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Description
The Blankenbecker-Riley Farm encompasses a 120-acre area containing 16 buildings, one object, and
two structures, among which are a 1913 house and a variety of agricultural dependencies which date from
the mid-nineteenth century to c, 1940. The property is located on the north side of Hathaway Road (Kentucky
State Route 536), immediately east of its intersection with Big Bone Road (Kentucky State Route 1925), and
lies approximately one mile west of the unincorporated village of Union, in southwestern Boone County.
Small farms adjoin the Blankenbecker-Riley Farm on the east and west and a new county park abuts the
farm on the northwest. The property's nearly level acreage is indicative of the gentle topography of the eastern
section of the county. Approached by a farm drive approximately one-quarter mile in length, the house and
many of the associated outbuildings are clearly visible from the road. The Blankenbecker-Riley House is a
representative example of Property Type I, domestic architecture, as defined in the National Register of Historic
Places Multiple Property Documentation Form, "Historic Resources of Boone County, Kentucky" and its
dependencies, all contributing features within the context of this nomination, are representative subtypes
within the context of Property Type II resources, domestic outbuildings.
The main house (Photos 1,2; Resource A on the accompanying location map) was built in 1913 and
is the second on the site, having replaced the original log homestead. The house is one-and-one-half stories
in height, and is crowned by a moderately-pitched pyramidal roof with lower gables. The facade contains the
main doorway, framed by single-light sidelights and a transom sash of clear plate glass. To the left of the
entrance, is a large, focal window with rectangular transom sash. On the second story, a gable on the left
is balanced by a small, gabled dormer on the right. The dormer is faced with square-butt decorative shingling. Originally covered in wood shingles, the first roof was replaced with standing-seam metal, which, in
turn, was replaced by the present asphalt shingling. Fenestration employs flat-topped openings with oneover-one-light sash. The house was originally trimmed with operable exterior shutters which deteriorated and
have been removed, although some shutter hardware remains. Extending across the facade is a simple, threebay open porch of wood borne by Tuscan posts. A one-story hip-roofed ell adjoins the rear; a shed-roofed
porch along the east elevation of the ell has been enclosed, but without impact on the overall character of the
property.
The seven-room interior of the home includes a foyer which opens into a parlor and a hall that offers
access to the dining room and kitchen, at the rear of the house. Doors and windows are enframed by modest,
flat trim with modestly- molded entablatures, all retaining their original dark varnish (Photo 3). Original gasoliers, initially fueled by acetylene produced by a gas plant on the farm, have been electrified and remain in
place, displaying the copper plating common on northern Kentucky lighting fixtures and hardware of the early
twentieth century. Like a number of rural dwellings in the county, the Blankenbecker-Riley house is still
heated with coal.
The property lies in a remarkably intact rural landscape with historic fencing and plantings, a gravel
drive, and a series of dependencies. The house is closely surrounded by a series of domestic outbuildings,
including a woodshed (Resource H on the map), another shed (Resource E), and a root cellar (Property Type
IIC; Resource F), all of wood frame construction, with gabled metal roofs (Photos 4 and 5). The root cellar and
shed appear to date from the late nineteenth century; the construction date of the woodshed, which appears
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Description, continued
to have been built in the early to mid-twentieth century, has not been determined. The below-grade stone
cellar is sheltered by an above-ground frame enclosure with a stairway providing access to the cellar below.
Behind the main house, detached, stands the ell of the original log dwelling (Photo 5; Resource C), considerably altered and now serving as a studio. North of the house is a stone cistern, likely dating from the nineteenth century (Resource D). Defining the front of the domestic yard area immediately south of the house is
a straight run of wrought-iron fencing (Property Type IIIC; Photo 6; Resource B), executed in the spear-andhairpin pattern and produced by the Stewart Iron Works of nearby Covington, Kentucky, whose distinctive
cast name plate is on the gate. The fencing and gates remain intact, the original end posts were replaced by
undistinguished modern posts when replacements could no longer be found. The house is surrounded by
historic flowering shrubs and rose bushes, some of which appear in family photographs of the late nineteenth
century. Also in close proximity to the house are a root cellar and a stone cistern.
About one-half mile north of the main dwelling is the former tenant house (Properly Type IIP; Photo
7; Resource M). The historic core of the tenant house is a two-room frame building set on stone piers, built
about 1890 for African-American farm tenants. During the early twentieth century, an addition was made
to the tenant house. The addition was built perpendicular to the main wing on the lobby saddlebag plan, a
common Boone County tenant house form. Unlike the original wing, the enlarged building was rented to white
tenants. The interior walls of the newer section are finished with the tongue-and-groove wood siding commonly used in tenant dwellings and farmworker houses in the county. The interior also features woodwork
reminiscent of vernacular Federal-era trim along with doors and frame-and-shelf mantelpieces salvaged from
the demolished log homestead. The tenant house was last rented in the 1940s and is vacant and rapidly
deteriorating.
The Blankenbecker-Riley Farm includes one of Boone County's finest collections of agricultural outbuildings, dating from the mid-nineteenth through the mid-twentieth century. As is typical of large farms, the
outbuildings are arranged in several discrete clusters. East of the domestic yard area stands a midnineteenth-century timber frame aisled stock barn (Property Type IIG(3); Photo 8; Resource I), constructed
of hewn timbers pegged together and numbered. Entry is through the front gable end, which includes an
overhanging, gabled hay hood. The main driveway extends from gable to gable and is flanked by stabling
areas that housed sheep on one side and horses on the other. The barn retains its original framing and roof
boards and most of its original poplar vertical siding, although some siding was replaced with tongue-andgroove pine siding in the twentieth century. A disparity in the proportions of the flanking sheds suggests one
or both may have been added after the main unit was built.
Near the stock barn stands a twentieth-century wood frame com crib, a cistern, and a wood-frame
buggy house (shown on the property map as Resources J, L, and K). A lane leads approximately one-half mile
north to a second group of buildings: an early twentieth century timber-frame dairy barn (Resource O) with
front-gabled roof, enlarged in the mid-twentieth century to house the growing herd (Photo 9); a hog house
(Resource P) dating from c. 1940; a deteriorated concrete block milk house (Resource S) dating from the 1930s
(Photo 10), with a front-facing asphalt-shingle-clad gabled roof; and a second wood-frame corn crib (Resource
R).
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Significance
The Blankenbecker-Riley Farm (BE-396) is significant under National Register Criterion C, for architecture, as an locally-significant example domestic and agricultural design from the nineteenth through the early
twentieth century. The nominated property is significant within Historic Contexts I, IV, and V, "Settlement,
Growth, and Maturity of Boone County, 1789-1950," "Agriculture in Boone County, 1789-1950," and "Domestic Architecture in Boone County, 1789-1950," as set forth in the National Register Multiple Property Documentation Form, "Historic Resources of Boone County, Kentucky." The Period of Significance of the property
begins in 1848, when the Blankenbecker family first settled the tract, and ends c. 1940, the date of construction of the most recently-constructed historic buildings within the nominated area. The entire complex retains
integrity its components meet the Registration Requirements set forth in Section F of the Boone County MPDF.
The 1993 Boone County historic resource survey identified this complex as
one of the county's finest examples of a large, diversified farm of the early twentieth
century (c. 1900-1924). Its layout reflects the typical arrangement of such farmsteads:
groups of specialized outbuildings arranged in discrete clusters, and one or more tenant
houses at some distance from the main house. The farm retains one of the county's finest
collections of farm outbuildings, including hog houses, several chicken coops, a dairy
barn, corncribs, cisterns, and a multipurpose stock barn. Built from c. 1840 to 1930,
these structures document the evolution of the farm and illustrate the necessity of
replacing outbuildings over time. 1

The original 200-acre area of the Blankenbecker-Riley Farm illustrates a sizeable farmstead in a county
typified by significantly smaller agricultural holdings. In 1900, when the total number of farms was
increasing in the county and average farm size was dropping steadily, the county's average farm was 93.4
acres according to the census of agriculture. This figure was only barely smaller than the state average of
93.7 acres. Only 137 of Boone County's 1,598 farms contained between 175 and 259 acres. By 1910, the
county's population had decreased by 2,000 and the number of farms had dropped slightly, to 1,540 with
the result that the average farm acreage increased slightly, to 94.6. In 1920, with the county's population on
the increase, the total number of farms jumped to 1,831 and average farm size dropped to 82.6 acres: the
lowest value recorded by the agricultural census to date. In 1920, only 153 (c. 8%) of the 1,831 farms in the
county contained between 175 to 259 acres in 1920. Thus, the nominated property, at 200 acres, was
somewhat anomalous within the context of Boone County farming. The nominated acreage, encompassing
the house and its associated domestic and agricultural dependencies, is significant as a farmstead which has
retained its cohesive collection of historic domestic and agricultural resources. This is particularly significant
in Boone County, which is the focus of modern residential and commercial development on a large scale, due
to its proximity to Cincinnati and the Cincinnati-Northern Kentucky International Airport.
Like most farms in Boone County, this property was a diversified operation which incorporated a dairy

Warminski, Margo, "Kentucky Historic Resources Survey Form" No. BE-396 [Riley Farm], on file with the
Kentucky Heritage Council, Frankfort, Kentucky.
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Significance, continued
herd, sheep, hogs, and chickens, in addition to corn and tobacco crops. While all of these products played
a role in the county's agricultural economy, corn, tobacco and dairy products were of particular importance.
The dominance of corn and tobacco among field crops in the vicinity of Union and the Blankenbecker-Riley
Farm is attested by the Kentucky State Gazetteer and Business Directory, which reported that the settlement
shipped "tobacco, corn and hogs." Census data for Boone County indicate that corn consistently lead cereal
crops. The 1900 census reported that out of 23,445 acres devoted to cereals, 17,240 were planted in corn.
In 1910, 16,995 acres grew corn, which in turn comprised 547,941 (86.3%) of the 634,497 total bushels of
cereals produced in the county.
Like most of Kentucky's Ohio River counties, Boone County has been a major tobacco producer since
the mid-nineteenth century. The cornerstone of the county's farm economy, tobacco consistently led the
census "special crops" category that also included potatoes, vegetables, cane and syrup. In 1910 tobacco, was
by far the most productive special crop; while others in the category ranged from 46 to 995 acres planted,
tobacco accounted for 3,304 acres planted and 3,537,996 pounds harvested. In 1920, during the heyday
of the Blankenbecker-Riley Farm, tobacco dominated the category of "miscellaneous crops" (the term which
by then had replaced the "special crops"), totaling 4,293 acres and 3,737,237 pounds.
Boone County's heritage of dairying is also represented by the Blankenbecker-Riley Farm. During the
first three quarters of the twentieth century, a vast network of small Boone County dairy farms produced milk
for the Cincinnati and Covington markets. Heavily promoted by the state's Department of Agriculture, dairying
became a huge industry in the county after 1900. The former importance of dairying in Boone County is
attested by the many surviving dairy barns, silos and milk houses extant throughout the county. In 1880
and 1890, census records indicate that milk cows totaled about one-third of the cattle in the county. In 1900
dairy cows aged 2 and over totaled 4,170 and led the category of neat cattle. By 1910, dairy cows had
increased to 4,691 and comprised nearly one-half the county's total of 9,429 head. The 1920 census saw a
doubling of the number of dairy cattle to 9,260. In the same decade 2,182,853 gallons of milk were
produced, with a value of $512,293. The Rileys produced ten gallons of milk per day in the 1920s and
1930s. Each day, workers trundled the milk cans in a wicker buggy to the milk house, where they remained
cool until the arrival of the milk wagon. Most Boone County dairy barns post-date 1900 and some nineteenthcentury barns were adapted to new use as the dairy industry grew. The Blankenbecker-Riley dairy barn, built
c. 1900, was expanded in the 1920s to house the growing herd.
Like most large farms, this operation included tenants. It is not known whether they operated on a
cash or share basis, both arrangements being common in Boone County. The 1900 census reported that
20,7% of farms were operated by share tenants, slightly below the statewide total of 25.7%; 14.6% of the
farms were operated by part owners (6.2% statewide), and 8.5% by cash tenants (7.2% statewide). As was
the case county-wide the tenants were housed in a modest frame edifice in sight of, but some distance from,
the main house. The family rented to tenants until the 1940s, when the tenant house ceased to be occupied.
This farm has belonged to the Blankenbecker and Riley families since 1848and has been continuously
passed on from one generation to the next. The Blankenbeckers were among a number of German Lutherans
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Significance, continued
who in the early nineteenth century emigrated into Boone County from Madison and Culpepper Counties in
Virginia. Many of the families settled in Hebron and Florence. Successive generations of Blankenbecakers
owned the property, including Ephraim, Robert, and Ezra. The Riley family also were major landowners in
the Union area; Lake's 1883 Atlas indicates that the Riley family owned several farms in the vicinity. The
Rileys acquired the property and remained active in its farming until 1983; apart from a rented tobacco field,
the farm's acreage is no longer used for agriculture. The lack of active use has placed some outbuildings in
danger of loss by neglect. No buildings have been replaced, nor have intrusive new structures been added.
Some of the buildings survive in a fragile and deteriorated state, but the farm collectively retains a high degree
of integrity. As an ensemble, the Blankenbecker-Riley Farm is a representative of Boone County's agricultural
heritage and a valuable living chronicle of Boone County agricultural history.
The Blankenbecker-Riley House is significant under Criterion C in the area of architecture as an
outstanding representation of a stylish rural dwelling from the second decade of the twentieth century. The
house is set in an exceptionally well-preserved rural landscape that includes the aforementioned dependencies, the ell of the original log homestead, historic plantings and a wrought-iron fence. Viewed in this setting,
the importance of the house as the seat of a prosperous turn-of-the-century farm is readily conveyed.
Virtually unaltered, the house retains a high degree of integrity in all aspects. It is an excellent illustration of the sweeping changes in domestic architecture during the early years of the twentieth century, an era
when more comfortable and aesthetic domestic architecture began to replace regional vernacular forms, and
the picturesque High Victorian style gradually lost favor to simpler, more practical, more symmetrical designs.
These dwellings, built in the first two decades of the new century, became symbols of agricultural prosperity
much like the I-houses of an earlier era. As a group they are varied in form and plan, including the rectangular and cubical, center-passage or modified side-hall, with roofs may hipped or gabled. They are, however,
united by their simple Colonial Revival or Neo-Classical Revival detailing, including porches with Doric or
Tuscan columns and spindled balustrades, denticulated friezes, transomed focal windows, and front entries
framed by plain glass sidelights. The building clearly reflects these changes in the popularity of domestic
design. Each of the various dependencies is a contributing feature within the context of the nomination as
a whole.
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

Being a portion of that property described in Boone County, Kentucky Property Tax Parcel Map
No. 40-35, more particularly shown on the attached map prepared by the Boone County Planning Commission.

JUSTIFICATION

The significance of this property is vested in its position as an agricultural resource with an associated
farmhouse, the dependencies of which are inextricably linked to the property both by use and geographical
proximity, and have been part of the holdings for generations.

A - House
B - Fence
C-EII
D -^tone Cistern
E-MeatShed- ,
F - Root Cellar ;
G - Chicken Coop
H - Wood Shed
I - Stock Barn
J - Corn Crib I
K - Buggy House
L - Cistern
'
M ^-Tenanth^ouse
N - Chicken Coop
O - Dairy Barn
P - Hog House
Q - Cbncrete Mijk House
R - Cjbrn Crib ;
S - Milkhouse
Area = 120.35 Acres

Front
Complex

Historic Resources of Boone County, KY
Blankenbecker - Riley Farm
BE - 396

400

0

400 Feet

Produced by the
Boone County Planning Commission
GIS Sen/ices Division
August 31, 2001

aI

