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Abraham Lincoln, in an autobiographical statement written
for John L. Scripps in June, 1860, discussed the Lincoln family’s
move from Kentucky to Indiana in 1816. Lincoln wrote, “This re-
moval was partly on account of slavery; but chiefly on account of
the difficulty in land titles in Kentucky.”! Indeed, Thomas Lincoln,
Abraham’s father, had had difficulty with land titles in Kentucky
on three different occasions. In each case he had lost land that he
had claimed, as did many of his neighbors, because of the anti-
quated system of metes and bounds surveying and the resultant
confusion in recording land entries.? In Indiana, where the land
was owned by the federal government and was surveyed into rec-
tangular townships before sale, there was promise of a clear land
title.

As important as land transactions are to the Lincoln story in
Indiana, such transactions have never been fully investigated and
explained. In his 1928 biography of Abraham Lincoln, Albert J.
Beveridge refers to Thomas Lincoln’s land dealings only in a
lengthy footnote, in which he misinterprets some of his findings.?
Francis M. Van Natter in his 1963 work on Abraham Lincoln’s
boyhood devotes more space to the subject but leaves the reader
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confused with unsupported suppositions.* In Lincoln’s Youth (1959)
Louis A. Warren fails to present much of the evidence or to treat
accurately the subject of land dealings.5 The result is a vague un-
derstanding of a topic significant not only to the Lincoln story but
also to the settlement of Indiana. A careful examination of the pri-
mary sources on the Lincoln land transactions reveals the relation-
ship between an early nineteenth-century frontiersman and the
federal government. Thomas Lincoln emerges not as the indolent,
ne’er-do-well backwoodsman who was easily victimized by the legal
system but as a typical Hoosier pioneer who used the land laws of
the country to his advantage and who was involved in some com-
plicated maneuvering to acquire the land he sought.

The Land Ordinance of 1785 was the initial legislation that
assured Indiana pioneers such as Lincoln a clear title to their land.
The ordinance provided for the survey of government land into
townships six miles square before it was offered for sale. David
Sanford and Arthur Henrie had surveyed the land that Lincoln
would claim in Indiana—Section 32 in Township 4 South of Range
5 West—in 1805. Sanford in his field notes had observed of Section
32: “Land level, oak and hickory, medium growth is hazel and
other brush very thick. The timber on this mile is chiefly destroyed
by fire.”® Lincoln purchased his land under provisions of the Land
Act of 1800, which provided for a minimum sale of 320 acres for
$2.00 per acre. The purchaser was to pay one-twentieth down, one-
fourth in forty days, another fourth in two years, another in three,
and the last in four years from the date of sale. A year of grace
was allowed after the last payment was due before forfeiture would
result. The interest charge was 6 percent. In 1804 Congress re-
duced the minimum purchase amount to 160 acres and created sev-
eral new land offices in the Old Northwest, including one at
Vincennes.’

The Lincoln family moved to what is now Spencer County, In-
diana, sometime in November or December, 1816.% It was not until
the following fall, October 15, 1817, that Thomas Lincoln made the
trip to the Vincennes Land Office to file for the southwest quarter
of Section 32, Township 4 South, Range 5 West. (See maps, pp. 216,
217). At $2.00 per acre the 160-acre quarter-section price was
$320.00. Lincoln paid $16.00, one-twentieth, in cash and received

4 Francis M. Van Natter, Lincoln’s Boyhood (Washington, D. C., 1963), 9-11,
121-23.

5 Warren, Lincoln’s Youth, 41-42, 158-59.

6 Quoted in Edwin Coles Bearss, Lincoln Boyhood—As a Living Historical Farm
(National Park Service, National Technical Information Service Report PB 200500;
Springfield, Va., 1967), 48.

"R. Carlyle Buley, The Old Northwest: Pioneer Period, 1815-1840 (2 vols.,
Bloomington, Ind., 1951), I, 103-104.

8 Warren, Lincoln’s Youth, 19.
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receipt number 8499. More than two months later, on December
26, 1817, Lincoln paid an additional $64.00 to make his total
$80.00. He received receipt number 9205 for this transaction.® In
the initial transactions the receipts were issued to Thomas “Lin-
korn” or “Linkern” of Perry County, Indiana. Since the records are
always filed under the name of the original claimant, this error in
the name would be maintained until the patent was issued for the
land in 1827. The county designation is correct since Spencer
County was not created until 1818.1°

Lincoln, like hundreds of pioneers, had taken advantage of a
credit system that promised a clear land title at a future date. Al-
though without doubt this system contributed to the rapid settle-
ment of the West, it was obvious from the beginning that many
settlers would not be able to meet their obligations. The govern-
ment granted relief to some debtors by extending the time of for-
feitures, but defaults on land payments became so numerous after
the Panic of 1819 that the problem could no longer be ignored. On
April 24, 1820, Congress mandated a sweeping change in the
method of government land sales. After July 1, 1820, settlers could
purchase tracts as small as eighty acres for a minimum price of
$1.25 per acre, payable in cash only.!!

The Land Act of 1820 did nothing, however, for people like
Lincoln, who had not made any additional payments on his land
since December, 1817. The observations of James Hall in 1838 il-
lustrate the typicality of Lincoln’s situation.

The whole population trembled upon the brink of ruin; and had the federal govern-
ment proved a rigid creditor, this extensive and beautiful country must have pre-
sented a vast scene of desolation. The purchasers of land had become settlers; they
had built houses and opened fields upon the soil, the legal title to which remained
in the government. A few could have saved their homes by the disposal of other
property; the many could not purchase the roof that sheltered them, at any sacrifice
which they might have been willing, or perhaps able, to make. Yet it is not to be
inferred that the people were destitute, or desperately poor; far from it—they were
substantial farmers, surrounded with all the means of comfort and happiness—ex-
cept money. To have driven such a people to extremity, would have been ungener-
ous and fatally unwise; for now that the crisis has passed, we may say without
offence [sic] or danger, that there is no calculating the extent of the private misery,
and the public convulsion, which such a policy would inevitably have produced.

¢ Vincennes Land Office Receipt Number 9205, Credit under Final Certificate
Number 2566, Vincennes, Indiana, issued to Thomas Lincoln, Records of the Bureau
of Land Management, Records of the General Land Office, Record Group 49 (Na-
tional Archives, Washington, D. C.).

10 George Pence and Nellie C. Armstrong, Indiane Boundaries: Territory,
State, and County (Indiana Historical Collections, Vol. XIX; Indianapolis, 1933),
658-59, 742-43.

1 Malcolm J. Rohrbough, The Land Office Business: The Settlement and Ad-
ministration of American Public Lands (New York, 1968), 141.

12 James Hall, Notes on the Western States; Containing Descriptive Sketches of
Their Soil, Climate, Resources and Scenery (Philadelphia, 1838), 174-75.
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Congress responded to the settlers’ plight on March 2, 1821, with
“An Act for the relief of the purchasers of public lands prior to the
first day of July, eighteen hundred and twenty.” Section one of the
law allowed the purchaser to relinquish land on which the whole
purchase price had not been paid; all sums paid on account of the
land relinquished would be applied to complete the payment on one
or more half-quarter sections of land being maintained by the
debtor. Section two remitted the interest on public land debts ac-
crued before September 30, 1821. Section three divided the debtors
into three classes determined by the percentage of the debt that
remained. The first class consisted of those who had paid only one-
fourth of the debt and granted them eight additional years to com-
plete payment. Those in the second class had paid one-half the debt
and would have six additional years to pay, while the third class
had paid three-fourths of the debt and would have four additional
years. All the debts would bear an equal annual interest of 6 per-
cent. The act also provided a 37'/2 percent reduction to any debtor
who paid in full prior to September 30, 1822.13

To be eligible to benefit from the relief act the debtor had to
file his written consent to it before September 30, 1821. Lincoln
made a trip to Vincennes to do so on September 12. He evidently
did not have the cash to take advantage of the discount provision
of the law. Also, he had not built up enough equity to relinquish
some land in payment for another portion. The only option avail-
able, therefore, was to apply for further credit in class one. This
Lincoln did on Vincennes Land Office declaration number 1964.
The declaration was listed in the name of “Thomas Lincorn,” but
the signature was “Thomas Lincoln.” Added under Lincoln’s name,
in a different handwriting, is “alias Linkern.”’* At this point Lin-
coln owed three-fourths of the original $320.00 debt, or $240.00. As
a class one debtor he would have eight additional years in which
to discharge his obligation. The eight equal installments would
start on March 31, 1822, and successive payments would be due
every March 31 until paid. Lincoln’s annual payment would be
$30.00.

On December 3, 1820, individuals who had claimed public land
on credit owed the United States government $21,173,489.87. By
September 30, 1822, the relief measures had cut this amount to
$10,544,454.16. While this was a significant reduction, the debt
was still excessive. As a result, on February 18, 1824, Congress
passed a law allowing debtors who had applied for further credit to
relinquish land by April 10, 1825. By June 30, 1825, the debt had

13 United States Statutes at Large, 1813-1823, 111, 612-14.
14 “Declaration No. 1964,” Credit under Certificate Number 2566, Records of
the Bureau of Land Management.



Spencer County, Indiana, 1818, with Congressional Townships indicated.
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Spencer County Land Holdings of Thomas Lincoln and Dennis Hanks
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160 acres claimed by Thomas Lincoln on October 15, 1817.
80 acres for which Thomas Lincoln received a patent on June 6, 1827.
80 acres Thomas Lincoln relinquished on April 30, 1827.

20-acre David Casebier tract associated with Thomas Lincoln.

H O Q w »

160 acres claimed by Thomas Barritt in 1817. It was assigned to
Dennis Hanks in 1820 and assigned to James Gentry in 1826.

F 80 acres on which Hanks lived and which was relinquished by Gentry
in 1827. It was eventually owned by James Gentry, Jr., in 1838.

G 80 acres which was retained by Gentry and for which he received a
patent on June 6, 1827.

H 80 acres claimed by John Carter in 1818 and assigned to John Hanks
in 1823. John Hanks assigned the land to Dennis Hanks in 1825.
Dennis Hanks assigned the land to James Gentry, who paid off the
land in 1827.
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been further reduced to $6,322,766.00.1* On May 4, 1826, Congress
provided for still another relinquishment period, this one ending
on July 4, 1827. This act also provided for “remission of all interest
due thereon on the day of such discharge ... ."6

The settlers did derive one advantage from staying in debt:
they could avoid payment of state and local property taxes. From
the beginning of the credit system questions had arisen about levy-
ing such taxes on property being purchased from the United States
government on credit. The title to the property remained with the
United States until the land was completely paid for and a patent
was issued. If a state taxed the property and the person buying the
property refused to pay, the state had no recourse since it could not
seize federal property and sell it for back taxes. The states, how-
ever, were expected to provide services to these citizens who were
not paying taxes. As a result the United States agreed to grant to
the states a small percentage of the revenue generated from land
sales. According to the Enabling Act of 1816, Indiana received 5
percent of the receipts from the sale of public lands. The state was
to use three-fifths of the receipts to build roads and canals within
the state while the remaining two-fifths was to be expended under
the direction of Congress on internal improvements to and through
the state.'”

By the spring of 1827 Lincoln had not paid any additional
money on his land debt. It can be assumed that he had paid no
property taxes on the land either. The situation changed as he took
advantage of the relief law of 1826. As noted, the Lincoln obliga-
tion was originally set at $320.00 for a quarter section of land, or
160 acres. In 1817 he had paid a total of $80.00, leaving a balance
of $240.00. On April 30, 1827, Lincoln traveled to Vincennes to
conduct his most complicated transaction. At this time he relin-
quished the east 80 acres of his Spencer County land (El/2, SWY/4,
Sec. 32, T4S, R5W) and was given credit in the amount of $160.00.
This action simply canceled his purchase of this portion of his land,
and his debt was lowered to $80.00. Lincoln also relinquished 80
acres of land that he had acquired in Posey County (W1/2, NW/y4,
Sec. 3, T5S, R12W). He was credited with the $80.00 equity on this
land, which paid in full the remaining 80 acres of Spencer County
land (W1/2, SWt/4, Sec. 32, T4S, R6W). On this document it ap-
pears that Lincoln signed his name both as “Lincoln” and as “Link-
ern.”® On June 6, 1827, Lincoln was issued a patent signed by

5 Benjamin H. Hibbard, A History of the Public Land Policies (New York,
1924), 95-96.

16 United States Statutes at Large, 18241835, IV, 158-59.

17 Hibbard, History of the Public Land Policies, 83-85.

18 Relinquishment Number 1709, Vincennes, Indiana, issued to Thomas Lin-
coln, April 30, 1827, Records of the Bureau of Land Management, Records of the
General Land Office, Record Group 49 (National Archives).
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President John Quincy Adams for the 80 acres that he retained.!®
Thus, after ten years, he had a clear title to his land, the primary
reason that he had come to Indiana in the first place.

The details of Lincoln’s acquisition of the Posey County land,
some forty miles west of his Spencer County home, remain a mys-
tery. Materials located in the National Archives in Washington,
D. C,, help to explain when it was acquired but shed little light on
how or why. On December 22, 1818, Charles Whiting of Posey
County claimed the NWY/4 of Sec. 3, T5S, R12W, an oversized sec-
tion containing 160.34 acres, which at $2.00 per acre sold for
$320.68. Whiting paid $80.17 and owed $240.51. On February 2,
1820, he assigned this land to the heirs of Memorial Forrest. The
heirs—Matilda, Melton, Sally, Levicey, and Thomas—relinquished
the east half of the quarter on September 17, 1821. This lowered
the debt to $160.34. The heirs applied for further credit on Septem-
ber 29, 1821. On April 25, 1822, Matilda married James McCrery
in a ceremony performed by James Martin. By 1826 the court had
appointed McCrery guardian for all of the other heirs. On April 2,
1827, a special Posey County Probate Court, at the request of
McCrery, ordered him to sell the Forrest heirs’ remaining property.
Three days later, on April 5, McCrery assigned to Lincoln or Link-
ern, for “valuable consideration,” the W'/2, NW'4 of Sec. 3, T5S,
R12W.20 With this acquisition Lincoln obtained a credit of $80.17
paid on the land and a debt of $80.17 owed on it. He then relin-
quished the land on April 30, 1827, along with half of his Spencer
County property. By giving up this Posey County acreage, he ac-
quired a $160.34 credit, which canceled the debt on that land and
left a credit of $80.17. He then applied an $80.00 credit to the debt
on the Spencer County land, which canceled that debt. He appears
to have forfeited the 17¢.21

Many questions remain concerning Lincoln’s acquisition of the
Posey County land. The amount of money or other consideration
that Lincoln gave for the property is not known, nor is it known
how he learned of this land so far from his home or whether or not
he ever saw it. Of the Abraham Lincoln biographers only Van Nat-
ter, who suggests that Thomas Lincoln farmed the land and that
Abraham visited New Harmony as a result, speculates about the

1 Land Patent Number 2566 (Bureau of Land Management, Eastern States Of-
fice, Alexandria, Virginia). The Bureau of Land Management, which is not part of
the National Archives, contains the tract books and the patents relative to land
sales while the Archives has the files with the documents. Researchers must first
go to the Land Bureau to get the file numbers, then to the Archives to see the
documents.

2 For all materials relating to Lincoln’s acquisition of the Posey County land,
including the McCrery documents, see Credit under Certificate Number 2566, Re-
cords of the Bureau of Land Management.

2t Ibid.
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arrangement; and his speculations are suspect.?? The fact that Lin-
coln claimed the land for only twenty-five days implies that he had
no interest in it other than as a means of paying for his Spencer
County home. Van Natter, in a footnote, also suggests that Lincoln
undoubtedly paid less than $100.00 for the land.?® Since the acre-
age could be worth only $80.00 in his relinquishment, it would be
more logical to assume that he paid less than $80.00. Further, the
only connection found between Lincoln and McCrery is that, pos-
sibly, both were Baptists since McCrery was married by James
Martin, a Baptist minister.?

One additional piece of property in Thomas Lincoln’s Indiana
land transactions—the SE/s of Sec. 31, T4S, R5W—must be ex-
amined. This land bordered the western boundary of the Lincoln
farm in Spencer County. Louis A. Warren appears to have been
the first to identify Lincoln’s connection with this property. In
March, 1937, referring to William H. Herndon’s efforts to trace
Lincoln’s Indiana land dealings, Warren wrote:

In tracing this property from Thomas Lincoln, the original patentee, down to
the division of the section into town lots by Lewis, one fact discovered by the editor
of Lincoln Lore [Warren] many years ago, which had not been generally known,
was brought to light. Thomas Lincoln owned twenty acres of land in section 31
adjacent to his eighty acres, giving him a full hundred acres apparently free of debt.
This twenty acres sold to Thomas Lincoln, was patented May 9, 1817, by David
Casebier. There is some evidence that when Lincoln moved to Illinois, he traded a
few acres of land to John Romine for a horse and this may be this land. On March
11, 1834, James Gentry sold to Joseph Gentry, the southeast quarter of section 31
and the deed states “there being twenty acres of the said last quarter section of land
sold by David Casebier to Lincoln.”2

The actual wording of the deed is:

the south west quarter of section thirty one, in township four south of range five
west, containing one hundred and seventy one acres and thirty six hundredths of
an acre as also one hundred and forty acres inland it being the west part of the
south east quarter of section thirty one, there being twenty acres of the said last
quarter section of land sold by David Casbares to Lincoln.?

It appears that the 140 acres being sold in the southeast quarter of
section 31 excluded the 20-acre Lincoln portion. National Park
Service Historian Edwin C. Bearss found in a deed from James
Gentry to Edley Brown dated 1836 what is, no doubt, the descrip-
tion of the property. It states, “Beginning at the full corner section

2 Van Natter, Lincoln’s Boyhood, 121-22.

2 Ibid., 207.

% Goodspeed Publishing Co., pubs., History of Posey County, Indiana . .. (Chi-
cago, 1886), 288.

% Louis A. Warren, “The Indiana Farm—Home of Lincoln’s Youth,” Lincoln
Lore, No. 413 (March 8, 1937).

2 Spencer County Deed Book 2, p. 241, Spencer County Recorder’s Office, Spen-
cer County Courthouse, Rockport, Indiana.
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thirty one running west 20 poles, thence north parallel with the
section line for the quantity in Township 4 South of Range Five
West containing 20 acres.”?” This land, therefore, was a narrow
strip running the entire distance of the west side of the Lincoln
farm in section 32,

The only documentation found to support Lincoln’s ownership
of the twenty acres in section 31 is the one reference in the 1834
Gentry deed. It seems strange that a man who knew from past
experience the importance of accurate land records would not have
recorded this transaction, yet no other extant documents relative
either to buying or selling the land connect Lincoln to this prop-
erty. The government tract book, located in the Bureau of Land
Management, provides the history of the land prior to 1834. On
May 9, 1817, David Casebier claimed the quarter section and paid
the requisite $16.00. On May 23, 1817, he paid an additional
$64.00, which completed his first payment of $80.00 and left a bal-
ance of $240.00. On April 20, 1819, $80.00 was credited to the bal-
ance ($79.66 in cash and 34¢ in cash discount), and on June 11 of
the same year a further $160.00 was credited ($141.94 in cash and
$18.06 cash discount). This completed the payment, and Final Cer-
tificate No. 1462 was prepared on June 11, 1819; however, James
Gentry is listed as the assignee of David Casebier, and the patent
was issued to Gentry on April 14, 1820.28 Apparently sometime be-
tween 1817 and 1819 Casebier assigned his interest in the land to
Gentry; thus, Casebier never officially owned the twenty acres in
question and could not legally have sold it to Lincoln. Lincoln’s
connection with this Casebier/Gentry property is, therefore, a
matter of speculation. While it seems clear that Lincoln had no
legal ownership of the land, he obviously had some kind of claim,
for Gentry used it as a means of description for the parcel four
years after Lincoln left Indiana. There is a good possibility that
Casebier agreed informally that Lincoln could use the land, espe-
cially the spring thereon, and that Gentry continued unofficially to
recognize that agreement. Warren’s story that John Romine traded
a horse for some land cannot be documented. It is not impossible
that this entered into the informal agreement, however, since Rom-
ine was the son-in-law of James Gentry.

The final chapter in Lincoln’s Indiana land dealings opened on
November 26, 1829, when Charles Grigsby secured a bond from
Lincoln for the eighty-acre home tract in Spencer County. On Feb-
ruary 20, 1830, a deed was prepared in which

Thomas Lincoln and Sarah his wife for and in consideration of the sum of one hun-
dred and twenty five dollars to them in hand paid ... do give grant bargain and

27 Quoted in Bearss, Lincoln Boyhood, 38.
28 Tract Book, Indiana, Vincennes, S&W, Vol. 8 (Bureau of Land Management,
Alexandria, Virginia).
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sell to the said Charles Grigsby ... the West half of the South West quarter of
section thirty two in Township four South of range five West containing eighty
acres of the land to be sold at Vincennes, Indiana it being the same tract or parcel
of land for which the said Charles Grigsby holds a bond on the said Thomas Lincoln
dated November the 26th, 1829.2

Thomas Lincoln signed the document while Sarah made her
mark.3 The Lincoln family started its journey to Illinois in March,
1830.

Thomas Lincoln had come to Indiana with the expectation of
getting a clear title to land that he could retain without fear of
loss. This he did, and his land transactions in the Hoosier state
typify those of many of his contemporaries and serve to illustrate
the often complex relationship between frontier settlers and the
national government. Neither indolent nor ignorant, Lincoln, like
his neighbors, kept informed on the latest land legislation and
made the difficult journey to the Vincennes Land Office to take
advantage of it. In fact, the number of times that Congress
amended the land laws to accommodate those like Lincoln who
were unable to comply with their obligations perhaps best suggests
how typical he really was. The federal land records further indicate
that Lincoln’s actions were representative. Thirty-two parcels of
land were relinquished in Lincoln’s township (T4S, R5W) as a re-
sult of the relief laws of the 1820s. Eleven occurred in 1821, five in
1825, twelve in 1827, and four in 1829.3! Of the thirty-three parcels
of land in the township still claimed after the relinquishments in
1825, eighteen were paid in full while fifteen were still carried on
credit.’?> Even the Posey County transaction, which would ulti-
mately make Lincoln’s goal of owning the Spencer County farm
possible, appears as a typical example of the early settlers’ efforts
to meet the economic challenges of the frontier and to deal success-
fully with the federal government.

2 Spencer County Deed Book B, p. 63, Spencer County Recorder’s Office.

% Lincoln’s eighty-acre farm in Spencer County, Indiana, would change hands
many more times before it would finally be platted as the town of Lincoln City.
Ironically the land would eventually return to the ownership of the United States
government as part of the Lincoln Boyhood National Memorial. See Bearss, Lincoln
Boyhood, 31-36.

3 List of Lands Relinquished, 1820-1829, Vincennes Land Office, pp. 85-86, Rec-
ords of the Indiana State Auditor (Archives Division, Indiana Commission on Public
Records, Indiana State Library and Historical Building, Indianapolis).

% Land Sales by Tract, South and West, 1807-1825, Vincennes Land Office, pp.
15-16, ibid.



