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THE LINCOLN MOTHER CONTROVERSY

A contribution to the February 1945 number of the
Reader's Digest, appearing under the caption, “He Loved
Me Truly,” pays a well deserved tribute to Sarah Johnston
Lincoln, the revered stepmother of the President. While
the mnﬁﬂph often approaches fletion, especially in por-
traying the early home surroundings of the Lincolns in
Indiana, and in greatly exaggerating the shortcomings of
the father, it is a statement in the postseript, added by
one of the [DHgest’s editors, which has nroused Lineoln
students,

The nine line postseript eomment printed in italies
concludes with this statement:

“When Abraham Lincoin said, ‘All that [ am I owe Lo
my angel mother' he was speaking of his stepmother.”

g The idfmti of the mother, to whom Lincoln is said to
ave re apens u in n mass of purely tradi-
tional data, wh e e

because of its unreliable source, con-
tributes little to the final deductions which ean be made.

Hnwnvurﬁuthu many queries which have come to the Foun-

dation about the mother controversy almost necessitates
this disougsion,
The Tounsend Version
George Alfred Townsend, an accomplished y lee-

turer, and correspondent, visited Springfield, Illinois, on
January 24th and 25th, 1867, while on a lecture tour. He
interviewed in Springfield, William Herndon, former law

artner of Abraham Linecoln. Townsend sent a report of

is interview to the New York Tribune, Later this article
was published in a fifteen booklet under the caption
The Real Life of Abraham Lincoln. As far as we can
learn this is the earliest publication which attempts to
name the individual, who first dput in cireulation the fam-
ous statement Lincoln is said to have made about his
mother, It follows:

“The pleasantest of his (Lincoln's) reminiscences were
of his mother, to whom he imputed the best and the bright-
est qualities he had inherited, He broke out once to Mr,
Herndon, as they were returning from court in another

::':Lt:;’."lﬁllr, all I am or can be 1 owe to my angel-

The Hart Version

Charles H. Hart, a8 Lineoln author with whom Herndon
had been in correspondence, read the Townsend account of
the Lineoln tribute to his mother and thought it eontra-
dicted the unlovely story he had received from Herndon
about her. Hart wrote him inquiring about the inconsis-
tency., Herndon replied on March 2, 1867: “When Lincoln
spoke to me as he did he had reforence to his mother's
mind. Nothing else and it was thus I told it."

In 1870 Hart wrote a biographical sketch of Lineoln
and after commenting on the death of Naney Hanks Lin-
coln, referred to her in part as:

“The mother of whom in after years with tears in his
eyes, he (Lincoln) said: *All that I am or hope to be |
awe lo my angel mother'."

The Arnold Version

In the paragraph which followed the statement about
Nancy Hanks in the Herndon letter of March 2, 1867,
he wrote: “Arnold’s book is out,” but stated he had not
read it. Herndon had been corresponding with Arnold
and also paid him a visit in Chieago. Arnold may have
been the first person to whom Herndon told the mother
story. Arnold’s book, Lincoln and Slav al dated
in 1 ap r-.-ntg did not come out Eﬂi: early in 1867.
It was p e the first cloth-bound book to carry the
traditional Lincoln tribute to his mother. The version by
Arnold will be observed in the following lines:

“His (Lincoln's) mother died when he was only
years of age, but she lived long enough to make a d
and lasting impression upon her son. He ever spoke
her with deep feeling and grateful affection. He sal
with his eves snﬂ‘usﬁ with tears, *All that 1 am, or hope
to be, I owe to my angel mother’.”

The Leland Version

The Townsend, Hart and Arnold versions, it will be
noted, all used the term “angel mother,” Townsend even
going so far as to make it one word “angel-mother.” Even
in this early stage of its use there was one Lincoln student,
Charles G. Leland, who questioned the identity of the
mother. He had also been in correspondence with Hern-
don very early, and later, in the meantime, had read the
Lamon publication which used the Herndon sources and
made Nancy Hanks mﬂhnl'?! but an angel. Leland noted
in his book published in 1879

“When in after years Lincoln spoke of his ‘saintl
muother' and of his ‘angel of o mother' he referred to th
noble woman (Sarah Bush Lincoln, the stepmother) who
first made him feel like a human being."

The Lamon Version

Ward H. Lamon was the recipient of a letter from
Herndon about the mother question on March 6, 1870. In
this eor ndence is revealed the occasion on which
Herndon claimed Lineoln made the famous statement
about his mother. It was the incident of the famous buggy
ride placed by Herndon about 1851. The story in part
follows:

“Lincoln and I had a case in the Menard Cireuit Court
whieh required a discussion on heredity, quality of mind,
natures, ete. Lincoln's mind was dwelling on this case,
mine on something else, Lincoln, all at once, said 'Bﬂ'[yt
I'll tell you something, but keep it a secret while I live'?
Herndon then claims that Lincoln told him among other
discreditable things about the Hanks family, t his
mother was an iﬁa timate child whose father was a
nobleman of Virginia, and after explaining that his
mother had inherited the quality of the nobleman and he
{Lincoln) inherited these same qualities from his mother,
Herndon alleges Lincoln exclaimed :

“All that I am or hope ever to be 1 get from my mother,
God bless her.™

The Herndon Versiom

In the correspondence which Herndon carried on with
Joegse M, Weik over a period of years, he admitted on one
peeagion that he had not made any notes of what Lincoln
gaid to him on the famous all ugey ride, but recalled
the incident from memory, At least fifteen years had
elapsed when he first tried to recall the conversation for
Arnold and Townsend. He did write out for Weik, how-
ever, on January 19, 1888, this version of the tribute.

“All that 1 am or hope ever to be | got from my mother.

God hless her.”
The Weik Version

When the threevolume work of Weik, which a
peared in 1889, was completed, the version of the tribu
which was undoubtedly approved by Herndon, appeared
in this form:

“Gvod bless my mother; all that I am or ever hope to be
1 owe to her.”

It will be obzerved that in every instance where Herndon
himself writes out the quotation the word “angel” never
appeared. There has never been any serious doubt in the
minds of the great majority of Lincoln students about the
identity of the mother to whom Linecoln referred in the

traditional tribute—it was his own mother, Nancy Hanks
Lincoln.
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