The Cornerstone of a Community

By Ron Einhaus
In 2007, the property on the western corner of Parkway Avenue ( Douglas ) and Altamont Street ( Main Street ) was purchased by Mike Haggard. There are three main structures and a group of garages to the rear of the property. The most significant building is the large red brick structure now housing the Playhouse Bar. Mike found a cornerstone in that building marked 1876. The cornerstone was removed to see if it still contained any items. What Mike found was not just a cornerstone of a building, but the cornerstone of a community.

The area along the Dry Creek Turnpike know as Economy was nestled on the hillside just west of the city, between Covington and Ludlow. Its very name describes the inhabitants of the community; mostly made up of immigrant laborers living in small cottages. The hillsides, bordered  on the north by the Ohio River and the south by the steep hills of the Forest estate, could not support the larger houses of the surrounding cities. They were barely surviving on their minimal wages; thus living on the economy.

The community of Economy continued to grow as more families moved into the area. By 1850, the population of Economy was 600. With this expansion, the families began to explore ways of providing a quality elementary education for their children. This need for a school for the growing population of children pushed the movement to incorporate their community. Once incorporated, they would have the ability to build their own community school supported by the taxes of the residents.

In 1858, Economy was incorporated as the town of West Covington. It wasn’t long before a structure was acquired at the corner of Douglas and Main Street to serve the needs of the new town. The two story frame building would serve as the first Town Hall and provide classrooms for the West Covington School. L. M. Strafer was the first teacher. In 1869, the amended incorporation papers allowed the Forest estates to join the Town of West Covington. By 1875, 100 children were attending classes at the school. Two teachers were now attending to the needs of the students. Miss J. McKenna was the principal and Miss Kitty Sweet was the assistant teacher. With more students came additional teachers, the present building could no long meet the needs of increased classroom space. 

The revised incorporation papers for the Town of West Covington amended in 1869 would allow the community to increase its taxes for the purpose of building a new larger building on the town property at Douglas and Main Street.  Early in 1876, the school trustees agreed to construct a new building. To accommodate the construction, the original two story framed house was sold to Mrs. Clare for $200 with the agreement that she would move it to property she owned in the town. Her husband, James was a carpenter by trade. In August of 1876, James Clare successfully moved the building onto Kennedy Street, around the corner from the town property. (Ironically, the original building was razed in the early 1920’s to build the Eleventh District School.) By September of 1876, construction began on a new red brick building that would serve the community as a Town Hall and School House.

On Monday, October 16, 1876, the cornerstone was ready to be filled with coins and documents of the Town of West Covington during an evening of celebration. The Ticket newspaper described it as “ a memorable night to the present generation of West Covingtonians.” It continued to record that for the celebration “There was a cannon, which awoke the echoes among the surrounding hills; fireworks, a big bonfire and a torchlight procession.”

After an oration delivered by the Honorable Charles Eginton, the many items that were prepared were put into the tin box of the cornerstone. Among them was a handwritten history of the Town of West Covington. The town clerk, Joseph Ryan, had penned the document; History of West Covington. After reading the many pages of the history, the document was put into the tin box. The Ticket stated that “ Mr. Farrell, the President of the Town Board, then put the documents, coins prepared for that purpose in a tin case, which was then set by the architect, Mr. George P. Humphries.”

History of West Covington

By Joseph Ryan

The Town of West Covington, in Kenton County, State of Kentucky, is built on land which once constituted part of the “Ludlow Farm.” The greater part of this land was sold off at Commissioners Sale in lots of 3 ½ to 7 acres each. Subsequently, many of those lots were sub-divided into building lots, and streets and alleys were laid off so as to form a town. This town was known for some time by the name of “Economy”. Several lots being sold, buildings were erected on many of them, and in the year of 1857 there were about 600 inhabitants, but no schools, churches or public improvements of any kind. Up to 1858, the inhabitants had to get in and out of the village in the best manner they could, but as lots were being purchased and fenced in, and the sites laid off for streets or country roads were found to be passable in many places, looking much better on the flats than they did when the people came to trace the reality on the ground. They were obligated, ( in order to cause the property owners, rich and poor, to contribute accordingly to their means, to the formation of new roads,) to petition the Legislature of Kentucky to grant a charted to incorporate the “Town of West Covington.” The charter was granted in 1858; the trustees named were John Sherick, George Stacy, A. Kershaw, John Monahan and William Woods. The two last names were erroneous. The persons meant being Patrick Monahan and Robert R. Woods. An election was held to fill the vacancies and Patrick Monahan and J.V. Barton were elected. The officers of the town were to be five Town Trustees having the power of School Trustees. A Police Judge and a Town Marshall, all elected by the citizens and a Town Clerk, an Assessor, a Treasurer and a Collector, each appointed by the Trustees. The maximum tax was placed at 25 cents annually on each one hundred dollars worth of assessed property. The boundaries of the town were from the boundary of the west of the City of Covington, along the center line of the River Road, westwardly to what is now the eastern line of the City of Ludlow, southwardly along said line to its southern termination. Hence to a continuation of the northern line of the Forrest Hill property, along said line to the western boundary of Covington. Hence, along said boundary to the place of beginning.

The charter was amended in 1860, to give greater jurisdiction to the Police Judge, and to give the Marshall same powers as constables have in the district. Again in 1869, the charter was amended so as to establish a School Board of five Trustees separate from the Town Council, to permit the tax to be levied at 40 cents on the $100 valuation, and to extend the corporative limits southwardly to the county road leading from Lewisburg to the catholic cemetery, and northwardly to the Ohio River as its bounds the state of Kentucky. In 1870, the charter was amended, giving the trustees the power to levy a tax of 50 cents on the $100 to the School Board for schoolhouse repairs and other expenses. In 1874, the charter was amended giving the Trustees power to donate $150.00 annually to school expenses, and providing that on petition of a majority of property owners on any street, or certain length of street or alley, the trustees may order the grading, paving, macadamizing, curbing guttering and the making of sidewalks and charge the expenses of same to the owners of property abutting on such improved street to be paid and payment to be coerced as in case of other taxes – also permitting a special tax of 25 cents on the $100 valuation of property for the years 1874, 1875, 1876 and 1877 for the purpose of building a Town Hall with rooms suitable for school purposes and sufficiently large to accommodate all children entitled to admission to the common schools of the town. This tax has been levied for 3 years and the school had about $2500.00 on hand. The trustees have contracted with J.W. Millichamp to build a suitable hall under the superintendence of Geo. P. Humphries, Arch. For the sum of $4,763.00 the balance due to be paid as collected. It will perhaps be necessary to have the charter amended so to as continue the Special tax until such time as the building debt will be paid. The town at its last assessment in 1876 contained real estate subject to taxation valued at $397,400.00, 1889 inhabitants 464 children entitled to a common school education. Up to the present time, school has been taught in a frame building erected on the Town Lot and used for hall and school purposes. The district school is at present well attended and taught by two competent teachers. The town has at different times purchased real estate for the extension or connexion of streets where such streets were imperfectly laid off on the original plats. The only church property in the town at present is a Roman Catholic church and school house, a parochial house for the dwelling of a catholic clergyman and a residence for the teachers. This school also has two teachers who are religious sisters of the order of St. Francis. The school is kept up by private subscription. Those school bought by the members of that religious denomination to be absolutely necessary to the religious and primary instruction of the catholic children of that congregation, are of great benefit to those of other religious denominations, in as much, that the catholic children are kept there until they are about ten years old, thereby preventing the overcrowding of the district school, which would in that case require extra teacher, and of course shorten the duration of the school session for want of sufficient funds. On that account, the district school sessions amount to ten months in the year, being of as long duration as those of the schools in richer districts. There are several groceries, but owing to the proximity of the town to Cincinnati and Covington, there are no dry goods or hardware stores. There is one Beer saloon on the River Road, chiefly patronized by farmers and travelers and refreshments may be had at three of the groceries. There are only three notion stores and as the town is in a very healthy location, there is not a drug store or doctor’s office here.

The majority of the citizens of the town were always and are now members of the Democratic Party. There could be none found more faithful to the Union of The States, at the time when an unfortunate civil war was threatened to sever the bonds of the union of those states, and to leave us a prey to the monarchical  and imperial powers of Europe, and on the 21st day of June, 1861, a meeting was held for the purpose of organizing a military company to be composed of persons devoted and pledge to the support of the Union and Government of the United States of North America. In that meeting, John Sherick was appointed chairman and Joseph Ryan (the chronicler of those facts) was Secretary. A company was formed, uniforms were purchased, arms procured from the government and at the time of the raid of the rebel General Kirby Smith, the company was mustered into the service of the United States as company G of the 41st Kentucky Regiment – and they did good service principally on picket duty. Subjoined will be found the names of the principal persons who have held offices in this town from the time of its incorporation.

Town Trustees

Year
President
Trustees





Town Clerk

1858
J. Sherick
Geo. Stacy  A. Kershaw  P.Monahan  JD Barstow     S. Maltas

1859
J. Sherick
Geo. Stacy  RR Woods   Wm Tutty      J Ryan
             S. Maltas

1860
J. Sherlick
Geo. Stacy   Jas Clare    Wm Tutty    John Lane         J. Ryan

1861
J. Sherlick
 S. Comes    Patr. Lantry Thos Hey    FT Wocker       J. Ryan

1862
J. Sherlick
H.Ranshaw  Jonas Miller  J. Lane   L. Christiani        J. Ryan

1863
H. Ranshaw
J. Clare       Jonas Miller W.Wilcox  J. Rosskopf          J. Ryan

1864
Wm Whitely
M. Kelly      T. Hayden     R.Dunkinson R.Wilcox        J. Ryan

1865
J. Sherick
P.Lantry      RR Woods     J. Clare       JW Clark         J. Ryan

1866
P. Lantry
J. Hawley    T. Hayden      JW Healey   JV King          J. Ryan

1867
P. McEvoy
P. Lantry     CT Martin     JW Healey    W Whitely       J. Ryan

1868
P. Lantry
CT Martin   Thos Gow      JW Healey     J M Swinney      J. Ryan

1869
B. Farrell         J. Kerns      O. Feeny       J. Hawley      J M Swinney      J. Ryan

1870
A. McDonald
CT Martin   JW Clark       J.Hawley       M. Clare
   Wm McDonald

1871
CT Martin
H Bridgeman  GH Feltman  J Hawley   B Grady
   Wm McDonald

1872
CT Martin
G Clark        J Brown         J Millichamp B Farrell
   Wm McDonald

1873
`W. McLennan B Farrell    M Hooker  T McDonald     G McCoy
      S. Maltas

1874
JJ Reynolds
B Farrell      G Moser    GP Humphries  A Dunn
      J. Ryan

1875
B. Farrell         P Maguire    S Maltas    P Whelan         M Regan
      J. Ryan

1876
B. Farrell
P Maguire    GP Humphries  M Lally     M Regan
      J. Ryan

The office of  Police Judge has been held by S. Maltas from 1858 to 1866, Joseph Ryan from 1866 to 1870, by J.W. Healey to 1872, by Wm McDonald in 1872, by G.W. McCoy in 1873 and 1874, and by George Goodwin in 1875 and 1876; his term will expire in August, 1878.

The office of Town Marshall has been held by B. Geraly in the years 1858 and 1859, 1860 & 1861, by P. Lantry in 1862 and 1863, by Thomas Byrne from 1863 to 1873, ten years, by C.T. Bell in 1874 and by James Kern from 1875 and 1876. 

The office of Treasurer has been held by Geo. Stacy, Robert R. Woods, J.W. King, John M Swinney and for several years by the present Treasurer, Geo. W. Clark.

The Board of School trustees for the present year are Chas. T. Martin, Jas. J. Reynolds, Byron Hathaway, Michael Cain and John Hawley.

Officers of the Co. G, 41st Ky. Regt.     September, 1862

Captain George Stacy

1st lieut. James Martin

2nd lieut. Henry Ranshaw
3rd lieut. Martin Curry

1st Sergt. Wm. Wilcox

2nd Sergt. Patrick Lantry

3rd Sergt. Martin Curry

4th Sergt. Jonas Miller

1st Corpl. John W. Healey

2nd Corpl. Wm. Peace

3rd Corpl. H. B. Miller

4th Corpl. John Sherick

As the grade of 3 lieutenant was not recognized in the United States army, M. Lane resigned and did duty as Sergeant.

                                                        Joseph Ryan, Company Clerk

The above text is from Joseph Ryan’s handwritten History of West Covington. To view the original handwritten document, go to the Botany Hills website at: www.botanyhills.org and click on the “History” leaf. At this webpage, you can view all of the historic items and documents that were removed from the 1876 cornerstone. Besides the History of West Covington document; the other historic materials included the 1870 amended incorporations papers, 1873 Forest Hill Loan & Building Association articles, the business card of the architect, George P. Humphries and the signature of the builder, J.W. Millichamp. Also included on the webpage is the article from the 1876 Ticket. All of the items from the cornerstone are now archived at the Kenton County Public Library in Covington.

It is not often that one is given the chance to hold and read an original document such as the History of West Covington. The feeling one gets after reading the account of the celebration as recorded in the 1876 issue of the Ticket and then to actually hold and read that original document is beyond description. 

Ludlow Reporter, May 1, 1875

The Ticket, October 17, 1876

Article from the Kenton County Public Library
“Ritchie, 1863-1885” Ritchie Family papers – Walter Ritchie
Article appeared in the: 

Northern Kentucky Heritage Magazine – Vol.16-1
