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For my hus band, Harvey Asher,
with love and much grat i tude

for the in sights that guided me
to ward this grand char ac ter.
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IM POR TANT BILLING AND CREDIT RE QUIRE MENTS

All pro duc ers of the play must give credit to the au thor of the play in all
pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with per for mances of the play and in
all in stances in which the ti tle of the play ap pears for pur poses of ad ver -
tis ing, pub li ciz ing or oth er wise ex ploit ing the play and/or a pro duc tion.
The name of the au thor must also ap pear on a sep a rate line, on which no
other name ap pears, im me di ately fol low ing the ti tle, and must ap pear in
size of type not less than fifty per cent (50%) the size of the ti tle type.
Bio graph i cal in for ma tion on the au thor, if in cluded in the playbook, may
be used in all pro grams. In all pro grams this no tice must ap pear:

“Pro duced by spe cial ar range ment with
DRA MATIC PUB LISHING COM PANY of Woodstock, Il li nois.”

In ad di tion, all pro duc ers of the play must in clude the fol low ing ac knowl -
edg ment on the ti tle page of all pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with
per for mances of the play and on all ad ver tis ing and pro mo tional ma te ri -
als:

“Com mis sioned and pre miered by the
Lexington Children’s Thea tre.”

* * * *

NOTE: The events and a great deal of the lan guage of this
play are based on Abra ham Lin coln’s own speeches and
writ ings, news pa per re ports of the time, and the words of
those who knew him and wrote or spoke about him dur ing
his life time or af ter his death. Ar tis tic li cense has been
taken for the sake of econ omy and stageworthiness. Al -
though the play wright’s in tent is to be true to the facts and
to the spirit of the peo ple por trayed, the play is not meant
to be a doc u men tary, but a cel e bra tion of a re mark able life.
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Keeping Mr. Lin coln was com mis sioned by the Lexing ton
Children’s Thea tre, Lexington, Ky., as a trib ute to Pres i dent
Lin coln on his 200th birth day. It pre miered there in Feb ru ary
2009 un der the di rec tion of ar tis tic di rec tor Vivian Snipes. The
pro duc ing di rec tor was Larry Snipes. As so ci ate ar tis tic di rec tor,
Jeremy Kisling, served as dramaturg.

CAST:

Mat thew Ancarrow as Den nis “Denny” Hanks, Young Adult
Lin coln, Willy Lin coln, Civil War Lin coln, Mem ber of White 
House Staff

Rob ert Shryock as Wil liam “Billy” Herndon, Youngest Lin coln,
a Vandalia Vil lager, Clary Gove Boy, Cit i zen of Wash ing ton
City, Mem ber of the White House Staff, John M. Bull ock

Kristen Smiley as Nancy Hanks Lin coln, “Sal lie” Johnston Lin -
coln, Sa rah Lin coln, a Vandalia Vil lager, Jack Armstrong,
Mary Todd Lin coln, Tad Lin coln, Mem ber of the White
House Staff, Post mas ter Blair

Brian C. Gray as Tom Lin coln, Adult Lin coln, a Vandalia Vil -
lager, Jack Armstrong, Cit i zen of Wash ing ton City, Mem ber
of the White House Staff, Pe ti tioner, Con fed er ate Sol dier

Sce nic De sign . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Kiersten E. Moore
As sis tant Sce nic De sign . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jennifer Her bert
Cos tume De sign . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . K. Moriah Smith
Light De sign . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Car o lyn Voss
Sound De sign . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Dan iel Na tion
Stage Man ager . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Kacy John son
Fight Cho re og ra phy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Robert Shryock
Pro duc tion Stage Man ager . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Anne C. Meacham
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A sec ond pro duc tion by the Open Eye The ater, Margaretville, 
N.Y., in Feb ru ary and March 2009, was ex tremely help ful in
con tin u ing the play’s de vel op ment. It was di rected by pro duc ing 
ar tis tic di rec tor Amie Brockway and fea tured the fol low ing cast:

Ac tor One…………Nat Thomas
Wil liam “Billy” Herndon, Lin coln Two, Vil lager 4, Cit i zen of 
Wash ing ton City, Mem ber of White House Staff, John M.
Bull ock, Pe ti tioner

Ac tor Two……….…John Exter
Lin coln One, Tom Lin coln, Vil lager 3, Cit i zen of Wash ing ton 
City, Mem ber of White House Staff, Con fed er ate Sol dier

Ac tor Three…………Wil liam Tari
Den nis “Denny” Hanks, Vil lager 1, Willy Lin coln, Lin coln
Three, Mem ber of White House Staff

Ac tor Four………….Amie Brockway
Nancy Hanks Lin coln, Sa rah “Sal lie” Johnston Lin coln,
Neigh bor Child, Vil lager 2, Lin coln Four, Mary Todd Lin -
coln, Tad Lin coln, Mem ber of White House Staff

Set, Light and Sound Designer . . . . . . . . . . Adrienne Brockway
Stage Man ager . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Pa tri cia Brannen
Light and Sound Op er a tor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Laura Battelani
Set Con struc tion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Erwin Karl
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KEEPING MR. LIN COLN

CHAR AC TERS:

Four ac tors play all of the fol low ing roles with out re gard to 
age, gen der or eth nic ity. For the pur poses of con sis tency in
the script, the first three are male and the fourth is fe male,
but the roles played by FIRST AC TOR lend them selves to
be ing played as males by a fe male ac tor. WIL LIAM
HERNDON, for in stance, was con sid er ably youn ger and
smaller in stat ure than the adult Abra ham Lin coln.

FIRST AC TOR, also plays
WIL LIAM “BILLY” HERNDON
LIN COLN ONE (youth)
VIL LAGER 4
CIT I ZEN OF WASH ING TON CITY
MEM BER OF WHITE HOUSE STAFF
JOHN M. BULL OCK
PE TI TIONER
TAD LIN COLN 2 (no lines)

SEC OND AC TOR, also plays
LIN COLN TWO (adult)
TOM LIN COLN
VIL LAGER 3
WILLY LIN COLN (no lines)
CIT I ZEN OF WASH ING TON CITY
MEM BER OF WHITE HOUSE STAFF
CON FED ER ATE SOL DIER
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THIRD AC TOR, also plays
DEN NIS “DENNY” HANKS
VIL LAGER 1
LIN COLN THREE (adult)
MEM BER OF WHITE HOUSE STAFF

FOURTH AC TOR, also plays
NANCY HANKS LIN COLN
LIT TLE SA RAH (no lines)
SA RAH “SAL LIE” JOHNSTON LIN COLN
VIL LAGER 2
LIN COLN FOUR (adult)
MARY TODD LIN COLN
TAD LIN COLN 1 (no lines)
MEM BER OF WHITE HOUSE STAFF

OFF STAGE VOICES, as noted

TIME: 1809 - 1865.

PLACE: Var i ous lo cales sig nif i cant to the life of Abra ham Lin -
coln, each in di cated by sim ple set pieces and props. A “home”
area may serve this pur pose from Ken tucky to D.C., an “of fice”
area may ad just from Spring field to D.C. with mi nor changes,
and neu tral space serves for all other scenes.

NOTE: The script as signs roles to par tic u lar ac tors, but roles
may be as signed dif fer ently at the di rec tor’s dis cre tion. For a
larger cast, roles may be as signed to as many ad di tional ac tors
as de sired. Cos tumes should sug gest the time, but be neu tral, so
that char ac ter changes can be ac com plished quickly by the ad di -
tion or re moval of a hat, a shawl, etc. Each ac tor play ing LIN -
COLN may as sume that role by wear ing or car ry ing a coonskin
cap for scenes from his youth or a stovepipe hat for later scenes. 
HERNDON may be iden ti fied by a spe cific vest and/or a meer -
schaum (clay) pipe.
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KEEPING MR. LIN COLN

AT RISE: MU SIC, up beat, pa tri otic. AC TORS en ter one
af ter an other, each read ing a news pa per. MU SIC fades
un der di a logue.

THIRD AC TOR. UN DER DOG WINS!
FIRST AC TOR. ABRAM LIN COLN, OF IL LI NOIS,

NOM I NATED FOR PRESIDENT!
FOURTH AC TOR (no tic ing the er ror). Abram? (She

trades pa pers with some one else and searches for con -
fir ma tion of the can di date’s name as OTHERS go ex cit -
edly on.)

SEC OND AC TOR. Chi cago, May 18, 1860. The work of
the con ven tion is ended.

THIRD AC TOR. The young ster who, with rag ged trou sers
and bare feet used to drive his fa ther’s oxen and spend
his days in split ting rails, has risen to high em i nence.

FIRST AC TOR. Abram Lin coln, of Il li nois, is de clared its
can di date for pres i dent by the Na tional Re pub li can
Party.

FOURTH AC TOR. Abram? (Trades for an other pa per and 
con tin ues to check the er ror cu ri ously as OTHERS read
on.)

THIRD AC TOR. The city is alive with torch light pro ces -
sions, mu sic and noisy dem on stra tions.
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FIRST AC TOR. The news pa per of fice has a large trans par -
ency over the door: “For Pres i dent, Hon est Old Abe.”

FOURTH AC TOR (tries this ver sion on for size). Abe.
(Poking at news pa per.) It says here his name is
“Abram.” I’d heard it was “Abra ham.”

FIRST AC TOR. Abram or Abra ham or Hon est Old Abe—
this fel low bears watch ing. He’s nom i nated for pres i -
dent!

THIRD AC TOR (read ing from news pa per). Great in quiry
has been made this af ter noon into the his tory of Mr. Lin -
coln.

(MU SIC. ALL ex press ap proval of this in quiry. FIRST
AC TOR col lects news pa pers and puts them aside. SEC -
OND, THIRD and FOURTH AC TORS step into of fice
area and take po si tions, all as LIN COLN. SEC OND AC -
TOR sits at desk, puts his feet up on it, takes up a book
and reads. THIRD and FOURTH AC TORS stand close
by, also rep re sent ing LIN COLN. As each of the three
LIN COLNS speaks, the other two em ploy the same ges -
tures and fa cial ex pres sions, set ting the ground rule that 
the role of LIN COLN will be shared. FIRST AC TOR en -
ters scene as WIL LIAM HERNDON and bus ies him self
with work. Af ter a mo ment, SEC OND AC TOR closes the 
book, weighs it in his hand, then shakes his head. MU -
SIC fades.)

SEC OND AC TOR as LIN COLN. I have no con fi dence in
bi og ra phies, Billy. You don’t get a true un der stand ing of 
the man.

10 KEEPING MR. LINCOLN
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FIRST AC TOR as HERNDON. Mr. Lin coln, you are run -
ning for the pres i dency. Peo ple need to know more
about you.

FOURTH AC TOR as LIN COLN. This bi og ra phy you have 
shown me is like all the oth ers—not only mis lead ing,
but false. (SEC OND AC TOR gives book to HERNDON.)
The au thor is so lav ish in praise that one is al most
driven to be lieve the sub ject never made a mis take in his 
life.

HERNDON. A few words about your self, your early
years—

THIRD AC TOR as LIN COLN. We were poor. That was
all and that was ev ery thing.

HERNDON. You will be writ ten about, will ing or no.
Better the facts you pro vide than sto ries oth ers make up
for them selves. (SEC OND AC TOR as LIN COLN takes a
sheet of pa per out of his stovepipe hat and hands it to
HERNDON.) What’s this?

FOURTH AC TOR as LIN COLN. The facts, Billy.
HERNDON (read ing). “Born, Feb ru ary 12, 1809, in Har -

din County, Ken tucky. Ed u ca tion… (shoots LIN COLNS
a dis pleased glance) …de fec tive. (LIN COLNS nod,
amused.) Pro fes sion, a law yer. Have been a cap tain of
vol un teers in the Black Hawk war. Post mas ter… (an -
other ex change of looks) …at a very small of fice. Four
times a mem ber of the Il li nois leg is la ture, and was a
mem ber of the lower house of Con gress.” (An other look
at LIN COLNS, who grin mis chie vously.) The news pa pers 
have asked for an au to bio graph i cal state ment. This…is
some what less than ex pected, I imag ine.

SEC OND, THIRD & FOURTH AC TORS as LIN COLN. I
think it will do.

KEEPING MR. LIN COLN 11
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(SEC OND AC TOR as LIN COLN tucks the pa per back
into his hat, dons the hat, taps the brim to ward HERN -
DON as a “fare well”—all ges tures si mul ta neously done
by THIRD and FOURTH AC TORS. ALL THREE exit.
HERNDON shakes his head, be mused, as he watches
them go, then steps out of the scene and speaks to au di -
ence.)

HERNDON. My name is Wil liam Herndon. Mr. Lin coln
took me on as ju nior part ner in his law firm in 1844. We 
re mained part ners un til he left Spring field for Wash ing -
ton, D.C., in 1861. I called him Mr. Lin coln; he called
me Billy. (Beat.) He ex pected to re join me at the end of
his pres i dency, but he did not live to serve out his sec -
ond term. Soon af ter his as sas si na tion, I de ter mined to
gather up all the facts of his life—truly, hon estly and
im par tially—and to give those facts to the world. It
seemed to me im per a tive that we keep all we could of
Mr. Lin coln. (Beat.) But how to cap ture a “true un der -
stand ing of the man,” as he put it? Es pe cially this man!

(SEC OND and FOURTH AC TORS en ter. SEC OND AC -
TOR car ries the stovepipe hat. FOURTH AC TOR car -
ries a coonskin cap. HERNDON ob serves and agrees
with them.)

SEC OND AC TOR. He was wise.
FOURTH AC TOR. He was am bi tious.
SEC OND AC TOR. He was re served.
FOURTH AC TOR. He was im pet u ous.
SEC OND AC TOR. He was kindhearted…
FOURTH AC TOR. And cut ting.

12 KEEPING MR. LINCOLN
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SEC OND AC TOR. Strong…
FOURTH AC TOR. And gen tle.
SEC OND AC TOR. Funny…
FOURTH AC TOR. And mo rose.
SEC OND AC TOR. Out go ing and friendly…
FOURTH AC TOR. Awk ward and ill at ease.
SEC OND AC TOR. He loved his fam ily…
FOURTH AC TOR. But he lived for his work.

(SEC OND and FOURTH AC TORS exit.)

HERNDON. Even those who knew him well could not
claim to know him com pletely. How to cap ture the
great ness of the man? How to avoid a false im age of
per fec tion? How to ver ify facts when there are so many
opin ions? Per haps the task was and al ways will be im -
pos si ble. And yet, he was a grand char ac ter, so good and 
so odd, how could I not study him? (MU SIC: A lively
coun try tune, at a dis tance. HERNDON smiles at the
sound, as if re call ing it.) When ever I met a man or
woman who knew any thing—good or bad—and was
will ing to tell it, I took notes of what was said about Mr. 
Lin coln.

(THIRD AC TOR en ters in an other area of the stage as
DEN NIS HANKS. He is get ting up in years and leans
heavily on a walk ing stick. He speaks to au di ence and
has a heavy, ru ral Ken tucky ac cent.)

DEN NIS. Want to know what kind o’ boy Abe Lin coln
was? Well, I reckon I’m the only one livin’ that knowed 
him that early.

KEEPING MR. LIN COLN 13
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HERNDON (in di cates DEN NIS). Mr. Lin coln’s cousin,
Den nis Hanks. (He ex its. MU SIC fades.)

DEN NIS. Knowed him the day he was born, an’ lived with 
him most o’ the time till he was twenty-one an’ left
home for good.

(SEC OND AC TOR as TOM and FOURTH AC TOR as
NANCY en ter an other area of the stage, arm in arm.
NANCY car ries her Bi ble. FIRST AC TOR en ters as
young LIN COLN ONE. When he is in scene with
NANCY still alive, LIN COLN ONE plays him self at ap -
pro pri ate youn ger ages; at other times, he nar rates his
ear lier years from a teen ager’s point of view. He now
takes a book out of his pocket, finds a com fort able spot
near NANCY’s rock ing chair, and reads.)

Tom an’ Nancy Hanks Lin coln lived on a farm ’bout
two miles from us. She was pretty as a pic ture an’ smart 
as you’d find ’em any where. My aunt Nancy knew her
Bi ble!

FOURTH AC TOR as NANCY (re cit ing the words, while
TOM lis tens). “For ye shall go out with joy, and be led
forth with peace: the moun tains and the hills shall break
forth be fore you into sing ing and all the trees of the field 
shall clap their hands.” (She sits, smil ing at TOM.) The
prophet Isa iah. (She puts down Bi ble and takes up nee -
dle work, sing ing as she works. TOM and LIN COLN
ONE lis ten for a mo ment, then join in.)

COME, THOU FOUNT OF EVERY BLESSING,
TUNE MY HEART TO SING THY GRACE;
STREAMS OF MERCY, NEVER CEASING,
CALL FOR SONGS OF LOUDEST PRAISE.

14 KEEPING MR. LINCOLN
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NANCY, TOM & LIN COLN ONE (join ing in).
TEACH ME SOME MELODIOUS SONNET,
SUNG BY FLAMING TONGUES ABOVE.
PRAISE THE MOUNT! I’M FIXED UPON IT,
MOUNT OF THY REDEEMING LOVE.

(ALL THREE ex change a warm smile, then get back to
chores or read ing.)

DEN NIS. Most af fec tion ate woman I ever saw. Never
knew her to be out of tem per. She seemed im mov ably
calm. “All that I am,” Abe said, “or hope ever to be, I
get from my mother. God bless her.”

(He puts away cane and straight ens up as a youn ger
ver sion of him self. NANCY puts down nee dle work, picks
up “baby.” TOM cov ers her with a blan ket. DEN NIS
still speaks to au di ence dur ing the fol low ing—)

I rec ol lect Tom comin’ over to our house, one cold
mornin’ in Feb ru ary an’ sayin’ kind o’ slow an’ sheep -
ish—

TOM (steps out of scene with NANCY and speaks to
DENNY). Nancy’s got a boy baby. (He ex its.)

DEN NIS. Mother got flus tered an’ hur ried up her work to
go look af ter the lit tle feller. But I did n’t have nothin’ to 
wait for, so I just run the whole two miles to see my
new cousin. Nancy was layin’ there in a pole bed
lookin’ happy. Tom’d built up a good fire, an’ set lit tle
two-year-old Sa rah on the bed. (He en ters scene with
NANCY. They now re late to each other as they speak.)
What you goin’ to name him, Nancy?

KEEPING MR. LIN COLN 15
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NANCY. Abra ham. Af ter his grand fa ther that came out to
Ken tucky with Dan iel Boone. He was mighty smart an’
was n’t afraid of nothin’. That’s what a man has to be
out here to make any thing of him self.

(She of fers “baby” to DEN NIS, who shyly ac cepts. Cra -
dling the “baby,” DEN NIS speaks to au di ence.)

DEN NIS. Folks are al ways askin’ me if Abe was a
good-lookin’ baby. Well, now, he looked just like any
other baby, at first—like red cherry-pulp squeezed dry.
An’ he did n’t im prove none as he growed older. (He
laughs at his own joke.) But he was mighty good com -
pany, in ter ested in everythin’.

(DEN NIS re turns “baby” to NANCY, who places baby
in cra dle, then moves cra dle out of scene. Lively MU SIC 
un der scores fol low ing ex change of di a logue. To au di -
ence—)

Cou ple years later, Tom Lin coln moved his fam ily to a
new cabin, up on Knob Creek. Near the Cum ber land
Trail, runnin’ from Nash ville, Ten nes see, to Lou is ville,
here in Ken tucky.

LIN COLN ONE (stands and puts book in his pocket;
speaks to au di ence). Covered wag ons rolled by, bearin’
folks headin’ north, south, east and west. Pi o neers!

NANCY. Ped dlers brought pots and pans for cookin’ and
pretty no tions for sewin’.

DEN NIS. By horse, by wagon, and on foot they came.
LIN COLN ONE. In rags they came…and in chains.

16 KEEPING MR. LINCOLN
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NANCY (pick ing up her work and ex it ing scene, sa shay ing 
in mimic of high so ci ety). And some in fancy dress and
fine car riages.

DEN NIS. Law yers and judges, bound for the court house.
Con gress men and leg is la tors. (Exits, mim ick ing pom pos -
ity.)

LIN COLN ONE (amused by OTHERS, but se ri ous about
his in ter est; to au di ence). I wanted to know who they
were, where they were comin’ from, and where they
were headed, these folks who toiled not by the strength
of their backs, but by the strength of their words. (Beat.)
Travelin’ folks, singin’ their songs; ed u cated folks,
tellin’ their sto ries. And arguin’ pol i tics, arguin’ re li gion, 
arguin’ ideas. (A pause. MU SIC fades.) They built me
the world with their words. I never tired of lis ten ing.

(DEN NIS en ters with an ax, hands an other to LIN COLN 
ONE, and mo tions for him to get to work. SOUND of
wood be ing chopped. DEN NIS speaks to au di ence and
con tin ues chop ping as LIN COLN ONE joins him.)

DEN NIS. Looks did n’t count in them days, no how. It was
strength an’ work an’ dare devil. A lazy man or a cow ard 
was just poi son. Choppin’ trees, an’ grubbin’ roots, an’
splittin’ rails, an’ huntin’ an’ trappin.’

LIN COLN ONE. Fishin’ in the crick, settin’ traps, follow -
in’ up bees to find bee trees.

DEN NIS. Did n’t leave Tom no time to put a floor in his
cabin. Nancy was ter ri ble ashamed o’ the way they
lived. She kept urgin’ Abe to study. Marched him and
Sa rah two miles down the road to the school house, when 
she could.

KEEPING MR. LIN COLN 17
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LIN COLN ONE (stops chop ping, speaks to ward au di ence).
There were some schools, so called. No qual i fi ca tion

 dnoy eb rehcaet a fo deriuq er reve saw readin’, writin’,
and cipherin’. Stranger come to town knowin’ a bit o’
Latin, folks thought he was a wiz ard. (Puts away ax,
takes up book and a stick, and be gins copy ing let ters
from the book into the sand with the stick.)

 SIN NED (stops chop ping, wipes his brow; SOUND stops).
 dlo s’rets beW fo tuo sCBA meht denrael ebA spellin’

book. Then he took to writin’ on the floor, the fence
rails and the wooden fire shovel with a bit o’ char coal.
When Tom got mad at his markin’ the house up, Abe
took to markin’ trees an’ writin’ in the sand at the

 ebA evah ot paeh a moT deret sep tI .kcil-reed writin’ all 
 gniht yre ve revo thataway, but Abe was just wrapped up

in it.

(NANCY en ters, per form ing some new task. She hears
LIN COLN ONE’s next line and ap proves of his writ ing.)

LIN COLN ONE (point ing to the sand with his stick).
!NLOC NIL MAH ARBA ?uoy lliw ,taht ta kool ,ynneD

That stands for me. (Beat, as NANCY and DENNY ex am -
ine writ ing.) Don’t look a blame bit like me!
(ALL laugh. Lively MU SIC. SEC OND AC TOR en ters as
TOM LIN COLN and ALL get to work re ar rang ing
“home” area slightly to be come the cabin in In di ana.
LIN COLN ONE finds a new place to sit and read, with

reh ni stis YCNAN .ylb a re ferp ,pu depporp teef sih
rocker and re sumes her work. Else where, TOM pre pares 
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