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The Mentor Graham house, built in 1884, is a one and one-half story clap­ 
board home with two one story additions—one to the right of the front facade 
and the other to the rear. An open porch with spindle columns and lattice 
work adorns the left or south facade. The rear features a lattice enclosed 
entry. The windows are rectangular in shape, double-hung and have four sashes 
Wood and asbestos shingles are on the gable roof.

The structure is not of any particular design but typical of small, late 
nineteenth century dwellings found in South Dakota. Portions of the interior 
are reminiscent of how the house must have appeared when Mentor Graham lived 
there. Surrounding the property is a two rail, rough lumber fence.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Mentor Graham's significance lies in the fact that he was Abraham Lincoln's 
tutor. Most biographers give Graham credit for giving the future President the 
impetus to study grammar and for teaching him the rudiments of surveying. In fact, 
one historian states, "Among the friendships which Lincoln formed in New Salem, 
one of the most important was that of Mentor Graham, the school teacher." 1 He spent 
his last years in this house in Blunt, South Dakota; and because the original buildings 
associated with him in New Salem are gone, this structure takes on added importance. 
For these reasons and the fact the state believes the structure to be important, the 
site should be placed on the National Register of Historic Places.

Graham was born in 1800 in Green County, Kentucky. His early interest in reading 
and learning as much as possible resulted in his becoming a teacher; however, he also 
became quite skilled as a carpenter and a surveyor. In 1816 he married Sarah Rafferty 
who was just thirteen years old and began his teaching career. In 1826 he went to 
New Salem, Illinois.

In 1831 in this newly developed city, Mentor Graham first met Lincoln. This 
meeting occurred at an election in which Graham got Lincoln to assist as a clerk. 
During the next few years Lincoln became close friends with the school master; he even 
lived with him for six months. Besides teaching Lincoln how to survey and impressing 
upon him the importance of learning grammar to anyone who had political interests, 
Graham helped foster the romance between Lincoln and Anne Rutledge whom he was also 
teaching. The closeness of these two men is evident when in 1842, Mentor named one of 
his sons Harry Lincoln; this was before Lincoln became important.

Graham considered the future President his best student, and his proudest day was 
attending Lincoln's inauguration. At this event the President saw his former friend in 
the crowd and invited him to sit on the platform. Of course, the saddest day was when 
he learned of Li neon's death.

^William E. Barton, The Life of Abraham Lincoln (Indianapolis: 
Co., 1925) I., 187.

The Bobbs-Merrill
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Graham continued to teach until 1878. After sixty years of teaching, he had a 
considerable amount of money saved in real and personal property; but shortly after 
his retirement, he gave a nephew his savings, and in 1882 he realized he had been 
bilked out of his savings. Mentor then lived with his son, Harry Lincoln, and moved 
with him to Blunt, South Dakota, in 1883. In 1884 they built their house and the next 
year Mentor died at the age of eight-five. Graham's body was moved in later years to 
Farmer's Point, Illinois.

Over the years, the house gradually started to deteriorate, but in 1946 Roy Poole 
convinced the South Dakota State Historical Society that the site shou d be Preserved. 
The Societybought the home at a tax sale for two hundred dollars and also spent funds in 
partially restoring the structure. In 1974 the Board of Cultural Preservation appointed 
the Historical Preservation Center to administer the site.


