
By Lesley Bishop and Brianna Davis
Hodgenville, Ky., the birthplace of Abraham 

Lincoln, is home to a national historic site 
honoring the 16th president. 

Lincoln was born Feb. 12, 1809 on Sinking 
Spring Farm, to Thomas and Nancy Hanks 
Lincoln.  The Abraham Lincoln 
Birthplace National Historic Site 
is operated by the National Park 
Service.  It is one of two units that 
make up the site, along with the 
Boyhood Home at Knob Creek.

Scott Dills is a Park Service 
ranger.  He leads tours at the 
Lincoln Birthplace.  Dills was 
a history major in college, but 
decided to change career paths 
midway through his college years. 
He realized that he didn’t want 
to spend the rest of his life sitting 
behind a desk.	

According to Dills, the intellectual 
undertaking that comes with his job, meeting 
new people, calming scenery and learning 
new things are the best elements of being a 
park ranger. 

Dills usually prepares an outline before he 
starts a tour to get himself in the right mind 
frame.  There is a lot to explain at the Lincoln 
Birthplace.

At the Lincoln Birthplace Historic Site, 
Nancy Hanks Inn lies to the east. The inn and 

four nearby cabins were constructed 
of chestnut logs and red heart pine 
in 1928. Until World War II, meals 
were served at the inn, and the 
cabins were rented to overnight 
guests.

After describing the inn, Dills 
pointed west toward the ground 
where the Boundary Oak, a 
landmark at the time of the earliest 
settlers, once stood. It is mentioned 
as a boundary marker in the 
original 1805 survey of the Lincolns’ 
farm. The tree was six feet in 
diameter, about 90 feet tall and had 
a spread of 115 feet.  The Boundary 

Oak died from disease in 1976.  It was cut 
back greatly in 1978, and removed completely 
in 1986.  The tree was estimated to be 195 
years old when it died.

The Birthplace includes a memorial that 
was built by the Lincoln Farm Association.  
Money was donated by roughly 100,000 
persons and Congress allocated 100,000 
dollars. The structure houses a replica of a 
log cabin similar to the one where Lincoln 
was born.

Adjacent to the Memorial Building lies 
the actual sinking spring. The spring held 
many purposes for Lincoln family. It’s an 
underground spring that was clean and safe 
to drink, and provided refrigeration. The 
average temperature is about 56 degrees year 
round. 

The site also displays the Lincoln family 
Bible and the core of the Boundary Oak 
within a museum in the Visitor Center.   

The museum also maps out the Lincoln 
family tree, replicates the inside of the home, 
and exhibits an 18-minute documentary on 
Lincoln’s life in Kentucky. There is also a gift 
shop.

The site is busiest in late summer, 
particularly in August. It’s a great way to get 
exercise and learn about history while being 
with friends and family. 

By Grayce Word
Behind the oak desk sits a man who knows about 

Abraham Lincoln.  Not only this, he enjoys sharing his 
knowledge with the visitors coming to the Abraham 
Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Site.

John Thompsett, a volunteer, began his work with 
this National Park Service site in May 2008.  A resident 
of nearby Elizabethtown, Ky., for 12 years, he felt he 
could share his knowledge with tourists.  After just five 
weeks with the site, his knowledge of even the smaller 
aspects of the park shone through when asked simple 
questions.

For example, he was questioned about the log cabin 
found in the Memorial Building at the site.  Was it the 
original birthplace structure?  That simple question 
had more background than meets the eye.

In 1894, Alfred Dennet bought the property.  He 
believed that the log cabin on the hill was the original 
cabin that the Lincolns had made their home.  
However, in 1948 a historian named Hayes visited the 
site and disputed the claim.

 “After much debate, the University of Tennessee 
carbon dated the logs in 2004, “ Thompsett explained.  

“They determined the cabin to be age around 1848.”
The knowledge he shared with the tourists was to-

the-point and yet filled with interesting tidbits.
“Abraham’s mother died when he was 9 years old,” 

Thompsett answered when questioned about any trials 
experienced during Lincoln’s early life.  “Abraham was 
devastated.”

This was not the only death experienced by our 
16th president before he actually gained the title of 
Commander in Chief.  In 1828, Thompsett explained, 
Lincoln’s sister, Sarah, died during childbirth. 
Thompsett believes Lincoln’s time in Kentucky had a 
major impact on Lincoln’s life.  

 “Lincoln’s earliest recollections are of Knob Creek,” 
he said when asked to elaborate.  “Kentucky is where 
he was first introduced to formal education.  He is 
quoted as saying ‘I, too, am a Kentuckian.’”

Thompsett will share his love of Lincoln with 
anyone who walks through the doors of the Memorial 
Building at the Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National 
Historic Site in Hodgenville.  There he sits, waiting for 
the next question.

   By Mary Whitlock and Kelli Hawkins
Peacemaker, warrior, loving husband, mysterious, intelligent, 

tall; these are a few of the many characteristics that make Abraham 
Lincoln an unforgettable president.  The qualities of Lincoln along 
with his sayings and a walk through his life are all included in the 
Lincoln Museum in Hodgenville, Ky.

The museum site in the heart of Hodgenville was originally a 
department store, and in 1987 Hodgenville community efforts 
transformed the space to become the home to The Lincoln Museum. 
Community members 
collected a wide variety 
of Lincoln memorabilia 
to be on display. Since 
then the museum has 
attracted guests from all 
over. 

According to www.
historycooperative.com, 
the idea of the museum 
was originally started by 
the Howell family who 
lived in Hodgenville.  
The birthplace and 
boyhood sites were the 
Howell family’s passion. 
Many generations of 
Howells have managed 
and owned a local inn called the Nancy Lincoln Inn.  Once a 
department store next to the Inn went out of business, the Howells  
came up with the idea of a museum dedicated to Lincoln. 

When the former department store site became available, the 
residents of the town saw the opportunity to bring a bigger focus 
on Lincoln to their town of Hodgenville. Quilts and outfits were 
handstiched and artifacts and antiques were donated to the museum 
by the residents of Hodgenville.  When each part for the museum’s 
Lincoln scenes arrived, there was a sense of pride because almost 
every business had sponsored an aspect of the museum. The Lincoln 
scenes are three-dimensional wax figures.  Once put together, the 
series of scenes depict Lincoln’s life in Kentucky.

Gordon Thomas, a native Kentuckian, has been working as manager 
at the museum for two years. “ It was amazing to see how everyone 
pitched in, especially in the refurbishing of the old place,” he said, 
recalling the museum’s start. 

As you walk through the first door, you’ll find a statue of the 
Lincoln family. Nearby you may find formal outfits handmade to fit 
Abraham and Mary Todd Lincoln. You can circle the room to find 
even more collectibles dealing with Lincoln, including carvings, quilts, 
even plates with the abolitionist’s face on them.

Mr. Thomas also elaborated on the history of the building.  “The 
first room you walk in to used to be the men’s department, the Lincoln 
Family statue is where men’s socks and ties were located, and through 
the hallways of scenes you would have found women’s clothing,” he 
said.

 If you walk toward the left, you’ll enter the series of life-like scenes 
dating from 1809-1865. These were donated by a former museum.  
The scenes display a story, beginning with Lincoln’s move to nearby 
Knob Creek as a boy and ending with his unfortunate death at Ford’s 
Theater.

While walking through the halls it seems as if you are watching 
Lincoln’s inauguration, even his death, right before your eyes.  From 
every facial feature to the outfits, the manikins are exact and precise.

 Mr. Thomas noted that the museum was unique in another way.   
“The museum includes an assortment of original woodwork, some of 
which made up scenes of Lincoln in his general store and the making 
of the railroad,” he said.   The woodwork was custom-made for the 
museum displays.  One Lincoln scene where it is most obvious is the 
boyhood cabin scene.

Though in a very small space, the museum holds a lot.  The second 
floor is an art gallery.  Portraits, paintings, and sketches by a variety of 
artists display the President’s role in the Civil War. 

In the center aisle, glass cases include Civil War artifacts and 
weaponry that the Union infantry used.  Also in the cases are saber 
swords, cannonballs and shotgun shells.  Among the Civil War 
artifacts are old news articles speaking of the tragedy of Harper’s 
Ferry.       

Emily Hall, 12, from Northern Kentucky, visited the area with 
family when traveling through the region.  “The museum’s great.  I 
learned a lot about Lincoln last year in school, this gave me a better 
perspective of his background.” 

Her brother Adam, eight, commented “ I really enjoyed how 
realistic the scenes of Lincoln’s life looked to me.”

For those who want a lasting memory, the gift shop offers a variety 
of Lincoln collectables. There is a gift for everyone, from paper doll 
books to replica delegate pins, and even shot glasses. Prices are very 
reasonable. “I really enjoy working here, this museum draws in every 
type of person and it has a lot to offer,” Mr. Thomas said.

If you’re interested in learning more about Lincoln than what is in 
books, you can visit The Lincoln Museum for yourself. Open daily, the 
admission fee is  three dollars for adults, two dollars for students, and 
children under five are free. Group rates are also available. For more 
information call 270-358-3163.
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Start of a self-made man: Lincoln’s birthplace

Park ranger Scott Dills, at the foot of the Memorial Building, 
describes the terrain many settlers crossed through to reach 
Kentucky.  (Photo by Bone Ntchou)

Gordon Thomas, manager of the Lincoln Museum in Hodgen-
ville, shares the history of the museum.  He has worked as 
manager for two years. (Photo by Bone Ntchou)

By Rachel Danielson
Abraham Lincoln, the sixteenth 

and arguably the most well known 
president of the United States, 
grew up in Kentucky, in a cabin 
on a farm on Knob Creek. A 
rustic cabin of normal size made 
of grease, oak, animal hair, and 
Kentucky’s deepest clay. The farm 
was privately owned and consisted 
of about 30 acres of land.

The site of the Knob Creek cabin 
is part of the Abraham Lincoln 
Birthplace National Historic 
Site.  The historic site includes 
the Lincoln Birthplace and the 
Boyhood Home.  The historic 
site is operated by the U.S. Park 
Service.  

Park Service ranger Stephen 
Brown encouraged a tour group 
to spend a moment in silence in a 
field on the site, pointing out that 
the sounds that could be heard 
were likely similar to those that 
Lincoln would have heard as a boy.  

Brown and fellow ranger 
Christine Levi explained what 
would have gone on at the 
homestead when the Lincolns 
lived there.  The cabin was 
made for harsh winters and hot 
summers. It was made so that 
the wind from the north would 
blow against the back of the cabin. 
With one window and one door, 

the cabin stood in a broad field, 
surrounded by a swift running 
creek, deep hollows, ravines, and 
deep woods. The trees provided 
timber for the fireplace. A fire 
had to be burning all through the 
winter months just to survive. 

Lincoln’s chores included 

chopping and splitting timber with 
his father, and working in the field 
to help grow spices and crops. 
The spices were basic. Rosemary, 
ginger, and lavender were just 
some of the many spices grown 
in the fields. Pumpkins and other 
things were also grown. If the 
vegetables spoiled, they had to eat 
them anyway.

Lincoln spent most of his time 
outside from sunrise to sunset 
until he had to return home for 
supper. During that time, he spent 
his days exploring the surrounding 

nature with his best friend and 
neighbor, Austin Gollaher. 

During the winter, Lincoln and 
his sister, Sarah, attended what 
was called a “blab school.” It was 
called that because the teachers, 
Zachariah Riley and Caleb Hazel, 
would have students repeat their 
homework back to them after 
work was assigned. 

The Lincoln family owned the 
Knob Creek cabin from 1811 to 
1813. Hattie and Chester Howard 
purchased it in 1931 to cash in on 
the fame achieved by the historic 
site. The complex today consists 
of a 1933 log building that once 
housed a tavern and restaurant, a 
picnic area, and an old log house 
associated with the Gollaher 
family who lived on the farm after 
Lincoln’s tenure. Lincoln’s brother, 
Thomas, was born and died on the 
farm.

“The actual location of Lincoln’s 
boyhood home is unknown,” 
said Ranger Levi.  The replica in 
LaRue County, Ky. was established 
in 1933 to honor President 
Lincoln and to take advantage of 
the growing tourist trade in the 
region. The site was promoted by 
the Lincoln Memorial Highway 
Association in the 1920s and 
1930s and it remains a popular 
destination today for day-trippers 
across Kentucky.  

Stephen Brown, National Park Service ranger at the Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Site, asks for a moment of silence in a field at Knob Creek.  
The sights and sounds are much the same as when Lincoln was a boy.(Photo by Daniel Banks)

Lincoln’s boyhood home shows
a view of life in rural Kentucky

Volunteer shares his love for Lincoln

Among the recent visitors to Lincoln’s boyhood 
home was this cicada, a member of Brood XIV.   
The cicadas were widespread in Kentucky this 
summer.  (Photo by Bone Ntchou)

Lincoln Museum
Community efforts reflect 
hometown pride in Lincoln 


