Edwin Forrest (1806-1872) is known by historians of the theater as the first great native-born American actor.
   He made is first stage appearance on November 27, 1820 in New York City.  He soon gained fame for portraying blackface caricatures of African Americans.  Constance Rourke, author of American Humor; A Study of National Character, wrote, “…his impression was so believable he often mingled in the streets with African Americans unnoticed”.  He allegedly fooled one old black woman into taking him for a friend then convinced her to join him in his stage performance that night.

In 1826 Edwin Forrest had great success in New York as Othello.  In 1829 he was featured as Metamora in the play Metamora; or, The Last of the Wampanoags by John Augustus Stone.  He played in the Gladiator in 1836, but the English audience hissed his Macbeth in 1843.  As much as he is remembered today for his outstanding acting, he his noted for his twenty-year rivalry with actor William Charles Macready.  This jealousy turned tragic during competing productions of Macbeth in 1849, resulting in the Astor Place Riot where twenty-two people were killed.

A Covington Connection
Edwin Forrest was certainly well known in the theatrical world but few Northern Kentuckians know that he had a strong connection to this area.  During the early days of his career, when he was a member of a touring company that played the circuit in Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Louisville, Maysville and Lexington, he became friends with three fellow members of the troupe and residents of Newport, Kentucky.  The three were Mrs. Riddle and her two daughters.
   When the acting company dispersed in July of 1824, Mrs. Riddle and General James Taylor supported the penniless actor for a short time.  At the lowest point in his long career, Forrest rowed across the Licking River one day in 1824 and climbed a hillside west of Covington, where he gained new resolution and heart from the beautiful surroundings.  According to a Kentucky Post article dated December 25, 1900, “One day while in a destitute condition, Forrest climbed the hill and in a most despondent mood, saw a grapevine whose tendrils had been torn from an oak tree, but scorning further support had taken root in the earth and was growing bravely in sturdy independence of the parent tree.  This moral lesson appealed to Forrest, who took new heart and later became famous.”

According to one source, “Forrest returned to the area in 1839 and purchased three lots – over 45 acres – on this exact hillside, then part of Mr. Ludlow’s subdivision, for $7,366.
  

According to several other sources, the true story is as follows.  “On return trips to Covington, Forrest became acquainted with Israel Ludlow, who owned nearly all the property upon which the present city of Ludlow is built, including Forrest Hill.  Forrest and Ludlow became warm personal friends and Forrest told Ludlow how his hill had put new strength into him and done much toward making him what he was.”
  The two men enjoyed games of poker from time to time and on one occasion the stakes of the game grew to astronomical proportions.  Over the course of the game, Forrest’s luck outlasted Ludlow’s and he was able to amass a rather large pile of winnings.  “With a laugh, Forrest swept his winnings into his pocket, pushed back his chair, and arose to his feet.”  Ludlow, however, insisted on continuing play.  Out of cash, Ludlow bet the hillside – all 48 acres – and lost it.
   The exact location of this particular card game differs slightly, but the fact the game really took place is documented in three separate newspaper articles.  One account places it in a room at Cincinnati’s old Broadway Hotel while Forrest was playing at the National Theater on Sycamore Street.  The others, upon a paddlewheel during a trip the two men took to Louisville.  Either way, Edwin Forrest became the new owner of a large parcel of land and one of the most picturesque views of the entire Covington-Cincinnati riverfront.

Forrest wasted little time improving upon the parcel.  He hired Covington contractor and builder I. W. Livsey the following day and working as his own architect, built a two-story Swiss cottage by the end of the following summer, using wood from trees gathered from the same hillside.
   Forrest hired a French gardener and the grounds, including a large vineyard, were beautifully laid out.  He stayed at his Covington address whenever he played Cincinnati engagements.

By late 1844, the neighborhood of “Forrest Hill” was being transformed, under the “tasteful direction of [a] Mr. Whitley,” into a hillside of vineyards and country homes.
   Initially known as “Botany Hill”
 after Forrest left the area, the hillside became part of the community of “Economy” which later became the town of West Covington before eventually being incorporated into the confines of the City of Covington.

A reminder of Edwin Forrest’s land ownership remains with the name of Forest Avenue, though one “r” over time has been dropped.  His original tract of land is shown on the 1883 Atlas of Kenton County as the Forrest Subdivision, outlined by what would now be Forest Street on the north, Wright Street on the east, Short John Street on the west, and Panorama Drive to the south.
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