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Most of us with an interest in family 
history want to know more about 
who they were and how they lived.  
Unless I am different from everyone 
else there is also the vague hope 
that you just might be related to 
someone interesting or even 
famous.  I have been researching 
my family for several years and 
gone down many branches, often 
ending up in the trail going cold in 

Ireland in the middle of the 19th century.  However, my father was 
an American, although he lived nearly all his life in Port Glasgow, 
and our ancestry in the USA offered another route for 
investigation.   Even this branch of my family mostly ended up 
back in Ireland, but in following one particular branch of my family 
in the United States I did discover one quite famous person in my 
family tree – Abraham Lincoln! 
 
I have already produced a short video on the story of how my 
father and his younger brother, Leonard, left Philadelphia at the 
ages of four and two in 1929 and lived the rest of their lives in Port 
Glasgow.  My grandmother Catherine McGurk had emigrated from 
Port Glasgow to Philadelphia in 1921, with her sister Hannah. 
Catherine married my grandfather Joseph John McGeer in 1923. 
In 1929 my grandmother was killed in a road accident in 
Philadelphia.  Following the financial crash in 1929 my father and 
uncle wound up in an orphanage as my grandfather became 
unemployed.  Hannah decided to return to Port Glasgow and 
offered to take the boys, who would be taken care of, temporarily, 
by another sister Margaret and her husband.  Despite several 
attempts to get his sons back in the 1930s (even sending tickets 
on one occasion) the boys were too upset to leave their aunt.  The 



Second World War prevented further attempts by my grandfather 
to get his sons back and the boys became settled and stayed in 
Scotland.  He only saw his sons once more, in 1959, on a short 
visit to Scotland. 
 
Most people in the USA when researching the family tree are 
usually looking to find ancestors usually from Europe but I was 
doing the reverse.  This had advantages and disadvantages.  The 
main disadvantage was access to American information.  The big 
advantage is that when you get a few generations back the very 
strong interest that Americans have in genealogy can provide not 
only a great deal of information but also corroboration for your own 
research.  I used ‘Ancestry’ for this part of my research and it 
proved valuable.  

The first part of my family tree in the USA followed a fairly familiar 
pattern for poor migrants in the 19th century, particularly those from 
an Irish Catholic background.  They found work in Philadelphia in 
Pennsylvania.  The work was invariably low paid in unskilled jobs 
in mills and factories.  This held true for my grandfather Joseph 
John McGeer (1905-1970) and his father John (1871-1931) then 
his father Arthur McGeer who was born in Ireland about 1845.  In 
Ireland the trail again became difficult.  

However, my great grandfather John McGeer married a woman 
called Susan McBride who became Susan McGeer in 1893.Susan 
was the daughter of James F. McBride and Sarah A Millard.  
James had the familiar Irish background but Sarah was different. 
Sarah A. McBride (Millard) was born in 1845 in Pennsylvania, to 
Jacob Millard and his wife Elizabeth Orange. Sarah died on 9 
February 1919 in Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania, USA, at the age of 
74. The chart below on the next page shows the connection 
between me (left) through Sarah A McBride to Jacob Millard 1816-
1880 (right).   

The Millards were likely to have been Quakers and Sarah appears 
to have married someone of a different religion and social 
background.  Even in the United States at that time this was not 
particularly common.  Given the slightly unusual marriage I spent a 
considerable amount of time checking my facts.   



 

 

  



Fortunately I was able to find six independent sources such as 
census details as well as Sarah’s death certificate, which named 
Jacob Millard and Elizabeth Orange as her parents. Elizabeth 
Orange had 10 siblings mostly with excellent double barrel first 
names such as Arthur Augustus but the most notable were Martin 
Luther Orange and William Orange.  It must have been quite a 
wedding in 1865, especially if any of James’ family made it over 
from Armagh!  These are great discoveries in a family tree that, to 
that point, consisted of descendants of Irish Catholics. This 
marriage provided the link to Abraham Lincoln. 
 
It is perhaps worth noting that Sarah’s death in 1919 was quickly 
followed in 1920 by her daughter Susan McGeer, (my great 
grandmother) and then her sister Bridget, all at the time of the flu 
pandemic.   

As Kevin C Shelly wrote in the ‘Philly Voice’ in 2017: - 

“Flu infected about half the world's population in 1918, killing 50 
million people globally. Some estimates put the death toll at as 
many as 100 million. More than 25 percent of the U.S. population 
became sick. About 675,000 Americans died. But the hardest hit 
place worldwide was Philadelphia.…….. More than 30 percent of 
the city’s 1.6 million residents contracted flu. In fewer than five 
weeks, from September until early November 1918, more than 
12,000 Philadelphians died – meaning more than 25 percent of 
those who contracted the flu in the city died, a far greater 
percentage than elsewhere.”  

This is a death rate remarkably similar to that projected for 
Britain in 2020 through Covid 19, if no action was taken. The 
deaths were often among strong healthy young people and 
predominantly from poorer and immigrant residents. The 
very high number of deaths resulted in the use of mass 
graves.  There were smaller epidemics in 1919 and 1920 and 
although I am not certain it appears that Susan, Sarah and 
Bridget all died of flu.  I am writing this while under lockdown 
for Covid 19.  This research was very sobering.  More so 
since had Susan survived I could have (theoretically) met her 
when I was a small child. 

https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/12/1/05-0979_article
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/12/1/05-0979_article


Sarah’s father Jacob is the beginning of the Millard family 
line, which leads to the link with Abraham Lincoln.  The 
Millards ran from Jacob (1816-1880) through Benjamin 
(1736-1794) and then Joseph (1711-1781).  The chart below 
shows the connection between my great great grandmother 
Sarah A McBride (left) through the Millard line to Mordecai 
Lincoln (right). 

 



It was Joseph Millard who married into the Lincoln family 
when he married Hannah Lincoln (1719-1757).  The MIllards 
were a family of some wealth with Joseph at one point 
purchasing land to the value of 3300 pounds in gold and 
silver coin.  In one purchase Thomas Lincoln (an ancestor of 
the president) is listed as a witness.  Hannah Lincoln’s father 
was Mordecai Lincoln (1686-1736), making him my 8 times 
great grandfather.  Mordecai is also the great great 
grandfather of President Abraham Lincoln. 
 
It is not clear if the Millards were Quakers but they certainly 
attended Quaker meetings.  They also have their own coat of 
arms. The link between Mordecai Lincoln and his great great 
grandson, President Lincoln, is very easily established on 
the innumerable websites on the President.  One is shown 
below.  It shows Mordecai (top right) to President Lincoln 
(left) 

 

The Millard family itself is very well documented and the 
connection to the Lincolns is highlighted in many sources.  
 
President Lincoln’s first ancestors to settle in New England were 
his 4th great-grandfather Samuel Lincoln, (1622-1690) a weaver 
by trade, who sailed from Norwich, England to the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony in 1637.  Samuel was Mordecai’s grandfather.   
 



My research (with some help from my friend John Smith) on 
Lincoln has also thrown up some other interesting facts.  Lincoln 
was a great admirer of Robert Burns and could recite long sections 
of his poems.  He and his wife Mary intended to visit the birthplace 
of Burns when he retired.  Mary did come to Scotland four years 
after Lincoln’s assasination and visited Burns Cottage and 
reportedly sighed at the grave of Highland Mary in Greenock 
cemetery in Inverclyde – where I live.  If you look at the Lincoln 
family tree above you will also notice that his mother is called 
Nancy Hanks.  The actor Tom Hanks is related Lincoln (third 
cousin, four times removed of the former president). So I now 
claim another famous distant cousin if I make the family tree a bit 
bigger. 
 
The furthest back I have reached is my 13th great grandfather 
Richard Wright (1517-1567) from Enfield in England.  In addition to 
Scotland, Ireland and England I have found ancestors from 
Germany, France and Switzerland.  Along one line from England I 
found my 10th great grandfather John Millard.  He had two wives 
and 20 children so plenty of ancestors to research.  
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