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      Have you ever wished you could be a fly on the wall? (Probably when your kids were at someone else's house!) Chenoweth House has had many flies! I know. I lived there for twenty-six years, and it is a farm, after all. And it had cows....But those kind of flies can't talk. What Chenoweth House did have is an attic full of letters and memorabilia. It was owned and lived in by members of the Thomas family from its construction in 1900 through 2014, when it was purchased by Paul and Pat Hornback and rechristened “Heritage House”. What other home do you know of that has been continuously inhabited by the same family for over one hundred years and four generations?

      When I married into the Thomas family in 1981, I quickly learned that the Thomas motto was, “Never throw anything away!” We moved to the Chenoweth Farm manor house, then affectionately known simply as “The Big House”, in 1988 when my husband, Ted, came back to help run the family farm. Part of his employment agreement was to live in the big house and take care of it. So we moved from a 2-bedroom mobile home in Virginia, to this 8,000-plus square foot manor house in Kentucky. Ted's grandparents, having lived through the Depression, were avid adherers to the “never throw anything away” maxim. For awhile, this was the bane of my existence as I tried to carve out a living space in the house. Ted's grandparents were gone. Funny thing, though, they didn't take any of their possessions with them!
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        Front steps of Chenoweth House.

      

      In the late 1990's, Emily Thomas (wife of BA III) hired a Louisville historian, one Paul Latimer, to research and write a history of Chenoweth Farm and the Thomas family. He found rich resources in the attic: family letters going all the way back to pre-Civil War years, original deeds from the 1800's, wills, and much more. Though never officially published, the Thomas family has a draft of Latimer's history in 3 spiral-bound volumes, as well as the original letters and documents he used for research. The task I have set for myself is to mine Mr. Latimer's extensive work for information about the house itself, and to add other anecdotes and pictures which have been passed down to me. I have relied heavily on Latimer's conclusions drawn from the original sources, without going back to those sources myself. This is not a good precedent for a historian, but I trust it will be sufficient for a storyteller. The research is Mr. Latimer's, the storytelling is mine. I hope you enjoy the result!

      By the way, you might as well go ahead and flip to the appendix to familiarize yourself with the Thomas generations. Feel free to consult it frequently to avoid getting hopelessly lost with names in the following pages. You in the current living generations have probably heard many of these things before, but this is the first time they have ever been recorded in one place together. Absorb all the minute details, or flip through and read the stories. This is your heritage.

      

      -Beth Thomas, January, 2020
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            Part 1:  An Empire Needs an Empire House—1900 - 1919

          

        

      

    

    
      Chenoweth House was built in the year 1900 by Wilson John (WJ) and Mary Thomas. WJ and his brother, Benjamin Allen, along with their ancestors, had spent the last 75 years acquiring land along Clear Creek in Shelby County. The Thomas ancestors were part of the Welsh Quaker migration to Pennsylvania, Morris and his wife arriving in 1768 with their 10 children. An eleventh child, Oswald, was born on American soil in 1769. He was WJ and BA's grandfather, who made his way via Hampshire Co., VA, to Harrodsburg, KY. Oswald Thomas purchased land along Fox Run in Shelby County in 1798. (Are you bored yet? Trust me, I'll get to the house very quickly! You won't believe how much I'm leaving out!)

      It wasn't until 1825 that he made the first purchases of land along Clear Creek: the seeds of Chenoweth Farm. During his and the next two generations, much land was added by Oswald and various sons and grandsons, passed around amongst the family members, and eventually consolidated by Oswald's son Wilson, and his grandsons WJ and BA I. The last land purchase took place in 1913. The result was a small empire—3,320 acres under single ownership—the largest contiguous farm in the region (Latimer, p. 70)
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        Wilson Thomas, son of Oswald Thomas, father of Benjamin Allen (BA I) and Wilson John (WJ) Thomas
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        Nancy Johnston Thomas, wife of Wilson Thomas
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        WJ and Mary Thomas
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        BA Thomas I on the front porch of the manor house
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        Henrietta Stout Thomas, wife of BA Thomas I

      

      An empire needed an empire house. In 1897, BA I’s wife, Nettie, died. Mary took their son, Ben Allen (hereafter known as BA II), into her home to raise. She also had WJ's Aunt Paulina living with them until her death in 1889, was planning to bring her aging parents to live with them, and was beginning to feel cramped in their house. Mr Latimer relates, “It is said that Mary designed the house” (p.71). I don't know who said that, but it is a safe bet that the impetus for building the house came from Mary. The house was actually built by the firm of L.H. Gruber and Sons. I'll tell you more about them in just a moment. We have a copy of an ad by this firm that features a picture of Chenoweth House, which says, “designed and erected by L.H. Gruber and Sons”. No doubt Mary participated in the design process, but the actual design was completed by the Gruber architects.

      This firm consisted of Lewis H. Gruber and his sons, Lynn and Henry. Lynn was the architect, rated one of the best in Kentucky. The aforementioned ad lists a whole host of stores, banks, and residences which the Grubers built, including Harry Weissinger's “Undulata” (now home to well-known Saddlebred breeder Hoppy Bennett), and “Allen Dale” for Mrs. Bettie Meriwether, ancestor to the current Van Stockum owners. They also built the lovely chapel in Shelbyville's Grove Hill Cemetery, and the Shannon Funeral Home.

      BA II was ten years old when the manor house was built. Among his many memories recorded on tape (and included in the Latimer history) are the following concerning the acquisition of the property and the building of the house:

      
        
        “When Uncle John married, he bought some land from Van Snook which is the site of the present Thomas home. The house they moved into was already there. It was later divided in two parts and moved to make way for the house Uncle John built. The land in front of the yard south to Highway 43 was not included in this portion [which is where the entrance avenue is now] and his outlet to the road was through a very crooked and rough road that entered the Mulberry and Eminence Road, now Highway 43, near the Thornton Johnson place. A good portion of this old road is now under water from a lake that was built several years ago. They had no road prepared, it was just over the ground.” (p. 56)

        

      

      
        
        “When the new house was built in 1900, the old house was divided and part of it put on the east side next to the road and the other part on the west side. I had quite a time while building the house seeing things and walking around. I remember I took some big pieces of wood and put them on a pile of dirt that came from the cellar and used it as a sliding board. When part of the foundation was being laid, they had a cornerstone which is close to the cellar entrance outside. A mason jar with quite a few letters and other things were put in there as a memento to maybe be taken out someday.” (p.101)

        

      

      It is hard to tell the final resting place of the original house on the site. BA II seems to be saying that it was separated and incorporated into the new house, on the east and west sides, unless he means the east and west sides of the farm. Latimer describes it as having been moved to two separate places on the farm, and says that BA I lived in one of the halves. As you will see in a moment, it seems that both BA I and BA II lived with John and Mary in the new house, and Mary's parents did move in with them in 1902.
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