Kentucky, Katherine painted landscapes and portraits of famous Kentuckians, including two governors and Mary Todd Lincoln.   She also wrote The True Story of Mary, Wife of Lincoln, one of the first biographies of her aunt.
Connections. Perspective. Inspiration.
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