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Introduction

Management
Summary

The Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National
Historic Site (the Park) is forever dedicated to the
preservation, commemoration, and interpretation
of the cultural and natural resources associated
with the birth and early years of the sixteenth
president of the United States and the efforts of
the Lincoln Farm Association in establishing a
lasting tribute to Abraham Lincoln.

This cultural landscape report (CLR) for the
Birthplace Unit (the park) has evolved over a
number of years but always with the same
purpose driving its production: to provide Park
management with an evaluation of the landscape’s
significance and to provide treatment
recommendations for the preservation of its
significant features. The CLR documents the
history of the Birthplace Unit’s landscape change,
from its earliest agricultural use to its full-blown
development as a much-visited historical park.
An evaluation and analysis of these landscape
changes, based on the extant resources, is used to
determine a period of significance for the
landscape features, which in turn helps to shape
treatment recommendations developed to
preserve and enhance this commemorative site.

During the years of the CLR’s production, a key
piece of property was added to the Park. In 2001
the Park acquired the Abraham Lincoln Boyhood
Home at Knob Creek, located seven miles
northeast of Hodgenville, which protects the first
homeplace that Lincoln remembered. Although
the CLR does not address this property, the
treatment recommendations for the Birthplace
Unit are affected by the Boyhood Home Unit’s
ability to tell a part of the Lincoln story that is not
being interpreted in the landscape of the Lincoln
birthplace.

Prior to this CLR, the designed Memorial
Landscape has not been adequately addressed in
Park planning documents. The Memorial
Building that houses the Birthplace Cabin and its
associated monumental stairway were described
in a National Register nomination written in 1977,
but at the time no effort was made to nominate a
landscape of significance. The Park’s historic
resource study, which was begun in association
with the CLR and published in 2001, does include
adiscussion of the historic landscape based on the
research for the CLR. That information is
expanded in this document.

The CLR begins with an historical overview of the
Birthplace Unit, documenting the evolution of the
landscape, from Sinking Spring Farm to its
ownership and management by the National Park
Service. Existing site conditions are described
and the landscape’s integrity is evaluated and
analyzed using National Register criteria. A
period of significance is determined and
landscape treatment decisions are proposed that
support the preservation and interpretation of the
historic setting as well as the management goals of
the Park. The CLR concludes with guidance on
preparing a Record of Treatment for the
landscape, identifying the steps necessary to
document landscape improvements as the Park
moves into the implementation phase of the
project.

Because of specific management needs associated
with the Memorial Building’s historic vegetation,
the expertise of the Olmsted Center for
Landscape Preservation was solicited. Members
of the center’s staff consulted on the CLR in the
summer of 1998. The team helped to complete a
Memorial Landscape vegetation inventory and
offered recommendations to preserve and
rehabilitate the historic landscape. Their
contributions are incorporated into the CLR.

National Park Service 1



INTRODUCTION

Historical
Summary

Attracted to the uncultivated land west of the
Appalachians, European Americans were moving
into Kentucky by the mid-eighteenth century.
The population greatly increased when the state
of Virginia, still laying claim to its Kentucky
counties, issued 10,000 land grants to veterans of
the American Revolution to settle the area.
Thomas Lincoln came with his parents to
Kentucky around 1782 at the age of sixteen. In
1806 he married Nancy Hanks and in 1808, with
money inherited from his father, purchased a
300-acre farm located on a rise above the
“Sinking Spring” It was here that on February 12,
1809, Abraham Lincoln was born in a one-room
log cabin. Due to an unsettled debt, the Lincolns
were forced to leave Sinking Spring Farm after
only two years, leasing land at nearby Knob Creek
Farm. In 1816 the disputed property was sold at
auction, and Thomas Lincoln moved his family to
Indiana.

In 1906, the Lincoln Farm Association was formed
to take title to the 1o acres of the birthplace farm
(previously purchased in 1894 by New York
restaurateur Alfred W. Dennett) and to oversee
the development of the property as a memorial to
Abraham Lincoln. John Russell Pope’s Memorial
Building, completed in 1911, became the focal
point of a commemorative landscape of terraced
hedges enclosed by an allée of Lombardy poplars
leading to a formal plaza at the base of the
temple-form building. On July 17, 1916, an act of
Congress (39 Stat. 385) authorized the United
States to accept as a gift, a deed from the Lincoln
Farm Association which included “.. . land near
the town of Hodgenville, County LaRue, State of
Kentucky, embracing the homestead of Abraham
Lincoln and the log cabin in which he was born”
It was stated that the land described, together with
the buildings and appurtenances thereon, “shall
be forever dedicated to the purposes of a national
park or reservation, the United States of America
agreeing to protect and preserve said lands,
buildings, and appurtenances, and especially the
log cabin in which Abraham Lincoln was born
and the Memorial Hall enclosing the same”" Thus

2 Cultural Landscape Report: Abraham Lincoln Birthplace Unit

the birthplace farm was set aside to commemorate
the sixteenth president of the United States, under
the administration of the War Department.

The War Department carried out a number of
changes to the site between 1928-1933, focusing on
improvements that would accommodate visitor
use. All of the War Department’s work was
extraneous to Pope’s design with the exception of
fill, which was added to the Plaza and the layout of
cross-axial paths and lawn as a part of that
improvement. The site was transferred to the
National Park Service (NPS) in 1933. Major NPS
alterations were based on a 1935 Planting Plan,
which used evergreens to control views to and
from the Memorial Building that had been
compromised because of changing land uses
outside the Birthplace Unit boundary.

Study Boundary

The Park consists of two units: the Birthplace Unit
and the Boyhood Home Unit. The CLR considers
the entire Birthplace Unit as part of the study area.
The area consists of approximately 116 acres,
which is divided roughly in half by U.S. 31E
(originally the Louisville-Nashville Road). Except
for a 6-acre purchase in 1949 to protect the
Boundary Oak, the Birthplace Unit’s property
represents the land owned by the Lincoln Farm
Association, purchased by the association as
Thomas Lincoln’s farm and Abraham Lincoln’s
birthplace.? The primary entrance to the western
half of the Birthplace Unit is from U.S. 31E. This
half includes the Memorial Building and the
associated Memorial Landscape, the Sinking
Spring, the historic location of the Boundary Oak,
as well as a parking ellipse and the Visitor Center.
Along the northern boundary of this western half,

1. Gloria Peterson, An Administrative History of
Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Site
(Washington, D.C.: National Park Service, Division
of History, 1968), 38.

2. The Birthplace Unit occupies the southwest portion
of the original 300-acre farm that Thomas Lincoln
tried to purchase. The chain of title and
configuration of the original farm were well-
documented in two reports written by park
historian Benjamin H. Davis in 1948. See Site History
for further discussion.
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park housing and maintenance facilities have been
developed.

These memorial resources and uses are in contrast
to the development of the eastern half of the
Birthplace Unit, which is primarily developed for
recreational use. Facilities include picnic tables
and a shelter, restroom facilities, walking trails,
and parking. Because of the width of the highway
and the volume of traffic, there is no
accommodation for a pedestrian crossing
between the two areas, and very little visual
connection is available because of the rolling
topography, as well as the width and plantings
associated with the highway.

The larger setting of the Birthplace Unit is that
portion of rural Kentucky that lies in the eastern
portion of the Pennyrile3 This Mississippian
plateau stretches from the Land Between the
Lakes to the Pottsville Escarpment and includes a
large karst region. It is characterized by
underground streams and caves, sinkholes, small
ponds, long valleys and rolling hills with
occasional steep escarpments, which are formed
by the dissolution of soluble limestone by water
action. The most notable natural feature of the
area is Mammoth Cave, the world’s longest.4
Thirty miles to the north, the Birthplace Unit
contains the Sinking Spring, a steady stream of
water that seeps from the base of a small knoll
over a rock ledge down into a sinkhole. Thomas
Lincoln’s farm was named for the spring, and oral
history places the birth cabin atop the knoll, the
site of the present-day Memorial Building,

The Birthplace Unit’s vegetation and associated
management falls into three categories:
hardwood-dominant woodland essentially
unmanaged except for the removal of dead and
dangerous trees; turf grass mown regularly to
maintain open space; and formal ornamental
plantings of trees and shrubs that require regular
maintenance. The latter is associated with the
Memorial Landscape and primarily dates to a 1935

3.  The term Pennyrile is derived from the common
plant name Pennyroyal (Hoed puligrodes).

4. Mammoth Cave is included in Mammoth Cave
National Park. More than 350 miles of the cave
have been mapped.

Planting Plan of evergreens installed to control
views to and from the Memorial Building. Since
the 1970s, the Birthplace Unit has pursued a
“beautification” program, which has resulted in
numerous specimen-tree plantings in the vicinity
of the Visitor Center.

Scope of Work and
Methodology

In addition to the CLR, a historic structure report
(HSR) for the Memorial Building and Cabin>, as
well as a historic resource study (HRS)® for the
Birthplace Unit, were published in 2001. In the
former document, the Memorial Building and
Cabin are addressed in detail and in the latter the
historical context of the Birthplace Unit and its
primary resources is covered. Therefore, the CLR
will not attempt to duplicate the work of either of
these documents. Rather, the CLR’s focus is to
evaluate the significance of the existing Memorial
Landscape, which is concentrated on the western
half of the property, and to provide treatment
recommendations to preserve its characteristic
features. The development on the eastern half of
the property will be presented, but, having no
effect on the Memorial Landscape, will not be
evaluated for its significance.

In light of these stated goals, the CLR will not
exhaustively research or describe the Sinking
Spring Farm or the subsequent agricultural use of
the property by the Creal family for two reasons:
1) the lack of available documentation associated
with Thomas Lincoln's development and use of
the property; and 2) the lack of integrity
associated with these periods. The cultural
landscape report will not attempt to illustrate
what the landscape looked like during this period
(1808-1894). The most important fact from the
Thomas Lincoln period is that the Birthplace Unit
is composed of a portion of the original Lincoln

5. Abraham Lincoln Birthplace Memorial Building
Historic Structure Report (Atlanta: National Park
Service, Southeast Regional Office, 2001).

6.  Robert W. Blythe, Abraham Lincoln Birthplace
National Historic Site: Historic Resources Study
(Atlanta: National Park Service, Southeast Regional
Office, 2001).

National Park Service 3
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farm as well as the location of several significant
features. At its current level of development, the
historic landscape of Abraham Lincoln Birthplace
National Historic Site is most significant asa
designed memorial landscape.

Summary

The landscape history of the site known today as
the Birthplace Unit of the Abraham Lincoln
Birthplace National Historic Site illustrates the
evolution of a relatively undeveloped farmstead to
a fully developed memorial park visited by many
thousands of people each year. From a review of
the available documents, the integrity of the
historic landscape of the Thomas Lincoln
farmstead, which was also known as Sinking
Spring or Nolin Creek Farm, has been lost. The
most notable physical features of the historic
farmstead—the Boundary Oak, the Sinking
Spring, and the knoll upon which the Lincoln
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cabin was said to have been built—were all altered
in subsequent attempts to preserve them. Other
landscape features of the Lincoln farm
(agricultural fields, barns, and outbuildings) either
did not exist or were removed or relocated by
subsequent owners. Construction of the
Memorial Building by the Lincoln Farm
Association, followed by the federal government’s
development to create a park, erased the last
vestiges of the site’s agricultural past. These
changes took place in spite of the fact that
throughout the commemorative history of the
site, beginning with Dennett’s 1894 purchase of
the “old Creal place,” each owner’s stated purpose
was to preserve and interpret the humble
beginnings of one of our greatest presidents.
Although the acknowledged importance of the
simple log cabin in its rural setting remains
significant to the interpretation of “Honest Abe,”
the “Rail-Splitter,” the site continues to evolve
toward a purely commemorative setting.



Site History

Virginians and North Carolinians flocked to the
“Kaintuckee” backcountry after 1782 because of
the thousands of land grants issued to
Revolutionary War veterans by the state of
Virginia, which still laid claim to the area. By 1789,
Virginia relinquished its claim to the territory and
in 1792 Kentucky became the fifteenth state to
enter the union, charted by the likes of Daniel
Boone and Richard Henderson’s Transylvania
Company. Thomas Lincoln’s father, Abraham,
moved from Virginia as early as 1782 to find fertile
land and a better life here at the end of the
Wilderness Road.

Thomas Lincoln-
Sinking Spring Farm,
1808-1816

I'was born February 12, 1809, in the then
Hardin County, Kentucky, at a point
within the now County of Larue, a mile or
amile and a half from where Hodgin’s Mill
now is. My parents being dead, and my
own memory not serving, I know no
means of identifying the precise locality. It
was on the Nolin.!

From this obscure beginning, one of the great men
of American history emerged. Pinpointing the
location and circumstances of Abraham Lincoln’s
vaguely described birthplace has been the work of
many historians. The most recent scholarship
documenting the history of Thomas Lincoln’s real
estate ventures in Kentucky was produced in a
report on Knob Creek Farm, the second
homestead, and the only Kentucky property
remembered by Abraham Lincoln. In reviewing
the county records, the author reconfirms that in
1808 Thomas Lincoln “possessed an assignment”
of land, which had a long and convoluted
ownership.?

1. Benjamin H. Davis, "Report on the Original Thomas
Lincoln Nolin Creek Farm” (Abraham Lincoln
Birthplace National Historic Site, 1948,

(Typescript), 1.

This land, originally part of a 30,000-acre land
grant of 1783 from the Commonwealth of Virginia
to Joseph Smith of Baltimore, was subdivided
more than once by 1808. Lincoln’s claim to a 300-
acre parcelrelied on a “[David] Vance making ‘full
payment’ to [Richard] Mather” for a parcel that
was “to be twice as long as wide” and described as
“beginning at or near a spring called the sinking
spring””3 Despite this tenuous hold, in December
of 1808, Thomas moved with his pregnant wife,
Nancy, and their toddler, Sarah, three miles south
of Hodgen’s Mill (now Hodgenville) to a property
that lay along the South Fork of Nolin Creek.
Once there, Lincoln established a log homestead
on arise above the “Sinking Spring”—which gave
the farm its name—and set to work on improving
his lot.

Early in the following year, Nancy Hanks Lincoln
gave birth to a son, called Abraham for his
paternal grandfather. In the two years that the
Lincoln family lived at Sinking Spring Farm, they
eked a living out of the land. Because no specific
records exist, one can only assume that like his
county neighbors, Thomas Lincoln planted
primarily corn, squash, and beans. The land was
mostly open with scattered trees and could be
improved for agricultural use. The land was
rolling, and it was on one of these small hills in the
southwest corner of the property, near a source of
clean water, that later accounts placed the
humble, one-room log cabin of Lincoln’s birth.
Specific details of the farm, such as actual crops,
field sizes, field arrangement, and numbers and
locations of outbuildings are not known.

Although early accounts dispute the length of
time the Lincoln’s remained at Sinking Spring
Farm, Kent Masterson Brown’s Knob Creek study

2.  Kent Masterman Brown, “Report on the Title of
Thomas Lincoln to, and the History of, the Lincoln
Boyhood Home Along Knob Creek in LaRue County,
Kentucky” (Atlanta: National Park Service,
Southeast Regional Office, 1998), 35.

3. Benjamin H. Davis, “A Revised Report on the
Original Thomas Lincoln Nolin Creek Farm”
(Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Site,
1949, Typescript), 1-8.

National Park Service 5
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emphatically states that the Lincolns were forced
to move after only two years because of the still
unsettled debt between Vance and Mather. Intent
on recovering their claim to the Sinking Spring
Farm, the Lincolns stayed on in Hardin County.
Beginning in 1811, Thomas leased thirty acres of a
230-acre farm on Knob Creek, nine miles
northeast of the Sinking Spring, owned by George
Lindsey.4 Lincoln’s reasons for staying on in the
area to fight for ownership of the Sinking Spring
property are not known. It is speculated that part
of his interest was in the acres of fertile land along
this branch of Nolin Creek, as well as its year-
round source of clean water. It is also possible that
Thomas and Nancy Lincoln wanted to stay near
friends and relations in the county. Thomas and
Betsy Sparrow and their adopted son, Dennis
Hanks, were kin to Nancy and lived just two miles
from the Sinking Spring Farm.>

An 1813 suit brought by Mather to reclaim his
property at Sinking Spring Farm named Vance as
well as Lincoln. A series of Hardin County court
cases that followed are proof of Thomas Lincoln’s
desire to hold on to Sinking Spring Farm. Despite
his efforts, however, in December of 1816, the
disputed property was sold at auction on the
courthouse steps for $87.74: Thomas Lincoln,
unable or unwilling to pay the sum, left Kentucky
soon thereafter for Indiana, “where government
lands, systematically surveyed, were being offered

to settlers.”®

Landscape Characteristics
of the Lincoln Period

There are only two features from the Lincoln
period that are consistently mentioned in the
historical documents: the Sinking Spring and the
Boundary Oak, both of which are mentioned in
the first surveys of the property. Lincoln’s
assignment in 1808 locates the property in relation
to the spring, and again in 1822 a title bond states
“for a one hundred acre tract around the ‘Sinking
Spring’ having its ‘beginning at a white oak,”
which was the “original corner to David Vance’s
three hundred acre survey.”7 In 1837, the first

4. Brown, 31.
5. Brown, 18.
6. Brown, 48.
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recorded survey of the property establishes the
presence of “a large white oak thirteen poles

above the sinking spring or Rock Spring.”8

Before the days of the railroad in Hardin County,
local stage routes connected the towns, providing
a circulation network. The local route from
Hodgenville to Elizabethtown was considered
essential as a mode of transportation for business
and social purposes. The Old Cumberland Road
was an important stage route from Louisville to
Nashville via Bardstown.

Continued
Agricultural Use,
1816-1894

After the Lincolns left for Indiana, the 300-acre
Sinking Spring Farm continued to be divided over
the next eighty years. John Welsh purchased the
three hundred acres from the Hardin Circuit
Court in 1816, and within a few years, he sold the
tract off in smaller parcels. By 1837, owners of the
southern half of the property, which included the
spring, were Henry Brothers and Richard Creal. It
is interesting to note that each subsequent deed
for this southern portion of the property includes
references to the spring and uses the same point of
beginning, the white oak. The subdivision of the
original 300-acre, mostly rectangular Lincoln
farm tract to the oddly shaped 110 acres owned by
the Creal family at the time of its sale to Alfred W.
Dennett in 1894 has been documented and
illustrated by both deed descriptions and
associated plats.?

It is assumed by all reports that the Creal family
never used the Lincoln cabin, which later
documentation determined was sold and moved
off the property by 1860.° A 1941 National Park
Service report on the Creal house determined that
the building that was standing alongside the

7.  Davis, “Report on the Original Thomas Lincoln
Nolin Creek Farm,” 8

8.  Peterson, 3-5.

9.  Davis, “Deeds Showing Richard Creal's Ownership”
(Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Site,
1948, Typescript), n.p.
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Louisville Nashville Road in 1894 was an
aggregation of log structures, the center portion
having been raised to two stories circa 1860 with
the earliest sections dating to circa 1840."

The location of the Creal house relates to the
construction of the Louisville Nashville Road.
The road ran north-south through the property
and the Creal house stood on a rise facing that
road, approximately fifteen hundred feet to the
east of the Lincoln cabin site. There is little doubt
that the Sinking Spring continued to be the main
source of drinking water for the Creals because of
its consistent flow of water. What is not known is
the exact size and location of plots cultivated by
the Creals, or the specific crops grown during
their tenure. Period photographs at the time of the
Memorial Building construction show pastures
and row crops surrounding the Creal house.
There has been no effort to document the
agricultural use of the property by the Creals
because it post-dates the Lincoln years, as well as
the lack of integrity associated with the Creal
period. There is no intent to reestablish an
agricultural presence in the Birthplace Unit.

No outside interest was paid to the property until
Abraham Lincoln’s rise to national prominence
and his election as the sixteenth president of the
United States. Even then it was minimal. As a
border state, Kentucky had mixed feelings over
the election of its native son. Lincoln himself,
when asked about his roots, gave only vague
answers and discouraged his party supporters
from using the phrase “Honest Abe, the Rail-
Splitter” or emphasizing his obscure birth in a log
cabin. Only after a bloody Civil War and his 1865
assassination was there any sustained attention
given to his humble Kentucky roots. Subsequent
reports had two primary interests: the location of
the Lincoln farm and the cabin in which Abraham
Lincoln was born.

10. Davis, “Report of Research on the Traditional
Abraham Lincoln Birthplace Cabin” (Abraham
Lincoln National Historic Site, 1949, Typescript), 23-
32.

11.  Thor Borresen, “Report on the Inspection of the
Creal House” (Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National
Historic Site, 1941, Typescript), 1-4.

One of the earliest known attempts to locate and
describe the Lincoln birthplace occurred in 1865,
when John B. Rowbotham, an artist-journalist,
was sent by a Cincinnati publishing firm to “make
a picture of Lincoln’s birthplace” He described
the site as follows:

From E.T. [Elizabethtown] proceed to
Hodgenville which is about ten miles
southeast of there—inquire the way to
Rock Spring Farm owned by Mr. R. A.
Creal better known as ‘old Dickey Creal’
The Farm is about 3 miles south of
Hodgenville [on] a good straight road. The
site of Mr. Lincoln’s birthplace is on this
farm about 500 yards from Mr. Creals
house. It is situated on a little knoll or
rising ground and is now a barley field.
Some rocks indicating the site of the
chimney are still there. At the edge of the
field are two old pear trees planted by Th.
Lincoln—between which—was a gateway
leading to the house. Mr. Creal remembers
him well. Near the spot is a very romantic
spring from which the farm takes its
name—& where no doubt Mr. L as a child
often strayed.™

An earlier account occurred in 1860 when R. W.
Wintersmith claimed in a letter to J. B. McKeehan
that a “long plum stick was cut from the very place
in the house where. . . he was born. The house has
been removed.”3

Private Commemoration
of the Lincoln Birthplace,
1894-1916

Limited interest in the Lincoln birthplace
continued as memorials to Lincoln were being
developed throughout the northern states. In the
1870s and 1880s, Lincoln enthusiasts found their
way to Hodgenville, Kentucky and would be led
to the birthplace by a dwindling number of locals
who remembered the site. One attempt to

12.  Roy Hays, “Is the Lincoln Birthplace Cabin
Authentic?” The Abraham Lincoln Quarterly 5
(Sept. 1948): 128-29.

13. Peterson, 8.

National Park Service 7
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commemorate the Lincoln birthplace by the state
of Kentucky failed in 1886, and for another decade
appeals languished. In 1894, an article appeared in
the Louisville Commercial that the 110 acres of “the
old Creal place” was to be purchased for not more
than $3,000 by Major S. P. Gross—the man who
had successfully run the Kentucky Building’s
restaurant at the Chicago World’s Fair—to
establish a memorial “like Mount Vernon or the
Hermitage” at Lincoln’s birthplace. Gross’s plans
never materialized, but in November of that same
year, Alfred W. Dennett, a New York restaurateur
and speculator, bought the property for $3,000t0
develop a hotel and park."

Without funds to support his long-term plans,
Dennett moved quickly to capitalize on an
encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic
to be held 50 miles away at Louisville, Kentucky,
in the spring of 1895. Dennett planned to promote
Lincoln’s birthplace as a side trip to the thousands
expected at the encampment, for which he would
arrange the transportation. By charging a steep
admission to the property, he hoped to recoup
some of his initial investment. To add interest,
Dennett assigned his associate and later caretaker
of the property, the Rev. James W. Bigham, to
rebuild the “log cabin. . . [with] identical logs that
were in the original cabin”'> Bigham bought a
cabin from John A. Davenport (which was
situated one mile north of the Sinking Spring
Farm), and dismantled and reassembled it on the
knoll above the spring.' Despite these efforts,
fewer than 100 soldiers who gathered for the
encampment opted for the expensive trip to see
the Sinking Spring Farm and “birth cabin?”

The earliest known photograph of the site was
taken by Russell T. Evans, of Evans Art Company,
Elizabethtown, Kentucky, in the spring of 1895
sometime after the cabin was put in place (Fig. 1).
According to Peterson, this was one of a set of
photographs commissioned by Bigham for
souvenir or promotional material. In 1895, the
photograph was published in McClure’s Magazine

14. Peterson, 9-11.

15. Hays, 134.

16. Robert W. Blythe, Abraham Lincoln Birthplace
National Historic Site: Historic Resources Study
(Atlanta: Southeast Regional Office, 2001), 28.

8 Cultura! Landscape Report: Abraham Lincoln Birthplace Unit

to accompany an article by the editor, Ida Tarbell,
“Lincoln’s Boyhood in Kentucky and Indiana,” in
which she notes that “the cabin was long ago torn
down, but the logs were saved” and “the old cabin
[was rebuilt] on the original site.”'7

It is very interesting that the photograph
illustrated the primary features of the site: the
cabin restored to its knoll above the Sinking
Spring and the full-canopied Boundary Oak in
the distance. The foreground is a recently mown
field, with multiple small haystacks in the middle
ground. The only access to the site is a narrow dirt
path, which two men with bicycles are standing
astride. A lone small tree is in the foreground and
a cluster of small trees surround the depression
marking the “Sinking Spring,” and the background
appears to be a mature forest. Another interesting
feature to note from this photograph is the
composition of the major features. Without any
other document or plat to verify the orientation of
the cabin, it would seem that the Lincoln Farm
Association developed the memorial site from this
photograph, orienting the Pope Memorial
Building, with the cabin inside, according to this
image. The only reference to Dennet’s having
altered the character of the property at this time is
to his having planted bluegrass.18 The small size of
the stacks could represent grass cuttings, but given
the thick mature stand of grass in the photograph,
it is unlikely that Dennet did more than overseed
and harvest an existing field.

Perennially in debt, Dennett tried other means to
generate income from his purchase. With little
hope of regular visitation at the Sinking Spring
Farm, Dennett had the cabin dismantled and sent
to the 1897 Tennessee Exposition at Nashville to
be displayed alongside the alleged Jefferson Davis
birth cabin, another Bigham purchase. The cabins
continued to tour with the hope of generating
funds through admissions and souvenir sales. The
logs of both cabins were finally brought to New
York and stored in the basement of a mission
Dennett operated until their purchase by the
Lincoln Farm Association."

17. Peterson, 12.
18. Peterson, 19.
19. Blythe, 29.



SITE HISTORY

FIGURE 1. View of the Sinking Spring Farm, 1895

At the same time, Dennett attempted to sell the
property to the United States Government.??
Repeated efforts failed throughout the late 189os,
and in 1899, Dennett conveyed the property for an
undisclosed amount to his associate David Crear,
to whom he owed debts. In 1900, Dennett
personally went to Washington twice but to no
avail. He wrote to Bigham that “nobody but

God Almighty, in my opinion can sell that
property. . .. ”* With debts mounting, Dennett
filed for bankruptcy in 19o1, and the Lincoln farm
was not listed among his properties at that time. In
1903, Crear filed suit in court to defend the title he
claimed after Dennett’s final discharge. In 1905,
the LaRue County Circuit Court ruled Dennett’s
conveyance to Crear fraudulent, and the farm was
put up for sale with the proceeds to be distributed
among Dennett’s creditors.

20. Peterson, 15
21. Peterson, 17.

The Lincoln Farm Association

By 1905, interest in the Lincoln birthplace had
grown, and the auction of the property received
considerable attention from the press. The
Louisville Courier-Journal reported on the
condition of the farm as having “a decidedly run-
down and neglected appearance.” Portions of the
fields were being invaded by young saplings, and
“fences were so dilapidated that they scarcely
afford[ed] sufficient protection to the few
scattered patches of corn and tobacco which are
to be found.”** The 1895 Evans photograph was
reproduced with this article with some later
photographs of the site after the cabin had been
removed. A large flagpole marks the spot of the
dismantled cabin location in one of these
photographs.

Thomas B. Kirkpatrick, the local postmaster, had
taken an interest in the fate of the birthplace. He
communicated with William Jennings Bryan,
political evangelist and Democratic presidential

22. Peterson, 20.

National Park Service 9
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nominee, about spearheading a popular
subscription drive to purchase the farm and to
present it to the county, state, or federal
government. Despite Bryan’s enthusiasm, nothing
got underway. About the same time, Richard
Lloyd Jones, managing editor of Collier’s Weekly,
discussed with his employer, Robert J. Collier,
about “somehow marking the birthplace;”
knowing that any effort would require the efforts
of Mr. Collier’s magazine. With Mr. Collier’s
support, Jones traveled to Hodgenville aware of
Dennett’s financial troubles. Jones enlisted a local
lawyer to advise him about the property so that he
would know when it would be available for
purchase. At the August 1905 auction, Jones had
the winning bid and purchased the Lincoln farm
for $3,600 in the name of Robert Collier, who
took possession in December of that year. The
Courier-Journal rejoiced that the farm had at last
“fallen into the hands of men of wealth who are
willing to spend large sums to beautify and

ornament it in the proper way.”?3

In a series of articles in the February 10,1906, issue
of Collier’s Weekly, Jones laid out his vision “to
develop the Lincoln Birthplace Farm into a
National Park.” This nine-page section of text and
photographs described Lincoln’s Kentucky
childhood, the farm, and various related sites in
the area. It also announced the formation of the
Lincoln Farm Association (LFA), which was to
have a Board of Trustees and various committees
of notables. The section closed with a page of
endorsements from President Theodore
Roosevelt, Vice President Charles W. Fairbanks,
Secretary of State Elihu Root, Samuel Clemens,
and governors and senators from across the
United States. Jones described the magazine’s role
as holding the farm “in trust for the nation” and
stressed that Collier’s had “no ulterior motive in
view.”?4

Membership in the LFA was offered to all
contributors for a minimum of twenty-five cents
and a maximum of $25.00, for which one would
receive an engraved certificate. The money raised

23. Peterson, 20-21; Hays 147-51.
24. Richard Lloyd Jones, “The Lincoln Birthplace
Farm,” Collier’s Weekly (February 10, 1906), 12-18.
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was to fulfill the LFA’s plans “to restore the cabin
to its original site, clean and protect the old spring,
plant the fields in bluegrass and erect at least one
monument and historical museum.”? According
to Jones, the “park” planned by the LFA would
“differ widely from our other national parks, such
as Gettysburg, Chickamauga, Missionary Ridge
[sic], Vicksburg and others, in that it will express
our national unity rather than preserve the
memory of our lamentable differences [and] to
cooperate with them in making this Kentucky
farm a worthy companion of Mount Vernon in the
affection of the American people and the
admiration of the world”?

The LFA was incorporated on April 18, 1906, for
the purposes of honoring and perpetuating the
memory of Abraham Lincoln, the taking and
holding of the 110 acres of his birthplace farm
(which was transferred to the LFA on June 19,
1906), and the development and maintenance of
the same.?7 With an illustrious board that
included such names as Augustus Saint-Gaudens
(sculptor), William H. Taft (twenty-seventh
president of the U.S.), Samuel Gompers (president
of the American Federation of Labor), William
Jennings Bryan (three-time presidential
nominee), and Ida Tarbell (one of America’s most
respected journalists), the LFA still had to work
hard to raise the necessary building funds. With
hopes of having the memorial completed by the
1909 centennial celebration of Lincoln’s birth, the
LFA discontinued the $25.00 maximum
contribution and boldly approached any and all
individuals and groups that might have an interest
in the birthplace development. The logs from the
dismantled cabin were put on tour again to raise
interest and funds (Fig. 2). With this effort
underway, Jones continued to solicit the federal
government’s support to establish a national park.
He was successful in getting a bill—H. R. 2043—
introduced in Congress in April 1908. Its request
for $100,000 “to aid the Lincoln Farm Association
of New York to build and endow a national
memorial to Abraham Lincoln on the site of the
Lincoln Birthplace Farm in Kentucky,” was

25. Peterson, 22.
26. Jones, 15.
27. Peterson, 23.






