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Owenton, the small county seat of Owen County (see National Register form for the Owen 
County Courthouse and Jail listed on the National Register May 6, 1976), nevertheless 
boasts a number of grandiose Victorian residences scattered along the ridges that extend 
out from the town center. Many of the finest and most ambitious of these follow the 
east-west route to the west of the courthouse. Among them, Highfield stands out because 
of its considerable setback, extensive grounds, and relative age.

The house consists of a large five-bay two-story clapboarded block with two-story gallery 
in the center and a modernized two-story wing to one side. Although the overall 
appearance justifies the antebellum date of the house, the details of the cornice and gable 
brackets suggest that they were added somewhat later, although also perhaps just before the 
Civil War. Within the pediment is an unusual quatrefoil opening within a round arch.

The dwelling contains eleven rooms, with two hallways, in each of which is a stairway. 
All lumber used in the building was cut and sawed with crosscut saws, from trees on the 
premises, and all work was done at the site of erection. Window and door facings, window 
frames, and doors were made by hand. Door panels are said to represent a cross and open 
Bible. Shingles (replaced, probably in the mid-19th century by the existing standing- 
seam metal roof) were hand-hewn.

The residence now includes some modern improvements, such as electric heating, 3^ 
bathrooms, electric kitchen, and air conditioning.

The iron fence which surrounds the present property was erected by T. W. Staiar, owner 
in the 1890s, at a cost of $1,100. It is in splendid condition.

A small octagonal gazebo adorns one corner of the sloping front lawn. There are also 
appropriate frame outbuildings at the rear of the house.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Highfield is one of the earliest and largest of the impressive 19th-century residences 
that distinguish the outskirts of Owenton, county seat of Owen County. The county, 
which lies along the Kentucky River between the Ohio River and Frankfort, has varied but 
fertile terrain. The house in its ridge-top setting, reflects the prosperity made 
possible by the productive farmland, although little is known of the man for whom the 
house was built in the late 1840s, Willis Roberts, or of succeeding owners.

The original tract of land surrounding Highfield (about 93 acres) included the entire 
west section of Owenton. In the year 1785 Robert Parker bought the land from the state 
of Virginia. The land patent was signed by Patrick Henry, Governor. Parker died about 
1818, the land going to his six heirs. Andrew W. P. Parker then acquired the real estate 
and, at his demise, the heirs of Colonel John C. Bacon became the owners in 1839. There 
were 93 acres in the plot at this time, which sold for $600.00. George Roberts 
purchased the land on July 25, 1839, and he, in turn, sold the same to Willis Roberts 
about 1840. Shortly afterwards Willis Roberts constructed the house that now occupies 
the site.

John C. Breckinridge is believed to have spoken from the porch of Highfield in the 
early 1850s, when he was campaigning for a seat in the U. S. Congress. Breckinridge 
(1821-1875), a prominent lawyer and politician, served in the State legislature in 
1849, the U. S. Congress in 1851 and 1853, Vice President of the U. S. under Buchanan in 
1856, U. S. Senator in 1861, and Secretary of War in the Confederate Cabinet.

In his campaigns for a Congressional seat in 1851 and again in 1853, Breckinridge 
received strong support from Owen County, which was crucial in his victories. In both 
elections, Breckinridge's Whig opponents were favored to win because of their firm 
backing in the inner Bluegrass counties. However, Breckinridge's overwhelming victories 
in Owen County and adjoining Scott County overcame the Whig candidates** support in the 
richer counties of the Bluegrass, giving him the victory. In genuine appreciation, the 
family and friends called Breckinridge's youngest son "Owen County," which name was 
soon shortened to Owen. His son was known by this name until adulthood (Heck, p.35).
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